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and practices, but an appreciation of the 
complexity and flexibility of the under­
lying cognitive resources a parent has 
available to interpret and to resolve 
conflicts and to address tasks inherent in 
the parent-child relationship. 

A shift in orientation from what is cor­
rect (and incorrect) to what is cogni­
tively and developmentally available 
can serve to liberate the interpretation 
of the parental role in parental dysfunc­
tion from a reliance on deficit formula­
tions (such as lack of love or early 
bonding; parental psychopathology; in­
appropriate expectations; or faulty 
practices). Such a liberation is urgently 
necessary, as parents who abuse or ne­
glect their children do love them, and 
cultural variations in parental practices 
may contribute to differential and inap­
propriate labeling. Parental love is not 
dependent on maturity of reasoning, nor 
does any level of awareness dictate a 
static formulation of "appropriate be­
havior." One might argue, however, 
that identifying a parent as reasoning at 
less mature levels of awareness can be­
come another form of onerous labeling, 
and this is certainly a danger with any 
scale. What the developmental model 
offers implicitly, however, is an 
orientation toward the natural process 
of adaptation to the vicissitudes of 
relationships, in which levels of com­
petence-and not simply islands of 
pathology-can be identified. 
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still considered, parents reasoning at 
this level resolve issues and justify their 
child-rearing beliefs and choices by 
drawing upon the rules, explanations 
and "conventional wisdom" offered by 
the tradition or authority to which they 
ascribe. Reasoning at the third, or indi­
vidualistic, level expands to include the 
child's experience from the child's point 
of view, At the fourth level of aware­
ness, the analytic-systems orientation, 
parents understand these perspectives 
to be parts of an interacting system of 
mutual relational influence. The char­
acteristic patterns of thought at each of 
the four levels may be summarized as 
follows: 
LEVEL I: Egoistic (Self) Orientation. The basis 
for parental activity and for understanding of the 
child is the child's actions in relation to the par­
ent's needs. Child care tasks and parenting are 
seen as being carried out in response to external 
cues which affect the parent's emotional and 
physical comfort, or which offer approval to the 
parent. Intentions of the child are recognized, but 
as a projection of parental feelings, and are not 
separated from actions. The organizing principle 
is achieving what the parent wants, and the object 
of socialization of the child is to maximize parental 
comfort. 

LEVEL 2: Conventional (Norms) Orientation. 
The basis· for parental activity and for under­
standing of the child is the child's actions and 
inferred intentions in relation to preconceived, 
externally derived expectations. The child is con­
ceived as having internal states and needs which 
must be acknowledged, but the parent conceives 
of the child's subjective reality in a stereotypical 
way. The child is not seen as unique, but as a 
member of the class of "children" and the parent 
draws upon tradition, "authority," or con­
ventional wisdom, ratherthan solely upon the self, 
to inform expectations and practices. The parent 
and the child are understood to have well-defined 
roles which it is their responsibility to fulfill. The 
parent-child relationship is conceived as mutual 
fulfillment of role obligations. 

LEVEL 3: Individualistic (Child) Orientation. 
Each child is recognized to have unique as well as 
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universally shared qualities and is understood in 
terms of his or her own subjective reality. The 
parent tries to understand the child's world from 
the child's particular point of view, and concep­
tualizes the parent-child relationship as exchange 
offeelings and sharing of perspectives, rather than 
only as the fulfillment of role obligations. 

LEVEL 4: Analytic (Systems) Orientation. The 
parent can view the relationship between parent 
and child as a mutual and reciprocal system and 
understands the child as a complex psychological 
self-system. The parent can conceive that motives 
underlying a child's actions may reflect simulta­
neous and conflicted feelings. The parent can also 
recognize that there may be ambivalence in his or 
her own feelings and actions as a parent, and still 
love and care for the child. Individuals and re­
lationships are understood not only in terms of 
their stable elements, but also as a continual pro­
cess of growth and change. The parent-child re­
lationship is built not only on shared feelings but 
also on shared acceptance of each other's faults 
and frailties as well as virtues, and each other's 
separateness as well as closeness. 

