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ABSTRACT

This study attempted to increase understanding of preschool children’s reactions to
sibling arrival. The aims were two-fold: First to assess how sibling arrival affected
behaviour and internal representations of children’s relationships, using a
representational measure called the Storystem technique. Secondly, to explore the
associations between children’s storystem responses and behaviour, along with two
maternal functioning factors implicated in affecting mother-child relationships and
adjustment to siblinghood. 21 mother-child dyads participated in the pre-birth and

post-birth home visits (mean age of children 60.14 months).

Overall, two features of children’s internal representations of relationships altered
after sibling arrival: story resolution decreased and Disciplinary representations
increased. Behaviour problems were unrelated to storystem responses pre-birth and
did not increase across transition. Interestingly however, associations were found
post-birth: more negative aspects of story responses were related to greater behaviour
problems, while more positive aspects were related to fewer behaviour problems. In
addition gender differences were found in children’s storystem responses: boys’
provided more negative stories than girls’ and, across transition, became worse to
suggest that boys’ were more adversely affected by sibling arrival. No differences
were found according to first or second time experience of sibling arrival. Maternal
functioning was stable and high with respect to marital satisfaction across transition,
while mothers’ well-being improved. Storystem responses were largely unrelated to
maternal functioning, except that greater marital satisfaction was associated with

fewer Disciplinary representations pre-birth.
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Chapter One: Introduction

CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

This study aimed to investigate the effect of sibling arrival on children’s responses to
the Storystem technique. The birth of a sibling represenfs a normal family episode that
has stimulated much research interest over the years. As a common event in young
children’s lives it is often assumed by clinicians to have negative effects on the
mother-child relationship, and potential immediate and long-term consequences on
children’s behaviour (Levy, 1934, 1937; Petty, 1953; Taylor & Kogan, 1973; Thomas
& Chess, 1977; Black & Sturge, 1979). Empirical investigation has repeatedly cited
the quality of the child-mother attachment relationships as an important predictor of
adjustment to siblinghood (Teti, Sakin, Kueera, Corns & Eiden, 1996; Steward,
Mobley, Tuyl, & Salvador, 1987; Dunn & Kendrick, 1980, 1982; Kendrick & Dunn,

1982).

Recent developments within the field of attachment theory assert that beyond the
period of infancy, assessments must take into account the fact that observable
attachment behaviours change as the child matures. In particular, the acquisition of
language suggests that it is necessary to shift the focus away from behaviour to a
representational level of measurement (Main, Kaplan & Cassidy, 1985). Concurrent
methodological progress has made available a representational measure, called the
Storystem technique (Bretherton, Oppenheim, Buchsbaum & Emde, 1990a). This
provides a basis for inferring internal aspects of young children’s most salient
relationships. With the addition of this new measure, and the significance of sibling

arrival on mother-child interaction, it seem important to explore this natural family
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transition further and widen understanding of this complex developmental period.
Indeed, no published study has applied the Storystem technique to the questions

surrounding adjustment to sibling arrival.

This chapter will begin with an overview of the literature on the effects of sibling
arrival on children, with a particular focus on its impact on the mother-child
relationship. The research on attachment and children’s construction of internal
relationships is then reviewed, before turning to current methodology on assessing
internal representations of relationships. Lastly, the aims and specific research

questions will be outlined.

1.1 The Arrival of a New Baby Sibling and Child Development

The birth of a sibling has long been perceived as a stressful life-event for young
children. It is associated with disrupted relations between mother and child and
beyond that, is thought to affect social and emotional development and even
personality structure. These views are most evident in the psychoanalytic literature,
which has used the expression ‘sibling rivalry’ to describe not only the immediate
impact of sibling arrival but also the continuous ‘struggle’ that remains through-out
the sibling relationship. Interestingly, Freud’s (1916) early formulations suggested
that conflicts derived from ‘rivalry for parental love’ produce potentially positive and
negative outcomes. Thus the birth of a sibling acts to “awaken [his] emotions and
sharpen [his] capacities for thought” (Freud, p.212 1908). This increased alertness in
turn promotes curiosity and differentiation of others and self (Neubauer, 1982).

