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Three hundred and twenty-seven eighth grade students completed the
Self-Esteem Inventory (SEI; Coopersmith, 1984) and the Family
Adaptability and Cohesion Evaluations Scale (FACES III; Olson,
Portner, & Lavee, 1985), as participants in a study investigating the
relationship  between self-esteem and perceptions of family
characteristics. The students’ scores on the FACES 111 scale were
cast into the 16 cells of the Circumplex Model (Olson, Russell, &
Sprenkle 1979, 1983), so that variations in SEI scores could be
examined in this framework. Consistent with expectations, there was
systematic covariation between SEI and FACES scores. Mean SEI
scores increased monotonically with increases in cohesion, while they
varied in a curvilinear fashion with increases in adaptability. This
latter pattern was more in line with the theoretical formulations of
Olson et al. than the former one. Results of a correlational analysis
between SEI scores and the “Distance from the Center” index of Olson
et al., were consistent with the view that optimal functioning tended to
be found towards the center, that is at moderate overall combined
levels of cohesion and adaptability. These results were examined in
the light of the relevant parent-child relations literature. It was noted
that the most important parallel appeared to be between parental
warmth and family cohesion.

In writings as early as Cooley’s (1902) classic work, speculations
on the origins of one’s view of self have accorded a significant status
to the perceptions one has of others’ views of the individual. A number
of
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writers have based both theoretical and empirical works on variations
of this belief. In fact, especially if one focuses on the results of
investigations into the evaluative aspects of self as revealed by
responses to questionnaires, there is now some considerable evidence
of the veracity of such assertions.

More specifically, a number of articles have examined the parent-
child relationship in this context. Based on theoretical models, which
identify the nature and quantity of perceived parental feedback to the
developing child as instrumental to the child’s self-evaluations,
empirical evidence for such a relationship has been accumulating.
Coopersmith (1967), for example, identified maternal warmth, interest,
and clearly communicated limit setting with higher levels of self-
esteem in a sample of preadolescent boys. Similar findings have been
reported over the years by a number of investigators (e.g., Graybill,
1978; Kawash, Kerr, & Clewes, 1985; Miller, 1976; Sears, 1970). A
variety of measures and techniques have been employed by these
researchers, but it is possible that it is the child’s perceptions of
interactions with the parents that is the most direct route to
understanding this relationship (e.g., Kagan, 1984; Schwarz, Barton-
Henry, & Pruzinsky, 1985), and in fact some studies have relied on
children’s reports as a key to estimating the role of parental behaviors
in such outcomes.

It can be argued that a logical next step is to gather data based on
the reports of overall family functioning. The preference for choosing
between perceptions of parental behaviors and perceptions of family
functioning as predictors of behavioral outcomes for children depends,
in part, on one’s theoretical predilections. Cattell (1950) emphasized
parental behaviors, as did Coopersmith (1967). Adler (1927)
considered both, but he tended to be more explicit about the role of
specific parental behaviors. More recently, in line with the increasing
emphasis on family influences, writers have often cited perceptions of
family functioning as a key object of study. The Circumplex Model of
Olson and his colleagues (Olson, Russell, & Sprenkle, 1979; Olson,
Russell, and Sprenkle, 1983; Olson, Sprenkle, & Russell, 1979) has
been influential in this regard, and the accompanying measuring
instrument, the Family Adaptability and Cohesion Evaluations Scale
(FACES 1II; Olson, Portner, & Lavee, 1985) can be used by
researchers who prefer to study perceptions of the family as a unit.

The purpose of the present study was to extend the work of
researchers such as Kawash et al. (1985) beyond the reports of parental
behaviors to the reports of family functioning as they relate to the level
of children’s self-esteem. To this end, both the model of Olson et al.
and the FACES III measure can be important adjuncts to systematic
exploration of this phenomenon.
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METHOD
SUBJECTS AND MEASURES

Three hundred and twenty-seven eighth grade students from ten
public schools in north-central Alberta, Canada participated in the
study. All students filled out the School Form of the Coopersmith Self-
Esteem Inventory (SEI; Coopersmith, 1984), the Family Adaptability
and Cohesion Evaluations Scale (FACES III; Olson, Portner, & Lavee
1985), the results of which will be reported here, and Form A of the
Canadian Self-Esteem Inventory (CSEI; Battle, 1981) which was
included in the test battery for another purpose.