From the interview material, a scor­
ing manual was constructed which of­
fers level-specific definitions of rea­
soning about each issue, with illustra­
tive examples and procedures for as­
signing and computing scores.24 The 
manual organization and scoring proce­
dures are adapted from work by Sel­
man. 32 

In order to eliminate a possible ten­
dency to bias scoring toward a central 
level on an individual interview, inter­
views were cut into issue segments (a 
question and follow-up probes), and 
scoring was performed on an issue-by­
issue basis (i.e., all responses from a 
group of interviews around a particular 
issue were scored together). Following 
the scoring of interview segments in this 
issue-by-issue fashion, individual inter­
views were reconstructed. An individ­
ual score on each parental awareness 
issue was first derived. The eight issue 
scores were then averaged into a global 
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parental awareness score. In order to 
assess interrater reliability, ten of 51 
interviews were scored by two indepen­
dent raters. A Pearson correlation of . % 
was obtained.39 This procedure has 
been followed in several subsequent 
studies of parental awareness, with in­
terrater reliabilities ranging from .88 to 
.96 using the parental awareness man­
ual.9, 18.26 

An analysis of ten randomly chosen 
individual interviews revealed that rea­
soning tends to be consistent throughout 
the interview. On the average, 72% of 
responses were scored at one level, 24% 
at a second level, and 4% at other 
levels. 24 The following are examples of 
issue-concepts, scored at each of the 
four levels of parental awareness. Par­
ents are addressing the issue of meeting 
and defining the needs of the child. The 
logic of each parent's response is also 
addressed. 

LEVEL 1: Egoistic. (What do you feel children 
need most from their parents?) Love and atten­
tion. (When you say love, what do you mean?) 
Holding them, telling them you love them, make 
them behave so they won't get on that dope and 
stuff when they get older. I want my kids to feel 
proud of me. I know eventually when they get 
older maybe I'll fail, but I'm gonna try my darndest 
when they're younger and just hope they don't 
turn that way. 

For this mother "love and attention" are 
the concrete actions that she takes in 
order to meet a specific concrete 
objective-making her children behave 
so that they will keep away from drugs. 
She expresses no understanding of a 
need for synchrony between her actions 
and the experience of her children as 
individuals with thoughts and feelings 
amenable to influence. She conceives of 
meeting needs in terms of her action 
only, rather than the child's experience 
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of that action, with the hope that what 
she does will keep the children from 
turning out badly. Her egocentricism is 
further underscored by her goal of 
meeting her children's needs because "I 
want my kids to feel proud of me." 
Meeting the needs of her children is 
synonymous, in a very concrete way, 
with meeting her own needs. 

LEVEL 2: Conventional. (What do you feel chil­
dren need most from their parents?) Love. (Ex­
plain.) Just letting them know you love them. Let­
ting them know you care. that you are concerned 
about what they do, and just try to be the best 
parent you can. (Why do you think that is most 
important, conveying that love?) Because if chil­
dren know they have love, then they are secure. 

This level of response shifts in orienta­
tion from a focus on what the parent 
does (in the previous example, "telling 
them you love them") to a concern with 
how what the parent does affects chil­
dren emotionally ("if children know ... 
then they are secure.") Here, "trying to 
be the best parent you can" is reflected 
in part by the parent's awareness of the 
child's need to know of the parent's con­
cern. In the previous example, the par­
ent's child-rearing efforts are reflected 
in having her children "feel proud of 
me." The product of parental effort ar­
ticulated in Level I reasoning is in terms 
of an egocentric parental reward. At 
Level 2, the product of parental effort 
lies in part in the child's experience of 
parental concern. 

LEVEL 3. Individualistic. (What do you think 
children need most from their parents?) Love and 
time, they need to have their needs considered, 
that they aren't always happy with things that we 
do and with the things that we want to make them 
happy. You have to look at them, and if they don't 
tell you, you have to ask them. You have to really 
try to find out what each child wants and what is 
going on in their heads. 
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ments under the best of circumstances 
are not always objective and value-free, 
and may express biases in identification 
which could be reflected in distinctions 
in parental reasoning. 

With an awareness of these 
shortcomings and their ramifications for 
cautious acceptance, we can discuss 
some of the ways in which an analysis of 
parental conceptions may expand our 
knowledge of parental dysfunction and 
the growth of parental competencies 
throughout the life span. 

Although the hypothesis of parental 
awareness as a developmentally ac­
quired psychological phenomenon 
needs further testing, cross-sectional 
analyses suggest that the cognitive 
foundations for understanding the child 
and the parental role are built through a 
process which unfolds developmentally 
throughout childhood and into adult­
hood. 24• 26 This work permits the focus 
of inquiry on parental competence to 
shift from experiences, thoughts, and 
behavior observable within the limited 
time frame of the child-rearing years, to 
a life-span context. In future studies 
using this paradigm, it should be possi­
ble to trace the strands of self-other 
awareness which later merge as a psy­
chological matrix for understanding the 
parental role. A longitudinal follow-up 
study of the development of parental 
awareness in children and in parents 
from the urban child abuse sample and 
their controls is currently in progress. 

