BB FAMILY
BB CAREERS

Rethinking the
Ilevelnnmental
Perspective

~ Joan Aldous



FAIVIILY
GAREERS

Rethinking the
ﬂBVBlﬂIlIIIBIIW
Perspective

Joan Aldous

SAGE Publications
International Educational and Professional Publisher

Thousand Oaks London New Delhi



Copyright © 1996 by Sage Publications, Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by any
means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information
storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

For information address:

SAGE Publications, Inc.

2455 Teller Road

Thousand Oaks, California 91320
E-mail: order@sagepub.com

SAGE Publications Ltd.
6 Bonhill Street
London EC2A 4PU
United Kingdom

SAGE Publications India Pvt. Ltd.
M-32 Market

Greater Kailash I

New Delhi 110 048 India

Printed in the United States of America
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Aldous, Joan.
Family careers: Rethinking the developmental perspective /
author, Joan Aldous.

p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-8039-5179-5 (acid-free paper). — ISBN 0-8039-5180-9

(pbk.: acid-free paper)
1. Family. 2. Family—United States. 3. Life change events.
I. Title.
HQ734.A385 1996
306.85—dc20 95-41746

This book is printed on acid-free paper.
96 97 98 99 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Sage Production Editor: Tricia K. Bennett



Preface

&3 An observer could characterize what has
happened to the family scene in the United
States over the past several decades as a trans-
formation of seismic proportions. There have
always been other families besides the garden
variety of husband, wife, and children, just as
women along with men have long contri-
buted to the domestic purse. Among present-
day families, however, there are, in addition
to nuclear families, sizable numbers of single-
parent households: some due to death of a
spouse, others resulting from divorce, and
still others the outcome of parenthood out-
side of marriage. In addition to the other
family groups, there are stepfamilies and co-
habiting partners. All of them can be labeled
families, because they constitute intimate
residential units of some duration joined by
blood, marriage, or custom and are usually to
some degree economically interdependent.
Also, with a majority of women joining the
paid labor force, regardless of marital or paren-
tal status, breadwinning is no longer associated
with only one gender, although homemaking
largely continues to be.

Family Careers: Rethinking the Developmen-
tal Perspective is the result of just that—a
rethinking. To take account of these changes
in families, I have had to expand and modify

the family development framework to demar-
cate the expectable sequences, transitions, and
outcomes of the various families present in
the current era. The thought I have devoted
to this task, along with the research I have
examined, has convinced me that in the lives
of families there are continuities in the midst
of transformation. Otherwise, how could we
gauge the degree of change? Consequently, I
am able to write of the patterns that charac-
terize different family composition types from
their formation until their dissolution. The
framework enabled me to trace the careers
of domestic units, whether initiated by mar-
riage, by living together, or by parenthood,
until their dissolution due to the death of a
partner, a divorce, or children’s leaving home,
often to begin their own family careers.

To do all this in the following pages, I
present in the first segment of the book the
concepts that differentiate family development
from other approaches to understanding
families. The next sections contain an ap-
plication of the concepts to what research tells
us about turning points within the family
subunits. In my discussion of them, I begin
with an analysis of the patterns in partner
relations over time, followed by my depiction
of the expectable shifts in the interrelations of
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parents and children. Both these sets of chap-
ters cover long periods of time. Marriages and
intergenerational relations after children have
left their parents’ hearths can be measured in
decades. This is also true of sibling interac-
tions, but the lack of research on this subject
limits my consideration of this trajectory to
one chapter.

Using the method of presenting the careers
of partners, parents and children, and sib-
lings separately has distinct advantages. Take
partnership relations as an example. By con-
sidering the relation at its inception and then
looking at the shifts that the coming of chil-
dren entails, I can compare those with children
and those who do not make this transition. I
am able to focus on the partners and the
quality of their relation as it modifies or breaks
and re-forms within the context of parent-
hood. Similarly, in applying family develop-
ment analysis to parents and children, I can
discuss not only parents without partnersand
their children but also two-parent families,
whether the parents were biological or step-
parents. These different family sequences all
occur within the contexts of parents’ work
and children’s school attendance, as indi-
cated in these chapters. In turn, the chapter
on siblings provides an opportunity to con-
centrate on what can be the most durable of
family ties as affected by relations with parents,
partners, and own children.