The SEI is composed of 58 items, each of which is answered by
checking a box “Like Me” or “Unlike Me”. Eight items form a lie scale
and are excluded from the scoring, so the maximum possible score is
50. (Sometimes the score is multiplied by 2 to transpose the results to a
scale of 100). A higher score is indicative of a higher self-esteem.
Reliability and wvalidity studies are reported in the manual
(Coopersmith, 1984).

FACES III contains 20 statements in Likert-scale format ranging
from 1 (“Almost Never”) to 5 (“Almost Always”). Family cohesion and
adaptability scales each contain 10 items. The same items are repeated
in a modified format where the respondent is asked to answer
according to the ideal perception of the family as he/she would like it
to be. A more complete discussion of the scale can be found in Olson,
Portner, and Lavee (1985).

Seventeen forms were invalidated by omissions or other errors and
were eliminated from the final analysis, leaving a final N=310 (112
boys and 198 girls).

PROCEDURE

Letters of permission to participate were sent home with the
students one week or less in advance of the testing date. Students filled
out the questionnaires in their classrooms under the supervision of the
second author who was available to answer questions. The order of
administration was varied by class to help control for carry over
effects.

All procedures were reviewed and approved by the University of
Guelph Human Subject Ethics Committee.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
COOPERSMITH SEI

The mean SEI score for this sample was 32.67 out of 50, with an
SD = 9.36. The distribution of lie scores, which has a theoretical
distribution of 0-8, was 0-6. Because there were no scores at the upper
end of the range, no subjects were dropped as a result of an extreme
score on this measure. The SEI can be scored for subscales
(Coopersmith, 1984) but the authors elected not to do this. While there
is some controversy regarding the use of single vs. part scores on tests
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of self-esteem (see, for example, Harter, 1983), evidence from our
laboratory suggests that examination of SEI scores as a single total has
factorial validity (Kawash, Clewes, & Keating, 1989). At a technical
level, one should bear in mind that self-esteem as reflected in such a
score is best conceptualized as a second-order factor in the sense of a
hierarchical factor-analytic model. It was recognized also that this
approach would result in greater ease of interpretation of results.

FACES III

Each student’s FACES III results were scored for perceived
cohesion and adaptability and were placed into 1 of the 16 cells of the
Circumplex Model according to Olson, Portner, and Lavee’s criteria.
Four levels of cohesion (disengaged, separated, connected, and
enmeshed; from low to high scores respectively) and of adaptability
(chaotic, flexible, structured, and rigid; from low to high scores) are
recognized. Intersections of these various levels form the 16 categories
created by the model (such as chaotically disengaged, flexibly
connected, and rigidly enmeshed).

SEI SCORES AS A FUNCTION OF POSITION IN THE CIRCUMPLEX
MODEL

Mean SEI scores for each of these categories are presented in Table
1. These scores are for boys and girls combined. Analyses by gender
revealed that the results were too similar to justify discussing them as
subgroups

TABLE 1: MEAN SEI SCORES FOR EACH CELL OF THE CIRCUMPLEX MODEL

Cohesion

Adaptability  Disengaged Separated Connected Enmeshed Row mean
Chaotic 25.77 38.86 34.00 42.25 34.72

(12) (14) (15) (®) (49)
Flexible 31.59 31.94 38.97 41.38 35.08

(16) (33) (28) ¥ (85)
Structured 27.41 33.09 34.88 38.00 31.73

(40) (32) (23) ) (104)
Rigid 27.44 38.05 28.38 47.00 29.79

(47) (32) (18) ) (72)
Column mean 27.59 34.38 35.55 40.69

(115) (95) (74) (26)

.Note: ns appear in parentheses
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Examination of the column means in Table 1 reveals that there was
a monotonic rise in SEI scores accompanying increases in cohesion
scores. Children who reported increasing degrees of perceived
cohesion in their families yielded progressively higher total SEI scores.
This is in some contrast to theoretical expectations. Olson and his
colleagues have argued that optimal functioning would tend to be
found by people whose scores fall towards the center of the model.
This expectation, in contrast, is in line with the modest curvilinear
tendency observed among the row means. While the variation in these
scores was much lower than in the case of cohesion, the highest SEI
score does appear in a central position (the flexible group), and the
lowest appears at one extreme (the rigid group).