It is important to emphasize that the 
construction of parental understanding 
is by nature embedded in the subjective, 
experience of relationship and connec­
tion which the parent is aware of be­
tween self and child. Qualitative under­
standing of the nature of relationship 
between parent and child is subject to 

PARENTAL AWARENESS 

variation. That variation is, in part, the 
focus of the parental awareness mea­
sure. Through the development of a de­
scriptive measure of parental aware­
ness, we have attempted to characterize 
in a systematic way deeper patterns of 
understanding that are hypothesized to 
underlie parents' attitudes and beliefs 
about the parent-child relationship. 
With the study of parental cognition, at­
titudes and beliefs are used as a starting 
point for exploring cognitive elements in 
the parent-child relationship that a par­
ent can think about and draw from in 
constructing beliefs about the child and 
attitudes toward the parental role, and 
about the way in which these elements 
are organized in relation to each other. 
A parent reasoning at the conventional 
level, for example, is informed by two 
sets of elements, his or her own feelings 
and perspectives (the egoistic ele­
ments), and external guidelines for cor­
rect actions and interpretations (the 
conventional elements), with the con­
ventional elements assuming preemi­
nence as the parent seeks to explain and 
to justify his or her attitudes and be­
liefs. 

At each successive level, more com­
prehensive sets of cognitive elements 
are available to construct parental 
understanding and to organize parental 
action. In other words, the parent's 
mental map contains more points of ref­
erence. The content of these perspec­
tives (i.e., the nature of a parent's 
feelings, the source and values of the 
external authority system, the person­
ality of the child, and so on) are deter­
mined by each family's own particular 
realities, culture, and historical time. 
What is gained, then, from a cognitive­
developmental approach to parenting is 
not an articulation of" correct" beliefs 
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naive to the hypotheses being tested in 
this research and to subjects' cultural, 
educational, or social class status evalu­
ated six randomly selected protocols 
(three from each group). Before deliv­
ering protocols to the blind scorer, each 
transcribed interview was cut into 
scoreable issue-concepts segments, to 
eliminate segment/whole interview bias 
in scoring. After completion of scoring 
by the independent scorer, interviews 
were reconstructed and average issue 
scores determined. The unbiased relia­
bility of the mean was .88 (intraclass 
correlation). 39 

Results. Six of the eight mothers who 
had been identified by state welfare 
agencies as having severely neglected 
chiidren scored lower than their 
matched counterparts on average issue 
score (p<.IO, Sign Test33). At-test for 
correlated samples39 was significant at 
the .05 level, one tailed (t=2.22, Pro­
tective Service x= 1.39, Control 
x==2.16). 

DISCUSSION 

The research reported here repre­
sents a beginning and continuing effort 
to analyze parental dysfunction from a 
cognitive-developmental perspective. 
The findings ofthese analyses of paren­
tal awareness in parents reported to 
have abused or neglected their children 
suggest that the developmental maturity 
of parents' awareness of children and 
the parental role may be importantly 
implicated in parental function and 
dysfunction. Significant refationships 
were found between maturity of paren­
tal cognition and a protective service 
history of having abused or neglected a 
child in two samples of parents from 
very different ethnic and geographic 
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backgrounds. These studies, however, 
have several methodological limitations 
which restrict the generalizability of the 
findings, and which reinforce the need 
for further research. The samples are 
small, and are limited to parents of low 
to modest educational and occupational 
status. The educational attainment of 
parents in the rural sample was espe­
cially low. 

A related issue, and one with which all 
cognitive-developmental stage theorists 
struggle, is the relation between verbal 
proficiency and performance on the 
interviews from which cognition is mea­
sured. It is possible that some parents 
may be capable of feeling and acting on 
an understanding they cannot ade­
quately articulate in an interview. The 
relationship between verbal compe­
tency and performance on the parental 
awareness interview needs further 
study, as well as a more sensitive 
analysis of the relationship between 
verbally expressed awareness and pa­
rental behavior. 