Similarly, observations made by Anna Freud (1965) also suggested that some
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children show a rapid increase in developmental maturity during or after a period of
stress, such as transition to siblinghood. However, the majority of psychoanalysts
have emphasised the potential pathological effects of sibling arrival and highlighted
disruption of the mother-child relationship as critical, with the result that the child
may turn away from the primary object (the mother) and seek substitutes too early
(Neubauer, 1982). The long-term consequences of this are thought to impose
directly on personality organisation and integration and impact mastery of subsequent

developmental phases (Freud, 1924).

This negative view is the one often held by many clinicians with the birth of a sibling
frequently cited in case histories and child referrals to psychiatrists (Levy, 1934, 1937,
Petty, 1953; Thomas & Chess, 1977). Thus psychiatrists tend to agree that sibling
arrival creates an immediate stress on the mother-child relationship, however there is
disagreement about how much this stress is considered a ‘normal’ event, and
therefore the prognostic significance. Some argue the birth of a sibling is an
experience that most children have to cope with, and one that most cope with
adequately - indeed 80 % of children have siblings (Dunn, 1983). Yet other
psychologists have likened it to a parental death (Moore, 1969). Given these strong
historical beliefs about the importance of a sibling birth, it is surprising that little
empirical information was available until the work of Dunn and colleagues in the early
19808. This work is now reviewed before discussion of the factors that have been

found to influence children’s reactions to the birth of a sibling.
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The Effects Of Sibling Arrival

The work of Dunn and colleagues on the effects of sibling arrival on children was
inspired by a number of concerns. First, they noticed a gap in what was really known
about young children’s reactions to this major event. The importance of this was a
lack of reliable evidence-based advise for professionals and concerned parents.
Second they felt it offered a unique opportunity to consider how a child’s
understanding of other people develops. Research at that time focused exclusively on
the mother-child dyad and failed to take into account the significance and complexity
of other relationships. Finally, an awareness that some children are much more
vulnerable to stress than others and react differently to changes in their lives, begged

the question about why this was so.

In the first study to explore some of these issues, Dunn & Kendrick (1980) conducted
systematic and direct observations of mothers and children before and after a sibling’s
birth in a sample of 40 families living in East Anglia. Their findings indicated almost
all children showed significant signs of behavioural disturbance. However, responses
were wide ranging. Specifically, children exhibited both increased demanding and
difficult behaviour and/or became more clingy, tearful or withdrawn. Interestingly
over half of the sample showed improvements in specific behaviours, such as more

independence about feeding, toilet behaviour or improved language ability.

In addition to these changes in the child, relations with parents also significantly
altered. Patterns of interaction between children and mothers showed marked

decreases in maternal playful attention, a measure Dunn & Kendrick felt reflected
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the more subtle aspects of a mothers' sensitivity to her child's interests; while at the
same time, confrontations between mother and child, involving maternal restraint and
prohibitions, increased. Finally continuity was also found such that children’s initial
responses measured at two and three weeks post-birth was related to behaviour
toward the baby sibling 14 months later (Stillwell & Dunn, 1985). Thus children
whose initial responses were positive toward their baby sibling remained positive and
those who showed antagonism and negative behaviour also tended to continue to do

SO.

These changes in behaviour after sibling arrival have been attributed partly to
individual differences in the child (Dunn, Kendrick, & MacNamee, 1981). Further,
the changes in mother-child interaction are suggested to stem from alterations in the
mother-child relationship, rather than a reflection of developmental change. Kendrick
& Dunn (1980) support this claim with data from 20 families where the pre-
birth/post-birth observations were less than 6 weeks apart and the results matched
those of observations made between 7 and 15 weeks apart. This suggested to
Kendrick & Dunn that the marked changes in the observations they made resulted
from changes associated with sibling arrival and not age, as less than 2 months had

pasted.

