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Abstract 
 

Based on recent estimates within Australia, approximately 32% of marriages 

end in divorce, and almost 50% of these families include children. Divorce can be 

distressing for children, as revealed by investigations comparing children from intact 

and divorced families on conduct, psychological adjustment, self-concept, and social 

adjustment (Amato, 2000). These early comparisons, however, were usually 

accomplished without consideration of other aspects of the family system (i.e., family 

processes). More recently, researchers have investigated family structure and family 

processes as correlates of children’s adjustment. One important aspect of children’s 

adjustment is the development of their expectations of social relationships with others. 

Founded in attachment theory and social cognitive theories of the need to belong and 

concerns about rejection, family problems and divorce have been proposed as 

correlates of children’s ways of thinking about their current and future relationships 

(children’s relationship expectations), but this has received little research attention. 

In the final of the three studies reported here, family structure and processes 

were expected to be correlates of children’s relationship expectations. Prior to testing 

these hypotheses, however, available measures of children’s relationship expectations 

were identified. This revealed that there was no existing measure that assessed 

optimistic and pessimistic relationship expectations, which could be quickly 

completed by both children and early adolescents. Hence, a new measure was 

developed in the first two studies by drawing on the literature on relationship models 

and cognitions (e.g., rejection and interpersonal sensitivity, and working models of 

self and others in relationships), and the optimism/pessimism literature. The 

exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses results reported in Study 1 (N = 226; 

ages 9 to 12 years) and Study 2 (N = 200; ages 9 to 12 years) resulted in a 16-item 

measure of children’s optimistic and pessimistic relationship expectations with 
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reference to peers and “other people.” This measure was found to consist of two 

subscales, labelled optimistic relationship expectations and pessimistic relationship 

expectations. All 16 items contained statements about peers and others in general. The 

two subscales were shown to be moderately correlated, and to be reliable and valid. 

In Study 3, 837 children (aged 9 to 13 years) completed the new measure of 

relationship expectations about peers and others. In addition, items that assessed 

children’s expectations about family relationships were included and found to produce 

a single scale representing optimistic family relationship expectations. These 

measures of children’s relationship expectations were expected to be correlates of 

divorce, interparental conflict and parenting. Children completed measures of 

relationships expectations, experience of interparental conflict, and their mothers’ and 

fathers’ parenting in the form of warmth, autonomy support, structure, rejection, 

coercion and chaos. Parents reported about family structure and divorce history. 

Results of Study 3 revealed that children who had experienced family 

dissolution reported less optimistic family relationship expectations than children from 

intact families and this was more pronounced the longer the period since the divorce. 

Regarding children’s relationship expectations of peers and others, regression models 

showed divorce was not associated with either optimistic or pessimistic expectations. 

Yet, interparental conflict was associated with children’s relationship expectations of 

both family and peers/others, but was no longer a significant unique correlate after 

parenting was added to the models. Parenting, particularly children’s report of 

mothers’ warmth and autonomy support, was associated with children’s expectations 

of relationships with family, peers and others in general. Yet, fathers’ parenting did 

seem to play some role, as well; children who reported more autonomy support from 

their fathers also had more optimistic expectations of peers/others and children who 

reported more coercion and rejection by their fathers had less optimistic family 
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relationship expectations. Moreover, children who reported more rejection by their 

mothers also reported more pessimistic relationship expectations with peers/others.  

Finally, it was expected that parenting might moderate associations between 

divorce and children’s relationship expectations. This was the case for positive 

parenting by mothers when the outcomes were family relationship expectations and 

optimistic expectations of peers/others. It was also the case for positive parenting by 

fathers and negative parenting by mothers when the outcome was family relationship 

expectations. Children reported the highest optimistic relationship expectations when 

they lived in intact families and reported positive parenting by mothers; the highest 

optimistic family relationship expectations when they lived in intact families and 

reported positive parenting by fathers; and the lowest family relationship expectations 

when they had experienced family dissolution and reported that their mothers were 

low in positive parenting qualities or high in negative parenting qualities. 

In summary, divorce has a significant association with family relationship 

expectations but not with peer/other relationship expectations, and parenting is the 

most direct correlate of relationship expectations regardless of whether these 

expectations are of family or peers/others. Children are more optimistic about their 

future family relationships when they report more positive parenting (warmth, 

autonomy support, structure) from mothers and lower negative parenting (coercion, 

rejection) by fathers. Additionally, positive parenting by both mothers and fathers and 

an absence of negative parenting by mothers seems to buffer children from the 

negative effect of divorce on their optimistic expectations of family. These findings 

are important for understanding how children view relationships and could be used to 

give assistance to families going through the divorce process. Implications for theory, 

research and intervention, as well as future directions, are discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 Family dissolution is one of the most common significant life stressors 

experienced by children (Hasan & Power, 2004; Holmes & Rahe, 1967). One third of 

Australian marriages are expected to end in divorce (Australian Bureau of Statistics 

[ABS], 2007a). Within Australia in 2007, 47,963 marriages ended in divorce and 

49.3% of these involved dependent children (ABS, 2007b). These figures do not 

include couples who have separated and do not file for divorce or couples who never 

married (de facto couples) and separated. Due to the large number of children who are 

affected by parental separation, extensive research has been conducted investigating 

the effects of divorce on children. 

Divorce rates began to climb around 1970 (Franklin, Janoff-Bulman, & Roberts, 

1990). At the same time some of the earliest research was conducted on whether 

divorce would place children at risk of academic, social, and externalising and 

internalising problems (see Amato, 2000; Hipke, Wolchik, Sandler, & Braver, 2002). 

In this early research, the expectation was that it was divorce, regardless of family 

circumstances, that was the risk factor. Because of this, many studies were conducted 

to compare children who experienced divorce to children from intact families. In one 

of the first meta-analyses conducted of these studies, outcome variables such as 

academic achievement, conduct, psychological adjustment, self-concept, social 

adjustment, and mother- and father-child relations from 92 studies were reported 

(Amato & Keith, 1991). In general, the effects of divorce on children were small with 

mean effect sizes ranging from (d = .06 to -.26); the largest effects were found for 

children’s conduct (-.23) and father-child relations (-.26). Negative effect sizes 

indicated that the divorce group scored lower than the intact group. In addition, 

studies conducted from the 1950s to the 1980s found that the negative effects of 
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divorce on children were less pronounced in the more recent studies as compared to 

studies conducted in earlier decades and that this change in findings over the decades 

could not be explained by the increasing sophistication of the research methodology 

(Amato & Keith). 

This early meta-analysis also described three models to account for the negative 

effects of divorce (Amato & Keith, 1991). In the first model, the negative effects of 

divorce on children were expected to be due to parental absence. In the second model, 

the negative effects of divorce on children were expected to be due to economic 

disadvantage. The third model proposed that family conflict was the cause of 

children’s negative outcomes. They found that of the three, the results strongly 

supported the family conflict model. Not only were children in high-conflict intact 

families lower in well-being than children in low-conflict intact families, they were 

also lower in well-being than children from divorced families. This suggested to 

researchers that family processes, particularly conflict, rather than the event  of 

divorce, might better account for children’s adjustment difficulties. 

In an update of Amato and Keith’s (1991) meta-analysis, a further 67 studies 

conducted between 1990 and 1999 were examined (Amato, 2001). Mean weighted 

effect sizes of divorce (as compared to intact families) on children’s academic 

achievement, conduct, psychological adjustment, self-concept and social relations 

were calculated. Effect sizes (d) ranged from (-.12) self concept to (-.22) conduct. 

Although these effect sizes were still small in magnitude, they were larger in studies 

conducted prior to the 1980s and in the 1990s when compared to studies conducted in 

the 1980s. Although not yet directly empirically tested, Amato posited that the 

slightly larger effect sizes found in studies from the 1990s compared to those in the 

1980s may reflect the increasing economic differences between one- and two-parent 
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families during the 1990s and the changing nature of divorce. With marriage 

dissolution becoming more widely accepted both legally and socially within the 

community, partners were often separating under less extreme circumstances. He 

suggested that children might be worse off following divorce only when there was 

overt conflict preceding divorce. 

Recent investigations continue to extend upon the comparison of children’s 

adjustment between those in divorced versus intact families. Researchers have 

discussed a divorce-stress-adjustment model and suggested that a crisis model was 

appropriate for some and a chronic strain model was appropriate for others (Amato, 

2000). From this perspective, divorce is seen as a stressful experience that either (a) is 

a temporary crisis to which individuals gradually adjust (crisis model), or (b) involves 

personal strains that do not dissipate and lead to a reduction in well-being that persists 

indefinitely (chronic strain model). Which model is most relevant is dependent on 

moderating and mediating factors. From a review of the literature, it could be argued 

that family processes, especially the parent-child relationship and interparental 

conflict, may be more important for children’s development and adjustment than the  

actual event  of divorce (Hines, 1997). Following divorce, children have been found 

to exhibit an improvement in functioning, a modest decline in functioning that 

improves over time, a substantial long-term decline in functioning or little change. 

These patterns are dependent on a number of factors, including the quality of the 

residential parent-child relationship (Amato; Dawson-McClure, Sandler, Wolchik, & 

Millsap, 2004; Hipke et al., 2002; Tein, Sandler, MacKinnon, & Wolchik, 2004; 

Wolchik, Tein, Sandler, & Doyle, 2002; Wolchick et al., 2000), interparental conflict 

(Amato; Dawson-McClure et al., 2004; Hipke et al.; Tein et al., 2004; Wolchik et al., 

2000), discipline (Amato; Hipke et al.; Tein et al.; Wolchik et al.), access 
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arrangements and quality of the non-residential parent’s relationship with the child 

(Amato; Dawson-McClure et al.; Hipke et al.; Tein et al.), support from a new partner 

(Amato), how children cognitively appraise divorce (Amato; Wolchik et al.), coping 

efficacy and coping strategies (Dawson-McClure et al.; Wolchik et al.), the number of 

negative life events children are exposed to (Amato; Dawson-McClure et al.), and 

children’s temperament (Dawson-McClure et al.). 

Overview of the Research Studies 

The primary purpose of the current studies was to test whether family 

dissolution and family processes, including interparental conflict and parenting, were 

correlates of children’s optimistic and pessimistic views of their future relationships 

with others. Hence, the focus was on children's models of their relationships with 

others as one aspect of their adjustment to divorce and family conflict. Children in late 

childhood and early adolescence (ages 9 to 12) were the participants because this is an 

age period when children show major advances in social cognitive processes and are 

beginning to understand that behaviours are influenced by a variety of needs, 

emotions, relationships and motives (Berger, 2000). For example, children have been 

found to think in more abstract, multidimensional and relativistic ways as they 

transition into early adolescence (Steinberg, 2008). Moreover, children are developing 

close relationships outside of the family making their optimism and pessimism about 

relationships more salient than previously (Steinberg). 

In multiple theories, family problems and divorce have been proposed as 

correlates of children’s way of thinking about their current and future relationships. 

For example, this has been proposed within attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 

1980), motivational theories that describe people’s need to belong (Baumeister & 
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Leary, 1995), the need to relate to others (Skinner & Wellborn, 1994) and the fear of 

abandonment (Wolchik et al., 2002). 

The current research studies were founded on these perspectives and were 

designed to attend to both maladaptive and adaptive expectations of relationships. In 

particular, drawing on conceptions of optimism and pessimism within personality 

theory (Scheier & Carver, 1985) and beginning with literature on relationship 

cognition (e.g., rejection and interpersonal sensitivity, and working models of self and 

others in relationships [Boyce & Parker, 1989; Downey & Feldman, 1996; 

Mehrabian, 1976]), a new measure of optimistic and pessimistic expectations of 

relationships was developed and tested. Using this measure in a subsequent study, 

children’s relationship expectations were expected to be associated with family 

dissolution and related family problems. Measures of the family environment included 

an assessment of marital status and details of divorce and/or separation, partner (e.g., 

marital) adjustment including interparental conflict, and parenting qualities of both 

mothers and fathers.  

In sum, three studies were conducted with three primary aims. The first aim was 

to develop and validate a new scale assessing children’s relationship expectations. In 

Study 1, this scale was developed with two subscales, one measuring children’s 

optimistic expectations of relationships and one measuring children’s pessimistic 

expectations of relationships. In Study 2, this scale was validated with an independent 

sample of children. The second aim was to determine whether children from divorced 

families differ from children from intact families in their relationship expectations. 

Finally, the third aim was to test the divorce-stress-adjustment model (Amato, 2000) 

by investigating whether children’s expectations of relationships were better 

explained by family processes, including interparental conflict and parenting qualities, 
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than by family structure (i.e., whether they were from divorced or intact families). The 

second and the third aims were achieved in Study 3. 

These studies fill gaps in current research, including providing a new measure 

of children’s expectations of relationships and expanding the focus to include both 

positive and negative views about relationships. Current views of optimism and 

pessimism suggest that these may not be opposite ends of a single continuum, but may 

be best considered as two distinct ways of thinking about the world or others (i.e., Ey 

et al., 2005). The development and inclusion of a measure of optimism and pessimism 

about relationships will add to this debate about whether optimistic and pessimistic 

expectations are empirically separable constructs or a single bipolar construct. 

Further, it has been common in the literature on the effects of divorce on children, 

adolescents and adults to measure expectations of relationships by focusing on 

marriage in the future. The current research developed a measure appropriate for 

children to measure their optimistic and pessimistic expectations about multiple forms 

of future important relationships. This research also extends previous research 

investigating relationship expectations to a younger age group than ever before by 

including children aged 9 to 12 years. Last, the current research was the first to 

examine associations of children’s pessimistic and optimistic relationship 

expectations with parenting and interparental conflict. 

Summary of Thesis Chapters 

This thesis consists of eight chapters. Following this introductory chapter, 

Chapter 2 focuses on children’s optimistic and pessimistic relationship expectations 

by reviewing the more widely used and empirically supported constructs, 

interpersonal sensitivity and rejection sensitivity. This review also provides a brief 

overview of the optimism/pessimism literature, specifically discussing the debate 
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about whether optimism and pessimism are one bipolar or two unipolar constructs. 

This chapter also argues the need for the development of a new measure of children’s 

optimistic and pessimistic relationship expectancy. Chapter 3 consists of background 

literature supporting the current studies and provides a summary of children’s 

development of relational cognitive schemas. A brief overview of some aspects of 

attachment theory and theory regarding cognitive relational schemas relevant to the 

current study aims and hypotheses is also provided in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 

summarises what is known about associations between family factors and children’s 

relationship expectations. The family factors of importance are divorce, parenting 

qualities and parent conflict/dyadic adjustment. A summary of the thesis is also 

provided. Study 1, which consists of the development of the new measure, Children’s 

Optimistic and Pessimistic Expectations of Relationships (COPER) is presented in 

Chapter 5, whereas Chapter 6 comprises of Study 2, the validation of the COPER 

developed in Study 1. Study 3 is summarised in Chapter 7. Study 3 includes tests of 

associations of children's relationship expectations with family structure, interparental 

conflict and parenting qualities using the newly developed and validated measure 

from Study 1 and 2. Finally, Chapter 8 provides a general discussion of the results of 

the three studies as well as limitations, implications for theory, research and 

intervention, and suggestions for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Conceptions and Measurement of Children’s Expectations of Relationships 

Predominantly, those investigating expectations of relationships have been 

interested in negative and not positive expectations of others and relationships. There 

have been multiple ways of conceptualising these negative relationship views or 

expectations, which has resulted in a considerable number of measurement scales. The 

more notable and widely used scales are the Interpersonal Sensitivity Measure (IPSM; 

Boyce & Parker, 1989), the Sensitivity to Rejection Scale (MSR; Mehrabian, 1994b), 

and the Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (RSQ; Downey & Feldman, 1996). Each 

scale was originally developed for adults or university students and used exclusively 

with these groups, with the exception of the RSQ, which has been adapted for 

children (Children’s Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire, CRSQ; Downey, Lebolt, 

Rincon, & Freitas, 1998).  

Interpersonal Sensitivity 

Interpersonal sensitivity has been conceptualised as “an undue and excessive 

awareness of, and sensitivity to, the behaviours and feelings of others” (Boyce & 

Parker, 1989, p.342). It is characterised by a heightened need for approval and a sense 

of inferiority and hypersensitivity to criticism (Davidson, Zisook, Giller, & Helms, 

1989; Gilbert, Irons, Olsen, Gilbert, & McEwan, 2006). 

A measure of Interpersonal Sensitivity (IPSM; Boyce & Parker, 1989) was 

developed based on the Interpersonal Dependency Inventory (Hirschfeld et al., 1977), 

the Dysfunctional Attitudes Scale (Weissman, 1980), the Depressive Experiences 

Questionnaire (Blatt, D'Afflitti, & Quinlan, 1976), and the Symptom Checklist–90 

(SCL-90; Derogatis, Lipman, & Covi, 1973). This scale has been used largely to 

assess interpersonal sensitivity as a risk factor for depression (e.g., Boyce et al., 1993; 
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Boyce & Parker ; Rizzo, Daley, & Gunderson, 2006), however, it has also been linked 

with social anxiety, above and beyond depression (Harb, Heimberg, Fresco, Schneier, 

& Liebowitz, 2002). These authors suggested a strong association between 

interpersonal rejection sensitivity and social anxiety.   

Although it has been suggested that interpersonal sensitivity is unlikely to be a 

simple unitary construct (Boyce & Parker, 1989), most studies report only a total 

interpersonal sensitivity score (e.g., Boyce, Parker, Barnett, Cooney, & Smith, 1991; 

Rizzo et al., 2006). In one study (Davidson et al., 1989), it was posited that there were 

two different dimensions of interpersonal sensitivity, one being sensitivity to rejection 

in interpersonal situations and the other the fear of being embarrassed in public, a 

feature of social phobia. 

Previous research has found that a depressed sample scored higher on the total 

score for the IPSM compared to a non-clinical sample (Boyce & Parker, 1989). 

However, when investigating the five subscales of the IPSM (interpersonal awareness, 

need for approval, separation anxiety, timidity and fragile inner self), there were 

different components of interpersonal sensitivity that were more relevant than others. 

In addition, elevated interpersonal sensitivity measured using the IPSM, has been 

associated with depression in relation to romantic stress in a sample of adolescent 

girls (Rizzo et al., 2006). This study found no association between non-romantic stress 

and interpersonal sensitivity. 

Mehrabian (1970, 1976, 1994a, 1994b) and Downey and Feldman (1996) have 

both developed different scales measuring one specific component of interpersonal 

sensitivity, namely rejection sensitivity. The present research focuses on rejection 

sensitivity as the foundation for a measure of pessimistic relationship expectations. In 
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the following sections, Mehrabian’s conceptualisation of rejection sensitivity will be 

described followed by a description of the perspective of Downey and her colleagues. 

Rejection Sensitivity 

Mehrabian’s view of rejection sensitivity. Rejection sensitivity is a more 

specific aspect of interpersonal sensitivity. Mehrabian (1976) conceptualised 

sensitivity to rejection as “generalised negative expectations in social relationships” 

(p.205). He posited that a self-perpetuating cycle occurs when a person who is 

sensitive to rejection has feelings of discomfort and inadequacy in social situations, 

which then leads others to elicit negative feelings towards them.   

Mehrabian’s (1970, 1976,1994a, 1994b) Sensitivity to Rejection scale (MSR) 

was developed based on  the Fear of Negative Evaluation scale (FNE; Watson & 

Friend, 1969) and Social and Avoidance and Distress (SAD) scales. The FNE and 

SAD have both been adapted to form the Brief Version of the Fear of Negative 

Evaluation Scale (Leary, 1983), which has been widely associated with social anxiety 

(Weeks et al., 2005). 

The MSR (Mehrabian, 1970, 1976, 1994a, 1994b) was developed in conjunction 

with the Measure of Affiliative Tendency (MAFF; Mehrabian, 2000) to measure the 

determinants of affiliative behaviour, a major component of social behaviour 

(Mehrabian, 1976). These scales were designed as measures of social skills, and 

Mehrabian attested that the two scales were independent of each other and exhibited 

theoretically different relationships, specifically with affiliation, conformity and 

dependence (Mehrabian, 1994a). Although Mehrabian discussed expectations, the 

scale items seem to measure preferences rather than expectations. Sample scale items 

include “I sometimes prefer being with strangers than with familiar people” and “I 

prefer a leader who is friendly and easy to talk to over one who is more aloof and 
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respected by his followers”. Both scales were designed to be appropriate for samples 

15 years and older and conclusions were based on interactions with strangers stating 

this accentuated the ability to cope with ambiguous relationships. 

Downey and colleagues’ view of rejection sensitivity. Downey and her 

colleagues have drawn from a cognitive-affective perspective and from attachment 

theory in their conceptualisation of rejection sensitivity. Downey and Feldman (1996) 

defined rejection sensitivity as “individuals who anxiously or angrily expect, readily 

perceive, and react intensely to rejection” (p.1327). Drawing on the attachment 

perspective, where infants tended to respond to disruption with anxious or angry 

behaviour (Bowlby, 1969), Downey and colleagues have used anxious and angry 

affect as the basis for their measure. From their viewpoint, rejection sensitivity varies 

from high to low (Downey & Feldman; Downey, Lebolt, et al., 1998), and they argue 

that rejection sensitivity concerns a high level of angry and/or anxious expectations of 

rejection particularly in ambiguous social situations or situations that imply rejection. 

Feldman and Downey (1994) proposed exposure to rejecting parenting during 

childhood as one significant precursor of the development of rejection sensitivity. 

When individuals who have experienced rejection in past relationships find 

themselves in social situations where rejection is possible, they are hyper-vigilant for 

signals of rejection, which in turn influences the interaction, therefore enabling their 

expectation of rejection (Downey, Bonica, & Rincon, 1999). In the adult and 

adolescent literature, two main strategies are discussed that show how rejection 

sensitive individuals cope with expectations of rejection. Taken from attachment 

theory, one strategy is to avoid relationships similar to that of anxious avoidant 

attachment. The other strategy, which parallels the anxious ambivalent attachment 

style, is to use coercive, resistant and overly compliant behaviour. This behaviour can 
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result in over-investing in detrimental relationships to avoid being rejected. Both 

strategies are destructive to the development of healthy relationships where a sense of 

acceptance is more likely to be obtained. 

The most widely used measure of rejection sensitivity is the Rejection 

Sensitivity Questionnaire (RSQ; Downey & Feldman, 1996). Using this measure, 

rejection sensitivity was found to mediate the association of exposure to family 

violence in childhood with interpersonal behaviour in adulthood (Feldman & 

Downey, 1994). The mediation model was supported for both physical maltreatment 

and exposure to marital violence in childhood. It was also shown that anxious 

avoidant and anxious ambivalent young adults were more rejection sensitive than 

those who were securely attached. The authors suggested that rejection sensitivity 

may underlie patterns of interpersonal avoidance and enmeshment. 

Support for Downey and colleagues’ premise has been found in the research on 

the influence of peer relationships on early adolescents (Downey, Lebolt, et al., 1998; 

London, Downey, Bonica, & Patlin, 2007). Downey, Lebolt, et al. discussed how 

early internal working models of relationships can affect children’s expectations of 

rejection or acceptance in subsequent relationships. They hypothesised that children’s 

defensive expectations of rejection can lead them to be hyper-vigilant for signs of 

rejection in otherwise ambiguous situations, which in turn leads to an overreaction to 

these ambiguous cues, leading to a detrimental effect on their social relationships. In 

this research, the effect of rejection sensitivity on social development in a sample of 

young, poor, minority adolescents was investigated (Downey, Lebolt, et al.). 

Although this study acknowledged that angry and anxious expectations of rejection 

were not mutually exclusive constructs and often overlap, only angry expectations 

were measured. The rationale behind this was that the researchers were interested in 
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investigating the antecedents to aggressive and disruptive behaviour. Generally, it has 

been found in older college aged and adult samples that anxious expectations lead 

more towards social withdrawal or ingratiating behaviours, whereas angry 

expectations lead to aggressive and hostile behaviours (Downey & Feldman, 1996). 

Both anxious and angry expectations of rejection were investigated in a 

longitudinal study examining early adolescents (London et al., 2007). This study 

reported that peer rejection predicted an increase in both anxious and angry 

expectations of rejection for boys and that peer acceptance predicted a reduction in 

anxious expectations of rejection for both girls and boys. In turn, anxious expectations 

of rejection predicted increases in social anxiety and withdrawal, whilst angry 

expectations of rejection predicted decreases in social anxiety. Both anxious and 

angry expectations together predicted increases in loneliness. This study demonstrates 

the link between peer rejection and rejection sensitivity and suggests rejection 

sensitivity may increase vulnerability to social anxiety and withdrawal and loneliness 

in early adolescence (London et al.).  

Other research has found evidence that parental rejection and psychological 

control were associated with university students’ rejection sensitivity (Downey, 

Khouri, & Feldman, 1997; Zimmer-Gembeck & Wright, 2007). It was proposed that 

rejection sensitivity developed as a protective reaction to parental rejection (Downey 

et al., 1997). This research discussed a theoretical model whereby parental rejection, 

defined as physical abuse, neglect, hostility and conditional acceptance, were 

associated with rejection sensitivity. They suggested that rejection sensitivity 

mediated the link between parental rejection and troubled adult relationships, 

described as avoidance of relationships or social preoccupation with relationships. 

Another study tested this proposition in a sample of 292 late adolescents aged 17 to 21 
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years (Zimmer-Gembeck & Wright). Parental psychological control was measured as 

a form of parental rejection and it was found that there was a positive correlation 

between parental psychological control and rejection sensitivity (r = .20). However, 

when investigating whether rejection sensitivity mediated the relationship between 

parental psychological control and avoidant and over-invested romantic attachment 

orientation, it was found that parental psychological control and rejection sensitivity 

were both independently associated with avoidance and over-investment in 

relationships. It was suggested that other factors of the parent-adolescent relationship, 

such as a warmer parent-adolescent relationships or greater autonomy support by 

parents, or negative factors such as hostility, conflict and maltreatment, may be 

important in the association with rejection sensitivity. 

The Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire has been adapted to form such 

questionnaires as the Romantic Rejection Sensitivity Measure (RRSQ; Compian, 

2004) and, relevant to the current body of research, the Children’s Rejection 

Sensitivity Measure (CRSQ; Downey, Lebolt, et al., 1998). All scales have been 

reported to have sound psychometric properties. 

The CRSQ has primarily been used with samples of children of low socio-

economic status and consists of scenarios that involve hypothetical events with peers 

and teachers (Downey, Lebolt, et al., 1998). For example, sample scale items include 

asking children to imagine they had a really bad fight with a friend or to imagine if 

their teacher would pick them in class. Children are asked to respond to how nervous 

and how angry they would feel and whether they thought it would happen to them. 

Downey, Lebolt, et al. suggested that the CRSQ be expanded to include situations 

involving parents and siblings. A more recent study has been conducted with an 
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ethnically diverse sample, however this study only used hypothetical events in 

relations to peers (McDonald, Bowker, Rubin, Laursen, & Duchene, 2010).   

Downey, Lebolt, et al. (1998) stated that low scores on the scale indicated 

expectations of acceptance. However given that the CRSQ uses negatively worded 

affect items, it would seem that this may be a measure of low and high scores in 

rejection sensitivity rather than expectations of acceptance and rejection. 

Optimistic and Pessimistic Expectations 

In addition to improving measurement of rejection sensitivity and expectations 

of rejection in children, another aim of the current project was to develop a new 

measure of children’s expectations of acceptance by others. Although Downey, 

Lebolt, et al. (1998) have stated that low scores on the CRSQ can indicate 

expectations of acceptance, there is reason to expect that low rejection sensitivity does 

not adequately measure positive expectations, such as expecting to be accepted by 

others. The first two studies reported here describe the development and testing of a 

new scale designed to better differentiate pessimistic expectations of relationships 

from optimistic expectations. This separation of optimism and pessimism is founded 

in conceptualisations of these two constructs in personality psychology theory. For the 

purpose of this research, optimism is defined as a disposition that is marked by 

generalised positive expectations for future events whilst pessimism is defined as a 

disposition to hold more generalised negative expectations for future events (Carver & 

Scheier, 2001). In the adult literature, optimism has been linked with more positive 

psychological and physical outcomes (Andersson, 1996; Bedi & Brown, 2005; 

Richman et al., 2005) and has also been linked with the use of more adaptive coping 

mechanisms (Scheier & Carver, 1993; Scheier, Carver, & Bridges, 1994; Scheier, 

Weintraub, & Carver, 1986), whilst pessimism has been linked with the tendency to 
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disengage in the face of adversity and use more avoidant coping strategies such as 

overt denial and substance abuse leading to greater psychological distress and 

avoidance of good health practices (Ey et al., 2005; Scheier et al., 1994). Individuals 

with optimistic expectations tend to see the positive in adverse situations and to learn 

from these.  

 There is less research examining children’s optimism and pessimism. 

Nonetheless, children with optimistic expectations have been found to rate themselves 

as more competent and hopeful, have more positive attributions about possible events, 

have fewer externalising problems and less depressive symptoms than children with 

pessimistic expectations (Ey et al., 2005). Children with pessimistic expectations have 

been found to have greater incompetence in school and social situations and more 

anxiety related symptoms (Ey et al.).  