Issues of definition are also of con­
cern in studies of child abuse and ne­
glect. Giovannoni and Becerra 16 have 
identified wide variations in the criteria 
professionals use to label parents abu­
sive or neglectful. 16 Furthermore, oper­
ational definitions may vary with dif­
ferent studies or in different clinical 
contexts. In the studies presented here, 
the identification of child abuse and ne­
glect was dependent upon the clinical 
judgments of medical and educational 
personnel and state protective service 
agency workers. Although profession­
als in both the urban and rural institu­
tions are experienced and skilled in 
identifying and working with abusing 
and neglectful parents, clinical judg-
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The underlying logic of this parent's re­
sponse is that each child must be under­
stood as a separate individual with his or 
her own particular needs. The parent 
reasoning at the individualistic level 
differentiates this child from children, 
so that the needs of the child as an indi­
vidual are considered. 
LEVEL 4: Analytic systems. (What do you feel 
children need most from their parents?) I will say 
love and you will say to me, "What do you mean 
by love'?" and I will say, "I think it is an accep­
tance, unqualified, for what that person is in 
time." It has nothing to do with grades or cleanli­
ness. I would like her to be clean and tidy, but it 
has nothing to do with love and the feeling that 
someplace in this world you are loved for what you 
are by the people who know you best and never­
theless love you. I think that is something that will 
help the child begin to love itself. (What do you 
mean, begin to love itself?) Well, I think that 
people can be so cruel to themselves, "Oh, I'm 
dumb, I'm stupid," words which tear down in­
stead of build up. And I think one way to serenity 
about the way you are and the way you see the 
world, even if life is difficult, is if you can be 
gentle with your errors and failures and see them 
as part of a process. Then I think you will have a 
kind of stability and mental health that is a legacy 
from parents who love you unqualified. 

This parent defines needs as more than 
specific requirements of the child. 
Needs are understood as embedded in 
human vulnerability, interactions, sets 
of human systems; the psychological 
self-system, relationship systems, self 
and the broader world, as well as being 
processes that are considered within a 
framework of change and adjustment 
and growth. 

We hypothesize that these four rea­
soning structures or levels form a devel­
opmental hierarchy, progressing toward 
increased flexibility and adaptivity, and 
that each "system of thought" functions 
as an organizing matrix through which 
the parent interprets the relationship 
with the child. 
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In an analysis of 16 children's inter­
views (ages 8-16), parental awareness 
levels were found to be strongly age­
related (r=.76, p<.005), offering pre­
liminary support for the hypothesis that 
the parental awareness measure is a de­
velopmentally acquired dimension of 
social cognition which is accessible in 
the thinking of children. It is noteworthy 
that no children achieved the level of 
analytic reasoning, suggesting that the 
experience of the parent-child relation­
ship may facilitate (but not insure) 
understanding at th~ most mature level. 
(It seems reasonable that adults in other 
close, dependent relationships with chil­
dren, may also achieve analytic-systems 
awareness). A statistically significant 
relationship was not achieved between 
children's IQ, as measured on the Pea­
body Picture Vocabulary test, and pa­
rental awareness level within a limited 
IQ range (105-140). Evidence for a de­
velopmental progression of parental 
awareness in adulthood is also found. 
When parents with the same number of 
children are compared with each other, 
there is a .35 correlation between mean 
parental awareness score and increased 
years of experience as a parent 
(p<.025). This finding was replicated in 
a subsequent study of 31 white mothers 
between 25 and 45 years of age. 26 No 
significant relationships were found 
between parental awareness level and 
race, social class (as measured by the 
Hollingshead indexI9), and sex of the 
parent. 

PARENTAL AWARENESS 
AND CHILD ABUSE AND NEGLECT 

In order to study in a preliminary 
way the relationship between parental 
awareness and parental behavior, two 
controlled studies were conducted, one 
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of urban and one of rural parents with 
histories of having physically abused or 
neglected a child. The application of this 
detailed analysis of parental logic to 
samples of parents with histories of 
dysfunction addresses two questions: 
I) Does the parental awareness measure 
discriminate between parents with a 
history of serious dysfunction in the 
parent-child relationship and parents 
sharing similar social and familial char­
acteristics without such a history? 
2) Are there characteristic qualities of 
parental understanding in the abuse­
neglect group which may be implicated 
in the etiology of their dysfunction? 

Study I: The Urban Sample 

Subjects. Sixteen parents were se­
lected from the popUlation of children 
receiving treatment at a large met­
ropolitan pediatric hospital. Eight were 
mothers whose children had been iden­
tified by state protective service offi­
cials and medical personnel as physi­
cally abused or severely neglected, and 
who, together with their children, were 
receiving intervention at an outpatient 
clinic for families with severe relation­
ship difficulties. Seven mothers and one 
father were parents of children receiving 
treatment for orthopedic problems not 
related to abuse or neglect. These two 
groups ofparents were matched on race, 
social class,I9 family size and, in seven 
of eight pairs, age of the oldest child. 
Mean maternal education (range 8-12 
years) did not differ significantly be­
tween the two groups. Years of parent­
ing experience (based on age of oldest 
child) did not differ significantly be-