All the studies by Dunn and colleagues were based on a non-random and relatively
small sample and they point out the need for caution in generalising from their
findings. However, several subsequent studies have corroborated their data and
explored the factors that influences children’s distress reactions to the arrival of a new

baby and these are now briefly reviewed below.

10
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Factors Influencing Children’s Reactions to the arrival of a baby

Child Status Variables

Children’s varied responses to the arrival of a baby are found to relate in different
ways to different child status variables, such as age and sex ((Dunn et al, 1981;

- Nadelman & Begun, 1982; Steward et al, 1987; Teti et al, 1996) and provide a
complex picture. First, the age of the child appears to mediate the level of potential
distress. Infants under the age of 18 months have been found to show comparatively
little distress as compared to children between the ages of 21 and 36 months (Gottlieb
& Mendelson, 1990) and has been explained in terms of the underdeveloped social-

cognitive skills of infants (Hoffman, 1975).

Second, the type of distress shown by preschool age children differs, such that
younger preschoolers display increased use of pacifiers (dummies), bed wetting, sleep
problems and so on, while preschool children over 36 months of age show greater
‘proximity maintenance’ behaviours, such as following parents around the house and
difficulty in being left with baby-sitters (Dunn et al, 1981; Stewart et al, 1987).
Clearly both age groups display distress, but of a different nature and this makes it
difficult to quantify severity of distress. In fact Dunn & Kendrick (1982) caution
against the use of an overall ‘disturbance’ rating as this does not capture the
variability of children’s responses, nor prove useful in relation to measured changes in

mother-child interactions.

Unlike age, the effect of gender has proved more difficult to replicate (Teti, 1992)
and therefore rather ambiguous. Nonetheless, Dunn et al (1981) suggest that boys

are more likely to become withdrawn than girls and, girls are more likely to show

11
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increased proximity maintenance to their mothers. Apart from these tentative

findings, no other gender differences are reported.

Quality of Mother-child relationship

A second important factor implicated in children’s reactions and adjustment to sibling
arrival is the quality of the mother-child relationship (Bryant & Crockenberg, 1980;
Dunn & Kendrick, 1982; Brody, Stoneman & MacKinnon, 1986; Vandell & Wilson,
1987; Teti, Sakin, Kueera, Caballeros & Corns, 1993; Touris, Kromelow & Harding,
1995; Teti et al, 1996) and this has involved consideration of aspects such as,

parenting style and attachment relationships.

Parenting style

In the Dunn & Kendrick (1982) study detailed analyses of the changes in mother-child
interactions revealed two features. First, mothers who ‘included' the child in caring
for the new born and were high on 'sensitivity' had children who responded with less
behavioural disturbance and formed a good sibling relationship 14 months later. By
contrast mothers who 'excluded' their child and were low on ‘sensitivity’ had children
with greater behavioural disturbance and a worse sibling relationship. Maternal
‘sensitivity’ has been described as a mother who “ is able to see things from her
baby’s point of view. She is tuned-in to receive her baby’s signals; she interprets
them correctly and she responds to them promptly and appropriately” (Ainsworth,
Bell & Stayton, 1971, p 41). Maternal sensitivity is therefore regarded as a crucial

component of good mother-child interactions.

12
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From a different but related perspective, Gottlieb & Mendelson (1990) considered the
effects of parental support on adjustment to siblinghood. Their study involved 50
families with firstborn girls between 2 and 5 years of age. They defined parental
support as interpersonal transactions which involved expression of positive affect,
affirmations or endorsements of other’s behaviour, perceptions or opinions and the
provision of symbolic or material aid. Mothers were asked to report on firstborn
adjustment before and after sibling arrival and the level of support the parents

provided.

Girls of mothers who provided little subport, either before or after the birth, were the
most distressed after sibling arrival. The least distressed post-birth were girls who
received the most support. Interesting, this related to each parent in a different way:
the level of post-birth distress was related to mothers’ support pre-birth and fathers’
support post-birth. Further they found firstborn involvement with the new baby was
associated with level of parental support, particularly that provided in the postnatal
period. Gottlieb & Mendelson (1990) explain their findings in terms of the
recognised mitigating effects of social support on stress reduction (Cohen & Wills,

1985).