There is considerable debate in the literature regarding whether optimism and 

pessimism form a unitary bipolar construct or whether optimism and pessimism are 

two constructs that are separable both conceptually and empirically. Those with the 

former view propose that individuals who are relatively higher in optimism are also 

relatively lower in pessimism. In other words, a strong negative association is 

expected between optimism and pessimism. Research based on this perspective 

primarily uses the Life Orientation Test (LOT; Scheier & Carver, 1985), where 

pessimism items are reversed so that all scale items can be combined to yield an 

overall optimism (vs. pessimism) score. 

In contrast, it has been suggested that being high in optimism does not 

necessitate that one is low in pessimism and vice versa. For example, the Optimism 

and Pessimism Instrument (OPI; Dember, Martin, Hummer, Howe, & Melton, 1989) 

was designed based on the conceptualisation of optimism and pessimism as 
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conceptually distinct attitudes and perceptions. Scale items are computed to produce 

both optimism and pessimism scores, rather than a composite optimism-pessimism 

score. These researchers advocate that optimism and pessimism are partially 

independent constructs but are not direct opposites of one another. They reported that 

optimism and pessimism were moderately negatively correlated, (r = -.52 and -.57), 

and were differentially related to other variables. Associations between optimism and 

the Defense Mechanisms Inventory ranged from (r = -.05) for aggressive defenses to 

(r = .28) for repressive defenses. In addition, optimism was correlated with the 

Repression-Sensitive Scale (r = -.42), and with the Welsh Anxiety Scale (r = -.34). 

Conversely, correlations with pessimism and the Defense Mechanisms Inventory 

ranged from (r = .12) for aggressive defenses to (r = -.32) for repressive defenses and 

intellectualising defenses (r = -.32). Association were also reported for pessimism and 

the Repression-Sensitive Scale (r = .65), and for the Welsh Anxiety Scale (r = .60). 

In a study adapting the Life Orientation Test Revised (LOT-R; Scheier et al., 

1994) to make it appropriate for primary school aged children, the new scale, the 

Youth Life Orientation Test (YLOT), yielded two separate factors of optimism and 

pessimism (Ey et al., 2005). There was a moderate correlation between the optimism 

and pessimism factors (r =.48) and the two factors were somewhat differentially 

related to other constructs (optimism with hope r = .54, with global competence r = 

.36, and with social competence r = .35; pessimism with hope r = -.34, with global 

competence r = -.49, and with social competence r = -.46). They concluded that there 

were no studies that evaluated whether children’s optimism and pessimism were two 

distinct factors or one bipolar construct and that their research lent support to the 

premise that optimism and pessimism were two related yet distinct factors. 
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Although this debate continues, the current studies were based on the 

expectation that optimism and pessimism, and more specifically optimistic and 

pessimistic expectations of relationships, will be two empirically separable constructs 

with somewhat distinct associations with other variables. However, this debate guided 

an investigation of whether a single scale or two subscales was more appropriate. 

The Need for a Measure of Children’s Optimistic and Pessimistic Relationship 

Expectancy 

One aim of the current studies was to develop a new measure of rejection 

sensitivity that included pessimistic relationship expectations as well as a measure of 

optimistic relationship expectations, with a focus on parents and the value placed on 

these relationships. The samples used in this thesis were of mixed socio-economic 

status rather than the homogenous samples as used for the CRSQ, and were younger 

than the samples used for the MSR. This new measure was needed because there were 

no other measures found in the literature that adequately measured both expectations 

of acceptance (optimism) and rejection (pessimism). 

Further, the new measure will provide access to a measure that has some 

important differences from the YLOT (Ey et al., 2005). The YLOT assesses children’s 

generalised expectation for the future, whilst the new measure is designed to 

particularly focus on a more defined domain of relationship expectations of optimism 

and pessimism. For example, example items of the YLOT are “Each day I look 

forward to having a lot of fun”, and, “I usually expect to have a good day”.  

The development of this new measure is important because there appear to be 

key differences in both the development (antecedents) and the outcome 

(consequences) of optimistic and pessimistic expectations. In the personality 

literature, investigating generalised optimism and pessimism, reference has been made 
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to the different strategies that optimistic and pessimistic people tend to use to deal 

with stress. It has been suggested that people with positive rather than negative 

expectations for the future generally engage in active coping strategies rather than 

avoidant strategies when faced with stressful situations (Scheier et al., 1986; Scheier 

& Carver, 1993), and tend to use more problem focused and emotion focused coping 

than do pessimists (Scheier et al., 1994). 

 More specifically related to expectations of relationships, research supports 

the premise that people with pessimistic expectations behave in very different ways. 

For example, consistent with the self-fulfilling prophecy, expectations of rejection can 

lead people to behave in ways that result in them being rejected by others (Downey, 

Freitas, Michaelis & Khouri, 1998). Further, rejection experienced in one type of 

relationship may produce expectations of rejection in current and future relationships 

of the same type and may transfer to other types of relationships (Levy, Ayduk, & 

Downey, 2001). In the adult relationship domain more is known about the important 

correlates of rejection (pessimistic expectations) than is known about acceptance 

(optimistic expectations). 

Developing a measure of relationship expectations in childhood will help 

answer important questions, for example, why do some children have higher 

optimistic expectations whilst others have higher pessimistic expectations, providing a 

better understanding of optimistic and pessimistic expectations in childhood. Gaining 

an understanding of important correlates of relationship expectations in childhood 

may also give a clearer picture of how relationship expectations are formed, and how 

these in turn, lead to both positive and detrimental relationships in adulthood. 

Consequently, assessing both optimistic and pessimistic expectations of relationships 

in childhood will assist in understanding later relationships, by answering important 
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questions not only about problematic/dysfunctional behaviour but also about 

resilient/adaptive behaviour. This will then assist in guiding future interventions for 

children with a focus on relationships. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Theoretical Foundations for the Focus on Family Structure and Relationships 

There are two theories that have been very influential among researchers 

interested in the family as associated with children’s development of their conceptions 

and expectations of interpersonal relationships. First, attachment theorists have 

attempted to explain the importance of early relationships with primary caregivers as 

being focal for the development of conceptions of relationships and relationships with 

others outside the family (Antonucci, 1991; Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Simpson & 

Rholes, 1998). A second theory, social cognitive theory, has also been influential 

because of its emphasis on the processes involved in the development of social 

cognitions and the content of relationship perceptions and cognitions (Berscheid, 

1994; Whitaker, Beach, Etherton, Wakefield, & Anderson, 1999). 

Attachment Theory 

Attachment theory is based on the premise that, in order for young infants to 

survive, their basic needs must be met and this is facilitated by forming attachments 

with caregivers (Hazan & Shaver, 1994). Attachment theory uses the terms mental 

representations or internal working models to describe children’s development of 

internal representations of themselves and others that follow from early relationships 

with caregivers (Collins, 1996). Infants are expected to begin the process of 

developing mental representations of the self, others and the social world, and come to 

think about themselves and others as either more or less worthy and lovable (Bowlby, 

1973). It is thought that these representations are initially developed through repeated 

interactions with a caregiver in early infancy and toddlerhood. These processes, in 

turn, structure how the infant forms expectations for whether her/his needs will be met 
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and she/he will subsequently behave according to these expectations in this 

relationship and in later relationships (Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1980). 

The quality of children’s relationships with caregivers is expected to influence 

their internal working model of relationships. These models, in turn, are expected to 

have implications for the formation and maintenance of relationships across the 

lifespan. Although individuals’ mental models of interpersonal relationships have the 

potential to be influenced or revised by new experiences, attachment theory 

nevertheless emphasises that these mental representations begin in early childhood 

and are fairly stable into adolescence and adulthood (Hazan & Shaver, 1994). Thus, 

attachment theory implies that early experiences with acceptance and rejection by 

caregivers would form the foundation of internal working models for future 

relationships. 

Even more specifically, attachment theorists propose that, in early infancy, 

children learn to adjust their behaviour according to how their primary caregiver 

responds to their distress. If the caregiver is consistently available, responsive and 

meets the infant’s needs then they are expected to develop a secure internal working 

model whereby they expect that others are safe, will meet their needs and will accept 

and support them (Bowlby, 1973). When a caregiver is inconsistent with their 

availability and responsiveness to the child’s needs, the child will develop an insecure 

internal working model where they learn to doubt that others will meet their needs and 

begin to anticipate and expect rejection. These early working models have a strong 

influence on the young child’s thoughts, feelings and behaviours and form the basis 

for representations of self and others in future relationships (Bowlby, 1973). 

Key foci of the current studies were children’s expectations of relationships and 

relational partners. Relationship expectations and related cognitions have been 
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described as one component of the internal working model within attachment 

perspectives. However, the broader conceptualisation of an internal working model 

not only includes these relationship expectations, but also includes how people more 

generally view themselves, others and their relationships with others. Nevertheless, 

examinations of associations between attachment, working models and family 

relationships (e.g., Hamilton, 2000; Lewis, Feiring, & Rosenthal, 2000; Waters, 

Merrick, Treboux, Crowell, & Albersheim, 2000; Waters, Weinfield, & Hamilton, 

2000) provide some support for the studies and associated hypotheses proposed in the 

current thesis. 

Attachment theorists commonly suggest that internal working models of 

relationships come from interactions with important and close others, and these 

working models can affect children’s attributions and behaviours in current and future 

relationships (Bowlby, 1973). One likely set of mechanisms accounting for these 

linkages are expectations of acceptance and rejection that people have when 

interacting with others (Downey, Lebolt, et al., 1998). Downey, Lebolt, et al. have 

described how the growing concentration on theoretical aspects of internal working 

models has resulted in a more prominent focus on children’s relationship expectations 

of either rejection or acceptance. 

Recent attachment research has focused on the continuity and discontinuity of 

attachment in close relationships from infancy to early adulthood. One proposed 

mechanism of this continuity over time and across relationships is the relatively stable 

expectation of acceptance and avoidance of rejection that evolves from close 

relationships and relational experiences in infancy, toddlerhood and childhood 

(Bergevin, 2003). Researchers have assessed attachment patterns over time and 

demonstrated that attachment representations/internal working models of relationships 
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remain relatively stable with age if there is an absence of significant negative 

attachment related experiences (Albanese, 1996; Bergevin, 2003; Hamilton, 2000; 

Lewis et al., 2000; Waters, Merrick et al., 2000; Waters, Weinfield et al., 2000). Five 

life events, namely parental divorce, parental loss, life threatening illness to either 

parent or child, parental mental health problems and physical or sexual abuse by a 

family member have generally been classified as negative attachment related 

experiences that can prompt changes in internal working models (Hamilton; Waters, 

Merrick et al.; Waters, Weinfield et al.). In one 20-year longitudinal study following 

50 participants from age 12 months to 21-22 years, it was found that change in 

attachment classification was more likely to occur after a significant change in the 

caregiver environment as compared to those who did not experience a significant 

change in the caregiver environment (Waters, Merrick et al.).  

The environmental changes most strongly associated with changes in 

attachment patterns were the five life events previously discussed. These stressful life 

events were significantly more likely to be related to secure infants being classified as 

insecure in adulthood. It was reported that if no significant environmental change 

occurred, 85% of those classified as secure in infancy were also classified as secure in 

adulthood. When a significant environmental change did occur, only 33% of those 

classified as secure in infancy were also classified as secure in adulthood. Several of 

these life events are considered in the current research studies. Parental divorce and 

loss were measured directly through questions pertaining to divorce or death of a 

parent. Events such as a serious illness to parent or child, parental psychiatric disorder 

and physical or sexual abuse were not measured directly but were addressed through 

other measures, which indirectly examined these by focusing on problems within the 

family. 
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There are two other recent longitudinal studies of attachment patterns that have 

shown that divorce and family problems are associated with relationship expectations. 

First, in a study of 84 children measured at one year of age, 13 years and 18 years, it 

was reported that 17% of the sample had experienced parental divorce over the 18-

year time period (Lewis et al., 2000). These researchers found that those whose 

parents had divorced were more likely to be classified as insecure at 18 years 

regardless of their attachment at one year of age, whereas those from an intact family 

were more likely to be classified as secure. It was found that divorce, rather than 

attachment classification at one year of age, predicted adjustment problems in 

adolescence. 

Second, another study assessed 30 participants at 1, 3, 6 and 17 to 19 years of 

age (Hamilton, 2000). This study found that parental divorce was the most frequently 

occurring negative life event, with half of the sample reporting a history of parental 

divorce. Negative life events, namely parental divorce, parental loss, life threatening 

illness to either parent or child, parental mental health problems and physical or 

sexual abuse by a family member, were found to be associated with the maintenance 

of insecure attachment, and a high degree of marital conflict was also associated with 

an insecure attachment classification. In the current studies, both divorce and 

interparental conflict were assessed as potential correlates of children’s relationship 

expectations. 

Cognitive Relational Schemas 

In recent years, Downey and her colleagues (e.g., Downey & Feldman, 1996) 

have drawn from both attachment theory and social cognitive theory to conceptualise 

individuals’ expectations of relationships and anticipated responses from others. 

Whereas attachment theory refers to internal working models of relationships to 
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provide an understanding of how expectations in relationships develop, other theorists 

use other terms, such as “cognitive relationship schema” to refer to individuals’ 

representations and expectations of the social world based on past experiences 

(Baldwin, 1992). In general, relationship schemas are cognitive representations of 

how the self and others tend to behave in relationships (Baldwin). This has led to 

investigation of the processes involved in the formation and maintenance of cognitive 

relationship schemas based on how individuals perceive, interpret, store and recall 

information (Bless, Fiedler, & Strack, 2004). Schemas are expected to be triggered 

relatively automatically and become more salient as they are repeatedly activated. 

When activated, these schemas have a predictable impact on an individual’s 

behaviours and cognitions. Based on their relationship schemas, individuals are likely 

to perceive information according to past experiences, interpret ambiguous 

information consistent with their expectations and filter only the information that is 

highly relevant to that schema (Baldwin). Schemas often represent expectations about 

an individual’s own behaviour, others’ behaviours and the interaction of the two, 

which often leads to the confirmation of prior expectations even when the interaction 

is ambiguous (Berscheid, 1994). 

Researchers investigating children’s social cognitions have predominantly 

focused on social-information processing and children’s aggressive behaviour as an 

index of children’s social adjustment. Much of this research has been based on Crick 

and Dodge’s (1994) reformulated social-information processing model of children’s 

adjustment. Of significance to the current research, the majority of these studies have 

focused on children aged 9 to 12 years. According to this model (Crick & Dodge), the 

way children mentally perceive and process social cues during interactions with others 

impacts on their behaviour in these situations. They proposed that a mental 
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representation of past events is stored in long-term memory. This memory is 

incorporated with other memories into a general mental structure, known as schemas, 

which facilitate the understanding of future social cues. Children rely on schemas to 

help interpret situations or internal cues experienced in social situations. 

Theoretical Foundations of the Current Studies 

Researchers with an attachment perspective view the early interpersonal 

relationship between caregiver and infant as focal whilst theorists interested in 

cognitive relational schemas place less emphasis on the origins of schemas, 

concentrating instead on the more proximal processes. Despite these differences, both 

theoretical perspectives generally provide a sound basis for making hypotheses about 

how expectations come from experiences in close and important interpersonal 

relationships. The theories are similar in identifying the self and others, and the 

interaction of the two, as being important. Moreover, in each perspective, there is a 

recognition of how an individual’s view of the social world is based on past 

experience and there is a description of how repeated activation of models or schemas 

result in their increasing relevance and salience (i.e., they become stronger and less 

resistant to change over time). This becomes clearer by understanding the processes 

involved in the interpretation of early relationships, the value placed on these 

interactions, the expectancies of interpersonal relationships and the strategies used to 

cope with behaviours of significant others. 

Attachment theory and cognitive relational schema theories provided the basis 

for the hypotheses in the current studies. In particular, it was expected that children’s 

experiences in the family, including the relationships between their parents and their 

own interactions with their parents, as well as family structure (e.g., divorce, 2-parent 

biological family) would be associated with children's optimistic, separate from their 
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pessimistic, expectations of relationship patterns. Throughout the remainder of this 

thesis, the term relationship expectations is used to refer to children’s optimistic and 

pessimistic expectations of relationships. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Family Factors and Children’s Mental Health and Well-Being 

 There are a number of bodies of research that support a focus on divorce, 

children’s parenting experiences (e.g., hostile or neglectful parenting), and parent 

conflict/dyadic adjustment as correlates of children’s relationship expectations. Most 

of this research has focused on children’s functioning in the areas of internalising and 

externalising problems (Fauber, Forehand, McCombs-Thomas, & Wierson, 1990; 

Jekielek, 1998; Lutzke, Wolchik, & Braver, 1996). In general, divorce, problem 

parent-child relationships or parenting, and interparental conflict have negative 

implications for children. Of most relevance to the current studies, all have been 

shown to be important to how children come to view their relationships with others, 

whether they expect others to be accepting or rejecting, and whether they are worthy 

of positive regard from others. 

Divorce 

Although there is a large body of research investigating the impact of divorce on 

children’s adjustment (e.g., see Amato, 2001; Amato & Keith, 1991 for a review), 

there is a much more limited literature on divorce and children’s relationship 

expectations. Most of the research that has been conducted included university or 

adult samples, rather than children, and relied upon retrospective reports of divorce in 

the family of origin during childhood or adolescence.  

Some researchers have reported that adult children of divorce have more 

negative beliefs regarding relationships than those from intact families (Boyer-

Pennington, Pennington, & Spink, 2001; Gabardi & Rosen, 1991; Jennings, Salts, & 

Smith, 1991; Long, 1987; Wallerstein, 1987). Studies conducted with young adults 

have also found that those from divorced families have lower expectations and less 
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positive attitudes towards relationships than young adults who grew up in intact 

families (Boyer-Pennington et al., 2001; Gabardi & Rosen; Jennings et al., 1991; 

Long; Wallerstein). However, these findings pertain only to expectations of marriage; 

that is, respondents were asked questions only in regard to their attitude towards 

marriage. Attitudes toward marriage included such aspects as expected age for 

marriage, expectations about whether they would marry, whether their future marriage 

would be good/bad, successful/unsuccessful, wise/foolish, interesting/dull, 

honest/dishonest and valuable/worthless (Long), whether they held fears for betrayal 

in relationships, being abandoned, that their future marriage would not last 

(Wallerstein), of forming intimate relationships (Gabardi & Rosen). Also whether 

they held expectations of marital success (Jennings et al.), doubts as to whether they 

would enjoy living exclusively with one person in marriage, how happy they would 

be in marriage, whether they worry that their partner would not live up to their 

expectations, likelihood that their marriage would end in divorce, and how much 

control they perceived they would have over the success of their future marriage 

(Boyer-Pennington et al.).  

Children of divorce are at risk of developing negative general models of 

relationships. In one study of university students (mean age 19.7 years) who were 

currently involved in a serious relationship, it was found that females from divorced 

families had a relatively more negative view of themselves in terms of relationships 

compared to females from intact families, but there was no group difference in other 

domains such as social skills, academic achievement, physical appearance and general 

self worth (Henry & Homes, 1998). Specifically, females from divorced families had 

more negative expectations about relationships, felt more helpless about interpersonal 

difficulties, were higher in fear of abandonment, had less optimism in their ability to 
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resolve relationship problems, and were more likely to interpret, and react to, 

ambivalent behaviours from their partner as a sign of rejection compared to females 

from intact families. It was argued that differences in cognitions about relationships 

and associated behaviours between females who experienced divorce as children and 

those who came from intact families may be due to both the divorce and, since most 

lived with their mothers, the change in the father-daughter relationship following 

divorce (i.e., the impact of the father leaving the home and the potential for a 

deteriorating relationship with the father following divorce). Although sensitivity to 

rejection was not measured in this study, the authors did speculate that females who 

experienced divorce in the family of origin might be more sensitive to rejection due to 

the experience of their father leaving the home. 

In contrast to the findings for females in this study, no group differences were 

found when male university students who experienced divorce were compared to 

males from intact families (Henry & Holmes, 1998). Males had more positive 

expectations towards relationships than females and the authors argued this may be 

because the relationship with the opposite sex parent was critical. Therefore, since 

most children remain with their mother, boys’ relationships with their mother may 

have protected them from the disruption in the family environment that is expected to 

be most salient for the development of negative expectations of relationships. 

In summary, research focusing on divorce and relationship expectations has 

predominantly focused on adults’ retrospective account of their childhood experiences 

of divorce and expectations about marriage, rather than relationship expectations in 

general. Although the study described focused on young adults and their romantic 

relationships, it provided some evidence to suggest that divorce may be associated 

with children's relationship expectations. The preceding study also suggested there 



Children’s Relationship Expectations 

 32 

may be gender differences in these expectations. However as this previous study was 

based on adults’ retrospective accounts and there are no studies specifically measuring 

children, no specific gender differences were hypothesised in the current study. 

Parent-Child Relationships and Parenting 

Typically, parents are the primary attachment and care-giving figures during 

childhood and adolescence (Furman & Simon, 1999). This makes the parent-child 

relationship critical for many aspects of development. This belief has resulted in 

literally thousands of studies on parenting and parent-child relationships. It is 

impossible to summarise them all, but drawing from the literature investigating 

divorce, interparental conflict and the parent-child relationship in combination, the 

parent-child relationship has been investigated by measuring parental warmth (Fauber 

& Long, 1991; Hetherington, Cox, & Cox, 1982; Tschann, Johnston, Kline, & 

Wallerstein, 1989), parental acceptance/rejection (Fauber et al., 1990; Fauber & Long; 

Lutzke et al., 1996; Tschann et al., 1989), psychological control/psychological 

autonomy (Fauber et al.; Fauber & Long), harsh/lax discipline (Fauber et al.; Fauber 

& Long; Hetherington et al., 1982), communication (Hetherington et al.; Lutzke et 

al.), and emotional security (Black, 1994; Tschann et al.). Although there are many 

terms used interchangeably to describe the parent child relationship, for example, 

parenting styles, dimensions, qualities and behaviours, children’s perceptions of 

parenting qualities were assessed in the current studies and these are referred to as 

parenting. 

Researchers do tend to agree that particular qualities of the parent-child 

relationship are better predictors of child socio-emotional and behavioural outcomes 

than is the composition of the family (Hines, 1997; Langley, 1997). Although only 

measuring child variables retrospectively, Hazan and Shaver (1987) found parental 
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divorce was unrelated to the parent-child attachment relationship after accounting for 

the associations between attachment and parent-child relationship factors. In their 

study, using a convenience sample of adults (mean age 36 years, range 14 to 82), they 

found parental divorce during childhood did not predict whether they were classified 

as secure, anxious/ambivalent or avoidant in adult attachment styles in relation to their 

most important romantic relationship. Perceptions of the quality of the relationship 

with their parents and their parents’ relationships with each other were the best 

predictors of adult attachment type. Others also have posited that the parent-child 

relationship may be more important than the act of divorce (e.g., Hines). 

The rejection sensitivity model implies that parenting has an impact on 

relationship expectations. This model proposes that rejection sensitivity develops as a 

consequence of parental rejection (Downey et al., 1997). Although no studies could be 

located that measured childhood accounts of parenting and rejection sensitivity, 

rejection sensitivity has been linked to parenting through adults’ retrospective 

accounts of their parents during their childhood. When sampling university students, 

rejection sensitivity has been associated with their reports of experiences of parental 

violence (Feldman & Downey, 1994), parental emotional neglect (Downey et al.), and 

parental psychological control (Zimmer-Gembeck & Wright, 2007). Interpersonal 

sensitivity has also been linked to adults’ retrospective accounts of parenting 

experienced in childhood. Perceptions of parental care and overprotection have been 

found to be associated with one of the subscales of interpersonal sensitivity (fragile 

inner self) using the Interpersonal Sensitivity Measure (Wilhelm, Boyce, & 

Brownhill, 2004). 

Whilst not directly related to children's relationship expectations per se, 

parenting has also been linked with different aspects of the peer relationships. 
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Parenting has been associated with social expectations of peer support (Liu, 2006), 

involvement with peers, quality of peer relationships (Dekovic & Meeus, 1997), 

attachment relationship with friends (Markiewicz, Doyle, & Brendgen, 2001; 

Wilkinson, 2004) and views of friendships (Furman, Simon, Shaffer, & Bouchey, 

2002). 

Of direct relevance to the current research, another study examined family 

structure, parent-child relationships and expectations of relationships (Langley, 1997). 

In this study with university students aged 18 to 35 years, those who had a parental 

death prior to 14 years of age (n = 29) were compared to those who had experienced 

parental divorce prior to 14 years of age (n = 59) and those raised in an intact family 

(n = 41).  The expectation was that adults who had experienced parental loss through 

either death or divorce as children would have poorer socio-emotional functioning, 

including relationship expectations, compared to those from intact families. This 

particular study reported no difference between adults who had experienced loss of a 

parent through divorce or death as children compared to those from intact families on 

social anxiety, depression proneness, sociotropy, autonomy and attachment styles. 

When including perceived quality of parental care (i.e., affection, emotional warmth, 

empathy and closeness, emotional coldness, indifference and neglect), it was found 

that warm parenting, regardless of family structure, was important in maintaining 

social optimism. Overall, the retrospective perception of the parent-child relationship 

was more strongly associated with the relationship expectations of loss or rejection 

than family structure.  

The intervention literature provides further support for the importance of the 

quality of parent-child relationships rather than the experience of divorce when 

studying children’s cognitions, emotions and behaviours. For example, one widely 
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studied program, The New Beginnings Program, has the aim of optimising children’s 

outcomes following divorce by focusing on improving the quality of the parent-child 

relationship (Dawson-McClure et al., 2004; Hipke et al., 2002; Tein et al., 2004; 

Wolchik et al., 2002; Wolchik et al., 2000). Whereas this program does not examine 

children’s relationship expectations, there is evidence that high quality parent-child 

relationships can protect children against the possible negative effects of divorce. 

Although there have been no studies of children’s relationship expectations, 

parent-child relationships and family structure among children, there is evidence that 

parenting qualities are associated with children’s mental health, behavioural problems 

and other aspects of socio-emotional functioning. Baumrind (1991) is one widely 

cited researcher who identified a style of parenting characterised by parental warmth, 

democratic parent-child interaction and parental limit setting as consistently 

associated with positive developmental outcomes in young and older children. More 

recent empirical research also supports these findings in adolescents. For example, in 

a sample of 175 adolescents aged 13 years, it was found that parental warmth 

significantly predicted decreases in externalising problems and increases in self-

esteem, whilst greater parental psychological control was associated with more 

internalising problems (Doyle & Markiewicz, 2005). In another study of 272 children 

in grades 9 to 11, parenting characterised by warmth, non-punitive discipline and 

consistency was related to higher self-esteem and life satisfaction and lower 

depression in children compared with indulgent parenting, described as low in levels 

of demandingness and high in levels of responsiveness, and neglectful parenting, 

depicted as low in levels of demandingness and low in levels of responsiveness 

(Milevsky, Schlechter, Netter, & Keehn, 2007). 
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Generally, it is clear from the literature that multiple dimensions of parenting 

are associated with children’s socio-emotional functioning and behaviour. Parental 

control is one widely researched parenting dimension that has been defined in 

multiple ways, known as a multi-forms approach, although it has been suggested that 

this approach needs refining (Grolnick & Pomerantz, 2009). Grolnick and Pomerantz 

suggested distinctions be made between parental control and other terms such as 

autonomy support, structure and chaos to reduce the ambiguity and inconsistent 

findings yielded by taking a multi-forms approach to studying parental control. These 

authors also recommended empirical research on parenting needed to be linked to 

broader theories of child development to gain a better understanding of how parents 

shape children's development and how children contribute to this process.   

In a recent study that attempted to organise the many dimensions of parenting, 

Skinner, Johnson, and Snyder (2005) employed a framework that conceptualised 

parenting styles using a motivational model. Although parenting strategies are 

multifaceted, these authors identified six dimensions of parenting that were 

considered crucial to understanding the diverse ways that parenting can impact on 

children’s development. The first dimension, involving love and affection, was 

labelled parental warmth. The second was structure and consistency, whereby the 

parent provided consistent limits and guidelines for the child. Last, autonomy support 

was described as important, and defined as a democratic style of parenting where 

children are encouraged to be independent in their way of thinking.  

The three other dimensions of the framework identified negative parenting 

behaviours. These were rejection, chaos and coercion. Rejection included overt 

criticism and displays of signs of disapproval toward the child. Chaos included erratic, 
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inconsistent and unpredictable parenting behaviours. Coercion included behavioural 

and/or psychological control where parenting is restrictive and over-controlling.   

There is evidence that these six dimensions are associated, but that they form six 

separate factors and are differentially associated with a range of child and adolescent 

outcomes (Johnson, 2004). However, no previous research has examined whether 

these parenting dimensions are associated with children’s relationship expectations. 

Using these six dimensions will assist in highlighting the importance of distinguishing 

between the different components of parenting to gain a greater understanding of the 

parent's role in children's socialisation processes. The current study also will test the 

validity of using these six dimensions as a framework for measuring parenting. 

When discussing the effect of divorce and parent-child relationships on 

children, there has been an almost exclusive focus on whether divorce and negative 

parenting processes contribute to children’s maladjustment, with very little attention 

on what parents can do to promote optimum relationship expectations in their 

children. The current research studies were designed to assess children’s positive and 

negative views of relationships. It was expected that not only would negative 

parenting measures be associated with children’s pessimistic views of relationships, 

but positive parenting measures would be linked to optimistic views. Three positive 

factors and three negative dimensions of parenting were measured. These have been 

linked to positive versus negative outcomes, respectively, in past research (Johnson, 

2004). In the current research, it was expected that children who had parents high in 

warmth, structure and autonomy support would have more optimistic expectations of 

relationships. Conversely, children who perceived their parents to be relatively more 

rejecting, chaotic, and coercive were expected to have more pessimistic expectations 

of relationships. In the context of these hypotheses, children from separated/divorced 
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families and children living with two biological parents were compared, and the 

unique contributions of family structure and the six parenting dimensions to 

relationship expectations were tested.  