After putting together all the pieces of
concepts and research relevant to the family
development framework, I am more than ever
convinced of its usefulness in making sense of
the family puzzle. To convince others of this,
I have tried to make the presentation clear,
informative, and thought provoking. To
help accomplish these goals, I have included
a number of quotations from letters I have
received, comments from interviews, literary
excerpts, and questions to advice columnists.
These illustrations and my own explanations
of family development are designed to sus-
tain the interest of readers and to pique their
curiosity. My hope is that you will want to
continue reading and so learn about the per-
spective. After all, it is not an inconsiderable
talent to know something about what to ex-
pect in family lives over the extended periods
of their existence.
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Following Family Careers

Family Development

The goal of this book is to increase your
knowledge concerning expectable changes in
families throughout their existence using the
family development conceptual framework.
Family development is concerned with how
present-day families live out the months or
years they endure and with the alterations
they are likely to experience. The temporal
divisions that are its concern have to do with
time as individuals gauge it, not the decades
and centuries historians examine. Family de-
velopment concentrates on how families
change over their lifetimes. Family careers,
which is also the title of this book, is another
term for family development and its focus on
family biographies. This approach provides
markers for dividing families’ social clocks
into segments. These divisions make under-
standing family biographies more manage-
able than trying to look at them over all the
years of their functioning.

The first five chapters of the book contain
an analysis of the perspective in terms of the
concepts that set it apart from other ways of
studying families. Quotations and other
material from family life illustrate the con-
cepts’ meanings and usefulness. As is also true
in the second half of the book, these descrip-

tions come primarily from the United States.
Although the approach can be applied to
understanding what is going on in other
societies, much of the applicable research
continues to come from the United States.

The second section of the book demon-
strates how the family development concepts
clarify central questions facing families over
time. I apply the concepts to a selection of
the relevant studies available to me to give a
coherent picture of how this era’s families are
functioning in living. The differential way of
thinking a family careers perspective permits
appears in the organization of the chapters in
the second section. They do not follow the
usual chronological approach. Instead, each
subsystem of the family, whether the partner,
the parent-child, or the sibling, is followed
over time to indicate some of the distinctive
transitions each will encounter. This organi-
zation permits me to highlight variations
within these units. I can differentiate
cohabitants and married couples as well as
continuously married couples and those
who divorce among partner units. In the
chapters on parents and children, I look at
single-parent families as well as stepfamilies
and the childless. A summing-up of the ap-
proach and its application appears in the final
chapter.



The Uses of Family Development

Family development and its uses can be of
value to you. It should make you a better
analyst of families in general and how they
change. By learning about them, you prepare
yourself to reach beyond your own family
boundaries and deal with persons from other
families. When you know something about
families, you are better able to understand
the behavior of people you have daily contact
with. There are some readers who are devot-
ing their occupational careers to studying
families. The family careers approach should
enable them to do a better job of working
with families, whether as a member of the
helping professions, by looking at families as
a researcher, or by talking about families as a
teacher.

Family development can help you be more
objective about your own family. The regu-
larities researchers have found in a number of
families can provide a comparison with what
went on in the family you are closest to and
enable you to make better sense of it. By
pointing up both the common elements your
family shares with others and the differences,
the book gives you a better perspective on
the pleasures and the pains inherent in family
living and those specific to your own experi-
ences. It may also give you some ideas about
how to increase the pleasures and decrease the
pains. Greater insight into your own family
and the lives of other families is what you
can gain from your study of family develop-
ment. It can be a help in getting along in your
existing family or the one you are thinking of
beginning. By examining expectable transi-
tions and the changes they entail, you are
better prepared to deal with them. If you pass
on to intimates the insights you have gained
on family careers, together you may be able to
ease the disruptions in family life that transi-
tions bring and avoid some of the associated
pitfalls.

The Plan of the First Chapter

This beginning chapter presents an over-
view of the approach and what it is all about.
Because the family development approach
to studying families is distinctive from other
perspectives, this first chapter serves asa means
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for introducing the main features that set it
apart. The discussion will indicate the special
character of family development. It indicates
the strengths that make it useful to students
of the family. Families are too complex for
students to look at every aspect of them. Fam-
ily development enables us to concentrate
on particular family matters. As blinders on a
horse serve to limit what it can see, so family
development centers our attention on predict-
able changes in the lives of various family types.