Security of Attachment

A related area of interest rooted in the mother-child relationship is the child’s
attachment status. The results of studies concerned with the stability of attachment
during sibling arrival have produced mixed findings. Teti et al (1993) found a
negative change from secure to less secure attachment using the Attachment Q-set

(Waters & Deane, 1985). However, Touris et al (1995) used the Strange Situation

13
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(Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters & Wall, 1978) to compare attachment status over a five
month period in a group of 20 infants expecting a sibling and a matched control
group. Changes in attachment were found in both directions, with some infants
becoming more secure and others becoming less insecure. They explained the
positive shift in attachment status as reflective of changes in the mother before the
birth, like preoccupation with well-being and reduced sensitivity, which after the baby
was born may have improved. The reason for a negative change was attributed to
changes in the mother after the baby arrived, such as increased responsibilities of
meeting the needs of two children and the mother’s reduced availability to the

firstborn.

Touris et al concluded that the birth of a sibling was substantially associated with
instability in the child’s attachment status. However, their study contained a number
of limitations. Specifically they failed to pay attention to such variables as the child’s
temperament and mother’s mental health status. A number of studies have identified
child temperament as an important factor affecting the type of distress exhibited after
sibling arrival (Dunn & Kendrick, 1982). Further, from the child development
literature, research suggests that mothers suffering from poor mental health and in
particular depression, show reduced ability to provide quality parenting. As such
maternal depression has been associated with difficulties in the mother-child
relationship and subsequent emotional, social and cognitive impairments (Cummings

1980, 1987; Murray, 1992).

The Touris et al study also neglected to assess aspects of the family environment,

such as parental relations. Indeed from the literature on parenting, parents with good

14
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marital relations are found to have children who display optimal patterns of
development (Belskey, 1981, 1984; Goldberg & Easterbrooks, 1984; Eiden, Teti &
Comms, 1995). In addition, marital quality has been shown to decrease following the
birth of a sibling (Belskey, Spanier & Rovine, 1983), suggesting that this too may
impact children’s responses to sibling arrival by altering the family environment. Thus
these maternal functioning and family context variables are important areas of concern

in understanding the complexity of this developmental period for preschool children.

Maternal Functioning and Family Context

A later short-term longitudinal study by Teti et al (1996) in part addressed some of
the above limitations in an attempt to examine how security of attachment, as an
index of adjustment to siblinghood, related to children’s age and sex and mother’s
psychiatric functioning, marital harmony and parenting behaviour. The study
consisted of 192 firstborn girls and boys aged between 1 and S years old. Attachment
status was measured using The Attachment Q-set (Waters & Deane, 1985) completed
by mothers in the last trimester of pregnancy and again 4 to 8 weeks after the birth.
Mothers also completed the Marital Adjustment Scale (Locke & Wallace, 1959) and
the Brief Symptom Inventory (Deorgatis & Melisaratos, 1983) at both time points to
assess marital harmony and psychiatric symptomatology respectively. In addition,
mother and child were observed in a structured play exercise to measure maternal

affective involvement.

Their data revealed a significant reduction in security of attachment after sibling

arrival and this was greatest in children between the age of 2 and 5 years old. In

15
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addition mother’s marital harmony and affective involvement predicted attachment
security both before and after sibling arrival, while mother’s mental health status only
predicted attachment security after the birth. Teti et al (1996) suggest their findings
provide further “support to the premise that transition to first-time siblinghood is a
stressful period marked by disruptions in firstborns’ relationships with [their]

mothers” (Teti et al, 1996, p 591).

The age-dependent finding mirrored previous studies while, sex of the firstborn did
not relate to security of attachment. Teti et al (1996) note that although gender
differences may be evident in behavioural expression following the birth of a sibling,
the attachment research does not report such gender differences. Thus consideration
of security of attachment rather than specific aspects of that relationship, like

becoming clingy, or withdrawn, is unlikely to be associated with sex differences.