Interparental Conflict 

Divorce often covaries with interparental conflict (Emery, 1982; Grych & 

Fincham, 1990). Hence, an important extension of research on divorce and children’s 

adjustment has been the inclusion of a measure of interparental conflict. Research on 

interparental conflict and children’s adjustment shows that negative associations exist 

within both intact and divorced families, and the differences in children’s adjustment 

found between those from intact and divorced families may be accounted for by 

interparental conflict. For example, among intact families, interparental conflict has 

been linked to children’s depressed/withdrawn behaviour, antisocial behaviour, 

impulsive/hyperactive behaviour and behaviour discipline problems at school 

including suspension or expulsion (see Peterson & Zill, 1986; Turner & Barrett, 

1998). Within the divorce literature, considerable research has examined the impact of 

interparental conflict on children’s adjustment. In one meta-analysis (Amato & Keith, 

1991), interparental conflict was found to have a more powerful direct effect on 

children’s well-being than divorce per se.   

In cases of very high interparental conflict, divorce may even improve 

children’s well-being. In a review of research conducted predominantly in the 1960s 

and 1970s, Emery (1982) found evidence to support the view that interparental 

conflict, rather than the separation or divorce of parents, may be the main influence on 

children’s adjustment problems following divorce. Emery suggested that in high 

conflict homes, divorce may lead to a less damaging environment for the children’s 

psychosocial development, as it will reduce this conflict. To support this view, Emery 
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discussed how research has found more behavioural problems in children following 

divorce as opposed to the death of a parent. More behavioural problems were also 

found in children from high conflict intact families compared to children from low 

conflict divorced homes, and in children from divorced families whose parents were 

engaged in conflict following the divorce compared to those children from divorced 

families where there was no conflict. In addition, many of children’s problems were 

prominent well before the experience of divorce. Although there were many 

limitations in the research reviewed (e.g., an over-reliance on clinical populations), 

even as early as the 1960s and 1970s there was emerging evidence to suggest that 

interparental conflict may be more important to understanding children’s adjustment 

than divorce, and that a good parent-child relationship with at least one parent may 

buffer against the negative effects found for parental discord on children’s adjustment 

problems. 

In a review investigating interparental conflict and children’s adjustment 

conducted nearly a decade later, Grych and Fincham (1990) critiqued Emery’s (1982) 

review, stating earlier research did not use specific or reliable and valid measures to 

assess interparental conflict and did not focus on factors that may explain the 

association between interparental conflict and children’s adjustment problems. Of the 

19 studies examined in this later review, eight investigated the effects of interparental 

conflict on divorce; four included intact families as a comparison group. Eleven 

papers investigated intact families, three of which used clinical as opposed to non-

clinical samples. Grych and Fincham found, of the 19 studies, 15 provided evidence 

for the association between interparental conflict and children’s adjustment problems, 

and found that the more frequent, overt and intense the conflict the worse these 

problems were. In addition, they stated the content and resolution of the conflict was 
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also important. Similar to the suggestion in Emery’s review, Grych and Fincham 

hypothesised that the parent-child relationship may mediate and/or moderate the 

relationship between the conflict and children’s adjustment problems.  

More recently, research designs and measurement techniques have improved 

and researchers have continued to report that more interparental conflict comes with 

poorer child psychosocial functioning (Burns & Dunlop, 2002; Jekielek, 1998; 

Richardson & McCabe, 2001; Riggio, 2004). In one longitudinal study of adolescents 

aged 6 to 14 years, it was found that those whose mothers had self-reported high 

levels of conflict within the intact family when first measured, and had subsequently 

experienced divorce over the next four years, reported lower levels of anxiety and 

depression/withdrawal than those who reported similar levels of interparental conflict 

and remained in the intact family environment (Jekielek). These results were found 

regardless of whether the children had experienced divorce within the last two years 

or the divorce had occurred two or more years earlier. The lowest level of anxiety and 

depression was found for those who had low conflict in the intact environment and no 

family disruption over the four years.   

In a longitudinal study of adolescents between the ages of 13 and 16 years, it 

was found that degree of conflict, but not family structure, predicted adolescents’ 

emotional adjustment and self concept (Burns & Dunlop, 2002). The authors of this 

study found that interparental conflict also had long term effects and that these effects 

were similar for children from intact families and those from divorced families. Yet, 

there was no support for the hypothesis that children from high conflict intact families 

had worse psychosocial functioning than children from high conflict divorced 

families. They also found no support for the proposition that children from low 
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conflict divorced families had lower psychosocial functioning than those from low 

conflict intact families.     

Interparental conflict and parent-child relationships. The studies on 

interparental conflict and family structure have shown how these two factors are 

important to consider when studying children’s adjustment. Other studies have shown 

the importance of considering both of these factors along with the parent-child 

relationship as a third important correlate of children’s adjustment and well-being. 

Researchers including family structure, interparental conflict and the parent-child 

relationship in their studies have generally found (a) a unique main effect for the 

parent-child relationship on children’s adjustment, (b) that the parent-child 

relationship mediates the association between interparental conflict and children’s 

adjustment, or (c) that the parent-child relationship moderates (i.e., changes) the 

association between interparental conflict and children’s adjustment (Amato, 1986; 

Hetherington et al., 1982; Fauber et al., 1990; Fauber & Long, 1991; Lutzke et 

al.,1996; Tschann et al., 1989). A mediating role of the parent-child relationship may 

be most likely, as it is often the case that when the parent-child relationship is 

included in analyses, interparental conflict has only indirect effects on children by 

adversely affecting the parent-child relationship (Fauber et al.; Fauber & Long). 

Quality of parenting also has been found to have a greater impact on children’s 

adjustment than interparental conflict (Lutzke et al.).  

One study of particular relevance to the current research, due to the age of the 

sample used, was conducted with sixth grade students (mean age 11 years), and found 

that when considering interparental conflict and the parent-child relationship, family 

structure did not predict sixth graders’ psychosocial functioning (Black, 1994). This 

study did not find a mediating relationship for this sample, instead finding that even 
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when controlling for the parent-child relationship, interparental conflict significantly 

predicted children’s rating of their psychosocial functioning. The lack of a mediating 

relationship may be explained by methodological issues. This sample appeared to be 

well-functioning and had low rates of interparental conflict which may have 

contributed to the non-significant mediation effect of the parent-child relationship. It 

may be that low levels of interparental conflict do not threaten the parent-child 

relationship. 

Relationship Expectations, Family Structure, Parent-Child Relationships, and 

Interparental Conflict 

In the current thesis, associations were examined between children’s 

relationship expectations, family structure, interparental conflict and parenting 

qualities. Research conducted to date has generally investigated these factors in 

relation to children’s internalising and externalising symptoms. Only two studies were 

found that included outcome variables that shared some conceptual overlap with 

relationship expectations. However, both of these studies focused on later 

adolescence/young adults rather than younger children.    

The first of these two studies is a previously reviewed study conducted by Burns 

and Dunlop (2002). The primary outcome in this research was described as wariness 

about long term relationships, marriage and family life, which was assessed ten years 

later (ages 23 to 26 years). Overall, compared to those who grew up in intact families, 

those who experienced divorce as adolescents were more wary about relationships 

when in their mid-20s, regardless of the level of interparental conflict self-reported 

when they were adolescents. However, among participants who had not experienced 

divorce, greater involvements in their parents’ conflicts when they were adolescents 
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was associated with greater wariness about relationships when they were in their mid-

20s.  

In a second study of divorce, conflict and relationship expectations, participants 

were between the ages of 18 and 32 years (Riggio, 2004). Of these participants, 401 

had grown up within intact families and 165 had experienced parental divorce when 

they were an average age of 9.4 years. It was anticipated and found that those from 

divorced families would experience lower anxiety in close relationships. The author 

suggested that this may be because they had less fear of having to terminate an 

unsuccessful relationship, due to witnessing their parents’ divorce. In addition, the 

results showed that young adults from high conflict families compared to low conflict 

families had greater anxiety in personal relationships. The parent-child relationship, 

especially the relationship with the father, also covaried with relationship anxiety. For 

young adults from intact families and divorced families, a positive relationship with 

their father was associated with less anxiety in personal relationships, whilst their 

relationship with their mother was not significantly associated with anxiety. 

In summary, these two studies of older adolescents and emerging adults 

indicated that family structure, parent-child relationships and interparental conflict are 

interrelated. They also suggest that parent-child relationships and interparental 

conflict may mediate and/or moderate associations between family structure and 

relationship schemas in the form of expectations of social rejection or acceptance. 

Summary and Study Aims 

Although theoretical foundations exist, and there are multiple studies of 

relationship expectations that have included university students or adults, the potential 

for research with children has been limited by a lack of instruments designed to 

measure a range of both positive and negative relationship expectations. Whether in 
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studies of adults or in the few studies of children, research on relationship 

expectations has primarily focused on negative expectations with little examination of 

whether a low level of negative expectations is a good indicator of positive 

expectations or whether negative and positive expectations should be assessed 

separately and considered as different, but related constructs. One aim of the current 

studies was to develop measures of negative (rejection, pessimism) and positive 

(acceptance, optimism) relationship expectations of children. Based on the optimism 

and pessimism literature within personality theory (Scheier & Carver, 1985), the 

current research contributes to our understanding about whether optimistic views and 

pessimistic views are two empirically separable constructs or a single bipolar 

construct. After the measure of children’s optimistic and pessimistic expectations of 

relationships (COPER) was developed and validated, it was used to determine 

whether children’s relationship expectations were associated with their experiences 

within the family. Associations between relationship expectations, family structure, 

interparental conflict and multiple dimensions of parenting qualities were 

investigated. 

Three studies were conducted with children between the ages of 9 and 12 years. 

Study 1 consisted of two phases and focused on measurement development. The new 

measure tapped optimistic and pessimistic relationship expectations, and the measure 

was expected to have two subscales with one reflecting optimistic and the other 

reflecting pessimistic relationship expectations. Phase 1 of Study 1 focused on 

generating items based on interviews with children. In Phase 2 of Study 1, a large 

pilot study was conducted to test all items and the measure was finalised for Study 2.   

The objective of Study 2 was to validate the new measure using a range of 

constructs to determine convergent and discriminate validity. A moderate correlation 
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between subscale scores for optimistic and pessimistic views was expected. In 

addition, scores on each subscale were expected to show differential associations with 

a range of other scales.   

In the third and final study, a large community sample of children participated. 

Children completed questionnaires that gathered information on their demographics, 

and included questions pertaining to family structure, interparental conflict, parenting 

qualities, and the new measure of optimistic and pessimistic relationship expectations. 

The purpose of this study was to compare the relationship expectations of children 

from intact and divorced families and determine whether this difference and 

relationship expectations were better explained by considering interparental conflict 

and parenting.  
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CHAPTER 5 

Study 1: Development of the Children's Optimistic and Pessimistic Expectations of 

Relationships Scale (COPER) 

The aim of Study 1 was to develop a new scale to measure children’s 

relationship expectations. In the literature focused on children, only one scale, the 

Children’s Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (CRSQ; Downey, Lebolt, et al., 1998), 

was found that measured children’s relationship expectations. This scale is designed 

to measure only anxious or angry expectations about rejection by others. As such, it 

focuses on pessimistic expectations about relationships. The aim of the current study 

was to develop a new scale, with two subscales, one measuring optimistic 

expectations of relationships and the other measuring pessimistic expectations of 

relationships.  

 Study 1 consisted of two phases. In Phase 1, scale items were generated. Items 

were chosen based on current scales in the literature (Rejection Sensitivity 

Questionnaire, Downey & Feldman, 1996; Affiliative Tendency Scale and Sensitivity 

to Rejection Scale, Mehrabian, 1970, 1976, 1994a, 1994b, 2000; The Interpersonal 

Sensitivity Measure, Boyce & Parker, 1989; Children’s Rejection Sensitivity 

Questionnaire, Downey, Lebolt, et al., 1998) and other relevant constructs, for 

example, social anxiety (La Greca & Stone, 1993) and children’s generalised 

optimism and pessimism (Ey et al., 2005). Interviews conducted with children and an 

expert panel determined the suitability of the scale items and assisted with the final 

selection of a pool of items for use in Phase 2. 

In Phase 2 of Study 1, the items generated and selected in Phase 1 were used 

in a survey administered to a large sample of children, aged 9 to 12 years, at two 

primary schools. Children completed the survey and the items were analysed using 
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exploratory factor analysis to determine which items were to be retained for use in 

Studies 2 and 3. 
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Phase 1 Method 

Participants 

 For the development of the initial scale, a convenience sample of 14 children 

aged between 9 and 12 years was individually interviewed, with eight children 9 or 10 

years and six children 11 or 12 years of age. Six of the 14 children were boys and 8 

were girls. Signed parental consent forms were obtained before children were able to 

participate. 

Interview Protocol 

A list of 86 (42 optimistically-worded and 44 pessimistically-worded) items 

were generated for the interviews. Items were created after reviewing validated scales 

used in the existing theoretical and clinical literature and with the aid of a panel of 

experts in attachment theory, relationships and child development. Items pertained to 

statements about parents, friends, teachers, siblings, and others in general. Each item 

was read aloud and the children were asked to rate each item, with a cross or one, two 

or three ticks indicating which items they liked and could understand, and to give 

comments about each item. They were prompted to mention whether items were too 

long and/or not easy to understand, and/or which items were easiest to understand and 

easiest to answer.   
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Results and Discussion 

Items were retained if children gave positive feedback about the item and no 

negative feedback, i.e., tick indicating they liked or understood the item. Based on this 

feedback received from children and review by the expert panel, it was determined 

that questions would focus on the most salient relationships for children, including 

their family, teachers and other children. Additional items were selected to capture 

children’s optimistic and pessimistic expectations about “other people”. Hence, a 40-

item measure was created with items about family, teachers, other kids and other 

people. A stem (e.g., “In the future, my family will...”) with multiple responses was 

designed to reduce the amount of reading for the child participants. Items were also 

quite short and simple making them easy for children to read and understand. The 

final set of items to be tested in Study 1, Phase 2 consisted of 20 optimistically-

worded items and 20 pessimistically-worded items. See Table 1.1 for examples of the 

items used. Response options ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true).  

 

 

Table 1.1 

Example of Scale Items 

Stem Items Response Format 

Not at all true            Very true 

In the future, my family will 

In the future, my family will 

In the future, my family will 

In the future, my family will 

In the future, my family will 

 

In the future, my teachers will 

In the future, my teachers will 

In the future, my teachers will 

In the future, my teachers will 

In the future, my teachers will 

help me 

not talk to me 

pick on me 

care about me 

be there for me 

 

treat me badly 

like me 

be nice to me 

not understand me 

not include me 

1        2          3          4           5 

1        2          3          4           5 

1        2          3          4           5 

1        2          3          4           5 

1        2          3          4           5 

 

1        2          3          4           5 

1        2          3          4           5 

1        2          3          4           5 

1        2          3          4           5 

1        2          3          4           5 
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Phase 2 Method 

Participants 

 The total sample for both Study 1, Phase 2 and Study 2 consisted of 426 

children (199 boys, 227 girls) in Grades 5 to 7. Children were drawn from two 

primary schools in the Gold Coast region, Australia. Children were aged 9 to 12 years 

(M = 10.71, SD = .96). The two schools combined had a total enrolment of 654 

children in Grades 5 to 7. Of the 654 children, 518 returned parental consent forms. 

Of the 518 returned consent forms, 68 parents did not agree for their child to 

participate in the study. On the days the questionnaire was administered, 426 children 

completed the questionnaire (82% of returned parental consent). The majority of the 

children at each school were from low to middle of the range of socioeconomic status. 

Of the 426 children, 63% lived with both of their biological parents.  

Using the random number generator in the Statistical Package for Social 

Sciences 13.0 (SPSS), 226 children were assigned to Study 1, Phase 2 and 200 

children to Study 2. There were no significant differences between these two samples 

on age, gender, or family structure. Of the 226 children assigned to Study 1, Phase 2, 

17 children were missing one item, and five children were missing a maximum of five 

items. Because of this small amount of missing data, all missing data were replaced 

with the mean for that item resulting in a final sample size for Study 1, Phase 2 of 

226. 

Measures 

Optimistic and pessimistic expectations of relationships. Items for the 

Children’s Optimistic and Pessimistic Expectations of Relationships Scale (COPER) 

were used to measure children’s expectations of relationships. These were 40 items 

identified in Study 1, Phase 1. Of these 40 items, 20 were designed to assess 
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optimistic expectations of relationships and 20 were designed to assess pessimistic 

expectations of relationships. Sets of items began with a stem and were followed by 

multiple expectations that related to the stem. The items asked about family, teachers, 

other kids, and people and started with the stem “In the future…”. Example items 

include “In the future, other kids will care about me” and “In the future, people will 

pick on me”. Response options ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true). 

Procedure 

Before commencement of this study ethics approval was obtained, as well as 

permission from the State education department and the school principals. Once this 

was obtained, students at the two primary schools were approached to participate in 

this research and given parental information sheets and consent forms. The children 

returned signed parental consent forms before being eligible to participate. 

The questionnaire was administered to children in their regular classrooms 

under the supervision of researchers and research assistants. A standardised set of 

instructions and all items were read aloud, while children followed and completed 

each item. Completion of the questionnaire took approximately 30 minutes. Children 

were given a small gift for completing the questionnaire. At the completion of the 

questionnaire, debriefing was offered, however no child requested a conversation with 

a researcher or a research assistant.    
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Results 

COPER Item Analysis, Factor Structure and Reliability 

 A series of principal components analyses was used to identify items to be 

retained in the COPER scale. All analyses were conducted using principal 

components analysis with a varimax rotation. The criteria used to determine the 

number of factors were eigenvalues ≥ 1.0, the Scree-test, and the interpretability of 

the factor solution. All 40 items were included in the first analysis, and then items 

were eliminated if they loaded highly on more than one factor (> .3), or did not load 

highly (< .3) on any factor. 

 In the first analysis, ten factors were extracted that had eigenvalues ≥ 1, which 

accounted for 66.42% of the total variance. Seven factors were removed from further 

analyses as all had three items or less, signifying unstable factors (Tabachnick & 

Fidell, 2001). This entailed removing 14 items. A further five items had cross-

loadings and three items did not load highly across the remaining factors so were also 

removed. Finally, all remaining items consisted of clusters of statements about other 

kids or people in general. In all, 22 items were removed, leaving 18 items to be 

considered.   

 A second factor analysis with the 18 items results in the extraction of three 

factors with eigenvalues ≥ 1, which accounted for 59.78% of the total variance. Factor 

1 consisted of 10 items, Factor 2 consisted of 5 items and Factor 3 consisted of 3 

items.  

As Factor 1 contained optimistic items and Factors 2 and 3 contained 

pessimistic items, a third factor analysis was conducted that restricted the extraction to 

two factors. These two factors explained 53.37% of the variance in the 18 items. 

Factor 1 contained 10 optimistically-worded items, whereas Factor 2 contained eight 
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pessimistically-worded items. To balance the two factors, two further items, those 

with the lowest loadings, were removed from Factor 1 to provide a balance of two sets 

of items. All remaining items referred to “other kids” and to “people.” 

Finally, the remaining 16 items were subjected to a factor analysis with 

varimax rotation, which restricted the outcome to two factors. This analysis accounted 

for 53.97% of the total variance, and was accepted as the final solution. A forced 1-

factor solution of the 16 items also was conducted and explained 37.66% of the total 

variance. Hence, the 2-factor solution accounted for more variance in items and was 

retained. The items and factor loadings for this 2-factor solution are presented in 

Table 1.2. Loadings for Factor 1, labelled children’s optimistic relationship 

expectations, ranged from .68 to .80. Loadings for Factor 2, labelled children’s 

pessimistic relationship expectations, ranged from .54 to .74. There were no items on 

either factor with problematic cross loadings (> .3).  

Items on each subscale had high reliability as assessed with Cronbach’s α = 

.90 and .84, respectively (see Table 1.3 for descriptive statistics). Subscale scores 

were formed by averaging all items on each factor. Children’s optimistic and 

pessimistic expectations of relationships had a correlation of r = -.39, p < .01. 
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Table 1.2 

Two-Factor Solution for Final Items on the Children’s Optimistic and Pessimistic 

Expectations of Relationships Scale (COPER) (N = 226) 

 

Factor Loadings 

  

Scale items 

Children’s 

Optimistic 

Expectations 

Children’s 

Pessimistic 

Expectations 

In the future, other kids will care about me .80 -.18 

In the future, people will care about me .77 -.14 

In the future, people will be nice to me .77 -.14 

In the future, people will be there for me .76 -.13 

In the future, other kids will be nice to me .76 -.23 

In the future, people will like me .76 -.14 

In the future, other kids will like me .73 -.14 

In the future, other kids will help me .68 -.11 

In the future, people will pick on me -.10 .74 

In the future, other kids will treat me badly -.19 .73 

In the future, other kids will not include me -.17 .71 

In the future, other kids will not talk to me -.01 .70 

In the future, other kids will pick on me -.18 .69 

In the future, people will treat me badly -.11 .67 

In the future, people will not include me -.20 .64 

In the future, people will not understand me -.14 .54 

   

Eigenvalue 6.03 2.61 

% Variance accounted for 37.66 16.31 
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Table 1.3 

Study 1 Means and Standard Deviation for all Items Retained on the Children’s 

Optimistic and Pessimistic Expectations of Relationships Scale (N = 226)  

 Study 1 

Subscales and items M SD 

Children’s Optimistic Expectations of Relationships   3.87 .80 

 In the future, other kids will care about me 3.70 1.11 

 In the future, other kids will be nice to me 3.86 1.07 

 In the future, other kids will like me 3.96 .99 

 In the future, other kids will help me 3.81 1.03 

 In the future, people will care about me 3.89 1.09 

 In the future, people will be nice to me 3.93 .98 

 In the future, people will be there for me 3.88 1.12 

 In the future, people will like me 3.95 .95 

Children’s Pessimistic Expectations of Relationships 1.91 .70 

 In the future, other kids will treat me badly 1.84 .94 

 In the future, other kids will not include me 1.97 1.02 

 In the future, other kids will not talk to me 1.82 .97 

 In the future, other kids will pick on me 1.90 1.01 

 In the future, people will pick on me 1.89 1.10 

 In the future, people will treat me badly 1.84 .95 

 In the future, people will not include me 1.92 1.07 

 In the future, people will not understand me 2.14 1.13 
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Discussion 

The aim of Study 1 was to develop a new scale measuring children’s 

relationship expectations. In Phase 1 of this study, a list of 86 items was generated. 

When generating these items, the different people in children’s lives were considered 

with items consisting of statements regarding parents, peers, teachers, siblings and 

others in general. Interviews were conducted with children to rate each item. As a 

result of children’s feedback and expert opinion, the 86 items were reduced to 40. 

Based on this feedback, these items included statements pertaining to family, teachers, 

other kids and people in general and were administered in survey format to children in 

Phase 2 of this study. 

In Phase 2, factor analyses were used to decide which of the 40 items 

developed in Phase 1 would be retained. Through these analyses, the initial 40 items 

were reduced to 16 items, which loaded highly on two factors. Factor 1 contained 

eight optimistically-worded items, and Factor 2 contained eight pessimistically 

worded items. The 16 items consisted of eight items pertaining to “peers” and eight 

items pertaining to “other people”. The correlation between the two subscales was 

moderate and the reliability of the subscales was high. 

The newly developed scale, Children’s Optimistic and Pessimistic 

Expectations of Relationships Scale (COPER) was validated in Study 2 (see Chapter 

6). 
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CHAPTER 6 

Study 2: Validation of the Children's Optimistic and Pessimistic Expectations of 

Relationships Scale (COPER) 

The aim of Study 2 was to confirm and initially validate the Children’s 

Optimistic and Pessimistic Expectations of Relationships Scale (COPER), which was 

developed in Study 1. The selection of measures used to determine the convergent and 

discriminate validity of the COPER was based on empirical studies conducted with 

constructs that involve expectations about relationships and social interactions (e.g., 

rejection sensitivity [Downey, Lebolt, et al., 1998]). Scales were chosen if they had 

adequate psychometric properties and had good convergent or divergent validity with 

other similar scales. 

Convergent Validity 

Four validation measures were included that investigated different aspects of 

peer relationships. Two of these measures assessed friendship. The Network of 

Relationships Inventory (NRI; Furman & Buhrmester, 1985) was used to measure 

how children felt about their relationship with their best friend. Meta-perception of 

peer acceptance was measured using two different items. These items asked children 

to rate how they thought children in their grade and children outside of school viewed 

them. The third peer related measure examined positive perceptions of peers and the 

self. The final peer related measure examined perceived social acceptance. All four 

measures were expected to be positively associated with optimistic expectations of 

relationships and negatively associated with pessimistic expectations of relationships. 

As all friendships measures were expected to be measuring similar, yet distinct 

constructs, the associations with the COPER were expected to be moderate.   
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A measure was also included that measured rejection sensitivity (Downey, 

Lebolt, et al., 1998). This measure assessed the children’s degree of anxiety and anger 

they felt over the expected likelihood of rejection in relation to scenarios involving 

peers and teachers, and the outcome expectations they had of these events. Like the 

peer measures discussed earlier, this assessed a similar, yet distinct aspect of 

children’s relationship expectations. Subsequently, the three rejection sensitivity 

subscales, angry expectations, anxious expectations, and outcome expectations of 

rejection, were expected to be moderately negatively associated with optimistic 

expectations of relationships, and moderately positively associated with pessimistic 

expectations of relationships.   

Last, a measure was included that assessed children’s relationships with their 

parents (Skinner et al., 2005). This measure was used to measure children’s 

perception of parental warmth and parental rejection. Although it was unclear whether 

a measure focused on children’s expectations of peers and other people would be 

directly associated with their experiences of parenting qualities, it was expected that 

experiences with parents would generalise to expectations in other relationships, as 

argued in attachment theory (Hazan & Shaver, 1987, 1994; Miller & Kaiser, 2001). 

Therefore, it was expected that parental warmth would be moderately, positively 

associated with optimistic expectations of relationships, and vice versa, moderately, 

negatively associated with pessimistic expectations of relationships. It was expected 

that parental rejection would be moderately negatively associated with optimistic 

expectations of relationships, and moderately positively associated with pessimistic 

expectations of relationships. 
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Divergent Validity 

A measure was included that measured social desirability. Three items from 

the lie scale of the Revised Children’s Manifest Anxiety Scale (RCMAS; Reynolds & 

Paget, 1981) were used to assess if the children were answering in a socially desirable 

way, and also as a test of divergent validity. As this is an unrelated construct, it was 

expected that the relationship with the COPER would be weak or negligible.  
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Method 

Participants  

Participants were the remaining 200 children (92 boys, 108 girls) in Grades 5 

to 7 described in Chapter 5. They were drawn from two public primary schools in the 

Gold Coast region, Australia. Children were aged 9 to 12 years (M = 10.72, SD = .96). 

Sixty-one percent of the children lived with both of their biological parents. Eight 

children were missing one item each and these were replaced with the item mean.  

Measures 

 Children’s optimistic and pessimistic expectations of relationships. To 

measure children’s optimistic and pessimistic expectations of relationships, the 

Children’s Optimistic and Pessimistic Expectations Relationships Scale (COPER) was 

used. This measure consisted of the 16 items developed in Study 1. It contained eight 

optimistically-worded items and eight pessimistically-worded items. The items asked 

about other kids or people in general and started with the stem “In the future…”. 

Example items include, “In the future, other kids will care about me” and “In the 

future, people will pick on me”. Response options ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 5 

(very true). 

Rejection sensitivity. Rejection sensitivity was measured with the Children’s 

Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (CRSQ; Downey, Lebolt, et al., 1998). The 

CRSQ consists of six hypothetical vignettes about teachers and peers, where 

respondents are required to answer questions regarding the expected likelihood of 

rejection and the degree of anxiety and anger over its possible occurrence. Responses 

are reported on a 6-point Likert-type scale. 

Two scores are generated for each vignette. This is calculated by multiplying 

the expected likelihood of rejection by the degree of anger and the degree of anxiety 
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over the possibility of the rejection occurring. Scores are then summed together to 

form two subscales relating to anxious expectations and angry expectations of 

rejection. Outcome expectations of rejection (the expected likelihood of rejection 

occurring) as a single subscale has not been of interest in previous research and there 

is no reported internal consistency in the literature. However, a separate subscale was 

formed for the current study as it was expected that outcome expectations of rejection 

would be more highly correlated with the COPER than the two affective subscales.  

Therefore, three subscales were formed, anxious expectations, angry expectations, 

and outcome expectations of rejection. Internal consistency for the subscales has been 

reported  as .79 for anxious expectations and .82 for angry expectations and a 4 week 

test-retest reliabilities of .82 and .85, respectively (Downey, Lebolt, et al.). The scale 

has also been shown to have good convergent and divergent validity (Downey, 

Lebolt, et al.). In the current study the internal consistency was .71 for anxious  

expectations, .72 for angry expectations, and .66 for outcome expectations of 

rejection. 