To explain the approach in family terms, I
begin with a description of a mythical family,
which I then analyze, using the approach.
After covering some of the concepts specific
to family careers, the discussion continues with
a comparison of it with other ways of study-
ing families. These include exchange theory
and the conflict and life course perspectives.
This will serve to point up its distinctive charac-
ter, including aspects of family life it does not
cover. Because the approach is different, it
requires special ways for obtaining the kind
of information appropriate for its kind of an-
alysis. A guide to family development metho-
dology is in Appendix A at the end of the
chapter. It is followed by Appendix B on social
class differences among families.

The following four chapters contain
detailed discussions of various critical fea-
tures of the framework. They all prepare
you to be a family developmentalist in your
thinking. You will then be better able to un-
derstand the application of the approach to
the material on the segments of family careers
I write about in the second part of the book.
These initial chapters provide the concepts
for making sense of the way families change
over their existence. The examples along the
way and throughout the book are there to
clarify the analyses and to pique your interest
in studying families, whether in the commu-
nity, in the clinical setting, in the classroom,
or in your own home.

Looking In on the Jones Family

Let us start our study of family develop-
ment with a short case history of the Joneses,
a mythical family. A description of some of
the events this family has experienced over
time in its family career shows the kind of
information students of the family look for.
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More important, it provides an opportunity
to apply the family development approach and
to indicate some of the issues it spotlights.
The Jones example confronts the abstract
world of ideas with the concrete reality of
family life.

We all know families like the Joneses. They
are the kind of people who are the backbone
of the nation. They pay their taxes, obey the
laws, and are active in the various organiza-
tions that make community life livable and
put bread and butter on the nation’s tables.

If the school needs someone to explain a
proposed sex education program to parents,
Principal Mary Piatrowski thinks first of Chris
and Ed Jones. And the fellows on the 7 to 3
shift at Macroglomerate International see Ed
Jones as the natural person to complain to the
foreman about the state of the washrooms or
the too short break times. He knows his job,
and the so-and-sos upstairs listen good when
he gets mad. He is also a voice of reassurance
in a time of layoffs and rumors that the plant
will shut down.

Chris Jones is presently a checkout cashier
at a local supermarket. Her pay enables the
family to make the house payments and put
away something for the kids’ college educa-
tion. Chris Junior keeps talking about being a
lawyer like the woman on her favorite TV
program, and she has the grades to be the first
Jones to go to college.

Chris remains active in local concerns de-
spite occupational and family demands. There
is the matter of serving as financial officer for
the church, a first for a woman, although
Chris is quick to say she’s no feminist, just
a fair play partisan. She’s happy to leave wom-
en’s issues to her daughter, who, according to
Chris, is feminist enough for both of them.
Chris also did some telephoning for one of
the political parties at the last election and was
so busy at completing her list of names that
she almost didn’t make it to the polls herself.

Meanwhile, back at 301 North Sample,
when the front door is closed and everyone is
home, life is not all sweetness and light. The
Joneses have their share of the worries and
disappointments that come with family living,
along with the satisfactions that contribute to
the family’s durability as an institution. Chris
comes home tired from her job and tries not
to resent Ed’s being stretched out on the couch
most evenings, watching television and having
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done nothing toward getting dinner ready.
To him, housework still remains women’s
work, even when Chris is sharing breadwin-
ning responsibilities.

Sixteen-year-old Chris Junior, or Tina as
she insists on being called, is a credit to her
parents, and aside from irritating her father
by needling him to do more around the house,
is seldom a source of worry. She has gotten
over her earlier rivalry with younger brothers,
Harry and Eddie, and has managed to stay
away from the fast crowd at high school who
is supposedly into drugs, fast cars, and sexual
intercourse.

Harry, though, continues to be a problem.
He seems to have never made new friends
after the family moved, 2 years ago, into its
present three-bedroom home. He was just
entering high school then, and the one he
attends now is in a different district from
where his old buddies are. He doesn’t like his
teachers and has been known to skip classes,
and at least twice that his parents have heard
about, he has drunk enough beer to become
sick. Both state law and parental rules hold
that he is too young to drink. There is also his
friendship with the girl next door, who, in
Chris’s view, has clothes that are too tight and
morals that are too loose.

Tina vacillates between being Harry’s
severest critic and, when he and his father are
arguing, his staunchest advocate. Ed never
was much for physical punishment, especially
when he’s seen how it doesn’t do any good.
Like Chris, he’s relied on scolding; but now
that Harry is older, it seems nothing works—
not loss of privileges or reasoning or yelling.
The parents continue to hope that some of
their daughter’s ambition will rub off on their
older son. According to the birth certificates,
there’s only a 14-month difference between
11th-grade Harry and 12th-grade Tina, but
they’re several years apart in maturity.