Maternal affective involvement, mental health status and marital quality, all related to
children’s security scores. Affective involvement significantly and positively related
to security scores and predicted security of attachment after sibling arrival, as did
marital quality. Psychiatric symptomatology however did not relate to child
attachment security before the birth, but predicted attachment status after sibling
arrival. Mother’s with greater psychiatric symptoms were associated with children

with reduced security scores post-birth.

Teti et al (1996) highlight the difficulty of determining which way the causal arrow
points using correlational designs, nonetheless their findings are all consistent with

previous research and endorse the assumption that the mother-child relationship is

16
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disrupted by sibling arrival. Further they shed some light on the extent to which this
is mediated by child status variables, maternal functioning and family environment
factors. It is of note that they did not include the use of a control sample to compare
stability of attachment status and this would have improved the design of their study.
However, Teti et al (1996) based their hypotheses on the theoretical assumption that,
in the early years at least, the primary carer is usually the mother and has the greatest
influence on a child’s functioning and attachment status. In the face of this, changes

in that relationship produce changes in attachment status.

To summarise the effects of sibling arrival, a number of studies have shown that the
arrival of a sibling produces considerable variable responses in children and represents
a complex developmental period for the firstborn child. The effects of this event and
children’s responses are influenced primarily by the mother-child relationship, which
in turn is effected by child status variables, maternal functioning and family
environment factors. Before turning to the specifics of the current study, a general

introduction to children’s early relationships is provided.

1.2 Attachment and the Construction of Children’s Early Relationships
Attachment Theory

In a ground-breaking paper, Bowlby (1958) reformulated psychoanalytic views of the
infant-mother relationship in terms of a relationship that served a basic protective
function. As such the formation of an attachment relationship, during infancy, led to
a pattern of behavioural organisation that regulated the child’s interaction with the
environment (Bretherton & Ainsworth, 1974; Bretherton, 1980). Bowlby (1969)

specified a four-stage developmental course for attachment

17
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behaviour which included (1) undiscriminating social responsiveness, (2) focused
responsiveness to one or a few figures, (3) the emergence of secure base behaviour,
and (4) the transformation of secure base behaviour into a goal-directed partnership
with the primary caregiver. The development of an attachment relationship is
considered a critical socioemotional task that must be accomplished during the
infancy period and provides the basis for children’s later love relationships,
competence and effective functioning. Since Bowlby’s original theory of attachment,
much attention has been paid to identifying individual differences in patterns of

attachment behaviour and the consequences of these patterns on later development.

In the famous laboratory-based procedure, known as “The Strange Situation’,
Ainsworth et al (1978) devised a classificatory system based on the reunion behaviour
of 12 month old infants following a brief separation from their mothers. The rationale
behind this procedure was that a brief separation would cause anxiety sufficient to
elicit attachment behaviours, such as proximity seeking. The observer would then be
able to judge the extent to which this behaviour was freely exhibited and the distress
promptly alleviated.

¢
Using this procedure, two patterns of attachment behaviour emerged that
characterised infants’ responses to mother on reunion (1) Securely attached responses
reflected active and direct proximity seeking after the stress of separation followed by
use of mother as a base for exploration; and (2) Insecurely attached responses, which
were further subdivided into infants who were not readily comforted on reunion and

showed mixed responses, labelled anxious/resistant or

18
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ambivalent; and infants who withheld contact by avoiding the mother, labelled
anxious/avoidant. In both insecure attachment subgroups infants were unable to use
the mother as a base for exploration and mastery of the environment (Ainsworth et al,

1978).

Following the development of this classificatory system numerous studies considered
the importance of the infant-mother attachment relationship for later development and
the benefits of a secure attachment for later emotional, social and cognitive
functioning are now well documented (Sroufe, 1979, 1983; Sroufe & Rutter, 1984,
Bretherton, 1985). The significance of early relationships for later development are

therefore clear.