 Perceptions of peers and the self. Perceptions about peers and about the self 

with peers were measured with the Perceptions of Peers and Self scale (POPS; 

Rudolph, Hammen, & Burge, 1995). The 15-item POPS assesses children’s 

generalised perceptions of peers and friendships along dimensions such as 

dependability, supportiveness and empathy. Items are either negatively worded, such 

as “Other kids can sometimes be pretty mean”, or positively worded, such as “Other 

kids are pretty helpful when you need them”. Response options ranged from 1 (not at 

all true) to 5 (very true). Negatively worded items were reversed and scores were 

averaged. Higher scores indicated more positive perceptions of peer relationships. The 

POPS has been reported to be a valid and reliable measure of perceptions of peer 
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relationships, with internal consistency reported as .75 and a one month test retest 

reliability of .69 (Rudolph et al., 1995). In this study, POPS yielded an internal 

consistency of .88.  

 Perceptions of social acceptance. Children reported their perceptions of their 

social acceptance by peers on the Self-Perception Profile for Children (SPPC; Harter, 

1985). The 6-item social acceptance subscale of the SPPC was used to measure 

children’s perceived social acceptance. An example item is “Some children find it 

hard to make friends BUT for other children it’s quite easy”. Respondents are asked 

to decide which statement is most like them and then rate it as really true of me or sort 

of true of me. Higher scores indicated greater perceived social acceptance.  Internal 

consistencies have been reported to range from .71 to .84 (Harter). This subscale has 

also been reported to demonstrate good convergent validity (Muris, Meesters, & 

Fijen, 2003). The current study yielded an internal reliability of .74. 

 Friendship satisfaction. The Network of Relationships Inventory (NRI; 

Furman & Buhrmester, 1985) was used to measure children’s satisfaction with their 

friendships. Children’s perception of friendship was measured using three items from 

the NRI, asking how they feel about their relationship with their best friend. An 

example item is “I think my best friendship is very good”. Response options ranged 

from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true). This measure has been reported to be a valid 

and reliable measure of friendship satisfaction (Furman, 1996). Internal consistency 

for this subscale has been reported as .80 (Furman & Buhrmester). In the current 

study, the three items yielded an internal consistency of .80. 

 Meta-perception of peer acceptance . Two items were used to measure 

children’s meta-perception of peer acceptance. These items were derived from items 

of meta-perceptions of acceptance and rejection based on peer nominations (Bellmore 
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& Cillessen, 2003). The items are, “If the kids in your grade were asked to say how 

much they liked you, what would they say about you?” and “If the kids that you hang 

around with outside of school were asked to say how much they liked you, what 

would they say about you?”. Response options ranged from 1 (very liked) to 5 (very 

disliked). As the two items were used as two separate items, internal reliability for the 

current study is not reported.     

Parenting. Two of the six subscales of the Parents as Social Context 

Questionnaire (PSCQ, Skinner et al., 2005) were used to assess children’s report of 

parental warmth and parental rejection. Each subscale consists of four items. Example 

items from each subscale are, “My parents let me know they love me”, and 

“Sometimes I wonder if my parents like me”. Responses range from 1 (not at all true) 

to 5 (very true). A high score on the parental warmth subscale indicated higher 

acceptance, whereas a high score on the parental rejection subscale indicated higher 

rejection. This measure has been demonstrated to have good construct validity 

(Skinner et al.). Reliability coefficients for each of the six subscales have been 

reported to range from .83 to .90 (Johnson, 2004). In this study, internal consistency 

was .81 for the warmth subscale and .75 for the rejection subscale. 

Socially desirable responding. Three items from The Revised Children’s 

Manifest Anxiety Scale (RCMAS, Reynolds & Paget, 1981) were used to assess 

whether children answered items in a socially desirable manner. These items are “I 

never lie”, “I always have good manners” and “I never get angry”. Response options 

ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true). This subscale has been reported to be a 

valid measure of social desirability (Reynolds, 1982). Internal consistency for this 

subscale has been reported as .77 and a nine month test retest of .58 (Reynolds & 

Paget, 1981). In the current study, internal consistency was .61. 
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Procedure 

 The same procedures used in Study 1, Phase 2 were used in Study 2 (see 

Chapter 5). 
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Results 

Confirmatory factor analyses were used to assess the factor structure of the 

COPER, and correlational analyses were used to determine the validity of the 

COPER.  

Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

 AMOS software with maximum likelihood estimation was used for the 

confirmatory factor analysis (Arbuckle & Wothke, 1995). Model fit was assessed 

using the χ
2
 test statistic, the χ

2
 test statistic divided by the degrees of freedom, 

Goodness of Fit (GFI; Joreskog & Sorbom, 1981, 1989), the Comparative Fit Index 

(CFI; Bentler, 1990), and the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA; 

Browne & Cudeck, 1993). The GFI can be categorised as an absolute index of fit and 

the CFI compares the specified model with the independence model (Byrne, 2001). 

Both the GFI and CFI estimates range from 0 to 1, with values above .9 indicating 

acceptable fit to the data (Byrne, 2001). The RMSEA takes into account the error of 

approximation, with values of .05 or less indicative of a close fit of the model, .05 to 

.08 a fair fit and .08 to .10 a mediocre fit (Browne & Cudeck; Byrne). Dividing the χ
2
 

test statistic by the degrees of freedom has also been suggested as a measure of model 

fit (Byrne). Using this method, it has been recommended that a ratio of < 3 is an 

acceptable fit (Bollen, 1989). 

The confirmatory model consisted of two latent variables (optimistic 

expectations, pessimistic expectations), each with eight single-item measured 

indicators. The fit statistics for this analysis demonstrated a satisfactory fit to the data, 

with all standardised leadings significant (p < .001), and ranging from .55 to .87, 

χ
2
(96) = 200.95, p < .01, χ

2
/df = 2.09, GFI  = .90, CFI = .93, and RMSEA = .08. The 

correlation between the latent factors was significant (r = -.59). Figure 2.1 illustrates 
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the results of fitting this 2-factor model. The internal reliabilities for the two subscales 

were high, optimistic expectations α = .89, pessimistic expectations α = .87. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1. Study 2 confirmatory factor analysis results, including standardised factor 

loadings for items, and correlations between latent factors of the COPER (N = 200). 
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Next, to test the fit of a 1-factor model, a second CFA was conducted. This 

CFA consisted of one latent variable with 16 single-item indicators. The fit statistics 

for this analysis were χ2(97) = 501.16, p < .01, χ2/df = 5.17, GFI = .69, CFI = .74, and 

RMSEA = .15, demonstrating an unacceptable fit to the data. Further, the χ
2 

difference 

test indicated the 2-factor model fit the data significantly better than the 1-factor 

model, χ
2

Difference(1) = 300.2, p < .01 (see Table 2.1). Therefore, results indicated that 

the 2-factor model was accepted as a better fit to the data than the 1-factor model. 

 

 

Table 2.1 

Goodness-of-fit Indices for Confirmatory Factor Analysis of the COPER (N = 200) 

Model df χ2 χ2 Diff GFI CFI RMSEA 

2-factor model 96 200.95** 300.2** .90 .93 .08 

1- factor model 97 501.16**  .69 .74 .15 

 

**p < .01. 

 

Descriptive and Correlational Analysis 

 The two subscales of the COPER were formed for each child by averaging the 

eight items on each subscale. See Table 2.2 for means and standard deviations for all 

16 items of the Children’s Optimistic and Pessimistic Expectations of Relationships 

Scale (COPER) from Study 2.  
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Table 2.2 

Study 2 Means and Standard Deviations for the Children’s Optimistic and Pessimistic 

Expectations of Relationships Scale (N = 200) 

Subscales and items M SD 

Optimistic Expectations 3.83 .81 

 In the future, other kids will care about me 3.63 1.18 

 In the future, other kids will be nice to me 3.94 1.05 

 In the future, other kids will like me 3.91 .99 

 In the future, other kids will help me 3.76 1.12 

 In the future, people will care about me 3.84 1.06 

 In the future, people will be nice to me 3.85 1.08 

 In the future, people will be there for me 3.79 1.13 

 In the future, people will like me 3.92 1.01 

Pessimistic Expectations 1.91 .77 

 In the future, other kids will treat me badly 1.84 .94 

 In the future, other kids will not include me 1.97 1.11 

 In the future, other kids will not talk to me 1.93 1.10 

 In the future, other kids will pick on me 2.50 1.19 

 In the future, people will pick on me 2.02 1.18 

 In the future, people will treat me badly 1.75 .92 

 In the future, people will not include me 1.77 .95 

 In the future, people will not understand me 2.01 1.08 
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 Correlations between children’s optimistic and pessimistic expectations of 

relationships and validity measures are shown in Table 2.3. Similar to the findings of 

the confirmatory factor analysis, children’s averaged scores for optimistic and 

pessimistic expectations were negatively associated (r = -.51) and were significantly 

correlated with all other measures used for convergent and divergent validity. 

Correlations ranged from r = .22 (social desirability) to r = .54 (perception of peers) 

for optimistic expectations, and from r = -.19 (parental warmth) to r = -.60 

(perception of peers) for pessimistic expectations. All correlations were in the 

expected directions. 

In particular, supporting convergent validity, children’s optimistic expectations 

of relationships was positively associated with friendship, social acceptance, 

perception of peers, meta-perception - grade, meta-perception - outside of school, and 

parental warmth, and was negatively associated with parental rejection, angry 

expectations of rejection, anxious expectations of rejection, and outcome expectations 

of rejection. Supporting divergent validity, social desirability had the lowest 

correlation with children’s optimistic expectations of relationships.   

Children’s pessimistic expectations of relationships showed similar validity as 

did children’s optimistic expectations of relationships. Supporting convergent validity, 

children’s pessimistic expectations of relationships was positively associated with 

parental rejection, angry expectations of rejection, anxious expectations of rejection, 

and outcome expectations of rejection, and was negatively associated with friendship, 

social acceptance, perception of peers, meta-perception - grade, meta-perception - 

outside of school, and parental warmth. Supporting divergent validity, social 

desirability had a weak correlation with children’s pessimistic expectations of 

relationships. 
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 Correlations between each COPER subscale and other measures were similar 

with only a few exceptions. Parental warmth was more strongly correlated with 

optimistic (r = .35) than pessimistic expectations (r = -.19), z = 2.42, p <. 05, and 

anxious expectations of rejection was more strongly correlated with pessimistic (r = 

.39) than optimistic expectations (r = -.29), z = -2.19, p < .05. 
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Discussion 

Study 2 had two aims. The first aim was to confirm the factor structure of the 

measure developed in Study 1. The second aim was to test the initial validity of this 

measure. 

To meet the first aim, confirmatory factor analyses were conducted and results 

showed that the anticipated 2-factor model had a satisfactory fit to the data and a 

significantly better fit to the data than a 1-factor model. To meet the second aim, 

children’s optimistic and pessimistic expectations were correlated with a range of 

other measures to test for convergent and divergent validity. Children’s optimistic and 

pessimistic expectations were negatively correlated and both subscales converged 

with all measures in the expected directions. The highest correlation found for the 

COPER subscales was with a single subscale that measured children’s judgements of 

peers’ trustworthiness, dependability, supportiveness, prosocial behaviours and 

empathy, whereas the lowest correlation was with a measure of friendship 

satisfaction. This would suggest that the COPER may be tapping into social 

cognitions involving the broader peer group, as opposed to expectations of specific 

individuals, such as friends. It was also found that the COPER subscales were more 

highly correlated with the peer measures as opposed to other measures used for 

convergent validity, again suggesting that the new measure may be tapping into 

expectations about peer relationships in general, instead of relationships with specific 

others.   

The COPER subscales also converged with measures of parenting qualities in 

the expected directions, and showed similar correlations when compared to other 

measures of peer relationships and friendship. This supports the view that children’s 

experiences of parental warmth and rejection do generalise to their expectations of 

relationships with peers and other people. However the correlations between the 
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parenting measures and COPER subscales were generally lower when compared to 

correlations between other measures used to test for convergent validity, particularly 

the correlation between pessimistic expectations and parental warmth. As described 

earlier, these relatively lower correlations may be due to the COPER subscales ability 

to gather general expectations about relationships, rather than optimistic and 

pessimistic expectations of specific others.  

The last measure used to test convergent validity was the rejection sensitivity 

subscales. Both subscales of the COPER were associated with the rejection sensitivity 

subscales in the expected directions, with the highest correlations between COPER 

subscales and children’s outcome expectations of rejection. The lowest association 

was between children’s optimistic expectations and anxious expectations of rejection. 

Downey and colleagues describe angry and anxious expectations of rejection as 

affective responses to rejection cues in potentially rejecting situations (Downey, 

Lebolt, et al., 1998; London et al., 2007). The COPER was not developed to measure 

affective states, rather, it was developed to measure expectations of rejections in 

future situations. This may explain why the COPER was more highly correlated with 

outcome expectations of rejection instead of the two affective subscales. However, 

caution should be taken when interpreting analyses using outcome expectations of 

rejection as a low alpha was reported for the current study.     

Finally, one measure was used to test for divergent validity. As hypothesised, 

the two subscales of the COPER had low correlations with the social desirability 

measure. The COPER subscales had similar correlations with the social desirability 

scale, as did all the other measures used in this study. Again, caution should be taken 

when interpreting these analyses as the social desirability measure was reported to 

have low internal reliability. 
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Findings suggested that children’s optimistic and pessimistic relationship 

expectations are associated, as would be expected. Nevertheless, they also have 

distinct elements. The two subscales were differentially correlated with two out of ten 

possible measures. Although these findings are preliminary, based on the moderate 

correlation between the two subscales, the differential correlations with measures used 

for convergent and divergent validity, and the 2-factor model being a better fit than a 

1-factor model, it is suggested that the COPER be used as two separate subscales, one 

measuring children’s optimistic expectations of relationships of peers and others and 

the other measuring children’s pessimistic expectations of relationships of peers and 

others. However, it will be important for future studies to extend and replicate these 

findings. 

Overall, the COPER will be useful in future studies of children’s relationships, 

social development, interpersonal sensitivities, and social cognition, and was used in 

Study 3 to assess the associations of children’s expectations with family dissolution, 

parenting and witnessing interparental conflict. Because of this focus on family in 

Study 3 and the importance of family and parenting for children, the ten items 

designed to assess optimistic and pessimistic expectations of family relationships also 

were maintained for further investigation in Study 3. The ten family items had been 

removed in Study 1, Phase 2 due to cross-loadings or low loadings on factors with 

more than three items. In sum, the final set of 16 items that assessed children’s 

optimistic and pessimistic expectations of peers and other people and the 10 items that 

were designed to measure these same expectations of family members were 

maintained for Study 3. By including all 26 of these items, the aim of Study 3 was to 

determine the correlates of children’s optimistic and pessimistic expectations of peers 

and other people as well as the correlates of their optimistic and pessimistic 

expectations of the family. 
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CHAPTER 7 

Study 3: Family Structure, Family Relationships and Children's Optimistic and 

Pessimistic Expectations of Relationships 

 Early adolescence is an important time for children in that they are making 

significant advances in social cognition and starting to consider and develop close 

relationships outside of the family. Although the history of relationships with family 

members can impact the formation of other relationships throughout adolescence and 

into adulthood (Hazan & Shaver, 1987, 1994), early adolescence may be a particularly 

important time of transition (Steinberg, 2008). One potential mechanism for this 

association is children’s emerging ways of thinking about relationships, particularly 

their expectations of relationships. The specific aspect of children’s social cognition 

that was measured in the current study was children’s relationship expectations. 

Children’s optimistic and pessimistic expectations of relationships with other children 

and other people (optimistic and pessimistic relationship expectations) were measured 

as well as children’s optimistic and pessimistic expectations of relationships with their 

family (optimistic and pessimistic family relationship expectations). These two 

measures were used to test the primary aims of Study 3; firstly whether children from 

divorced families differ from children from intact families on their relationship 

expectations, and secondly, whether family processes, interparental conflict and 

parenting can better explain children’s relationship expectations, than family 

structure. 

 Many theories, particularly attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1980), 

and cognitive relational schema theories, have suggested that family dynamics have 

an important impact on the way children view themselves and others and, specifically 

in relation to the current study, how they think about their current and future 
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relationships. These theoretical underpinnings provide the foundation for the current 

study’s hypotheses. 

 The idea that family dynamics impact children’s adjustment has been widely 

researched with many reviews conducted (see Amato & Keith, 1991; Amato, 2001; 

Emery, 1982). These reviews suggest that children’s experiences within the family, 

particularly the experience of divorce, interparental conflict and the relationship 

between the child and their parents are important correlates of children’s adjustment. 

Further, it has been suggested that family processes, namely the parent-child 

relationship and interparental conflict, may be more important for children’s 

development and adjustment than the experience of divorce itself (Amato & Keith; 

Amato; Emery, 1982; Grych & Fincham, 1990). These premises form the basis for the 

current study’s hypotheses. 

 In addition to testing these hypotheses, other potential correlates of children’s 

relationship expectations were examined, including multiple measures of their 

personal and school functioning. These associations were examined in order to 

identify whether relationship expectations were indicative of other aspects of positive 

or negative functioning. Particular domains of children’s social and emotional 

functioning (social anxiety), and behavioural functioning (school engagement) were 

examined, as well as an outcome measure of school grades and a personality 

dimension of children’s generalised expectations about the future (dispositional 

optimism and pessimism). Associations have been found between social anxiety and 

both rejection sensitivity (e.g., Downey & Feldman, 1996; Mehrabian, 1970, 1976, 

1994a, 1994b) and interpersonal sensitivity (e.g., Boyce & Parker, 1989; Harb et al., 

2002). Subsequently, it is expected that social anxiety would be positively associated 

with pessimistic relationship expectations and negatively associated with optimistic 

relationship expectations. Further, it is expected that school engagement, school 
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grades and generalised optimism would be positively associated with optimistic 

relationship expectations and negatively associated with pessimistic relationship 

expectations, and generalised pessimism would be positively associated with 

pessimistic relationship expectations and negatively associated with optimistic 

relationship expectations.  

 After reporting associations of relationship expectations with children’s socio-

emotional, behavioural and school functioning, the following hypotheses were tested: 

1. Children from divorced families will have higher pessimistic expectations 

and lower optimistic expectations of relationships than children from intact 

families. 

2. Parenting dimensions of warmth, structure, autonomy support, rejection, 

chaos and coercion will be associated with relationship expectations.   

a. Warmth, structure and autonomy support will be positively  

 associated with optimistic expectations of relationships and negatively 

 associated with pessimistic expectations of relationships.  

b. Rejection, chaos and coercion will be negatively associated with 

 optimistic expectations of relationships and positively associated with 

 pessimistic expectations of relationships.   

c. Parenting dimensions will be differentially related to expectations of 

 relationships, with parental warmth and parental rejection having the 

 strongest positive associations with optimistic and pessimistic 

 expectations of relationships, respectively.  

3. Children who report witnessing more interparental conflict will have 

higher pessimistic expectations and lower optimistic expectations of 

relationships.  
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4. Regardless of family structure, parenting qualities will mediate the 

association between interparental conflict and relationship expectations.  

5. When parenting qualities and interparental conflict are accounted for, the 

association between family structure and relationships expectations will no 

longer be significant.  
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Method 

Participants 

Participants were 837 children (411 boys, 426 girls) in grades 5 to 7 and their 

parents. Parents completed questions about family structure and provided other 

demographic information. For 87% of participants, the mother was the respondent. 

Other respondents included fathers (11%) and other primary caregivers (2%). Four 

primary schools in the Gold Coast region of Australia participated. All schools were 

public and served families who were low to middle of the range of socioeconomic 

status.  

Schools had a total of 1267 students in grades 5 to 7. Of these children, 1022 

(81%) returned parental consent forms with 136 (13%) parents declining participation 

in the study. On the day the questionnaire was administered, 846 children completed 

the questionnaire (83% of returned parental consent) and parents of 837 of these 

children provided information about family structure.  

 Children were aged 9 to 13 years (M = 10.82, SD = .96). Parents’ ages ranged 

from 27 to 80 years (M = 39.97, SD = 5.51). On average, three children lived in the 

household (range 0 to 8). Demographic information is presented in Tables 3.1 and 3.2. 

These tables indicate that the majority of parents were white Caucasian and had grade 

11 or less education. Of the parents who completely the survey, the majority were 

currently married. 

Overall, 82 of the 837 children were missing one or two items. For these children, 

scores were calculated using the remaining items. Two children had not completed 

any items relating to the mother subscales but had answered all other items. To 

maintain these children in the study, the mother subscales for these children were 

replaced with the father scores. A further 21 children had not completed the items that 

related to the father subscales. The missing father subscales were replaced with the  
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Table 3.1 

Demographic Characteristics of Parents Who Completed the Survey (N = 837) 

Characteristics of Parent who completed the Survey N % 

Education Level (Parents were asked to tick all that apply)  

 Grade 11 or less 358 43 

 Grade 12 205 25 

 Trade Certificate or Diploma 299 36 

 University Undergraduate Degree 77 9 

 University Postgraduate Degree 48 6 

Ethnicity    

 White Caucasian 731 88 

 Indigenous Australian 17 2 

 Maori or Pacific Islander 45 5 

 Asian 24 3 

 Other 16 2 

Current Marital Status   

 Single, never married 38 5 

 De-facto 83 10 

 Married 568 68 

 Separated 61 7 

 Divorced 74 9 

 Widowed 13 2 

 

Note. Five parents did not report education level. Four parents did not report 

ethnicity. 
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Table 3.2 

Demographic Characteristics of the Other Parent (N = 837) 

Characteristics of Other Parent N % 

Education Level (Parents were asked to tick all that apply)  

 Grade 11 or less 359 46 

 Grade 12 147 19 

 Trade Certificate or Diploma 345 44 

 University Undergraduate Degree 53 7 

 University Postgraduate Degree 31 4 

Ethnicity    

 White Caucasian 703 89 

 Indigenous Australian 10 1 

 Maori or Pacific Islander 43 6 

 Asian 14 2 

 Other 16 2 

 

Note. Fifty-seven parents did not provide education level and 51 parents did not 

provide ethnicity. 
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mother scores for these children. An additional 21 children had not completed any 

items relating to interparental conflict. The missing interparental conflict variables 

were replaced with the mean of the sample.  

Parent Measures 

 Parental demographic survey. Parents completed a survey asking their age, 

relationship to the participating child, participating child’s primary residence, 

education level of both parents, ethnicity of both parents, current marital status and 

whether they were separated from the participating child’s other parent. Parents were 

asked to complete another section if they were separated/divorced from the child’s 

other biological parent. This section asked how long they had been 

separated/divorced, how old the participating child was when they first separated, 

custody arrangements and visitation arrangements. 

Child Measures 

 Optimistic and pessimistic expectations of relationships. The Children’s 

Optimistic and Pessimistic Expectations of Relationships Scale (COPER) was used to 

assess children’s optimism and pessimism about their future relationships with kids or 

people in general. This measure included the 16 items developed in Study 1 and 

validated in Study 2. It contained eight optimistically-worded items and eight 

pessimistically-worded items. The items asked about other kids or people in general 

and started with the stem “In the future…”. Example items include “In the future, 

other kids will care about me,” and “In the future, people will pick on me”. Response 

options ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true). The internal consistency found 

in the current study was .87 for optimistic relationship expectations and .85 for 

pessimistic relationship expectations. 

 Optimistic and pessimistic expectations about family relationships. Another 

ten items were retained from Study 1 containing five optimism items and five 
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pessimism items about family relationship expectations. These items also used a stem 

and item response format starting with the stem “In the future…”. Example items 

include “In the future, my family will like me” and “In the future, my family will treat 

me badly”. Response options ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true). The 

internal consistency found in this study was .87 for optimistic family relationship 

expectations and .66 for pessimistic family relationship expectations.  

Interparental conflict. The Children’s Perceptions of Interparental Conflict 

Scale (CPIC; Grych et al., 1992) was used to measure children’s experiences of 

conflict between their parents. The CPIC is a 48-item scale designed to assess 

children’s perceptions of interparental conflict. The scale measures three dimensions 

of conflict: property, threat and self-blame. For the purpose of the current study, the 

19-item conflict property scale was used, assessing frequency (6-items), intensity (7-

items) and resolution (6-items). Examples for each subscale, respectively, are “I often 

see my parents arguing”, “My parents get really mad when they argue”, and “When 

my parents have an argument they usually work it out”. Responses ranged from 1 (not 

at all true) to 5 (very true). After reversing some items, higher scores indicated more 

child witnessing of conflict, higher levels of hostility and aggression, and poor 

resolution. This scale has been reported to possess good convergent and divergent 

validity (Grych et al.). Internal consistencies of .90 and .89 have been reported, with a 

2-week test-retest correlation of .70 (Grych et al.). The current study yielded an 

internal reliability of .93. 

Parenting. The Parents as Social Context Questionnaire (PSCQ; Skinner et al., 

2005) was used to measure six dimensions of parenting, including parental warmth, 

structure, autonomy support, rejection, chaos and coercion. In the current study, 

children answered 24 items pertaining to their mother, and the same 24 items 

pertaining to their father. Children were asked to answer items in relation to their 
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biological parents. Children without a biological mother/father answered the 

statements in relation to a stepparent or foster parent. Alternatively, they did not 

complete items if they could identify no female or male caregiver.  

Items were included in each subscale as reported by Skinner et al. (2005). 

Items for each subscale were added together and averaged to form a score for each 

relevant subscale. Sample items for each subscale are, “My mother/father lets me 

know she/he loves me”, “Sometimes I wonder if my mother/father likes me”, “When I 

want to do something, my mother/father shows me how”, When my mother/father 

makes a promise, I don’t know if she/he will keep it”, “My mother/father trusts me”, 

“My mother/father is always telling me what to do”, respectively. Responses ranged 

from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true). This measure has been demonstrated to have 

good construct validity (Skinner et al.). Reliability coefficients for each subscale have 

been reported to range from .83 to .90 (Johnson, 2004). In the current study, internal 

consistencies were .82 (mother) and .90 (father) for the warmth subscale, .76 (mother) 

and .83 (father) for the structure subscale, .79 (mother) and  .82 (father) for the 

autonomy support subscale,  .71 (mother) and  .77 (father) for the rejection subscale, 

.74 (mother) and .77 (father) for the chaos subscale, and .78 (mother) and .82 (father) 

for the coercion subscale. 

Generalised optimism and pessimism. The Youth Life Orientation Test 

(YLOT; Ey et al., 2005) was used to measure the personality dimension of children’s 

generalised expectations about the future. This scale is a 12-item measure of 

children’s optimism and pessimism based on the Life Orientation Test-Revised 

(Scheier et al., 1994). This is a measure of generalised expectations of positive or 

negative outcomes. The measure consists of a total optimism score and separate 

optimism (6-items) and pessimism (6-items) scores. For the purpose of the current 

study optimism and pessimism were used as two separate subscales. Sample items 
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consist of, “Each day I look forward to having a lot of fun”, and “When things are 

good, I expect something to go wrong”. Response options ranged from 1 (not at all 

true) to 5 (very true). This scale has been reported to be a valid and reliable measure 

with good convergent, divergent and predictive validity and internal consistencies of 

.79 for optimism, .78 for pessimism and .83 for total optimism (Ey et al.). The internal 

consistencies found in the current study were .80 for optimism, .82 for pessimism and 

.85 for total optimism. 

 Social anxiety. The Social Anxiety Scale for Children - Revised (SASC-R; La 

Greca & Stone, 1993) was used to measure children’s social and emotional 

functioning. The SASC-R contains 18 items and consists of three subscales, fear of 

negative evaluation from peers (FNE, 8-items), social avoidance and distress specific 

to new situations (SAD-N, 6-items), and generalised social avoidance and distress 

(SAD–G, 4-items). Examples of items from each subscale respectively are, “I’m 

afraid that other kids will not like me”, “I feel shy around kids I don’t know”, and “I 

am quiet when I’m with a group of kids”. Responses ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 

5 (very true). This measure has been reported to be a reliable and valid measure with 

internal consistencies ranging from .69 (SAD-G) to .78 (SAD-N) and .86 (FNE) (La 

Greca & Stone). The internal consistencies found in this study were .71 for SAD-G, 

.84 for SAD-N and .93 for FNE. 

 Engagement in school. Engagement in school was measured with 18-items 

(Zimmer-Gembeck, Chipuer, Hanisch, Creed, & McGregor, 2006). The items 

assessed children’s perception of their effort, attention, emotions and persistence in 

the classroom and in school in general. The 18 items were averaged to obtain a total 

score for school engagement for each student. This score could range from 1 to 5, 

with a 1 indicating very low school engagement and a 5 indicating very high school 

engagement. Response options ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true). Internal 
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consistencies have been reported as .80 for positive behaviour and emotion, .91 for 

negative emotion, and .74 for boredom (Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2006). The current 

study yielded an internal reliability of .85. 

 Grades. As an outcome measure, children were asked to report their grades in 

school by answering a question, “What marks do you usually receive at school”? 

Response options consisted of “usually A’s, usually B’s, usually C’s, usually D’s or 

usually E’s”. The average score across all students was 3.5 signifying that the average 

mark usually received at school was a B. (A = 5, B = 4, C = 3, D = 2, E = 1).   