Young Eddie, however, although an un-
planned “accident,” is a joy to everyone. Too
young at 8 to face worldly temptations, he
tolerantly accepts Harry’s supervision in his
parents’ absence, perhaps because Harry is
clearly so fond of him. In fact, Harry and
Tina please their parents (and themselves) by
taking Eddie to various events, both educa-
tional and entertaining.

As for the parents’ lives when the kids are
not around, there have been some rocky times.
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Shortly after the change in residences, things
got so bad that Chris asked Ed to find some-
where else to live. “We’re fighting too much,
and it’s beginning to affect the kids,” was
Chris’s tearful explanation. The quarrels
centered on her wanting to get a job and Ed’s
insistence that she stay home to devote her
time to him and the children. As soon as Ed
left for his sister Linda’s house, Chris got her
present job.

Friends and relatives, and especially Linda,
urged Ed to give alittle and accept Chris’s new,
more independent status. “After all,” Linda
pointed out, “you can use the extra money.”
Ed also found that his brother-in-law’s wel-
come was wearing thin, and the lumpiness of
the sofa made sleeping difficult. Moreover, he
missed Chris and the kids more than he ad-
mitted even to himself. It was only after Ed
agreed to Chris’s working and also promised
to do the weekly grocery shopping and make
supper three times a week, however, that Chris
admitted she also missed him and his loving.
His return home was a triumphant occasion,
marred only by Harry’s less than enthusiastic
welcome. In fact, Ed and Chris date Harry’s
serious difficulties from the time Ed “got
his back up” and tried to make Chris remain
at home.

Life has gone more smoothly for hus-
band and wife since this troubled couple of
months. Sure, there are arguments, but they
get smoothed over. Ed really loves Chris and
the kids, and Chris didn’t relish having to face
their disputes, demands, and difficulties alone.
True, she continues to miss the kind of sex she
remembers they had before Tina was born.
Maybe though, she comforts herself, when
the children have left home, things will get
better. Certainly, Ed is trying hard to be more
sensitive to her needs, and they are talking
and laughing together more.

Ed accepts the lack of excitement in their
marriage as something that comes with mid-
dle age. His attention is focused on the dis-
crepancy between income and outgo, a worry
that overshadows his contentment with the
reassuring routines of television and an oc-
casional night out with Chris. He sometimes
wonders why he made such a fuss about Chris’s
job. After all, her weekly check keeps the fami-
ly financially afloat, and his determination to
be boss almost lost him the comforts of home.
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While tossing on the uncomfortable daybed
in his sister’s living room for a month of
restless nights, he had a lot of hours to realize
just how much his family did mean to him.

A Family Development
Analysis of the Jones Family

Now let us see what we can make of this
case history, using a family development an-
alysis. Notice that we have information from
more than one time period. Without it, we
could not use the approach to look at the
changes that members can expect in family
life throughout its existence. Thus, in exam-
ining what is going on in families with this
perspective, we try to determine how the con-
tent and timing of fairly major events, in both
individual and family histories, affect family
interaction patterns among the members.

Events that alter family ways include age
markers in children’s development signaled
by their births, their school progress, and their
eventual departure from home, as well as the
possible disruption of the marital dyad and
the adults’ occupational sequences. For the
portion of the Jones’s family history we read
about, these turning points were a residential
move, Ed’s leaving home, Chris’s return to
outside employment, Ed’s rejoining the fami-
ly unit, and Tina’s anticipated departure from
home after graduating from high school.

Students applying the family development
approach to the Jones family would look at
the beginning of the family, in this case, the
marriage of Ed and Chris, and the accompany-
ing changes their living together brought. An-
other significant family time guidepost would
be the coming of children, followed by their
entry into and progress through school. We
saw how Harry’s entrance into a new school,
combined with the family’s residential move
and the parents’ difficulties, ushered in a dif-
ferent period in the Jones’s existence.

The conflict between Ed and Chris that
resulted in his leaving home threatened the
existence of the Jones’s two-parent family unit.
If Ed had left permanently, the Jones family
would have entered another stage. Like the
other periods the Joneses have lived through,
this one would have been qualitatively dif-
ferent from the ones preceding and following