From theory and research, Sroufe & Fleeson (1986) outline three premises that
underlie attachment theory. First relationships are regarded as ‘whole’, that is “they
are more than the simple combinations of individual characteristics” (Sroufe &
Fleeson, 1986 p.58). Second the continuity and coherence in the quality of close
relationships is stable over time, although the frequencies of particular behaviours
serving the attachment system may fluctuate. Third there is a two-way transaction
between individuals and relationships and the child internalises both of these so that
“the ‘whole’ relationship “resides” in each individual” (Sroufe & Fleeson, 1986 ,

p58).

These assumptions underlying attachment relationships have had implications for
research carried out and in particular led to a focus almost exclusively on the infancy

period with the use of measures directed at the behavioural level. However, at

19
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around 18 months of age considerable developmental changes occur. Children begin
to experience themselves reflectively as autonomous beings ( Lewis & Brooks-Gunn,
1979; Sroufe, 1990) and representational capacities emerge in conjunction with
advances in language (Kagan & Moss, 1962; Kagan, 1981). Collectively these
cognitive changes allow children to communicate their needs and feelings
symbolically and this impacts upon the way in which the mother-child attachment
relationship is manifest. Specifically, the child does not need to rely as heavily upon
physical closeness or proximity to maintain the attachment relationship but can use

more distal ways of interacting such as looking or talking.

Researchers interested in attachment beyond infancy have therefore shifted away from
behavioural markers to focus on the internalised representations of relationships and
language. They have employed the use of the term ‘internal representations of

relationships’ to formulate their arguments and this construct is now briefly defined.

Internal Representations of Relationships

According to Bowlby (1969, 1973, 1980) representations of attachment figures are
formed early in childhood. Bowlby termed these representations “representational
models” or “internal working models” that the child constructs of the relationship
experienced with a caregiver. These internal working models represent the child's
world, self, and relationships in their inner world. They function to allow the child to
interpret and predict the attachment partner’s behaviour, appraise new situations and
guide future behaviour. As they represent both sides of the relationship (Sroufe &

Fleeson, 1986) a child who experiences attachment figures as primarily rejecting,

20
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is likely to form a complementary internal working model of the self as unworthy and
unacceptable. Similarly, a child who experiences attachment figures as emotionally
available and supportive, is likely to construct a complementary representation of the

self as competent and lovable.

All children form attachments to a caregiver, the quality of which depends on the
quality of care received (Main, Kaplan & Cassidy, 1985). Once early internal working
models of self and caregiver are established, these are carried forward and come to
determine how future relations are established (Bretherton 1990). However there is
also a degree of flexibility such that the internal working models are updated as the
attachment relationship develops. Specifically as external events impinge on the
child's internal working models, restructuring becomes necessary to reconcile the
discrepancy between the inner world and outer reality. Thus “individual differences in
[these] internal working modéls will therefore be related not only to individual
differences in patterns of nonverbal behaviour but also to patterns of language and

structures of mind” (Main et al, 1985, p67).

Following this emphasis on individual differences in intemnal representations of
attachment relationships, a new focus on investigation of attachment through
language and other representational processes began. Observation of young children
supports the notion that individuals construct mental representations of their
attachment figures and these relate in-.meaningful ways to their behaviour. For
instance by the second or third year of life, toddlers’ pretend play and language about
emotions demonstrate that infonnatién about every day events with caregivers is

available to them in schematic form (Bretherton, 1984). In addition anecdotal
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evidence suggests that routine events such as having dinner or, going to a birthday
party, enacted by toddlers, represent qualitative aspects of relationships. Specifically
a 2-year-old who re-enacts separations and reunions with a doll may be activating
internal working models of actual experiences with parents (Bretherton, Prentiss &
Ridgeway, 1990b). These preliminary ideas about event representation suggested that
internal working models of self and attachment figures could be studied through
representational measures from late infancy onward and led to pursuit of new

methodology.

The Measurement of Internal Representations of Relationships.