Procedure 

 Before commencement of this study, ethics approval was obtained, as well as 

permission from the State education department and the school principals. Once 

approvals were obtained, students at the four primary schools were approached in 

their regular classes to participate in this research. Students were given parental 

information sheets, consent forms and demographic questionnaires. Children were 

asked to take home the packets to their parents and return them to the school. All 

participants had parent consent, assented to participate, and had completed 

demographic information. A code was assigned to the parental demographic 

information. This code was then linked to the child’s questionnaire. 

The questionnaire was administered to children in their regular classrooms 

under the supervision researchers and research assistants. Children were asked to 

complete a coded form with their first name, last name, date of birth, teacher’s name 

and class on it. This form was then collected and put into an envelope. The 

questionnaire had the same code as the form but had no other identifiable information 

on it. A standardised set of instructions was read aloud, while children followed and 

completed each item. Completion of the questionnaire took approximately 60 

minutes. Children were given a small gift for completing the questionnaire. At the 
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completion of the questionnaire, debriefing was offered. Just below 10% of children 

requested a conversation with a research assistant.    
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Results 

Skew, Transformations and Univariate Outliers 

 Data were examined for skew and outliers. The maternal warmth subscale, 

maternal autonomy support subscale, paternal warmth subscale, optimistic family 

expectations subscale, and pessimistic family expectations subscale all had significant 

skew. Both square root and log transformations were completed on these variables. 

These transformations improved the skew somewhat, however all variables still 

remained skewed. Correlations were examined between all measured variables in their 

untransformed and transformed forms. The largest change was the correlation 

between the maternal autonomy support subscale and the paternal warmth subscale. 

Using a log transformation, this correlation increased by .05. There were no changes 

in significance levels for any correlation. Subsequently, all analyses reported below 

are based on untransformed measures. 

 Twelve children were identified as having more than five scores that were 

univariate outliers. After removal of these 12 children from the data set, skew was 

reduced, but not resolved. There were a few instances where removal of these outliers 

had an effect on the results. These will be discussed in the relevant sections.  

Descriptive Analysis 

Two hundred and forty-four (29%) of the 837 children’s parents were 

separated/divorced. This is consistent with empirical research investigating the 

difference between intact families and divorced families. These studies generally 

report 17 to 29% of their sample to be from a divorced family (e.g., Garbardi & 

Rosen, 1991; Jennings et al., 1991; Riggio, 2004; Storksen, Roysamb, Moum, & 

Tambs, 2005). Table 3.3 shows the key demographic characteristics for children 

whose parents were separated/divorced. Table 3.4 provides descriptive statistics for 

all other study variables.
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Table 3.3 

Demographic Characteristics for Children Whose Parents Were Separated/Divorced 

(n = 244). 

Characteristics N % 

Length of time since separated/divorced   

 Less than two years 46 19 

 More than two years but less five years 53 22 

 More than five years 137 56 
   

Age of child when first separated/divorced   
 Not yet born 13 6 

 One year or younger 23 10 
 One to two years of age 37 16 

 Three to five years of age 66 28 
 Six to eight years of age 62 26 

 Nine years or older 35 14 

   

Custody arrangements   

 Mother sole custody 133 56 

 Father sole custody 16 7 

 Joint custody 74 31 

 Other custody arrangements 15 6 

   

Visitation with non-custodial parent   

 Equal time at both households 24 10 

 Once a month 23 10 

 Twice a month 28 12 

 Three times a month 11 5 
 Four times a month 22 9 

 Six times a month 12 5 
 Seven or more times a month 20 9 

 Nil contact 71 30 

 Other 23 10 

 

Note. Eight parents did not report length of time since separation/divorce and age of 

child when first separated/divorced. Six parents did not report custody arrangements. 

Ten parents did not report visitation with other parent. 
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Table 3.4 

Study 3 Means and Standard Deviations for the COPER, CPIC and PSCQ (N = 837)  

 M 

 

SD 

 

ORE 

 
4.05 .66 

PRE 

 
1.95 .69 

OFRE 

 
4.76 .52 

PFRE 

 
1.27 .45 

Interparental Conflict 

 
2.37 .89 

M Warmth 

 
4.76 .50 

M Structure 

 
4.36 .73 

M Autonomy Support 

 
4.48 .70 

M Rejection 

 
1.64 .78 

M Chaos 

 
1.92 .88 

M Coercion 

 
1.91 .87 

F Warmth 

 
4.64 .72 

F Structure 

 
3.59 .75 

F Autonomy Support 

 
4.43 .78 

F Rejection 
 

1.57 .80 

F Chaos 
 

1.79 .85 

F Coercion 

 
1.70 .85 

 

Note. ORE = Optimistic Relationship Expectations. PRE = Pessimistic Relationship 

Expectations. OFRE = Optimistic Family Relationship Expectations. PFRE = 

Pessimistic Family Relationship Expectations. M = Mother. F = Father. 

 



Children’s Relationship Expectations 

 91 

Optimistic and Pessimistic Relationship Expectations: Two Subscales or One?  

Analyses were conducted on children’s optimistic and pessimistic expectations 

of relationships with peers and others and children’s optimistic and pessimistic 

expectations of family relationships to decide whether to reduce these scales to one 

total score for each or to maintain optimistic separate from pessimistic expectations 

for remaining analyses.  

Inspection of the correlations between optimistic and pessimistic relationship 

expectations of peers and others (r = -.33) and optimistic and pessimistic family 

relationship expectations (r = -.50) revealed moderate associations. Although these 

correlations were only moderate, cross-tabulations were used to further explore 

whether to reduce optimistic and pessimistic relationship expectations to one indicator 

of relationship expectations or to maintain two separate sub-scales. In particular, if 

children who were high in optimism tended to always be low in pessimism, and vice 

versa, there might be evidence that one indicator would capture all relevant 

information. Conversely, if children can be high or moderate in both, then considering 

optimism separate from pessimism might be useful. 

Groups were formed for cross-tabulations. For each subscale, children who 

responded between 0 to 2 were recoded as 1 “low”, 2.01 to 3.99 were recoded as 2 

“moderate”, and children responding 4 to 5 were recoded as 3 “high”. However, in 

some cases very few children were in the “low” group, so the “low” and “moderate” 

groups were collapsed for cross-tabulations.  

In the analysis of general relationship expectations (peers and other people), 

there was a good spread of children across most cells for optimistic and pessimistic 

relationship expectations. For optimistic and pessimistic relationship expectations, 

20% of children had low pessimistic relationship expectations and low/moderate 

optimistic relationship expectations, 41% had low pessimistic relationship 
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expectations and high optimistic relationship expectations, 19% had moderate 

pessimistic relationship expectations and low/moderate optimistic relationship 

expectations, and 17% had moderate pessimistic relationship expectations and high 

optimistic relationship expectations. Only 15 (2%) children had high pessimistic 

relationship expectations. 

In the cross-tabulation of family relationship expectations, some cells 

contained most children whereas other cells had very low numbers of children. In 

particular, most children (91%) fell into cells that indicated they had low pessimistic 

family relationship expectations and high optimistic family relationship expectations.  

 After taking into consideration the correlations between the subscales and the 

cross-tabulation of groups low or high in optimistic and pessimistic relationship 

expectations, the separate subscales tapping optimistic and pessimistic relationship 

expectations of peers and others were maintained for further analyses. Because of the 

tendency for optimistic family relationship expectations to be in opposition to 

pessimistic family relationship expectations, these subscales were averaged to form 

one total score. To obtain this family relationship expectations score, the items on the 

pessimistic family relationship expectations subscale were reversed scored before 

averaging with the optimistic family relationship expectations score. This total 

optimistic and pessimistic family relationship expectations scale will be referred to as 

“family relationship expectations” in further analyses. Higher scores indicated higher 

optimism and lower pessimism. The mean and standard deviation for family 

relationship expectations were 4.75 and .42 respectively, and the internal consistency 

was .83. 

Relationship Expectations and Children’s Functioning 

Before testing the primary study hypotheses, associations between relationship 

expectations and children’s social, emotional and behavioural functioning, school 
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grades and children’s generalised expectations for the future were considered. Table 

3.5 shows that the three relationship expectation scales (children’s optimistic and 

pessimistic expectations of peers and others and children’s family relationship 

expectations) were significantly associated with social anxiety, school engagement, 

school grades and generalised optimism and pessimism. All three measures of 

children’s relationship expectations were more highly correlated with children’s 

generalised optimism and pessimism than all other measures, indicating that the new 

measures of relationship expectations may form more relationship specific measures 

of children’s optimism and pessimism. Additionally, the three measures of children’s 

relationship expectations were also significantly associated with the social anxiety 

measures, particularly in the context of peer relationships, and school engagement. 

Relationship expectations were most weakly correlated with grades. 

More specifically, for optimistic relationship expectations, the highest 

correlation was with generalised optimism (r = .40), whilst the lowest correlation was 

with school grades (r = .14). Fear of negative evaluation and generalised pessimism 

had the highest correlation with pessimistic relationship expectations (r = .43), whilst 

the lowest correlation was with school grades (r = -.08). School engagement (r = .44) 

and school grades (r = .13) had the highest and lowest correlations respectively with 

family relationship expectations.  
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Relationship Expectations: Intact versus Separated/divorced Families  

 Independent group t-tests were conducted to test whether children who had 

experienced parental separation or divorce had lower optimistic expectations and 

higher pessimistic expectations of relationships than other children (Hypothesis 1; see 

Table 3.6). No significant differences were found for children from 

separated/divorced families and intact families on optimistic and pessimistic 

relationship expectations, but a significant difference was found for children from 

separated/divorced families and children from intact families on family relationship 

expectations, t(357.73) = -3.61, p < .001. Children from separated/divorced families 

had less optimistic family relationship expectations than children from intact families. 

The assumption of homogeneity of variance was violated in this analysis, 

subsequently equal variances were not assumed and appropriate tests were interpreted. 

 

Table 3.6 

Independent Groups t-tests and Means and Standard Deviations for Children from 

Separated/Divorced and Intact Families on ORE, PRE and FRE (N = 837) 

 Independent Groups  
t (df) 

Separated/Divorced 
n = 244 

Intact 
n = 593 

  M SD M SD 

 

ORE -1.55 (835) 3.99 
 

.70 4.07 .64 

PRE 

 

 1.22 (835) 2.00 .69 1.94 .69 

FRE 

 

-3.61 (358)*** 4.66 .51 4.79 .38 

 

Note: ORE = Optimistic Relationship Expectations. PRE = Pessimistic Relationship 

Expectations. FRE = Family Relationship Expectations (Correction to df for unequal 

variances made for FRE). 

***p <.001. 
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Relationship Expectations, Family Conflict and Parenting Qualities  

Correlations between relationship expectations, family conflict, and parenting 

qualities are presented in Table 3.7. Correlations between relationship expectations 

and age, gender, and ethnicity for both parents were also conducted. As the ethnicity 

for the majority of parents was White Caucasian (88%), ethnicity was dummy coded, 

0 = White Caucasian, 1 = All other ethnicity. Age was significantly correlated with 

optimistic relationship expectations (r = .08) and family relationship expectations (r = 

.09). Gender was significantly correlated with optimistic relationship expectations (r = 

.14). Ethnicity of parent who completed the survey and ethnicity of other parent were 

not significantly associated with relationship expectations. Hence, age and gender will 

be included in later regression models.  

Relationship Expectations and Parenting Qualities 

 Optimistic relationship expectations. As hypothesised, children had more 

optimistic expectations of relationships when they experienced parenting as more 

positive and less negative. Consistent with Hypotheses 2a and 2b, optimistic 

relationship expectation was significantly positively associated with all three positive 

parenting qualities (warmth, structure, and autonomy support) for mothers and fathers 

(r = .20 to .37, see Table 3.7), and negatively associated with all three negative 

parenting qualities (r = -.18 to -.25). Contrary to the prediction of Hypothesis 2c that 

parental warmth would have the highest association of the parent variables, autonomy 

support had the highest positive correlation with optimistic relationship expectations 

for both mother (r = .37) and father (r = .33). The difference between maternal 

autonomy support (r = .37) and maternal warmth was not significant (r = .35), t = .74, 

p > .05, however the difference between paternal autonomy support (r = .33) and 

paternal warmth was significant (r = .26), t = 2.81, p < .01.  
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 Pessimistic relationship expectations. As expected, children had more 

pessimistic expectations of relationships when they experienced parenting as more 

negative and less positive. Supporting Hypotheses 2a and 2b, pessimistic relationship 

expectation was significantly positively associated with all three negative parenting 

qualities (rejection, chaos and coercion) for mothers and fathers (r = .19 to .31, see 

Table 3.7), and negatively associated with all three positive parenting qualities (r = -

.12 to -.14). Of the parent variables, rejection had the highest positive correlation with 

pessimistic relationship expectations for both mother (r = .31) and father (r = .26), 

lending support to Hypothesis 2c.  

 Family relationship expectations. Similar to optimistic relationship 

expectations, children had more optimistic expectations of family relationships when 

they experienced parenting as more positive and less negative. Further supporting 

Hypotheses 2a and 2b, family relationship expectation was significantly positively 

associated with all three positive parenting qualities (warmth, structure, and autonomy 

support) for mothers and fathers (r = .21 to .56), and negatively associated with all 

three negative parenting qualities (r = -.38 to -.41). Again, conversely to what was 

predicted in Hypothesis 2c, of the parent variables, autonomy support had the highest 

positive correlation with family relationship expectations for both mother (r = .56) 

and father (r = .40). The difference between maternal autonomy support (r = .56) and 

maternal warmth was not significant (r = .51), t = 2.11, p > .05, nor was the difference 

between paternal autonomy support (r = .40) and paternal warmth significant (r = 

.35), t = 2.07, p > .05. Rejection had the highest negative correlation with family 

relationship expectations for both mother and father (r = -.41), lending support to 

Hypothesis 2c.  
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Relationship Expectations and Interparental conflict 

Supporting Hypothesis 3, children who reported higher interparental conflict 

had higher pessimistic relationship expectations (r = .13) and lower optimistic 

relationship expectations (r = -.15). Interparental conflict was also significantly 

negatively correlated with family relationship expectations (r = -.32). 

Summary of Hypotheses 1, 2 and 3 

 In summary, Hypothesis 1 was partially supported. In support of Hypothesis 1, 

children from separated/divorced families had less optimistic family relationship 

expectations than children from intact families. In contrast, however, no difference 

was found for children from separated/divorced families and children from intact 

families on optimistic and pessimistic relationship expectations. 

Hypothesis 2 was largely supported and Hypothesis 3 was supported. Both 

Hypotheses 2a and 2b were supported. Warmth, structure and autonomy support were 

positively associated with optimistic relationship expectations and family relationship 

expectations, and negatively associated with pessimistic relationship expectations. 

Rejection, chaos and coercion were positively associated with pessimistic relationship 

expectations and negatively associated with optimistic relationship expectations, and 

family relationship expectations. Hypothesis 2c was only partially supported. Of the 

parenting variables, warmth did not have the strongest positive association with 

optimistic relationship expectations and family relationship expectations. The 

difference between warmth and autonomy support was not significantly different for 

mothers on optimistic relationship expectations, nor for mothers and fathers on family 

relationship expectations. The difference between warmth and autonomy support was 

significantly different for fathers on optimistic relationship expectations. Rejection 

did have the strongest positive association with pessimistic relationship expectations, 
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and the strongest negative association with family relationship expectations. 

Hypothesis 2c will be further tested in later regression models. Hypothesis 3 was 

supported. Children who reported higher interparental conflict had higher pessimistic 

relationship expectations, and lower optimistic relationship expectations and lower 

family relationship expectations. 

Relationship Expectations: Unique Associations with Divorce, Interparental Conflict 

and Parenting Qualities 

To test Hypotheses 4 and 5, two sets of regression models were estimated. The 

first set was used to examine the unique associations of relationship expectations with 

divorce, interparental conflict and parenting quality after accounting for age and 

gender. Three hierarchical regression analyses were estimated, with one for each of 

the three measures of children’s relationship expectations. Each model had four steps. 

Family structure (divorce or not), age and gender were entered at Step 1, interparental 

conflict was entered at Step 2, mother and father total positive parenting scores were 

entered at Step 3, and mother and father total negative parenting scores were entered 

at Step 4.   

Total scores for parenting were entered in these models because there were 

high correlations (r > .60) between maternal autonomy support and maternal warmth, 

and maternal autonomy support and maternal structure. There were also high 

correlations (r > .60) between paternal rejection, paternal chaos and paternal coercion 

and paternal autonomy support and warmth.  

A second set of models focused on the six particular parenting qualities of 

mothers and fathers. These models further tested Hypothesis 2c, analysing which 

parenting variables had the strongest association with relationship expectations. 

Again, three models were estimated. In these models, Steps 1 and 2 were the same as 
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in previous models. However, mothers’ and fathers’ parenting were entered in 

consecutive steps, with maternal warmth, structure and autonomy support entered in 

Step 3, and paternal warmth, structure and autonomy support entered at Step 4. 

Maternal rejection, chaos and coercion were added at Step 5, whilst paternal rejection, 

chaos and coercion were added at Step 6. Subsequently, two regression models were 

estimated for each dependent variable, resulting in a total of six models. 

Tolerance values and variance inflation scores (VIF) were investigated to 

assess multicollinearity. There were no values identified that fit the criteria for 

multicollinearity (Howell, 2002). There were six independent variables that had 

tolerance levels < .4. Paternal autonomy support had the highest VIF (3.6) and lowest 

tolerance (.28). The other independent variables in order from lowest to highest were 

maternal autonomy support, paternal rejection, paternal coercion, paternal warmth and 

paternal chaos. Multivariate outliers were investigated by inspection of partial 

regression plots, studentised residuals, Mahalanobis Distance, Cooks Distance and 

leverage and are discussed throughout the analyses. 

 Optimistic relationship expectations. In the first regression model, the 

dependent variable was optimistic relationship expectations (see Table 3.8). At the 

final step, 20.3% of the variance was explained, F(8, 828) = 26.44, p < .001. At Step 

1, family structure, age and gender accounted for 3.4% of the variance in optimistic 

relationship expectations, F(3, 833) = 9.66, p < .001, with gender and age significant 

unique predictors. At Step 2, interparental conflict accounted for an additional 2.1% 

of the variance, F(1, 832) = 18.50, p < .001. Interparental conflict, gender and age 

were all significant unique predictors in this step. At Step 3, mother positive and 

father positive parenting qualities added a further 13.5% to the model, F(2, 830) = 

68.95, p < .001, and accounted for 18.9% of the variance in the total, F(6, 830) =  
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Table 3.8 

Results of Regressing Children’s Optimistic Relationship Expectations on Age, 

Gender, and Family Experience Measures (N = 837) 

Variables R
2
 ∆ R

2 B SE B Β sr
2
 

Step 1 .03***      

 Family Structure    .08 .05  .06 .00 

 Age     .07 .02  .11** .01 

 Gender    .19 .05  .15*** .02 

       

Step 2 .06*** .03***     

 Family Structure    .02 .05  .02 .00 

 Age    .07 .02  .10** .01 

 Gender    .20 .05  .15*** .02 

 Interparental Conflict   -.11 .03 -.15*** .02 

       

Step 3 .19*** .13***     

 Family Structure   -.00 .05 -.00 .00 

 Age    .07 .02  .10** .00 
 Gender    .15 .04  .12*** .01 

 Interparental Conflict   -.02 .03 -.02 .00 
 Mother Positive Parenting Quality     .35 .05  .29*** .06 

 Father Positive Parenting Quality   .15 .04  .15*** .02 
       

Step 4 .20*** .01**     
 Family Structure   -.00 .05 -.00 .00 

 Age    .06 .02  .09** .01 

 Gender    .15 .04  .11*** .01 

 Interparental Conflict    .01 .03  .02 .00 

 Mother Positive Parenting Quality   .26 .05  .22*** .03 

 Father Positive Parenting  Quality   .19 .15  .18*** .02 

 Mother Negative Parenting Quality  -.15 .04 -.16*** .01 
 Father Negative Parenting Quality   .05 .04  .05 .00 

 

**p <.01. ***p <.001. 
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 32.31, p < .001. Mother positive parenting quality had the strongest association with 

optimistic relationship expectations; father positive parenting quality, gender and age 

also had significant associations with optimistic relationship expectations. At Step 4, 

mother negative parenting quality and father negative parenting quality added a 

further 1.4% to the model, F(2, 828) = 7.36, p = .001, but mother negative parenting 

quality was the only additional unique correlate of children’s optimistic relationship 

expectations.  

 The twelve univariate outliers previously identified were removed and the 

analysis repeated. Four multivariate outliers and six highly influential scores were 

also identified in this analysis. Each child was removed and the analysis repeated. 

There were no differences in results after the removal of both the univariate and the 

multivariate outliers so analyses without removal of outliers were retained.   

 In the second regression model, the dependent variable remained children’s 

optimistic relationship expectations but each of the six dimensions of mother-child 

and father-child relationships were investigated. Overall, 21.4% of the variance was 

explained by the sixteen independent variables, F(16, 820) = 13.98, p < .001 (see 

Table 3.9). The final results showed that paternal autonomy support, maternal 

warmth, gender and age were the significant unique predictors of children’s optimistic 

relationship expectations. 

After Step 3 of the model, maternal warmth, structure and autonomy support 

accounted for a further 12.6% of the variance in children’s optimistic relationship 

expectations, F(3, 829) = 42.40, p < .001. Maternal autonomy support, maternal 

warmth, gender and age were all significant unique predictors. At Step 4, paternal 

warmth, structure and autonomy support added a further 2% to the model, F(3, 826) = 

6.91, p < .001, and accounted for 20% of the variance in total, F(10, 826) = 20.71, p <  
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Table 3.9 

Second Results of Regressing Children’s Optimistic Relationship Expectations on 

Age, Gender, and Family Experience Measures (N = 837) 

Variables R
2
 ∆ R

2 B SE B β sr
2
 

See Table 3.8 for Steps 1 and 2       

       

Step 3 .18*** .13***     

 Family Structure   -.00 .05 -.00 .00 

 Age    .06 .02  .09** .00 

 Gender    .15 .04  .11*** .01 

 Interparental Conflict   -.03 .03 -.04 .00 

 Mother Warmth    .22 .06  .16*** .01 

 Mother Structure    .05 .04  .06 .00 

 Mother Autonomy Support    .19 .04  .20*** .02 

       

Step 4 .20*** .02**     

 Family Structure   -.01 .05 -.00 .00 

 Age    .06 .02  .09** .01 
 Gender    .15 .04  .11*** .01 

 Interparental Conflict   -.01 .03 -.02 .00 
 Mother Warmth    .22 .06  .17*** .01 

 Mother Structure    .04 .04  .05 .00 
 Mother Autonomy Support    .11 .05  .12* .00 

 Father Warmth    .01 .04  .01 .00 
 Father Structure    .00 .04  .00 .00 

 Father Autonomy Support    .14 .05  .16** .01 

       

Step 5 .21*** .01*     

 Family Structure   -.00 .05 -.00 .00 

 Age    .06 .02  .08** .01. 

 Gender    .15 .04  .11*** .01 
 Interparental Conflict    .02 .03  .02 .00 

 Mother Warmth    .21 .06  .15*** .01 
 Mother Structure    .04 .04  .04 .00 

 Mother Autonomy Support    .07 .05  .07 .00 

 Father Warmth    .01 .04  .01 .00 

 Father Structure    .02 .04  .02 .00 

 Father Autonomy Support    .14 .05  .16** .01 

 Mother Rejection   -.02 .04 -.03 .01 

 Mother Chaos   -.05 .03 -.06 .01 

 Mother Coercion   -.05 .03 -.06 .01 

 
Table 3.9 continues on the next page. 
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Table 3.9, continued 

 

Second Results of Regressing Children’s Optimistic Relationship Expectations on 

Age, Gender, and Family Experience Measures (N = 837) 

Variables R2 ∆ R2 B SE B β sr2 

 

Step 6 .21*** .00     

 Family Structure   -.01 .05 -.01 .00 

 Age    .06 .02  .08* .01 

 Gender    .15 .04  .11*** .01 

 Interparental Conflict    .00 .03  .01 .00 

 Mother Warmth    .20 .06  .15** .01 

 Mother Structure    .04 .04  .04 .00 

 Mother Autonomy Support    .05 .05  .06 .00 

 Father Warmth    .03 .05  .03 .00 

 Father Structure    .01 .04  .01 .00 

 Father Autonomy Support    .17 .05  .20** .01 

 Mother Rejection   -.05 .04 -.06 .00 

 Mother Chaos   -.05 .03 -.07 .00 
 Mother Coercion   -.06 .04 -.07 .00 

 Father Rejection    .06 .05  .07 .00 
 Father Chaos    .00 .04  .01 .00 

 Father Coercion    .02 .04  .03 .00 

 

*p <.05. **p <.01. ***p <.001. 
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.001. Maternal warmth, paternal autonomy support, maternal autonomy support, 

gender and age were all significant unique predictors. At Step 5, maternal rejection, 

chaos and coercion added a further 1.1%, F(3, 823) = 3.66, p = .012, and accounted 

for 21.1% of the total variance, F(13, 823) = 16.93, p < .001. Paternal autonomy 

support, maternal warmth, gender and age were all significant unique predictors. Step 

6 did not add significantly to the model, F(3, 820) = 1.16, p = .325. In order of 

importance, the variables to make significant unique contributions were paternal 

autonomy support, maternal warmth, gender and age.   

The twelve univariate outliers previously identified were removed and the 

analysis repeated. Four multivariate outliers and six influential scores were also 

identified in this analysis. Each child was removed and the analysis repeated. There 

were no differences in results after the removal of both the univariate and the 

multivariate outliers so analyses without removal of outliers were retained.  

In summary, although children with more optimistic relationship expectations 

also reported less interparental conflict, this association was no longer significant after 

accounting for parenting quality. In particular, children had more optimistic 

relationship expectations when their mothers were more positive and less negative in 

their parenting. In addition, fathers’ positive parenting also uniquely contributed to 

children’s greater optimistic relationship expectations. Supporting Hypothesis 4, it 

appears that any association between optimistic relationship expectations and 

interparental conflict is mediated via parenting, and both mother and father parenting 

qualities are uniquely associated with children’s relationship expectations. Of 

particular importance, children had more optimistic relationship expectations when 

they felt a sense of autonomy support from their father and had a warm relationship 

with their mother. This partially supported Hypothesis 2c, which predicted that 
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parental warmth would have the strongest positive association with optimistic 

relationship expectations. Warmth was the strongest parenting variable for mothers, 

however autonomy support was the strongest parenting variable for fathers. 

Hypothesis 5 predicted that family structure would no longer be significant once the 

parenting qualities and interparental conflict were accounted for; however, this was 

not supported as family structure was not a significant predictor of optimistic 

relationship even when the parenting qualities and interparental conflict were not 

included in the model.  

 Pessimistic relationship expectations. The two models for optimistic 

relationship expectations were repeated for children’s pessimistic relationship 

expectations. After the last step in the first regression model, 10.3% of the variance 

was explained by all variables, F(8, 828) = 11.87, p < .001 (see Table 3.10). Variables 

entered in Step 1 did not account for significant variance, F(3, 833) = .53, p = .663. At 

Step 2, interparental conflict accounted for a significant 1.6% of the variance in 

children’s pessimistic relationship expectations, F(1, 832) = 13.36, p < .001. At Step 

3, mother positive and father positive parenting qualities accounted for a significant 

additional 1.4% of the variance, F(2, 830) = 5.96, p = .003. Children who reported 

more pessimistic relationship expectations also reported more interparental conflict 

and less positive parenting by their mothers. At Step 4, mother and father negative 

parenting qualities accounted for an additional 7.1% of the variance in children’s 

pessimistic relationship expectations, F(2, 828) = 32.91, p < .001, and emerged as the 

only remaining significant correlates. A higher level of pessimistic relationship 

expectations was associated with more negative parenting by mothers and fathers. 

The twelve univariate outliers previously identified were removed and the 

analysis repeated. Nine multivariate outliers and six influential scores were also  
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Table 3.10 

Results of Regressing Children’s Pessimistic Relationship Expectations on Age, 

Gender, and Family Experience Measures (N = 837) 

Variables R
2
 ∆ R

2 B SE B β sr
2
 

Step 1 .00      

 Family Structure   -.06 .05 -.04 .00 

 Age     .01 .03  .01 .00 

 Gender    .00 .05  .00 .00 

       

Step 2 .02** .02***     

 Family Structure   -.01 .05 -.00 .00 

 Age    .01 .03  .01 .00 

 Gender   -.00 .05 -.01 .00 

 Interparental Conflict    .10 .03  .13*** .02 

       

Step 3 .03*** .01**     

 Family Structure   -.00 .05 -.00 .00 

 Age    .01 .02  .02 .00 
 Gender    .01 .05  .01 .00 

 Interparental Conflict    .07 .03  .09* .01 
 Mother Positive Parenting Quality  -.10 .05 -.08* .00 

 Father Positive Parenting Quality   -.07 .04 -.06 .00 
      

Step 4 .10*** .07***     
 Family Structure   -.02 .05 -.01 .00 

 Age    .02 .02  .03 .00 

 Gender    .02 .05  .01 .00 

 Interparental Conflict   -.03 .03 -.04 .00 

 Mother Positive Parenting Quality   .01 .06  .01 .00 

 Father Positive Parenting Quality  -.00 .05 -.00 .00 

 Mother Negative Parenting Quality   .21 .05  .22*** .02 
 Father Negative Parenting Quality   .16 .05  .17** .01 

 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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identified in this analysis. Each child was removed and the analysis repeated. There 

were no differences in results after the removal of both the univariate and the 

multivariate outliers so analyses without removal of outliers were retained.  

