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Family life has changed dramatically
over the last few decades in several
ways. The pressures and challenges facing
children as they grow up is markedly dif-
ferent from those faced by their parents
when they were young. The authors of A
Generation at Risk focus on the effects of
some of these changes in family life on
the wellbeing of children as they enter
adulthood.

The book is based on a longitudinal
study of a nationally representative sample
of married individuals in the United States
who were under 56 years old when first
interviewed in 1980. In 1992, the study was
expanded to include 471 children of these
respondents who were at least 19 years
old. The analysis thus focuses on parents’
reports of family life in the 1980s when the
children were still at home, and those of
the next generation in the 1990s.

Throughout the book, Amato and Booth
use a life course perspective, emphasising
the interdependence of the lives of parents
and their children, the importance of the
wider social context in shaping personal
development, and the relevance of the
timing of events in a person’s life in deter-
mining the effects of those events. They
point out that outcomes depend on the
choices people make within the constraints
and opportunities available to them.

The authors note that the parents grew
up in an era of much greater stability than
their children — ‘a time when families were
relatively prosperous, the nuclear family
was the norm, men were the main bread-
winners, and most marriages lasted a life-
time’ (p.13). A central aim of the research
was to examine whether changes in these
aspects of family life have harmed or ben-
efited the younger generation.

Accordingly, Amato and Booth explore
the impact on the younger generation of
four sets of ‘family factors’: economic well-
being (including parents’ education and
income); gender roles and attitudes of par-
ents about men’s and women’s roles in
marriage; marital quality; and family
structure. Five sets of outcomes for the
younger generation are examined: relation-
ships with parents, intimate relationships,
broader social affiliations, socio-economic
attainment, and psychological wellbeing. In
addition, the authors examine the extent to
which any observed links between family
circumstances and outcomes for the
younger generation can be explained in
terms of parental support or control. They
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predict that family circumstances influence
the nature of parent—child interactions
which in turn shape the above-mentioned
outcomes for the younger generation. This
approach is called a ‘mediation model’.

he book has a simple, clear structure.

The first chapter describes the changes
in socio-economic status, gender roles,
marital quality and family structure that
have taken place during the lives of the
parents and their children, thereby high-
lighting the extent of social upheaval expe-
rienced by the younger generation. Chapter
2 describes the design, measures and
analysis undertaken, while each of the
next five chapters focuses on a different set
of outcomes and their links with family fac-
tors and parental support and control. The
final chapter discusses the pervasiveness of
effects on the younger generation of each
set of family circumstances examined in
earlier chapters. The authors also refer to
broader social trends in order to predict
whether the outcomes they observe will
become more or less prevalent.

Amato and Booth conclude that
parental education has wide-ranging posi-
tive effects, and therefore that the rising
educational level of parents in the United
States has benefited the next generation.

The authors also contend that the long-
term detrimental effects of parents’ finan-
cial difficulties are largely restricted to the
socio-economic attainment of children and
to the quality of (married) children’s
spousal relationships. Financial difficulties
of parents did not seem to affect the
younger generation’s social integration or
psychological wellbeing — apart from the
wellbeing of daughters who were still liv-
ing in the family home. However, the
authors accept that they may not have had
a sufficiently large sample of families who
experienced severe economic hardship to
capture some long-term effects.

While gender roles in marriage have
changed markedly, with increasing num-
bers of women in paid work, few signifi-
cant differences were apparent in the out-
comes for children who grew up in families
where the father was sole breadwinner and
for those raised in families in which
income-earning and child care responsibili-
ties were shared between the parents. The
authors note that this pattern of results fails
to support each of the two opposing
assumptions: that children benefit when
parents share roles or that children benefit

when fathers are breadwinners and moth-
ers remain at home.

Perhaps the most challenging conclu-
sions are those concerning the long-term
impact of marital conflict and divorce.
The authors maintain that while discord
between parents has pervasive, detrimen-
tal effects on children, the effects of divorce
depend on the level of parental conflict
during the marriage. Parental divorce
seems to be beneficial for children when
marital conflict is high, but detrimental
when conflict is low. As they state: ‘Our
study suggests that the worst situation for
children to be in is either a high conflict
marriage that does not end in divorce or
a low-conflict marriage that does end in
divorce’ (p.238).

Further, the majority of marriages that
ended appeared to be characterised by low
conflict. According to the authors, the
increasing divorce rate suggests that par-
ents are separating at lower thresholds of
marital unhappiness and as a result divorce
is likely to have detrimental effects for
increasing numbers of children.

Generation at Risk succeeds in sim-
plifying some quite complex sets of
statistical analyses. However, the expla-
nations for trends observed are necessar-
ily limited by the measures included in the
study. The measure of marital conflict, for
instance, does not have strong internal
consistency as measured by reliability tests.
Furthermore, there remain competing
explanations for trends observed. For
instance: to what extent did psychosocial
problems of parents explain the links
observed between marital difficulties and
child outcomes? In some families, parents’
psychosocial problems — excessive drink-
ing, gambling, chronic hostility — may have
led to both high parental conflict and poor
adjustment in children.

Again, although acknowledging that
effects could be reciprocal, the authors’ dis-
cussion largely assumes a single direction
of causes, from parent to child. However,
in some families children with difficult
temperaments may be the triggers to mar-
ital conflict and poor parent—child rela-
tionships. The failure to take into account
children’s effects on family life is an impor-
tant inadequacy of most research into fam-
ily relationships and children’s wellbeing.

Despite these few reservations, a Gen-
eration at Risk represents an important
contribution to debates about the long-term
impact of family experiences on children.
The book succeeds in unravelling some of
the complex relationships between family
life and children’s development, and sug-
gests important avenues for further
research. Its findings are relevant to con-
temporary Australia and should be of great
value to policy makers, researchers and stu-
dents of sociology and psychology.

Ruth Weston is a Senior Research
Fellow with the Australian Institute of
Family Studies.

Australian Institute of Family Studies 65