The above visual examination was confirmed by a multiple
regression analysis (MRA). Entering cohesion and adaptability scores
simultaneously as predictors of SEI scores resulted in a significant R
(.39; p<.001). The beta weight for cohesion was significant (.36;
p<.001) while the beta weight for adaptability was not. Given the
much higher variation in cohesion SEI scores relative to the variability
in adaptability SEI scores, the greater contribution of cohesion is most
likely due to its magnitude, the curvilinearity of adaptability is unlikely
to be attenuating these results very significantly. This difference in the
difference in the effect of the two dimensions may have resulted from
the fact that cohesion is a more affective factor, while adaptability
might be a more instrumental one, with the former being of greater
significance for the development of self-esteem. This will be examined
in more detail below.

Overall, the evidence appears to be modestly in favor of the view of
Olson, et al. of an underlying curvilinearity in the model, since there
was a moderate, but significant correlation between “Distance from the
Center” (DFC; an integrated measure of how far an individual’s
combined cohesion and adaptability scores extend from the
intersection of these two axes within the model) and SEI scores
(r=-.35, p<.05). In assessing this value relative to the impression that
one receives on the basis of only a visual examination of the means,
one must allow for the face that the ns in each cell of Table 1 were, in
general, larger toward the center and somewhat lower at the periphery.

CONCLUSIONS AND INTERPRETATIONS

These data may be taken as an extension of findings previously
explored in the parent-child relations literature. In general, this
literature has confirmed the conclusions drawn in Coopersmith’s
(1967) classic monograph. While there have been many variations on
such dimensions as methodology employed, sample size, and gender
ratios in the sample, certain consistencies have appeared. The most
compelling has been the role of parental warmth and perceived
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parental warmth as a significant predictor of the level of children’s
self-esteem. It appears that the views of others to which Cooley (1902)
referred are particularly efficacious in respect to the development of a
positive self-regard if they are perceived within a warm and accepting
context ( e.g., Coopersmith 1967, Graybill 1978, Kawash et al., 1985).
Other reliable predictors have appeared, such as clearly communicated
limit setting and appropriate use of disciplinary techniques, but these
results have not been as widely reported.

Olson, Portner and Lavee’s (1985) definition of cohesions as ...
the emotional bonding that family members have toward one another”
is clearly reflective of their affective construal of this dimension and
parallels the warmth factor in the parent-child relations literature.
Items such as “Family members feel very close to each other” and
“Family members feel closer to other family members than to people
outside the family” are evocative of warmth and a sense of inclusion,
not unlike the sense one has of items such as “Is interested in the
things that I do” and “Likes to spend time with me” that appear on the
Children’s Report of Parental Behavior Inventory (Schafer, 1965) that
has been employed in some of the parent-child research alluded to
above. Thus, the appearance of cohesion as a significant predictor of
SEI scores is easily integrated into and consistent with the existing
literature on parental influences.

Further support for this relationship comes from some influential
conceptual writings. Epstein (1973) has drawn attention to the role that
affect plays when conceptualizing self-esteem. Rosenberg (1979) has
noted that self-esteem (when contrasted with self-confidence) “...
implies self-acceptance, self-respect, feelings of self-worth”. While
many writers have drawn attention to the belief component (e.g.,
Battle, 1981; Coopersmith, 1967) many also recognize an evaluative
and/or affective aspect (e.g., Coopersmith 1967, 1984; Samuels 1977).
To the extent that self-esteem is correctly viewed as involving this
affective dimension cathected towards the self, the perception of a
warm and/or emotionally close family environment would be a
logically necessary but not sufficient condition for the development of
a positive sense of self.

While the adaptability dimension differs clearly from cohesion, the
parent-child research suggests that this too should bear some
significant relationship with self-esteem. This research, as cited above,
suggests that clarity of communication of rules, limit setting, and a
well understood mechanism for discussing rule changes facilitates the
development of a positive self-regard. These behaviors fall, at least
partly, within the area addressed by Olson, Portner, and Lavee’s
definition of adaptability as “... the ability of a marital or family
system to change its power structure, role relationships, and
relationship rules in response to situational and developmental stress”.
This similarity makes the failure of adaptability to appear as a
significant predictor in the MRA a surprise. The -curvilinear
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relationship with the SEI may at least partly explain this finding. It is
also true that adaptability may work its effects more indirectly and not
be detected by present methodology. It might well have an effect on
variables not measured in this study (such as, say, self-confidence)
which then, in turn, affect self-esteem. In any event, adaptability,
possibly by virtue of its more instrumental nature, appears to behave
differently in this context.
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