In the second regression including each of the six aspects of parenting among 

mothers and father, 12.3% of the variance was explained by the sixteen independent 

variables, F(16, 820) = 7.22, p < .001 (see Table 3.11). At Step 3, maternal warmth,  

structure and autonomy support added a further 1.2% to the model, F(3, 829) = 3.48, 

p = .016. Interparental conflict was the only significant unique predictor. At Step 4, 

paternal warmth, structure and autonomy support added a further 1% to the model, 

F(3, 826) = 2.13, p < .001, and accounted for 3.7% of the variance in total, F(10, 826) 

= 3.20, p < .001. Interparental conflict was the only significant unique predictor. At 

Step 5, maternal rejection, chaos and coercion added a further 7.6% to the model, F(3, 

823) = 23.49, p < .001, and accounted for 11.3% of the total variance, F(13, 823) = 

8.08, p < .001. Maternal rejection, maternal autonomy support and maternal chaos 

were all significant unique predictors. At Step 6, paternal rejection, chaos and 

coercion added a further 1% to the model, F(3, 820) = 3.19, p = .023. Maternal 

rejection was the only significant unique predictor. 

The twelve univariate outliers previously identified were removed and the 

analysis repeated. The overall variance explained was reduced from 12.3% to 11% 

and ∆R
2 at Step 4 and Step 6 was no longer significant. In the original analysis both of 

these steps were significant, however they only added 1% to the model. 

 Ten multivariate outliers and six influential scores were identified in this 

analysis.  Each child was removed and the analysis repeated. There were no 

differences in results after the removal of the multivariate outliers so analyses without 

removal of outliers were retained.  
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Table 3.11 

Second Results of Regressing Children’s Pessimistic Relationship Expectations on 

Age, Gender, and Family Experience Measures (N = 837) 

Variables R
2
 ∆ R

2 B SE B β sr
2
 

See Table 3.10 for Steps 1 and 2       

       

Step 3 .03** .01*     

 Family Structure   -.00 .05 -.00 .00 

 Age    .01 .03  .02 .00 

 Gender    .01 .05  .01 .00 

 Interparental Conflict    .08 .03  .10** .01 

 Mother Warmth   -.10 .06 -.07 .00 

 Mother Structure   -.03 .04 -.03 .00 

 Mother Autonomy Support   -.03 .05 -.03 .00 

       

Step 4 .04*** .01     

 Family Structure    .00 .05  .00 .00 

 Age    .01 .03  .02 .00 
 Gender    .01 .05  .01 .00 

 Interparental Conflict    .07 .03  .09* .01 
 Mother Warmth   -.10 .07 -.07 .00 

 Mother Structure   -.04 .05 -.05 .00 
 Mother Autonomy Support    .02 .06  .02 .00 

 Father Warmth   -.03 .05 -.03 .00 
 Father Structure    .05 .04  .06 .00 

 Father Autonomy Support   -.09 .05 -.10 .00 

       

Step 5 .11*** .07***     

 Family Structure   -.01 .05 -.01 .00 

 Age    .03 .02  .04 .00 

 Gender    .02 .05  .01 .00 
 Interparental Conflict    .00 .03  .00 .00 

 Mother Warmth   -.03 .07 -.02 .00 
 Mother Structure   -.04 .05 -.04 .00 

 Mother Autonomy Support    .13 .06  .13* .00 

 Father Warmth   -.01 .05 -.01 .00 

 Father Structure    .01 .04  .01 .00 

 Father Autonomy Support   -.09 .05 -.11 .00 

 Mother Rejection    .24 .04  .27*** .04 

 Mother Chaos    .07 .04  .09* .00 

 Mother Coercion    .00 .04  .00 .00 

 
Table 3.11 continues on the next page. 
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Table 3.11, continued 

Second Results of Regressing Children’s Pessimistic Relationship Expectations on 

Age, Gender, and Family Experience Measures (N = 837) 

Variables R2 ∆ R2 B SE B β sr2 

 

Step 6 .12*** .01*     

 Family Structure   -.02 .05 -.01 .00 

 Age    .02 .02  .03 .00 

 Gender    .02 .05  .01 .00 

 Interparental Conflict   -.03 .03 -.03 .00 

 Mother Warmth   -.06 .07 -.04 .00 

 Mother Structure   -.03 .05 -.03 .00 

 Mother Autonomy Support    .09 .06  .10 .00 

 Father Warmth    .03 .05  .04 .00 

 Father Structure   -.01 .04 -.01 .00 

 Father Autonomy Support   -.03 .05 -.03 .00 

 Mother Rejection    .21 .04  .24*** .02 

 Mother Chaos    .09 .04  .07 .00 

 Mother Coercion   -.02 .04 -.03 .00 
 Father Rejection    .04 .05  .05 .00 

 Father Chaos    .07 .04  .09 .00 
 Father Coercion    .04 .04  .05 .00 

 

*p < .05. ** p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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In summary, children with more pessimistic relationship expectations reported 

more interparental conflict, however this association was no longer significant when 

negative parenting quality was included. Children had more pessimistic relationship 

expectations when their mothers and fathers were negative in their parenting. Again, 

supporting Hypothesis 4, it appears that the association between pessimistic 

relationship expectations and interparental conflict is mediated via parenting, and both 

mother and father parenting qualities are uniquely associated with children’s 

relationship expectations. Of particular importance, children had more pessimistic 

relationship expectations when they perceived a rejecting relationship with their 

mother. This was consistent with Hypothesis 2c, which predicted that parental 

rejection would have the strongest positive association with pessimistic relationship 

expectations. Hypothesis 5 was not supported as similar to optimistic relationship 

expectations, family structure was not a significant predictor of optimistic relationship 

even when parenting qualities and interparental conflict were not included in the 

model. 

 Family relationship expectations. The two models for optimistic and 

pessimistic relationship expectations of peers and others were repeated for children’s 

family relationship expectations. After the last step in the first regression model, 44% 

of the variance was explained by all variables, F(8, 828) = 81.42, p < .001 (see Table 

3.12). At Step 1, family structure, age and gender accounted for 3% of the variance in 

family relationship expectations, F(3, 833) = 8.67, p < .001, with family structure and 

age significant unique predictors. At Step 2, interparental conflict added 8.5% to the 

model, F(1, 832) = 79.66, p < .001, and accounted for 11.5% of the variance in the 

total, F(4, 832) = 27.03, p < .001. Interparental conflict, age and gender were the 

significant unique predictors in this step. At Step 3, mother positive and father 
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Table 3.12 

Results of Regressing Children’s Family Relationship Expectations on Age, Gender, 

and Family Experience Measures (N = 837) 

Variables R
2
 ∆ R

2 B SE B Β sr
2
 

Step 1 .03***      

 Family Structure    .13 .03  .14*** .02 

 Age     .04 .02  .09* .01 

 Gender    .05 .03  .06 .00 

       

Step 2 .12*** .09***     

 Family Structure    .06 .03  .06 .00 

 Age    .03 .01  .08* .01 

 Gender    .06 .03  .07* .01 

 Interparental Conflict   -.14 .02 -.30*** .08 

       

Step 3 .38*** .26***     

 Family Structure    .04 .03  .04 .00 

 Age    .03 .01  .07* .00 
 Gender    .01 .02  .02 .00 

 Interparental Conflict   -.06 .01 -.13*** .02 
 Mother Positive Parenting Quality   .39 .03  .51*** .18 

 Father Positive Parenting Quality   .04 .02  .06 .00 
       

Step 4 .44*** .06***     
 Family Structure    .05 .03  .06* .00 

 Age    .03 .01  .06* .00 

 Gender    .01 .02  .01 .00 

 Interparental Conflict   -.00 .02 -.01 .00 

 Mother Positive Parenting Quality   .36 .03  .48*** .12 

 Father Positive Parenting Quality  -.03 .02 -.05 .00 

 Mother Negative Parenting Quality  -.05 .02 -.09* .00 
 Father Negative Parenting Quality  -.15 .02 -.26*** .03 

 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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positive parenting qualities added a further 26.4% to the model, F(2, 830) = 176.54, p 

< .001, and accounted for 37.9% of the variance in the total, F(6, 830) = 84.48, p < 

.001. Mother positive parenting quality was the most important unique predictor, 

followed by interparental conflict, and lastly age. At Step 4, mother negative 

parenting quality and father negative parenting quality added a further 6.1% to the 

model, F(2, 828) = 45.23, p < .001. In order of importance, the variables to make 

significant unique contributions were mother positive parenting quality, father 

negative parenting quality, mother negative parenting quality, age and family 

structure.   

Eleven multivariate outliers and six influential scores were identified in this 

analysis. Each child was removed and the analysis repeated. There were no 

differences in results after the removal of both the univariate and the multivariate 

outliers so analyses without removal of outliers were retained.  

In the second regression including each of the six aspects of parenting among 

mothers and father, 44.7% of the variance was explained by the sixteen independent 

variables, F(16, 820) = 41.36, p < .001 (see Table 3.13). At Step 3, maternal warmth, 

structure and autonomy support added a further 26.9% to the model, F(3, 829) = 

120.66, p < .001, and accounted for 38.4% of the variance in total, F(7, 829) = 73.83, 

p < .001. Maternal autonomy support, maternal warmth, interparental conflict, 

maternal structure and age were all significant unique predictors. At Step 4, paternal 

warmth, structure and autonomy support added a further 1.6% to the model, F(3, 826) 

= 7.12, p < .001, and accounted for 40% of the variance in total, F(10, 826) = 54.96, p 

< .001. Maternal autonomy support, maternal warmth, maternal structure, 

interparental conflict, paternal structure, paternal warmth and age were the significant 

unique  
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Table 3.13 

Second Results of Regressing Children’s Family Relationship Expectations on Age, 

Gender, and Family Experience Measures (N = 837) 

Variables R
2
 ∆ R

2 B SE B β sr
2
 

See Table 3.12 for Steps 1 and 2       

       

Step 3 .38*** .26***     

 Family Structure    .04 .03  .04 .00 

 Age    .03 .01  .06* .00 

 Gender    .01 .02  .02 .00 

 Interparental Conflict   -.06 .01 -.14*** .02 

 Mother Warmth    .19 .03  .22*** .03 

 Mother Structure    .07 .02  .13** .01 

 Mother Autonomy Support    .17 .02  .28*** .03 

       

Step 4 .40*** .02***     

 Family Structure    .03 .03  .04 .00 

 Age    .03 .01  .06* .00 
 Gender    .01 .02  .01 .00 

 Interparental Conflict   -.06 .01 -.12*** .01 
 Mother Warmth    .18 .03  .21*** .02 

 Mother Structure    .09 .02  .16*** .01 
 Mother Autonomy Support    .14 .03  .23*** .02 

 Father Warmth    .05 .02  .09* .00 
 Father Structure   -.06 .02 -.11** .01 

 Father Autonomy Support    .04 -.03  .08 .00 

       

Step 5 .42*** .02***     

 Family Structure    .04 .03  .04 .00 

 Age    .02 .01  .05* .00 

 Gender    .00 .02  .01 .00 
 Interparental Conflict   -.03 .02 -.06* .00 

 Mother Warmth    .16 .03  .18*** .02 
 Mother Structure    .09 .02  .15*** .01 

 Mother Autonomy Support    .09 .03  .16** .01 

 Father Warmth    .05 .02  .09* .00 

 Father Structure   -.05 .02 -.08* .00 

 Father Autonomy Support    .05 .03  .09 .00 

 Mother Rejection   -.04 .02 -.08* .00 

 Mother Chaos   -.03 .02 -.07 .00 

 Mother Coercion   -.04 .02 -.09* .00 

 
Table 3.13 continues on the next page. 
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Table 3.13, continued 

 

Second Results of Regressing Children’s Family Relationship Expectations on Age, 

Gender, and Family Experience Measures (N = 837) 

Variables R2 ∆ R2 B SE B β sr2 

 

Step 6 .45*** .03***     

 Family Structure    .05 .03  .05 .00 

 Age    .03 .01  .06* .00 

 Gender    .01 .02  .01 .00 

 Interparental Conflict   -.01 .02 -.02 .00 

 Mother Warmth    .18 .03  .21*** .02 

 Mother Structure    .08 .02  .14*** .01 

 Mother Autonomy Support    .13 .03  .22*** .01 

 Father Warmth    .01 .03  .02 .00 

 Father Structure   -.03 .02 -.05 .00 

 Father Autonomy Support   -.02 .03 -.03 .00 

 Mother Rejection   -.01 .02 -.02 .00 

 Mother Chaos   -.02 .02 -.04 .00 

 Mother Coercion   -.02 .02 -.03 .00 
 Father Rejection   -.05 .02 -.10* .00 

 Father Chaos   -.04 .02 -.08 .00 
 Father Coercion   -.05 .02 -.11* .00 

 

*p < .05. ** p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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predictors. At Step 5, maternal rejection, chaos and coercion added a further 2.4% to 

the model, F(3, 823) = 11.34, p < .001, and accounted for 42.3% of the total  

variance, F(13, 823) = 46.48, p < .001. Maternal warmth, maternal autonomy support, 

maternal structure, maternal coercion, paternal warmth, paternal structure, maternal 

rejection, interparental conflict and gender were all significant unique predictors. At 

Step 6, paternal rejection, chaos and coercion added a further 2.3% to the model, F(3, 

820) = 11.46, p < .001. Maternal autonomy support, maternal warmth, maternal 

structure, paternal coercion, paternal rejection, and age were all significant unique 

predictors.  

Thirteen multivariate outliers and six influential scores were identified in this 

analysis. Each child was removed and the analysis repeated. There were no 

differences in results after the removal of both the univariate and the multivariate 

outliers so analyses without removal of outliers were retained.  

In summary, although children with more positive family relationship 

expectations also reported less interparental conflict, this association was no longer 

significant when negative parenting quality was considered, particular fathers’ 

negative parenting quality. Children from separated or divorced families had lower 

family relationship expectations regardless of interparental conflict or parenting 

quality, however when parenting quality was separated into the six different 

categories, this association was no longer significant. Children also had higher family 

relationship expectations when their mothers were more positive and less negative in 

their parenting. Fathers’ negative parenting quality was also a unique contributor to 

children having lower family relationship expectations. Lending further support to 

Hypothesis 4, it appears that the association between family relationship expectations 

and interparental conflict is mediated via parenting, and both mother and father 
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parenting qualities are uniquely associated with children’s relationship expectations. 

Hypothesis 5 was initially not supported as family structure had a significant unique 

contribution even when interparental conflict and parenting qualities were considered. 

However, family structure was no longer associated when parenting quality was 

separated into the six different categories, supporting Hypothesis 5. Of particular 

importance, children had higher family relationship expectations when they perceived 

a warm relationship with their mother, felt a sense of autonomy support and structure 

from their mother and felt they did not have a rejecting or chaotic relationship with 

their father. Again, similar to the correlations described earlier and contrary to what 

was predicted in Hypothesis 2c, autonomy support had the highest association for 

mothers and coercion had the highest association for fathers. However, warmth for 

mothers and rejection for fathers were also both significant unique predictors with 

similar weightings as maternal autonomy support and paternal coercion. 

 Hence based on the regression models, Hypotheses 2c was partially supported, 

Hypothesis 4 was supported and Hypothesis 5 was partially supported. Hypothesis 2c 

was partially supported; for mothers but not for fathers, warmth was the strongest 

unique predictor for optimistic relationship expectations. Maternal warmth was a 

unique predictor for family relationship expectations, however it was not the strongest 

unique predictor. Again, for mothers but not for fathers, rejection was the only unique 

predictor for pessimistic relationship expectations. Paternal rejection was a significant 

unique predictor for family relationship expectations, however it too was not the 

strongest unique predictor. Hypothesis 4 was supported; regardless of family 

structure, parenting qualities mediated the association between interparental conflict 

and optimistic relationship expectations, pessimistic relationship expectations and 

family relationship expectations. Hypothesis 5 was partially supported; family 
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structure was not a significant unique predictor of optimistic or pessimistic 

relationship expectations, even when parenting qualities and interparental conflict 

were not included in the analyses. For family relationship expectations, family 

structure was a significant unique predictor even when parenting qualities and 

interparental conflict were accounted for. The association between family structure 

and family relationship expectations was only no longer significant when parenting 

qualities was separated into the six different parenting categories for mothers and 

fathers. 

Tests of Interparental Conflict and Parenting as Moderators  

Interparental conflict x family structure. Three hierarchal regression analyses 

were estimated to investigate whether the association between relationship 

expectations and interparental conflict differed between children who had experienced 

separation or divorce compared to other children. Hence, it was expected that family 

structure might moderate the association between relationship expectations and 

interparental conflict.  

 Family structure, age, gender and a centred conflict variable were entered into 

the model at Step 1. The centred interaction term (centred conflict variable x family 

structure) was entered at Step 2. There were no significant interaction effects found 

for the centred interaction term and optimistic relationship expectations, β = -.13, t = -

1.06, p = .289; pessimistic relationship expectations, β = .05, t = .38, p = .702; and 

family relationship expectations, β = .05, t = .41, p = .684. Subsequently, family 

structure did not moderate the associations between any of the three measures of 

children’s relationship expectations and interparental conflict. 

 Parenting quality x family structure. Twelve hierarchal regression analyses 

were estimated to investigate whether there were moderating effects of the four 
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separate parenting quality scores (mother positive, mother negative, father positive 

and father negative parenting qualities) and family structure on the three measures of 

children’s relationship expectations.  

 In each of the 12 regression models, family structure, age, gender and one of 

the centred parenting variable (mother positive, mother negative, father positive and 

father negative parenting qualities) were entered at Step 1. The centred interaction 

term (centred parenting variable x family structure) was entered at Step 2.   

 Of the 12 models, four significant interaction effects were found. A significant 

interaction was found for mother positive parenting quality x family structure, β = .24, 

t = 2.20, p = .028 for optimistic relationship expectations; mother positive parenting 

quality x family structure, β = -.19, t = -2.01, p = .045 for family relationship 

expectations; mother negative parenting quality x family structure, β = .32, t = 2.83, p 

=.005 for family relationship expectations; and father positive parenting quality x 

family structure, β = .24, t = 2.30, p = .022 for family relationship expectations.   

Interactions were explored using the procedure suggested by Cohen and 

Cohen (1983). Figure 3.1 shows the significant interaction between mother positive 

parenting quality and family structure on optimistic relationship expectations. 
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Figure 3.1. Significant interaction for mother positive parenting quality x family 

structure on optimistic relationship expectations (N = 837) 

Note. Y = 3.185 + (0.013 * family structure) + (0.061 * mean for age) + (0.148 * 

mean for gender) + (-0.024 * mean for interparental conflict) + (0.166 * 0.55964) + 

(0.169 * family structure * 0.55964). 

 

 

 Figure 3.1 indicates that the association between mothers’ positive parenting 

and children’s optimistic relationship expectations was weaker for children who had 

experienced separation/divorce compared to children from intact families. Moreover, 

children whose families were intact and who also had mothers who were high in 

positive parenting quality had the highest optimistic relationship expectations.  

Figure 3.2 displays the significant interaction between mother positive 

parenting quality and family structure on family relationship expectations. 
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Figure 3.2. Significant interaction for mother positive parenting quality x family 

structure on family relationship expectations (N = 837) 

Note. Y = 4.473 + (0.035 * family structure) + (0.032 * mean for age) + (0.016 * 

mean for gender) + (-0.066 * mean for interparental conflict) + (0.545 * 0.55964) + 

(-0.086 * family structure * 0.55964). 

 

 

In contrast to the interaction for general relationship expectations, Figure 3.2 

illustrates that there was a stronger association between mothers’ positive parenting 

and children’s family relationship expectations among children from 

separated/divorced families compared to children from intact families. In particular, 

children whose parents were separated/divorced and whose mothers were low in 

positive parenting quality had the lowest family relationship expectations. This was 

lower than children whose families were intact and whose mothers were low in 

positive parenting quality, however this difference was small.  

 Figure 3.3 presents the significant interaction between mother negative 

parenting quality and family structure on family relationship expectations. 
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Figure 3.3. Significant interaction for mother negative parenting quality x family 

structure on family relationship expectations (N = 837) 

Note. Y = 4.491 + (0.05 * family structure) + (0.024 * mean for age) + (0.042 * mean 

for gender) + (-0.063 * mean for interparental conflict) + (-0.425 * 0.71198) + 

(0.109 * family structure * 0.71198). 

 

 

 Similar but opposite to the findings for mothers’ positive parenting, Figure 3.3 

shows that the association between mothers’ negative parenting and family 

relationship expectations was stronger for children from separated/divorced families 

compared to children from intact families. Children whose parents were 

separated/divorced and whose mothers were high in negative parenting quality had the 

lowest family relationship expectations. This was lower than children whose families 

were intact and whose mothers were high in negative parenting quality.  

 Figure 3.4 presents the significant interaction between father positive 

parenting quality and family structure on family relationship expectations. 
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Figure 3.4. Significant interaction for father positive parenting quality x family 

structure on family relationship expectations (N = 837) 

Note. Y = 4.476 + (0.047 * family structure) + (0.032 * mean for age) + (0.053 * 

mean for gender) + (-0.103 * mean for interparental conflict) + (0.054 * 0.63578) + 

(0.096 * family structure * 0.63578). 

 

 

 Figure 3.4 illustrates that the association between fathers’ positive parenting 

and children’s family relationship expectations was weaker among children from 

separated/divorced families compared to children from intact families. Low positive 

parenting from fathers resulted in similarly lower levels of positive family relationship 

expectations regardless of family structure, but children who had experienced 

separation or divorce and reported high positive parenting from fathers had less 

positive family relationship expectations than children from intact families. 

Recent versus More Distant Divorce Experiences of Children 

Further analyses were conducted analysing family structure in more detail. In earlier 

analysis, family structure compared children from intact families with children whose 

families had separated/divorced. Three one way analysis of variances (ANOVA) were 

estimated to compare relationship expectations between 4 groups -- children from 
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intact families, children whose parents had been separated/divorced for less than two 

years, children whose parents had been separated/divorced for more than two years 

but less than five years and children whose parents had been separated divorced for 

more than five years on the three measures of children’s relationship expectations. No 

significant differences between groups were found for optimistic relationship 

expectations, F(3,825) = 1.73, p = .160, or pessimistic relationship expectations, 

F(3,825) = .69, p = .557 (see Table 3.14). A significant difference was found for 

family relationship expectations, F(3,825) = 6.36, p < .001, however. As the 

assumption of homogeneity of variance had been violated, the Games-Howell post 

hoc multiple comparison test was used. Children from intact families had more 

optimistic family relationship expectations (M = 4.79) than children whose parents 

had been separated/divorced for more than five years (M = 4.62), F(3,825) = 6.36, p = 

.007. The other two groups of children fell in-between these extreme groups and did 

not differ from these two extreme groups. 

Additional analyses were completed after combining children who had 

experienced separation or divorce less than two years ago (n = 46) and those who had 

experienced it greater than two years but less than five years ago (n = 53). A further 

three ANOVAs were estimated, comparing children from intact families, children 

whose parents had been separated/divorced for less than five years and children 

whose parents had been separated/divorced for more than five years on each of the 

three measures of children’s relationship expectations. 

As in the previous analysis, no significant differences were found when 

comparing children from intact families, children whose parents had been 

separated/divorced for less than five years and children whose parents had been 

separated/divorced for more than five years for optimistic relationship expectations,  
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F(2,826) = 1.91, p = .149, and pessimistic relationship expectations, F(2,826) = 1.01, 

p = .365 (see Table 3.15). A significant difference was found for family 

relationship expectations, F(2,826) = 9.39, p < .001. As the assumption of 

homogeneity of variance had again been violated, the Games-Howell post hoc 

multiple comparison test was used. Children from intact families had higher family 

relationship expectations (M = 4.79) than children whose parents had been 

separated/divorced for more than five years (M = 4.62), F(2,826) = 9.39, p < .001. 

The group of children who had experienced a separation or divorce more recently did 

not differ from children from intact families or from children who had experienced 

separation/divorce more than 5 years previously.  

 

 

Table 3.15  

One-Way ANOVA, Means and Standard Deviations for Children from Intact Families, 

Separated/Divorced <5 years, and > 5 years on ORE, PRE and FRE (N = 829
a
) 

  Intact  
n = 593 

Separated/divorced 
< 5 Years 

n = 99 

Separated/divorced 
> 5 Years 

n = 137 

 ANOVA 

F (2,826) 

M SD M SD 

 

M SD 

 

ORE 1.91  4.07 

 

.64 4.07 .72 3.95 .68 

PRE 

 

1.01  1.94 .69 2.00 .69 2.02 .71 

FRE 

 

9.39 *** 4.79 .78 4.69 .43 4.62 .55 

 

Note: ORE = Optimistic Relationship Expectations. PRE = Pessimistic Relationship 

Expectations. FRE = Family Relationship Expectations.  

a
Eight parents did not indicate length of separation/divorce so were not included in 

analyses. 

***p < .001. 
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As there was a significant difference between children from an intact family 

and children whose parents had been separated/divorced for more than five years on 

family relationship expectations, a regression model was estimated including time 

since separation or divorce (less than five years and more than five years), 

interparental conflict and mothers’ positive and negative parenting qualities and 

father’s positive and negative parenting qualities. These seven variables explained 

43.5% of family relationship expectations, F(7, 829) = 90.99, p < .001. Mother 

positive parenting quality, ß = .48, t = 13.28, p < .001, father negative parenting 

quality, ß = -.25, t = -6.55, p < .001, and mother negative parenting quality, ß = -.10, t 

= -2.55, p = .011 were the only unique predictors. 

These results are similar to the earlier regression models estimated for family 

relationship expectations where family structure had been important, however once 

interparental conflict and parenting qualities were added, family structure was no 

longer significant. Although length of time since separation/divorce was important 

when looked at individually, when included in a regression model with interparental 

conflict and parenting, it was not significant. 
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Summary of Findings 

 Study 3 had two primary aims. The first aim was to determine whether 

children from divorced families differ from children from intact families on their 

relationship expectations. The second aim was to investigate whether family 

processes, interparental conflict and parenting can better explain children’s 

relationship expectations, than family structure.  

Before testing the main hypotheses of the current study, further exploration of 

the four measures of children’s relationship expectations was conducted to make 

decision and to provide recommendation regarding the scoring of the measures of 

optimistic and pessimistic expectations of relationships (COPER) when items refer to 

peers/other people or family. When considering children’s expectations of 

relationships with their peers and others in general, correlation results suggested that 

optimistic and pessimistic relationship expectations were only modestly correlated 

and had different associations with other important measures. Further, cross-

tabulations revealed that some children were high or moderate in both optimistic and 

pessimistic expectations of relationships indicating that it is preferable to keep these 

as two separate subscales. Paradoxically, when examining children’s expectations of 

family relationships, results showed that children who were high in optimism also 

tended to be low in pessimism and vice versa, signifying that the two subscales could 

be collapsed to form one scale without substantial loss of information. Hence, all 

analyses involving family relationship expectations were performed using children’s 

optimistic and pessimistic expectations of family relationships as a single score with 

higher scores on this measure indicating higher optimism and lower pessimism. 

Although these findings provide evidence that the measure of children’s optimistic 

and pessimistic expectations of peers and others is better scored as two separate 
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subscales and the measure of children’s optimistic and pessimistic expectations of 

family relationships as a single score, it is recommended that further research is 

conducted to replicate these important findings. It will be important to determine in 

future research with other samples of children whether the findings of the current 

study warrant separate analysis of optimistic and pessimistic relationship expectations 

or analysis as one single score. Both measures are designed to allow future 

researchers to decide whether the subscales or a total score are more important to their 

studies of relationship expectations in children. 

 Before testing specific hypotheses in relation to the study’s aims, analyses 

were conducted exploring the three measures of children’s relationship expectations. 

First, associations were examined between the three measures of children’s 

relationship expectations and other measures of children’s social and emotional 

functioning (social anxiety), behavioural functioning (school engagement), school 

grades, and a personality dimension of children’s generalised expectations about the 

future (dispositional optimism and pessimism), to identify whether relationship 

expectations was related to other important attributes of children’s functioning. 

Results indicated that children’s optimistic and pessimistic expectations of 

relationships and children’s family relationship expectations were correlated with 

important social and school-related outcomes in the expected directions. As 

hypothesised, children with less optimistic and more pessimistic relationship 

expectations, both of peers/others in general and of family, also reported more social 

anxiety and generalised pessimism and less school engagement, lower grades and 

generalised optimism. These finding suggest that children’s relationship expectations 

are important aspects of children’s way of thinking that may have implications for 

how they function in social situations and in other important tasks.  
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 Addressing the first of the two aims of Study 3, results revealed that children 

from divorced families do not have higher pessimistic expectations and lower 

optimistic expectations than children from intact families when considering 

expectations of relationships with peers and others in general. In contrast, however, 

when considering family relationship expectations a different pattern emerges. 

Children who have experienced separation or divorce have less optimistic family 

relationship expectations than children whose families are still together. Subsequently, 

this was examined further to see if there was a difference for children who had 

experienced a more recent divorce compared to children who had experienced a more 

distant divorce.  