Within the clinical field, it has long been assumed that children use fantasy play to
express and cope with realistic concerns and worries (Klein, 1932; Freud, 1946;
Klinger, 1971, Winnicott, 1971) and a major method of learning about young
children’s experience has been through the use of play therapy techniques (Klein,
1932; Erikson, 1940; Axline, 1947). Borrowing from this and more recent
developmental and psycholinguistic research (Watson & Fischer, 1980; Nelson, 1985)
attachment theorists have focused on the use of play narratives to assess young
children’s representations of family relationships, conflicts and emotional situations.
Support for this new research paradigm is increasing and was first demonstrated in an

extensive longitudinal attachment study by Main et al (1985).

In their sample of 40 families, a number of representational measures were used
which included: children’s responses to a series of photographs depicting increasingly
stressful separations from attachment figures; child responses to a family photograph;

child drawings of the family and parent-child conversations upon
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reunion after a one-hour separation. Comparison of data collected at age 12 or 18
months with that collected six years later showed that children classified as secure in
infancy gave significantly different responses on the representational measures than
children classified as insecurely attached. For example securely attached children
tended to give coherent, elaborate, and emotionally open responses to the separation
photographs and reported more constructive ideas about what a child might do under
these circumstances. This contrasted with insecure-avoidant children who tended to
described the child in separation photographs as sad and did not know what the child
could do. Similarly the family photograph produced different responses; secure
children looked, smiled and commented on the photograph while insecure-avoidant
children turned away, dropped or handed the photograph back to the examiner.
Differences were also observed in the children’s family drawings and parent-child

conversations upon reunion.

Following this Cassidy (1988) compared attachment assessments based on separation-
reunion behaviour with responses on a puppet interview and story task in 6-year-olds
(n =52). The story task required children to use a doll family to complete six story
beginnings concerned with self-esteem, familial conflict and outside threat in the
context of the mother-child relationship, while the puppet interview involved asking

the puppet questions about the child which the child answered.

The results of this study suggested that children judged as secure on the basis of

reunion behaviour (n = 22) tended to represent themselves in a more positive light in

the puppet interview and present the doll protagonist as someone worthy, with a
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warm supportive relationship with mother. Insecure-avoidant children (n = 8) tended
to represent themselves as perfect, but made no mention of interpersonal relationships
and depicted the doll protagonist as isolated or rejected. Insecure-resistant children
(n = 6) showed no clear pattern of responses on the puppet interview and showed a

variety of different responses on the story task.

Drawing from this research and theories of event representation, Bretherton et al
(1990b) suggested that event schemata, enacted by children, represent qualitative and
measurable aspects of their attachment relationships. They devised a procedure,
called the storystem technique, to measure internal representations of relationships in

children. This method is now briefly reviewed.

1.3 The Storystem Technique

The storystem technique was developed to provide an observational measure of
children’s internal representations of relationships. The procedure contained a
number of story beginnings, or stems, designed specifically to elicit individual
differences in the way children enact story endings with a set of small family figures
and props. The stories themselves contain themes which relate to various attachment
issues, family relationships and dynamic conflicts. Unlike free-play observation
methods, each storystem in the battery is presented according to a standardised

protocol and followed by the instruction, “show me and tell me what happens next”?
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A typical example of a story from the Attachment Story Completion Protocol
(Bretherton et al, 1990b) is ‘spilled juice’. In this story the family (a mother, a father,
and two children) are seated at the dinner table. The younger child spills orange juice
on the floor, and the mother exclaims about it. The issue presented here is of an

attachment figure in authority in relation to the child.

This technique was used by Bretherton et al (1990b) to compare attachment
classifications obtained using a separation-reunion procedure in children aged 37
months old from twenty-nine families. Each child completed 5 storystems. Detailed
verbal and behavioural transcripts were made and analysed according to predefined
criteria for secure and insecure attachment responses. Following the research by
Kaplan & Main (1985) and Cassidy (1988) the coding scheme addressed both story
structure and content. Secure responses were marked by coherent, fluent and
emotionally open responses and gave benign story resolutions. Insecure responses
tended to be reflected by two features: (1) avoidance of the story issue; and (2)
incoherence or odd responses. Separate criteria were established for each of the 5

storystems.