. tween groups. 
Procedure. Interviews with respon­

dents in the protective service sample 
were conducted in the clinic setting by 
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an independent interviewer, who was 
unaware of the subjects' histories. 
Comparison group interviews were 
conducted in the clinic where their chil­
dren were receiving treatment and were 
carried out by either the first author, or 
the independent interviewer. Interviews 
were tape-recorded and transcribed and 
were approximately one hour in length. 
Each transcript was assigned an iden­
tifying number to protect subjects' pri­
vacy. Scoring followed the manual 
guidelines described above. Copies of 
interview transcriptions were cut into 
issue concept segments. Issue concept 
segments from all the interviews were 
grouped together by issue. Scoring was 
then done issue-by-issue, rather than 
interview-by-interview. This procedure 
lessened possible scoring bias and the 
tendency to score a whole interview 
within a narrow scoring range. An indi­
vidual score on each parental awareness 
issue was next calculated, and the eight 
issue scores summed into an average 
issue score. 

Reliability. Ten randomly selected 
interviews were co-scored by an inde­
pendent rater blind to subject categori­
zation. The Pearson Product-Moment 
correlation between scores was .95. 

Results. A t-test for correlated obser­
vations was performed on the average 
parental awareness issue score of abuse 
group versus controls. This was signifi­
cant at a .01 level, two~tailed (t­
value=5.20, Protective Service x = 
1.73, Control x=2.36).38 In seven of 
eight matched pairs, parents with abuse 
history scored lower than controls (Sign 
Test, p<.05).33 

These results suggest a relationship 
between parental cognition and parental 
treatment of their children. However, 
despite the careful matching between 
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the two groups on familial and social 
class characteristics, the possibility that 
other factors could discriminate be­
tween the two groups and account for 
differences in parental reasoning inde­
pendent of parental dysfunction needed 
to be explored. 

A frequent clinical observation is the 
amount of handicap and developmental 
delay abused and neglected children 
manifest. A review of clinic records re­
vealed that all of the urban children with 
abuse or neglect histories presented de­
velopmental delays. This raised the 
question of whether less developed pa­
rental reasoning and parental dysfunc­
tion are both a product of the child's 
depressed functioning, or if parental 
awareness is related to parental dys­
function independent of the· child's de­
pressed developmental status. The gen­
eralizability of the parental awareness 
paradigm to other samples of parents 
with different cultural backgrounds also 
needed exploration. In order to address 
these questions, a second study of rural 
parents with histories of dysfunction in 
the parental role was designed. 

Study 2: The Rural Sample 

Subjects. Sixteen mothers were 
selected from a rural home-based inter­
vention project providing services to 
preschool children with organic handi­
caps or developmental delays of unde­
termined origin. Because all children in 
the project were evaluated with the 
Alpern-Boll Developmental Profile,2 
indices of the developmental· status of 
each child's functioning in several major 
skill areas (social, cognitive, language, 
motor, self-help) were available. Eight 
mothers whose children had been iden­
tified by state protective service offi-
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cials and intervention project personnel 
as developmentally delayed because of 
severe neglect were matched with eight 
mothers who had no such history, but 
whose children had organic devel­
opmental disorders necessitating inter­
vention. Mothers were matched on 
race, social class,19 and family size. To 
control for developmental delay, sub­
jects' children were matched on age (±2 
months, below age two; ±5 months, 
above age two), sex, one area of delay 
(social with social or self-help score; 
cognitive with cognitive or language; 
motor with motor) and extent of delay 
score (±2 months), based on Alpern­
Boll Developmental Profile scores. 
Mean maternal age, years of parenting 
experience (based on the age of oldest 
child) and single or two-parent family 
status did not differ significantly in the 
two groups. Mean maternal education 
for the protective service group was 1.88 
years less than for the control group. 
The t-test of this group difference ap­
proaches, but does not achieve, 
significance at the .05 level. 

Procedure. Mothers were inter­
viewed in their homes using the parental 
awareness interview. Each interview 
took about an hour and was tape­
recorded and later transcribed. Each 
transcript was assigned an identifying 
number to protect subjects' confiden­
tiality. After transcription, each inter­
view was segmented into issue-concepts 
(a question, a response, and a probe). 
All the issue-concepts were scored sep­
arately and then reassembled into whole 
interviews. The average-issue score for 
each subject was tallied and a mean 
global parental awareness score de­
rived. 

Reliability. An independent scorer, 