 Initially, comparisons were made between children whose family were still 

together, children whose parents had been separated/divorced for less than two years, 

children whose parents had been separated/divorced for more than two years but less 

than five years and, finally, for children whose parents had been separated/divorced 

for more than five years. There seems to be no difference in children’s optimistic and 

pessimistic expectations of relationships with peers/others even when these more 

refined groups are compared. Nevertheless, children from intact families do have 

more optimistic family relationship expectations than children whose parents had 

been separated/divorced for more than five years. Children who have experienced a 

more recent divorce fall in between these two extreme groups and have family 

relationship expectations similar to children whose families are intact and to children 

whose families have been separated/divorced for more than five years. The two 

between groups were consequently combined to form one group, children whose 

parents had been separated/divorced for less than five years. The findings for the 

collapsed groups confirmed the earlier findings, that children from intact families 
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have more optimistic family relationship expectations than children whose parents 

have been separated/divorced for more than five years and that children whose parents 

have been separated/divorced for less than five years have similar family relationship 

expectations to both of these groups. This indicates that in the earlier years after a 

separation or divorce, children’s family expectations are similar to children who have 

not experienced a parental separation or divorce, however as time progresses, these 

expectations change and they tend to have a more pessimistic outlook of their family 

relationship expectations. However, when including time since separation/divorce 

with interparental conflict and parenting qualities, time since divorce was no longer 

important.  

 Overall, all hypotheses regarding associations of relationship expectations 

with parenting qualities and interparental conflict were supported when bivariate 

correlations were examined. When regression models were used to examine unique 

associations, contrary to what was expected, paternal autonomy support was the 

strongest unique predictor for optimistic relationship expectations of peers/others, 

with maternal warmth being the only other parenting quality that was a unique 

predictor. As expected, maternal rejection was the only unique predictor for 

pessimistic relationship expectations of peers/others, with none of the paternal 

parenting qualities being uniquely associated. Again, maternal autonomy support was 

the strongest unique predictor for family relationship expectations with maternal 

warmth and structure and paternal coercion and rejection also unique predictors. 

These results suggest that it is important for children to have a father who encourages 

them to be independent, yet still supportive and a mother who is loving and 

affectionate for children to maintain optimistic expectations of relationships with 

children and others in general. It seems that children who have a mother who is 
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overtly critical and disapproving of them tend to develop pessimistic expectations of 

relationships with children and others. For children to maintain optimistic 

expectations of family relationships, it seems that having a mother who encourages 

independence, yet is supportive, loving and affectionate and provides structure and 

consistency and a father who is not restrictive, controlling, critical or disapproving is 

important. 

 In relation to the second aim of Study 3, as expected, it was found that 

regardless of family structure, parenting qualities fully mediated the association 

between interparental conflict and optimistic relationship expectations, pessimistic 

relationship expectations and family relationship expectations. These results suggest 

that a good relationship with either parent may buffer the impact of interparental 

conflict and separation/divorce on children’s relationship expectations. As discussed 

earlier, there are particular aspects of parenting quality that are of importance in 

regard to children’s relationship expectations. 

 Further investigating the second aim of Study 3, it was suggested that when 

parenting and interparental conflict were accounted for the association between family 

structure and relationship expectations would no longer be significant. It was found 

that family structure was not a significant unique predictor of optimistic or pessimistic 

relationship expectations, even when parenting qualities and interparental conflict 

were excluded from the analyses. For family relationship expectations, family 

structure was a significant unique predictor even when parenting qualities and 

interparental conflict were accounted for. The association between family structure 

and family relationship expectations was only no longer significant when parenting 

quality was separated into the six different parenting categories for mothers and 

fathers. In summary, these results further support earlier findings suggesting that 
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whether children are from families who are separated or divorced or from families 

who are intact does not impact on their expectations of relationships with children and 

others in general, however it does impact on their expectations of their relationships 

with their family. Notably, family structure was still important even after accounting 

for interparental conflict and positive and negative parenting quality in general. When 

positive and negative parenting qualities were separated into the six dimensions of 

parenting, only then did family structure no longer matter.   

 Some previous theory and research suggest moderation effects of interparental 

conflict, the parent-child relationship and family structure (see Amato, 2001; Amato 

& Keith, 1991; Emery, 1982; Grych & Fincham, 1990). Research has suggested that 

children in high conflict intact families may be worse off than children in divorced 

families (Amato & Keith), however there is conflicting evidence regarding this 

supposition (i.e., Burns & Dunlop, 2002). Consequently, the current study did 

exploratory analysis to lend support or refute the hypothesis that interparental conflict 

may moderate the impact of family structure on children’s adjustment.   

 Two moderating effects were tested, between interparental conflict and family 

structure and between parenting quality and family structure. The results indicated 

that interparental conflict does not moderate the associations between any of the three 

measures of children’s relationship expectations and family structure. Hence, the 

findings for the current study does not support previous research which suggests that 

the impact of family structure on children’s adjustment varies depending on level of 

interparental conflict. For this sample of children, interparental conflict has an impact 

on children’s relationship expectations regardless of whether they have experienced a 

separation or divorce or whether their families are intact.  
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When parenting quality was examined as a moderator of the associations 

between relationship expectations and family structure, 4 out of 12 interaction effects 

were significant. In general, children have the highest optimistic relationship 

expectations when they live in intact families and report that their mothers are 

warmer, more structured and consistent, and are more supportive of their autonomy. 

Similarly, children have the highest optimistic family relationship expectations when 

they live in intact families and report that their fathers are warmer, more structured 

and consistent, and are more supportive of their autonomy. Children have the lowest 

general optimistic relationship expectations and the lowest expectations of family 

relationships when they have experienced family separation/divorce and report that 

their mothers are low in warmth and other positive qualities.  

In summary, findings suggest that for children between the ages of 9 to 12 

years, the longer the period their parents have been separated/divorced the more 

negative their expectations of their family become. In contrast, the experience of 

parental separation/divorce does not impact on children's expectations of peers/others. 

Furthermore, although family structure and interparental conflict are associated with 

children's relationship expectations, when parenting quality is included these 

associations are no longer significant. Based on the findings of the current study, it 

would seem that to maintain positive expectations of peers/others, it is important for 

children to perceive their father as providing autonomy support and that they have a 

warm relationship with their mother. For children who tend to have negative 

expectations of peers/others it would seem that maternal rejection is of importance. 

Finally, for children to maintain optimistic expectations of their family, results 

suggest that having a mother who provides autonomy support, warmth and structure 

and for children not to perceive their father as being coercive or rejecting are the most 
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important factors. These results demonstrate the importance of measuring different 

dimensions of parenting in understanding children's relationship expectations. 
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CHAPTER 8 

General Discussion 

Due to increasingly high rates of divorce over the last few decades, many 

research studies have been conducted investigating the links between divorce and 

children’s adjustment. Much of the earlier research focused on comparing children 

from intact families with children from divorced families on various outcome 

variables (Amato & Keith, 1991; Amato, 2000) without taking into account other 

important aspects of the family system such as family processes. More recently, 

researchers have considered family processes as well as family structure as correlates 

of children’s adjustment. From a review of this literature, it would seem that family 

processes, particularly the parent-child relationship and interparental conflict, may 

better account for children’s development and adjustment than the experience of 

divorce itself (Hines, 1997). Many theories, including attachment theory (Bowlby, 

1969, 1973, 1980), motivational theories of human's inherent need to belong 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995), the need to relate to others (Skinner & Wellborn, 1994) 

and fear of abandonment (Wolchik et al., 2002) have explicated the way that family 

dissolution and problems within the family are expected to be associated with the way 

children think about important relationships now and in the future.  

One focus of the current dissertation was to add to the divorce literature by 

investigating how family dissolution and family processes are associated with a 

particular aspect of children’s socio-emotional functioning, children’s expectations of 

future relationships. There are numerous studies that look at the impact of childhood 

divorce on adults’ expectations of relationships, particularly their expectations of 

marriage (e.g., Boyer-Pennington et al., 2001; Gabardi & Rosen, 1991; Jennings et al., 

1991; Long, 1987; Wallerstein, 1987), however no previous study could be located 
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that examined divorce and children's expectations of rejection by the family or others. 

Because parents and the family are so important to children's socialisation, it was 

expected that divorce would be linked to children's more pessimistic expectations of 

their relationships, including all other people in general, with their peers and with 

their families. 

The current research not only adds to the literature by examining children’s 

pessimistic expectations of relationships with their families and with peers and others, 

but it also adds knowledge of how family structure and processes are associated with 

children’s optimistic expectations. It is rare to locate a study that examines both the 

family and peers without focusing on attachment (i.e., Furman et al., 2002; Kerns, & 

Stevens, 1995; Laible, Carlo, & Raffaelli, 2000; Liu, 2006; Markiewicz et al., 2001; 

Wilkinson, 2004) and even rarer to specifically look at expectations of the family, 

peers and others. Additionally, in research conducted in the early 1990s, it was found 

that nearly 50% of studies investigating parenting and adolescents' adjustment focused 

on mothers only and when fathers were included the unique attributes of mothers and 

fathers were often not assessed (Phares & Compas, 1992). Generally, when the 

contributions of both mothers and fathers are assessed it has been found that they have 

different effects on adolescents (Hosley & Montemayor, 1997). Hence, not only did 

the current dissertation explore both optimistic and pessimistic expectations of the 

family, peers and others, it also identified the unique contributions of both mothers 

and fathers as well interparental conflict and divorce on children's relationship 

expectations. 

 Three studies were conducted including children aged 9 to 12 years. Overall, 

there were three primary aims. The first aim was to develop and validate a new 

measure of children’s relationship expectations. The second aim was to examine 
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whether children from divorced families differed from children from intact families in 

their relationship expectations. The final aim was to investigate whether children’s 

expectations of relationships were better explained by family processes, including 

interparental conflict and parenting qualities, than by family structure. These aims will 

now be discussed in more detail in the following sections. 

New Measure of Children’s Relationship Expectations 

 A thorough review of the literature revealed few scales that measured 

children’s relationship expectations. Most importantly, no scales were found 

measuring both positive and negative components of these expectations. Hence, the 

focus of Study 1 and Study 2 was to develop and validate a new measure of children’s 

relationship expectations measuring both positive (optimistic) and negative 

(pessimistic) expectations. The final measure, Children’s Optimistic and Pessimistic 

Expectations of Relationships Scale (COPER) was shown to have good factor 

structure with 16 items loading highly on two factors. Factor 1 contained eight 

optimistically-worded items and Factor 2 contained eight pessimistically-worded 

items with items relating to “peers” and “other people” evenly distributed. 

Confirmatory factor analyses confirmed the 2-factor model, indicating a reliable 

factor structure. Internal consistency was high and the COPER was correlated with a 

range of other measures in the expected directions indicating convergent and 

divergent validity. Specifically, the COPER had the highest correlations with four 

measures investigating different components of peer relationships, including two 

friendship measures, a measure examining perceptions of peers and self, and a 

measure investigating perceptions of social acceptance. The highest association was 

with a single subscale measuring children’s judgements of peers’ trustworthiness, 

dependability, supportiveness, prosocial behaviours and empathy. Although, 
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correlations were not as high as the peer related measures, the COPER subscales were 

moderately correlated with measures of parenting and rejection sensitivity. Supporting 

divergent validity, the COPER subscales had low correlations with the measure 

investigating social desirability. Although associations were found between the 

COPER subscales and specific others (i.e., best friend, parents) suggesting 

experiences with specific others do generalise to expectations of relationships with 

peers and others in general, the findings imply the new measure is tapping into social 

cognitions involving general expectations about relationships rather than expectations 

about specific individuals. 

 Whilst the optimistic and pessimistic subscales were correlated, they also 

seemed somewhat distinct from one another, being differentially correlated with two 

out of ten scales in Study 2 and four out of ten scales in Study 3. This is consistent 

with research using the Optimism and Pessimism Instrument (OPI; Dember et al., 

1989) and the Youth Life Orientation Test (YLOT; Ey et al., 2005) where it was also 

found that optimistic and pessimistic subscales were associated, yet differentially 

associated with other constructs. The authors of these two studies suggested that 

optimism and pessimism were related, yet were two distinct constructs. Based on the 

results of Study 2, similar to the conclusion of the aforementioned research (i.e., 

Dember et al.; Ey et al.), the COPER is better scored as two separate subscales. 

However, similar to research conducted using the Life Orientation Test (LOT; Scheier 

& Carver, 1985), it is possible to construct one total score from the COPER items by 

reversing some appropriate items before averaging them. 

Exploration of the COPER and children's relationship expectations were 

continued in Study 3. Study 3 not only included the 16 items pertaining to peers and 

other people, it also included items pertaining to the family that had been generated in 
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the initial development of the COPER. In Study 1, these family items had been found 

to load across several factors or did not load highly on any factors and were removed 

after preliminary analyses. This appears to be consistent with other measures of 

children’s relationship expectations (i.e., rejection sensitivity), which also do not 

include family items. It is unclear why the family factors did not load on any factors 

generated. One possibility is that expectations of future relationships with family are 

not similar to expectations of future relationships with peers and other people. A 

second possibility is related to the distribution of answers to items about family 

compared to items about peers and other people. Children tended to answer items 

about family as extremely true or extremely untrue depending on the positive or 

negative wording of the item, whereas there was more variability in items about peers 

and other people. However, when only analysing family items (not including teachers, 

people, and peer items in the analysis), the ten family items loaded on two factors. 

One factor contained five positively worded family items, and the other factor 

contained five negatively worded family items. The current thesis retained these items 

for further investigation to assess whether results for children’s relationship 

expectations of peers and other people would differ from children’s relationship 

expectations of their family. Retention of the family items is of particular importance 

to the current thesis as one of the main aims is to understand the importance of family 

processes on children’s functioning. Distinguishing between peers, others in general 

and the family will assist in answering important questions about how family 

dissolution and family processes impact on children’s relationship expectations in 

these different domains.  

 The results from Study 3 show that children’s optimistic and pessimistic 

expectations of relationships with peers and others were better scored as two separate 
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subscales, and conversely, children’s optimistic and pessimistic expectations of family 

relationships were better considered as a single score. However, it will be important 

for further research to be conducted with different samples of children to replicate 

these results before drawing firm conclusions about the subscales. Nevertheless, the 

COPER has been designed to allow researchers to decide whether using the two 

subscales or a total score would be more appropriate to answering their research 

questions. 

Relationship Expectations and Children’s Functioning 

 To gain a better understanding of the importance of the new measure in 

relation to children’s functioning and to further assess construct validity, optimistic 

and pessimistic relationship expectations with peers and others in general were 

correlated with other important measures of children’s functioning. Similarly, 

children's family relationship expectations was correlated with children's functioning. 

The constructs used to measure children’s functioning in the current dissertation were 

social anxiety, dispositional optimism and pessimism, school engagement and school 

grades. As expected children with less optimistic and more pessimistic relationship 

expectations, both of peers, others in general and family, also reported more social 

anxiety and generalised pessimism, less school engagement, lower grades and 

generalised optimism. 

 Although no other research could be located that specifically measured 

children’s optimistic and pessimistic relationship expectations, the current findings 

are consistent with research focused on social difficulties or more general optimism 

and pessimism. For example, social anxiety has been linked with perceptions of social 

acceptance, self worth, peer status and behavioural conduct in children (La Greca & 

Stone, 1993), as well as children’s dispositional optimism and pessimism (Ey et al., 
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2005). Additionally, children’s dispositional optimism and pessimism have been 

associated with depression, behavioural problems, academic competency and 

perceptions of social competence (Ey et al.). Further, school engagement has also 

been found to be associated with children’s peer relationships (Wentzel & Caldwell, 

1997; Wentzel, McNamara Barry, & Caldwell, 2004), perceptions of social 

relationships as well as academic achievement (Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2006). All of 

these constructs are important attributes of children’s functioning. Hence, these 

findings suggest that children’s relationship expectations may be important to include 

as a measure to assist in understanding children’s functioning, particularly in relation 

to their social functioning. 

Relationship Expectations and Family Structure, Interparental Conflict and Parenting 

Qualities 

Throughout all analyses parenting qualities were related to children's 

relationship expectations about peers and other people. Parenting qualities also were 

related to children's family relationship expectations. Moreover, even though other 

aspects of parenting sometimes helped to explain expectations and, at times, the 

associations were stronger when children reported about mothers rather than fathers or 

vice versa, it was parental autonomy support and warmth that were most correlated 

with optimistic relationship expectations of peers and others and with family 

relationship expectations. It was parental rejection that was most strongly correlated 

with children's pessimistic relationship expectations of peers and others. In fact, when 

these parenting qualities were accounted for, interparental conflict was only rarely 

associated with children's relationship expectations of either family or peers/others 

and divorce was only associated with family relationship expectations. 



Children’s Relationship Expectations 

 144 

Family Relationship Expectations 

Based on the current findings, divorce does seem to be linked to children 

having more pessimistic views of the family such as expectations that their family will 

not talk to them, pick on them, treat them badly, not understand or include them as 

opposed to helping them, care about them, be there for them, like and be nice to them. 

When looking at the simple comparison of children from intact families and 

children who had experienced separation or divorce on their relationship expectations 

within the family, differences were found. Specifically, children who had experienced 

separation or divorce had less optimistic expectations of relationships with their 

families than children whose parents had not separated or divorced. Although children 

whose parents had separated over five years ago were still reasonably optimistic about 

their expectations of their family, they were less optimistic than children from intact 

families. Children who experienced separation or divorce less than five years ago did 

not differ on their relationship expectations than either children who had experienced 

separation or divorce more than five years ago or intact families. Based on these 

findings, it would seem that divorce has a direct association with family relationship 

expectations. The stability of the family has changed and this may have direct 

implications for children’s expectations about whether their families will continue to 

like, care, be nice, be there and help them in the future or whether their families will 

treat them badly, not understand, not talk, pick on, and not include them. Based on the 

findings of the current dissertation, the longer the period since the separation (and, 

relatedly the younger the child is when the separation occurs), the more negative these 

expectations seem to be. In the first months or years post-divorce, children's 

expectations are the same as children who live with both of their biological parents, 

however when the divorce occurred further in the past or when children were 
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younger, children report significantly less positive expectations of their family. 

Although these findings are correlational, this does suggest that there may be long 

lasting negative consequences for children, specifically related to their more negative 

views of family relationships, despite the evidence that restabilisation of the family 

usually occurs within two to three years after divorce (Aseltine, 1996; Emery, 1988; 

Hetherington et al., 1982; Jekielek, 1998; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980; Wolchick et al., 

2002). There may be a number of changes within the family that may help explain 

this. For children whose parents have been separated or divorced for longer than five 

years their family dynamics may be more complex, in that they may have seen their 

biological parents enter a number of relationships, they may have step-parents and 

step/half siblings that could all alter their perceptions and expectations of their family. 

Alternatively, it may be that children who are younger when their parents separated or 

divorced may have less understanding of the circumstances surrounding the divorce, 

leading them to be more unsure about their family. However, age as a moderator has 

received conflicting results (Amato, 2001; Grych & Fincham, 1997). Overall, 

comparing children who have experienced divorce to other children creates a 

relatively simplistic comparison and researchers are now aware of the importance of 

investigating other family characteristics to understand the affect that divorce has on 

children. For example, in the current dissertation, when other family processes, 

namely interparental conflict and parenting qualities, were included the correlation 

between family structure and children's expectations remained but was much reduced 

in magnitude.  

When parenting was considered, it was positive parenting by mothers and a 

lack of negative parenting by fathers that were most strongly associated with 

children's optimistic family relationship expectations and to a lesser extent a lack of 



Children’s Relationship Expectations 

 146 

negative parenting by the mother and being from an intact family were also important. 

Hence, although mothers’ parenting is the most strongly associated with children’s 

family relationship expectations, fathers also seem to have a role. To maintain 

children's optimistic views of their family, it seems most important for mothers to 

display positive parenting behaviours that exhibit warmth and autonomy support, 

whereas for fathers it seems most important to minimise displays of negative qualities 

such as rejection and hostility. 

When breaking these components down even further, it would seem that a 

mother who allows her child freedom to be themself but still provides support, has a 

warm relationship with their child characterised by emotional availability and 

provides structure, is predictable, consistent and sets boundaries for their child are all 

important for children to have optimistic expectations of their family. For fathers the 

important components are a relationship with their child that is not coercive, 

controlling or demanding and is not rejecting, hostile and harsh for children to have 

optimistic expectations of their family. Other research has found that the greater 

amount of time spent with mothers, as well as the greater intimacy, disclosure, and 

closeness that adolescents report with their mothers, makes mothers more influential 

in some respects (Hosley & Montemayor, 1997). Nevertheless, the current evidence 

suggests that both mothers' and fathers' parenting are linked to children's optimistic 

expectations of their family relationships. 

Family structure and interparental conflict each uniquely correlated with 

children’s family relationship expectations, however when parenting qualities were 

included interparental conflict was no longer significant. This indicates that there is a 

mediating effect of parenting, in that interparental conflict may only be associated 

with children’s family relationship expectations via parenting. This finding is 
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consistent with previous findings that found interparental conflict only had indirect 

effects on children by adversely affecting the parent-child relationship (Fauber et al., 

1990; Fauber & Long, 1991; Peterson & Zill, 1986; Richardson & McCabe, 2001; 

Tschann et al., 1989). Interestingly, before entering specific components of parenting, 

family structure was still an important contributor, even when interparental conflict 

and parenting were considered. 

Parenting as a moderator of the association between family structure and 

children's family relationship expectations. When investigating moderating effects of 

family structure and the more global measures of the positive and negative aspects of 

maternal and paternal parenting, differing results were found. First, when mothers' 

parenting behaviours were examined as moderators, positive parenting quality was 

most salient for children's family relationship expectations. For mothers high in 

positive parenting quality, children had more optimistic family relationship 

expectations, regardless of whether they lived in intact or divorced families. Children 

who fared the worst were children who had experienced separation/divorce and there 

was an absence of maternal positive parenting quality or a presence of high maternal 

negative parenting quality. These children were more likely to expect their families to 

not talk to them, pick on them, treat them badly, not understand them and not include 

them. In summary, if a mother’s parenting is high in positive behaviour and low in 

negative behaviour, family structure does not matter for children's family relationship 

expectations. A good relationship with mothers who provide warmth, structure and 

autonomy support may buffer against the impact of divorce. 

 For fathers the picture is somewhat different. Overall, for fathers an absence of 

negative behaviours was most strongly associated with children's family relationship 

expectations. There was no significant interaction effect when family structure and 
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fathers’ negative behaviour were examined conjointly. Regardless of family structure, 

when children reported that their fathers were more negative in their parenting, they 

also reported that they had less optimistic family relationship expectations. There was 

an interaction between fathers' positive parenting quality and family structure. 

Specifically, children had the highest optimistic family relationship expectations if 

their fathers were high in positive parenting and from an intact family. The lowest 

expectations were among children who reported fathers with low positive parenting 

regardless of family structure. 

 Putting it all together, mothers and fathers. Role theory suggests that there 

may be important differences between mothers' and fathers' parenting roles. 

Traditionally, mothers are seen as the primary caregiver and fathers have been 

socialised to be less involved than mothers in the day-to-day care of their children 

(Hosley & Montemayor, 1997). The fathering role has conventionally been 

characterised as the financial provider, the disciplinarian and the playmate. Research 

conducted in the US in the 1980s and 1990s investigating fathers' level of engagement 

and availability with their children showed that fathers averaged approximately two-

fifths of mothers' engagement and around two-thirds of mothers' availability (Pleck, 

1997). Evidently, it would seem that fathers may spend less time than mothers 

interacting with their children in intact families, hence fathers' negative parenting may 

have a more salient effect (Cummings & O'Reilly, 1997) than their positive parenting 

on children's optimistic relationship expectations. However, in an intact family the 

reciprocity of the dyadic relationship between the mother and the father may buffer 

against children forming pessimistic expectations of their family. 

 In a divorced family, of course there is a breakdown of a close, dyadic 

relationship. Fathers usually become a non-residential parent or, as shown in the 
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current study, many have little contact with their children. Hence, fathers continue to 

have a more peripheral role in their children's lives following divorce. In the current 

research, over half the children saw their non-residential parent between once a month 

to seven or more times a month, however in nearly one-third of cases, children had no 

contact with their non-residential parent. In a meta-analysis of 63 studies (Amato & 

Gilbert, 1999) investigating the non-residential father and children's well-being, the 

dimension of the father-child relationship most commonly researched was the 

frequency of contact. Frequency of contact was also often used as an indicator of the 

general quality of the father-child relationship. Subsequently, it would seem that for 

children who have experienced parental divorce, the mothers' positive parenting 

quality may be crucial as the father is not as available to provide a buffer against this. 

This is similar to other research on children's adjustment where it was found that in 

divorced families, a positive relationships with mothers counteracted the impact of 

negative relationships with fathers and that fathers were not able to buffer against the 

negative parenting qualities of mothers (Hetherington et al., 1982). 

 Although these findings would suggest that mothers have the most impact on 

children's relationship expectations of their family, fathers also have an important 

role. It would seem that if fathers are available for their children and are not negative 

in their parenting, children will still have optimistic expectations of their family, in 

that children expect their family will like them, be nice to them, care about them, be 

there for them and help them and do not expect them to treat them badly, not talk to 

them, pick on them, not understand them and not include them. 

Relationship Expectations of Peers and Others 

Although divorce was associated with children’s family relationship 

expectations, it was not associated with expectations of relationships with peers and 
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other people more generally. This was surprising as there is a wealth of research that 

has focused on parent-child attachment and peer relationships (see Schneider, 

Atkinson, & Tardif, 2001 for a review). However, the current findings are similar to 

research conducted with adult children of divorce where no differences in 

socioemotional functioning were found between those who experienced parental loss 

through death or divorce prior to age 14 years to those from intact families (Langley, 

1997), and on general assumptions about themselves and the world and generalised 

measures of trust of others (Franklin et al., 1990). The latter researchers found no 

difference for those who had experienced divorce as children and those whose 

families were intact on generalised measures of trust of others, however divorce did 

impact on measures of interpersonal trust that were more specific in relation to 

parents, spouses and marriage. It may be that it is important to distinguish between 

generalised expectations of others and more specific expectations related to important 

others. Based on the findings of the current study, it would seem that divorce may 

have implications for cognitions in relation to the family more so than for generalised 

expectations of peers and others. In addition to examining family structure as a 

correlate of children's relationship expectations of peers and others, interparental 

conflict and parenting also were investigated and expected to be more important to 

accounting for children’s relationship expectations. For these analyses, optimistic and 

pessimistic expectations were examined separately. 

 Optimistic expectations of peers and others. Both mothers' and fathers' 

parenting were associated with optimistic expectations of peers and others. Unlike 

family relationship expectations whereby positive parenting by mothers and a lack of 

negative parenting by fathers were important, children had more optimistic 

expectations of their future relationships with peers and others when they reported 
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more positive parenting by both mothers and fathers. Fathers’ negative parenting 

quality did not uniquely contribute to their optimistic expectations. When each of the 

six parenting components were examined as correlates of children's expectations, 

autonomy support provided by the father was the most important unique contributor, 

followed by maternal warmth. Age and gender were also important, with females and 

older children having more optimistic expectations of peers and others than males and 

young children, respectively. In general, it has been suggested that negative parenting 

variables are most strongly linked to negative outcomes (Fauber et al., 1990). In the 

current study, it also seems that positive parenting qualities are most strongly linked 

to the positive and optimistic outcome of children's relationship expectations of peers 

and of other people. 

 Interparental conflict was also a unique correlate of children's optimistic 

relationships expectations when they were reporting about peers and other people. 

However, similar to the findings for family expectations, interparental conflict was no 

longer associated after accounting for parenting. This again suggested that the 

association of interparental conflict with children's optimistic expectations is mediated 

via parenting by both mothers and fathers. 

Finally, when analyses were conducted to examine whether parenting might 

reduce or exacerbate the association of family structure with children's optimistic 

relationship expectations, only one significant moderating effect was found. Children 

from intact families who reported that their mothers were high in positive parenting 

quality had higher optimistic relationship expectations than children from divorced 

families whose mothers were high in positive parenting and children from intact and 

divorced families whose mothers were low in positive parenting. Hence, this suggests 

that although there were no significant interactions when family structure and fathers’ 



Children’s Relationship Expectations 

 152 

parenting (positive or negative), and mothers’ negative parenting were examined, 

there was a significant interaction for family structure and mothers’ positive 

parenting. Specifically, children tend to have the highest optimistic expectations of 

relationships when they live in intact families and report that their mothers are 

warmer, more structured and consistent, and are more supportive of their autonomy. 

It is difficult to compare these findings with other research as no studies could 

be located that investigated optimistic expectations of others. Nevertheless, some 

similar results can be found when looking at research investigating different 

components of the peer relationship. For example, in early to late adolescence, secure 

attachments with mothers and fathers (as rated by children's perception of security) 

have been found to be associated with perceived social support from friends and 

negatively correlated with negative social expectations of peer interaction (Liu, 2006), 

attachment relationships with parents in general has been demonstrated to be 

influential on the quality of peer attachment relationships (Wilkinson, 2004), 

attachment to mothers has predicted attachment security to friends, however in this 

study attachment security to fathers was negatively related to attachment security to 

friends (Markiewicz et al., 2001), maternal and paternal acceptance and lack of love 

withdrawal by mothers have been shown to be unique predictors of quality of peer 

relationships (Dekovic & Meeus, 1997), and views of relationships with parents has 

been related to their views of relationships with close friends (Furman et al., 2002). 

 Further, in early adulthood, regardless of family structure, significant 

correlations have been found between the quality of both parent-adult child 

relationships and satisfaction with and number of perceived social supports (Riggio, 

2004). Other researchers have also shown those who perceived their relationship with 

their mother and father as warm and not rejecting during their childhood were more 
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likely to feel they could depend on others and were less likely to be anxious about 

being abandoned or unloved (Collins & Read, 1990). Additionally, it has also been 

suggested that parents who encourage autonomy tend to have children who are more 

assertive, agreeable and less self-absorbed in peer interactions (Ladd & Pettit, 2002). 

These researchers reported that when specifically looking at children's competence in 

relationships, the most important components seem to be secure, responsive, 

nonintrusive, playful parent-child relationships (Ladd & Pettit, 2002). Hence, there 

does seem to be support for the parent-child relationship being associated with other 

important elements of peer relationships. 

 Pessimistic expectations of peers and others. When examining pessimistic 

expectations of peers and other people both mothers' and fathers' negative parenting 

qualities were the main family processes linked to children's expectations that peers 

and others would pick on them, treat them badly, not include them and not understand 

them. When examining the six dimensions of parenting that were measured, it was 

maternal rejection that had the unique association. This indicates that children who 

were more pessimistic about their future relationships with peers and other people 

also reported that their mothers were more rejecting of them.  

In research on adults using retrospective reports of the parent-child 

relationship, rejection by parents has consistently been linked to long term effects on 

children's social interactions with peers and on adult relationships (Downey et al., 

1997; Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). When rejection 

sensitivity has been studied, researchers have found that adults who retrospectively 

report that they were exposed to family violence in childhood are more sensitive to 

rejection (Feldman & Downey, 1994). Other research has posited that negative 

relationships with parents in early childhood are then generalised to other 
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relationships, leading to negative expectations in social relationships (Mehrabian, 

1976). Rather than using retrospective accounts of parenting, children's concurrent 

perceptions of their relationships with their mothers and their fathers were measured 

in Study 3. Further, the findings of Study 3 support one premise of the rejection 

sensitivity model, which argues that when early experiences with parents are 

primarily negative, children will have a greater tendency to expect interactions with 

others to be negative (Downey et al., 1999). Study 3 findings also identify some 

differences in the roles of mothers and fathers in children's pessimistic relationship 

expectations. More specifically, the perception of experiencing a rejecting relationship 

with mothers tends to be more critical in children’s maintenance of negative or 

pessimistic expectations of peers and others.  

Limitations 

 There are a number of limitations of the current research. Firstly, a cross-

sectional design was used for Study 3. As a result caution should be taken when 

interpreting direction of associations reported. It would be important to conduct future 

research using longitudinal designs to confirm the findings discussed in the current 

dissertation. 

 Second, the participants in the current research were convenience samples 

predominantly consisting of white/Caucasian children. Yet, these samples were 

typical school samples, representative of the region of Australia where the research 

was conducted, and the samples sizes were large. In addition, a large number of 

children who have experienced divorced was included in Study 3. Yet, despite this 

large sample, the number of children reporting high levels of interparental conflict or 

rejection was small. For example, the non-significant findings for interparental 

conflict may be due to this smaller number of children who reported high interparental 
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conflict. Nonetheless, it would seem that convenience samples are most often 

represented in the literature (Amato & Keith, 1991; Amato, 2001). In Amato and 

Keith’s meta-analysis, they found that weaker effect sizes were found in studies that 

used larger samples and were randomly selected as opposed to convenience samples 

and that effect sizes were similar for random and clinical samples. 

 A third limitation is the use of questionnaire and primarily children's reports. 

However, an advantage was the collection of data on family structure from parents. It 

is generally suggested that data should be obtained from multiple sources and that 

both observational and questionnaire data be collected to reduce error (Lutzke et al., 

1996). This will be important for future research on family processes and children's 

relationship expectations, because low correlations have been found between parent 

and child report of interparental conflict (Burns & Dunlop, 2002) and in the divorce 

literature effects sizes based on parent and teacher report tend to be weaker than when 

findings are based on child report (Amato & Keith, 1991). There are also good 

reasons to rely on children's report. For interparental conflict, in particular, it has been 

shown that children’s report are valid (Grych et al., 1992) and that children’s 

perception, understanding and involvement in interparental conflict are more 

meaningful than others' ratings or objective observations (Burns & Dunlop; Riggio, 

2004). Moreover, the current research design is similar to the majority of studies in 

the divorce literature where it has been shown that child report is most often used 

(Amato & Keith; Amato, 2001). A strength of the current research is that it did not 

rely on retrospective accounts of interparental conflict and parenting, instead 

measuring children’s concurrent accounts and experiences of both conflict and 

parenting. 
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 Finally, the amount of variance explained by the predictor variables was 

relatively small for pessimistic expectations of peers and others. The variance 

explained was higher for optimistic expectations of peers and others and even higher 

for family relationship expectations. It would seem that for pessimistic expectations of 

peers, other additional factors could explain more of the variance.  

Implications 

 Theory and research. The current research has several implications for theory 

and research. Firstly, the development and validation of the new measure, Children’s 

Optimistic and Pessimistic Expectations of Relationships (COPER) makes a valuable 

contribution to the literature. The COPER was designed to be an easy measure for 

children to complete that is based on research on rejection sensitivity, attachment 

theory and social cognitive theory (Downey & Feldman, 1996; Downey, Lebolt, et al., 

1998). Hence, the COPER has its foundations in internal working models and social 

cognitions and assesses children’s future expectations of important relationships. The 

measure makes a unique contribution to the literature because it is the first that 

measures children’s negative as well as positive relationship expectations. The 

COPER is simple for children to complete, because, unlike the rejection sensitivity 

measure, it is not vignette-based. Yet, it also diverges from the measure of rejection 

sensitivity by not including an affective component, tapping only children’s 

expectations. It also contains short items that children can understand and is quick and 

easy to implement. Further, the COPER adds to the debate in personality theory as to 

whether optimism and pessimism are empirically separable constructs or a single 

bipolar construct. Although findings in the current study are preliminary and need to 

be replicated, there was evidence that the two subscales of the COPER have distinct 

elements and can be scored as two separable constructs. 
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 A second contribution of the current body of research is the findings with 

regard to parenting. In early research measuring parenting, global typologies were 

used to measure childrearing styles, however more recent research investigates 

specific qualities of parenting (Ladd & Pettit, 2002). In Study 3, a parenting measure 

based on a new model of parenting dimensions was drawn upon to assess six 

dimensions of parenting (Skinner et al., 2005). Although parenting has been assessed 

in many ways, it is rare for researchers to assess six different dimensions of parenting 

by both mothers and fathers. The current body of research demonstrates that these six 

dimensions are differentially associated with children’s relationship expectations and 

that some dimensions are more strongly linked to children's relationship expectations 

than others. Additionally, the majority of research on parenting focuses on mothers 

only or on parenting in general (Phares & Compas, 1992). The current research 

demonstrated the importance of asking children about their mothers and fathers 

separately as different elements of maternal and paternal parenting qualities were 

found to be important in accounting for children’s relationship expectations. 

 Finally, it is rare for research to examine the family and other relationships 

separately, especially for the age group (9 to 12 year olds) of participants in the 

current research. Not only did the current research look at family and peer/other 

relationship expectations separately, it also examined optimistic and pessimistic 

expectations as well as looking at associations of both mothers and fathers, 

interparental conflict and family structure. The current research showed that there is 

value in considering children's expectations of their families separate from the 

expectations of peers and "other people" to assist in understanding the development 

and maintenance of children’s views of others and their future relationships. 
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 Intervention. This research also has implications for the development of future 

interventions, particularly with the recent movement to provide services to all children 

during the divorce process. Within Australia, there have been significant reforms to 

the family law system with the introduction of the Family Law Amendment (Shared 

Parental Responsibility) Act 2006 (the Shared Parenting Act). The greater emphasis in 

the literature on the importance of both mothers and fathers in the lives of children has 

led to the implementation of this Act and to the introduction of family relationship 

centres where parenting programs are now offered. There are numerous services now 

in place for families going through separation and divorce, however the current 

research also demonstrates the importance of supporting children over the longer 

term, particularly in the context of their cognitions in relation to their family. The 

current research may also guide parenting programs by focusing on the important 

components of parenting qualities identified in this research, in particular increasing 

positive parenting for mothers and decreasing negative parenting for fathers. 

Future Research 

 As suggested, it will be important for future research to replicate and extend 

the findings of the current research. Further research should continue to test the 

COPER in different settings and with different age groups. It will be important to 

determine test-retest reliability and continue to examine the factor structure of the 

measure. It will also be important for further research to assess relationship 

expectations for both families and peers/others to assist in understanding the 

differences and similarities in children's relationship expectations across different 

domains. 

 The current research findings could be extended by gaining an understanding 

of the importance of children's relationship expectations on other integral components 
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of children's adjustment. It may be that relationship expectations mediates and/or 

moderates the associations between divorce, interparental conflict and parenting on 

other indicators of child adjustment. It also will be important to investigate whether 

relationship expectations are associated with internalising and externalising behaviour 

as well as good social and emotional outcomes for children. It may be that children 

with more pessimistic expectations of families, peers and others are more at risk of 

developing internalising disorders such as anxiety, particularly social anxiety, and 

depression as opposed to behavioural problems, and children with more optimistic 

expectations are more resilient and cope more adaptively with rejection or other 

stressors. It will be important for research to be conducted in these areas to understand 

the consequences of children's relationship expectations. Further, as little is known 

about what it means to be high or low in both optimism and pessimism about future 

relationships, it will be important for future research to examine the children that fit 

into these categories to gain a better understanding of this. 

 Just as vital as studying the consequences of relationship expectations is 

investigating the antecedents of these cognitions. Although the current studies provide 

some groundwork for this by examining the associations between family factors and 

relationship expectations, it will be crucial for research to be conducted including 

other factors that were not able to be addressed in the current research. For example, it 

may be that there are other important elements of parenting that were not measured in 

the current research, such as psychological control and maltreatment, that are 

associated with children's relationship expectations. There is also considerable 

research on the association between parental attachment and peer relationships (see 

Schneider et al., 2001 for a review). It will be important to not only consider different 

dimensions of parenting but also the attachment relationship as predictors of 
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children's changing relationship expectations over time. Additionally, given that early 

adolescence is a time of many individual and social transitions (Steinberg, 2008), it 

would be imperative for research to examine the peer relationship, particularly 

involvement and quality of peer relationships and the association these have with 

relationship expectations. More comprehensive studies could be undertaken including 

these different predictors of children's relationship expectations to complement the 

existing findings. The current study also did not measure the impact of blended 

families, such as remarriage, step-families, and half siblings. Research has suggested 

that these factors are also important to consider (Orbuch, Thornton, & Cancio, 2000). 

Although difficult to capture everything in one study, it would be important for 

further research to be conducted taking into consideration these complex dynamics of 

the family. 

 Finally, longitudinal research designs could be used to extend the existing 

findings by examining children at different developmental stages and over time in 

order to obtain a more comprehensive understanding of children's development of 

relationship expectations and the antecedents and consequences of them. Although the 

current study assessed younger children than has been included in previous studies of 

relationship expectations or rejection sensitivity and not withstanding the difficulty of 

measuring younger children's cognitions before they are verbally or cognitively 

developed enough to express them (Garber & Flynn, 2001), studying children across 

the lifespan would allow for the evaluation of children's relationship expectations 

before and after the occurrence of family disruption. Given that the rejection 

sensitivity model has predominantly been used to look at important implications for 

romantic relationships (i.e., Downey & Feldman, 1996; Downey, Freitas et al., 1998) 

it would also be useful to follow children through to adulthood to understand the 
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importance of divorce, interparental conflict and parenting and the impact this has on 

their relationship expectations not only for the family, peers and others but for 

romantic relationships as well. 

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, the current body of research adds to the existing literature 

examining the impact of family factors on children's social cognitions. This study 

used a large sample of children providing concurrent accounts of relationships with 

their parents and relationship expectations. Not only did this study develop a new 

instrument designed to measure children's relationship expectations, including both 

optimistic and pessimistic views, it sampled a younger age group than previously used 

to measure this construct. 

 Evidence was found that children's optimistic and pessimistic relationship 

expectations of peers/others can be assessed separately, in that there were differential 

correlations between the subscales and other relevant measures and a good spread of 

children across the different levels of optimistic and pessimistic expectations, i.e., 

some children were high or moderate in both optimistic and pessimistic relationship 

expectations. Conversely, for family relationship expectations, this study found that 

optimistic and pessimistic expectations were better collapsed to form one total score 

as there was little spread across the different levels. Whilst, it will be important for 

future studies to replicate these findings, both measures are designed to be used as two 

separate subscales or a total score. 

 The newly developed measure was used to test specific hypotheses in relation 

to family structure, interparental conflict and parenting qualities. All hypotheses were 

generally supported. Although no differences were found for children from intact 

families or children who had experienced parental separation/divorce on children's 
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relationship expectations of peers/others, differences were found for family 

relationship expectations. Children whose parents had separated or divorced had less 

optimistic family relationship expectations than children from intact families and this 

was more pronounced for children whose parents had been separated for longer than 

five years. 

 Family structure, interparental conflict and maternal and paternal parenting 

qualities were used as predictor variables for optimistic expectations of peers/others, 

pessimistic expectations of peers/others and family relationship expectations. 

Although interparental conflict was initially associated with the three outcome 

variables, different dimensions of both maternal and paternal parenting qualities were 

found to be the only unique contributors when all predictor variables were entered. 

 The findings for the current research suggest that it is important for children to 

have a father who provides autonomy support and a warm relationship with their 

mother for children to have optimistic expectations of peers/others. Conversely, a 

rejecting relationship with their mother seems to be most important for children to 

have pessimistic expectations of peers/others. Finally, for children to have optimistic 

expectations of their family, it is important for them to have a mother who provides 

autonomy support, a warm relationship and structure, and to not have a father that is 

coercive or rejecting. These results suggest that a good relationship with either parent 

may buffer against the impact of interparental conflict and separation or divorce on 

children's relationship expectations.  
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APPENDIX 1: STUDY 1 INFORMATION AND CONSENT MATERIALS 

 

(PRINTED ON UNIVERSITY LETTERHEAD) 

 

Parent Information Sheet Study 1 

 
Title of Project:  Families, Schools and Children's Patterns of Thinking about Their 

Relationships 

 

Chief Investigators: Associate Professor Melanie Zimmer-Gembeck   

School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

Telephone no: 07 555 29085 
 

Professor Peter Creed 

School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

Telephone no: 07 555 28291 

 

Assistant Investigator: Leanne McGregor 

   PhD Candidate 

   School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

   07 555 29105 

 

Information about this Research 

Parental consent 
 We are seeking permission for your child to participate in a research project 

that is being conducted at their school. 
 

Aim of project 
 The aim of this project is to gain information about how children think about 

their future relationships with their family, with peers and with others. The results will 
provide information that is needed to develop assistance programs for children. 

 

What we are asking your child to do 

 To participate in this project, we are asking that your child complete an 

anonymous questionnaire at school. Your child will be asked questions about how 

he/she thinks about relationships at home, at school, and with important others. The 

survey will take approximately 15 minutes for your child to complete. All children 

will be asked to complete the questionnaire and your child will not be singled out in 

any way.   

 

What we will do 

 We will offer a small gift as a “thank you” to each child.  We will also provide 

details of the results of this study to the school.  This feedback will be about all 

students as a group. We will never report information from a single student. 
 

For your child to take part 
 In order for your child to take part in this project, you need to give your 

informed consent on the page attached to this information sheet.  This information 
sheet tells you about the project, and should be retained by you. 
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The expected benefits of the research 

 There are no direct benefits to you or your child from this research.  However, 

the findings will be useful for understanding how children think about relationships, 

and for developing programs for children to have more success at school and with 

their peers. 

 

Risks to your child 
 There is no risk from participating in this research.  Yet, some questions may 

be sensitive for some children.  To assist, we will provide a list of contact phone 
numbers for all children. Children will also have an opportunity to talk to a 

researcher/psychologist after they complete the questionnaire. 
 

Ethical guidelines 
 Your child’s participation in this project is entirely voluntary.  He/she may 

withdraw at any time, without providing an explanation, and this will not affect 

him/her at school or his/her relationship with Griffith University.  The information 

supplied by your child will be treated with strict confidence and will not be disclosed 

to anyone but the Griffith University researchers.  Any written reports or feedback on 

the findings from this project will only describe information at the group level; it will 

not identify any specific individuals.   

 Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National 

Statement on Ethical Conduct in Research Involving Humans.  Griffith University 

requires that all participants be informed that if they have any complaints concerning 

the manner in which a research project is conducted they may be brought to the 

attention of the researcher, or, if an independent person is preferred, contact the 

Manager, Research Ethics, Office for Research, Bray Centre, Nathan Campus, 

Griffith University (ph 3735 5585 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au). 
 

Getting further information 
 If you have any further questions or concerns about the project, please feel 

free to contact the investigators using the above phone numbers.  Thank you for your 
assistance in our project. 
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Parent Consent Form Study 1 

 
Title of Project:  Families, Schools and Children's Patterns of Thinking about Their 

Relationships 

 

Chief Investigators: Associate Professor Melanie Zimmer-Gembeck   

School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

Telephone no: 07 555 29085 
 

Professor Peter Creed 

School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

Telephone no: 07 555 28291 

 

Assistant Investigator: Leanne McGregor 

   PhD Candidate 

   School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

   07 555 29105 

 

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package 

and in particular have noted that: 

 

• I understand that my involvement in this research will include giving permission 

for my child to participate in this research project.  I understand that participating 
in the project will involve my child completing an anonymous questionnaire at 

school; 

• I have had my questions answered to my satisfaction; 

• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this 
research; 

• I understand that my child’s participation in this research is voluntary. I realise 

that whether or not I decide to give my permission is my decision and will not 

affect me, my child at school or my child’s relationship with Griffith University; 

• I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research 
team; 

• I understand that my child is free to withdraw at any time, without comment or 
penalty; 

• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith 
University Human Research Ethics Committee on (07) 3735 5585 (or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the 
project; and 

• I agree                     Do not agree                   for my child to participate in this 
project. 

 

 

(Please tick one of the boxes) 

 

Name:    __________________________________________________  

Signature: __________________________________________________ 

Date:    __________________________________________________ 

 
Please tick if you do not want your child to receive the gift (a pencil or other 

school-related item) 
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APPENDIX 2: STUDY 2 INFORMATION AND CONSENT MATERIALS 

 

(PRINTED ON UNIVERSITY LETTERHEAD) 

Parent Information Sheet Study 2 

 
Title of Project:  Families, Schools and Children's Patterns of Thinking about Their 

Relationships 

 

Chief Investigators: Associate Professor Melanie Zimmer-Gembeck   

School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

Telephone no: 07 555 29085 
 

Professor Peter Creed 

School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

Telephone no: 07 555 28291 

 

Assistant Investigator: Leanne McGregor 

   PhD Candidate 

   School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

   07 555 29105 

 

Information about this Research 

Parental consent 
 We are seeking permission for your child to participate in a research project 

that is being conducted at their school. 
 

Aim of project 
 The aim of this project is to gain information about how children think about 

their future relationships with their family, with peers and with others. The results will 
provide information that is needed to develop assistance programs for children. 

 

What we are asking your child to do 

 To participate in this project, we are asking that your child complete an 

anonymous questionnaire at school. Your child will be asked questions about how 

he/she thinks about relationships at home, at school, and with important others. The 

survey will take approximately 30 minutes for your child to complete. All children 

will be asked to complete the questionnaire and your child will not be singled out in 

any way.   

 

What we will do 

 We will offer a small gift as a “thank you” to each child.  We will also provide 

details of the results of this study to the school.  This feedback will be about all 

students as a group. We will never report information from a single student. 
 

For your child to take part 
 In order for your child to take part in this project, you need to give your 

informed consent on the page attached to this information sheet.  This information 
sheet tells you about the project, and should be retained by you. 

 
 

 

 



Children’s Relationship Expectations 

 185 

The expected benefits of the research 

 There are no direct benefits to you or your child from this research.  However, 

the findings will be useful for understanding how children think about relationships, 

and for developing programs for children to have more success at school and with 

their peers. 

 

Risks to your child 
 There is no risk from participating in this research.  Yet, some questions may 

be sensitive for some children.  To assist, we will provide a list of contact phone 
numbers for all children. Children will also have an opportunity to talk to a 

researcher/psychologist after they complete the questionnaire. 
 

Ethical guidelines 
 Your child’s participation in this project is entirely voluntary.  He/she may 

withdraw at any time, without providing an explanation, and this will not affect 

him/her at school or his/her relationship with Griffith University.  The information 

supplied by your child will be treated with strict confidence and will not be disclosed 

to anyone but the Griffith University researchers.  Any written reports or feedback on 

the findings from this project will only describe information at the group level; it will 

not identify any specific individuals.   

 Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National 

Statement on Ethical Conduct in Research Involving Humans.  Griffith University 

requires that all participants be informed that if they have any complaints concerning 

the manner in which a research project is conducted they may be brought to the 

attention of the researcher, or, if an independent person is preferred, contact the 

Manager, Research Ethics, Office for Research, Bray Centre, Nathan Campus, 

Griffith University (ph 3735 5585 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au). 
 

Getting further information 
If you have any further questions or concerns about the project, please feel 

free to contact the investigators using the above phone numbers.  Thank you for your 
assistance in our project. 
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Parent Consent Form Study 2 

 
Title of Project:  Families, Schools and Children's Patterns of Thinking about Their 

Relationships 

 

Chief Investigators: Associate Professor Melanie Zimmer-Gembeck   

School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

Telephone no: 07 555 29085 
 

Professor Peter Creed 

School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

Telephone no: 07 555 28291 

 

Assistant Investigator: Leanne McGregor 

   PhD Candidate 

   School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

   07 555 29105 

 

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package 

and in particular have noted that: 

 

• I understand that my involvement in this research will include giving permission 

for my child to participate in this research project.  I understand that participating 
in the project will involve my child completing an anonymous questionnaire at 

school; 

• I have had my questions answered to my satisfaction; 

• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this 
research; 

• I understand that my child’s participation in this research is voluntary. I realise 

that whether or not I decide to give my permission is my decision and will not 

affect me, my child at school or my child’s relationship with Griffith University; 

• I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research 
team; 

• I understand that my child is free to withdraw at any time, without comment or 
penalty; 

• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith 
University Human Research Ethics Committee on (07) 3735 5585 (or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the 
project; and 

• I agree                     Do not agree                   for my child to participate in this 
project. 

 

 

(Please tick one of the boxes) 

 

Name:    __________________________________________________  

Signature: __________________________________________________ 

Date:    __________________________________________________ 

 
Please tick if you do not want your child to receive the gift (a pencil or other 

school-related item) 
 

  



Children’s Relationship Expectations 

 187 

APPENDIX 3: STUDY 3 INFORMATION AND CONSENT MATERIALS 

 

(PRINTED ON UNIVERSITY LETTERHEAD) 

 

Parent Information Sheet Study 3 

 
Title of Project:  Families, Schools and Children's Patterns of Thinking about Their 

Relationships 

 

Chief Investigators: Associate Professor Melanie Zimmer-Gembeck   

School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

Telephone no: 07 555 29085 
 

Professor Peter Creed 

School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

Telephone no: 07 555 28291 

 

Assistant Investigator: Leanne McGregor 

   PhD Candidate 

   School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

   07 555 29105 

 

Information about this Research 

Parental consent 
 We are seeking permission for your child to participate in a research project 

that is being conducted at their school. 
 

Aim of project 
 The aim of this project is to gain information about how children think about 

their future relationships with their family, with peers and with others. The results will 
provide information that is needed to develop assistance programs for children. 

 

What we are asking you to do 

 We are asking that you complete some demographic information for 

us, including questions about your age, gender, family structure, number of children, 

employment status, and, if you have separated from your child’s other parent, age of 

your child at separation, and your child’s contact with non-custodial parent.  The 

information you provide will be linked to the information your child provides. Neither 

you nor your child will be able to be identified individually.   

 

What we are asking your child to do 

 To participate in this project, we are asking that your child complete a 

questionnaire at school. We will be looking at how family structure and how 

relationships between family members and the way your child perceives relationships 
with his or her family impacts on his or her relationships at school.  The survey will 

take approximately 30 minutes to complete.  All children will be asked to complete 
the questionnaire and your child will not be singled out. 

 
 

 
 

 

 



Children’s Relationship Expectations 

 188 

What we will do 

 We will offer a small gift as a “thank you” to each child.  We will also provide 

details of the results of this study to the school.  This feedback will be about all 

students as a group. We will never report information from a single student. 

 

For your child to take part 

 In order for your child to take part in this project, you need to give your 
informed consent on the page attached to this information sheet.  This information 

sheet tells you about the project, and should be retained by you. 
 

The expected benefits of the research 
 There are no direct benefits to you or your child from this research.  However, 

the findings will be useful for understanding how children think about relationships, 
and for developing programs for children to have more success at school and with 

their peers. 

 

Risks to your child 

 There is no risk from participating in this research. Yet, some questions may 

be sensitive for some children. To assist, we will provide a list of contact phone 

numbers for all children. Children will also have an opportunity to talk to a 

researcher/psychologist after they complete the questionnaire. 

 

Ethical guidelines 

 Your child’s participation in this project is entirely voluntary.  He/she may 

withdraw at any time, without providing an explanation, and this will not affect 

him/her at school or his/her relationship with Griffith University.  The information 

supplied by your child will be treated with strict confidence and will not be disclosed 
to anyone but the Griffith University researchers.  Any written reports or feedback on 

the findings from this project will only describe information at the group level; it will 
not identify any specific individuals.   

 Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National 
Statement on Ethical Conduct in Research Involving Humans.  Griffith University 

requires that all participants be informed that if they have any complaints concerning 
the manner in which a research project is conducted they may be brought to the 

attention of the researcher, or, if an independent person is preferred, contact the 

Manager, Research Ethics, Office for Research, Bray Centre, Nathan Campus, 

Griffith University (ph 3735 5585 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au). 

 

Getting further information 

 If you have any further questions or concerns about the project, please feel 

free to contact the investigators using the above phone numbers.  Thank you for your 

assistance in our project. 
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Parent Consent Form Study 3 

 
Title of Project:  Families, Schools and Children's Patterns of Thinking about Their 

Relationships 

 

Chief Investigators: Associate Professor Melanie Zimmer-Gembeck   

School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

Telephone no: 07 555 29085 
 

Professor Peter Creed 

School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

Telephone no: 07 555 28291 

 

Assistant Investigator: Leanne McGregor 

   PhD Candidate 

   School of Psychology – Gold Coast Campus 

   07 555 29105 

 

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package 

and in particular have noted that: 

 

• I understand that my involvement in this research will include giving permission 

for my child to participate in this research project.  I understand that participating 
in the project will involve my child completing a questionnaire at school.  I 

understand that I will be asked to provide some descriptive information about me 
and my family; 

• I have had my questions answered to my satisfaction; 

• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this 

research; 

• I understand that my child’s participation in this research is voluntary. I realise 

that whether or not I decide to give my permission is my decision and will not 

affect me, my child at school or my child’s relationship with Griffith University; 

• I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research 

team; 

• I understand that my child is free to withdraw at any time, without comment or 

penalty; 

• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith 

University Human Research Ethics Committee on (07) 3735 5585 (or research-
ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the 

project; and 

• I agree                     Do not agree                   for my child to participate in this 

project. 

 

 

(Please tick one of the boxes) 

Name:    __________________________________________________  

Signature: __________________________________________________ 

Date:    __________________________________________________ 

 
Please tick if you do not want your child to receive the gift (a pencil or other 

school-related item) 
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APPENDIX 4: STUDY 1 ORIGINAL 40 ITEMS 

 

1. In the future, my family will help me 

2. In the future, my family will not talk to me 

3. In the future, my family will pick on me 

4. In the future, my family will care about me 

5. In the future, my family will be there for me 
6. In the future, my family will treat me badly 

7. In the future, my family will like me 
8. In the future, my family will be nice to me 

9. In the future, my family will not understand me 
10. In the future, my family will not include me 

11. In the future, my teachers will help me 
12. In the future, my teachers will not talk to me 

13. In the future, my teachers will pick on me 

14. In the future, my teachers will care about me 

15. In the future, my teachers will be there for me 

16. In the future, my teachers will treat me badly 

17. In the future, my teachers will like me 

18. In the future, my teachers will be nice to me 

19. In the future, my teachers will not understand me 

20. In the future, my teachers will not include me 

21. In the future, people will help me 

22. In the future, people will not talk to me 

23. In the future, people will pick on me 

24. In the future, people will care about me 

25. In the future, people will be there for me 
26. In the future, people will treat me badly 

27. In the future, people will like me 
28. In the future, people will be nice to me 

29. In the future, people will not understand me 
30. In the future, people will not include me 

31. In the future, other kids will help me 
32. In the future, other kids will not talk to me 

33. In the future, other kids will pick on me 

34. In the future, other kids will care about me 

35. In the future, other kids will be there for me 

36. In the future, other kids will treat me badly 

37. In the future, other kids will like me 

38. In the future, other kids will be nice to me 

39. In the future, other kids will not understand me 

40. In the future, other kids will not include me 
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