The results revealed significant concordance between secure versus insecure
classifications on the separation-reunion procedure and storystem. In addition, the
Storystem security scores also highly correlated with the previous attachment Q-sort
measures collected from mothers when their infants were 25 months old, but less so
at 37 months old. The specific type of insecure attachment, avoidant or resistant, was
not however consistent across procedures. Bretherton et al concluded that although

their study only partly corroborated previous research using
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representational measures, children as young as 3 years old were able to complete
their task. Moreover, specific storystem completions were able to predict security
versus insecurity status in the separation-reunion procedure used, even though the

types of insecurity was not discernible.

Since the Bretherton et al study, further support for the utility of the storystem
technique has emerged and a second battery evolved called the MacArthur Storystem
Battery (MSSB; Bretherton, Oppenheim, Buchsbaum, Emde, & The MacArthur
Narrative Group, 1990a). Stories from both batteries have been used in several
contexts to assess different aspects of children’s inner world for example Buchsbaum
& Emde (1990) looked at early moral development and family relationships,
Oppenheim, Emde, Hasson & Warren (1997a) carried out a longitudinal study of
moral development, Bretherton et al (1990b) considered family situations and -
relationships, Oppenheim, Emde & Warren (1997b) assessed children’s
representations of mothers, Steele, Steele, Woolgar, Yabsley Croft, Johnson &
Fonagy (1997) studied attachment and gender, Warren, Oppenheim & Emde (1996)
looked at whether emotions and themes in young children’s play predict behaviour
problems and most recently McCarthy (1998) examined attachment representations
and the self. Collectively these studies support the use of the storystem technique

with children as young as 3 years of age up to the age of 10 or 11-years old.
However as a relatively new measure that yields a wealth of data, several coding

schemes have been used to score children’s responses. A brief overview of the main

schemes available is now presented.

26



Chapter One: Introduction

Coding Children’s Responses to The Storystem Technique

In the main, coding schemes have focused on story content or story quality and have
tended to reflect the specifics of the particular investigation being undertaken.
Therefore although it is possible to draw commonalties between schemes, each

scheme has been to a certain extent tailor-made and varied in complexity.

A good example of the content approach is provided by Oppenheim et al (1997b) in a
study concerning children’s representations of mothers. They applied content analysis
to children’s detailed verbal and behavioural transcripts and produced 9 category
descriptions of maternal representations. These were scored as either present or
absent and were mutually exclusive, so that each narrative event received only one
content theme code, but could contain several different themes. Three types of
maternal behaviour were identified: 5 positive; 3 negative and 1 disciplinary and these
related to descriptions of parental behaviour in the parenting literature. The positive
representation included mother figures portrayed as helpful, caregiving, protective,
forgiving and affectionate. .The negative representation contained mothers portrayed
as physically aggressive, verbally aggressive and bizarre/atypical and the disciplinary

representation just contained mothers portrayed as providing discipline.

Using these 9 categories, Oppenheim et al found that children who represented
mothers in their play narratives as more positive, more disciplinary and less negative
had fewer behaviour problems than children with the opposite representations and
was moderately stable over a 1-year period. This view of mothering derived from the

narrative responses replicated previous parenting studies which have suggested
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an associate between parenting styles and children’s behavioural and emotional
adaptation (as reviewed in Maccoby & Martin, 1983; Maccoby, 1984). Specifically,
the positive and negative representations seemed to reflect a warmth-coldness
dimension similar to the acceptance-rejection dimension identified by Baumrind

(1971).

The second coding approach has employed rating scales to analyse overall quality of
the narrative along pre-specified dimensions. A number of greatly detailed coding
manuals exist, for example the MacArthur narrative coding scheme (Robinson,
Mantz-Simmons & Macfie, The MacArthur Narrative Coding Manual, unpublished);
and the Hodges & Steele (1993) coding manual- Anna Freud centre/Great Ormond
Street Narrative Project on representations of self and parents in abused/neglected
children. Despite certain differences, some aspects are shared by these two schemes

and these appear particularly useful across research contexts.

Specifically three features seem to mark the way in which the child tells a story.

The first involves the coherence of the narrative, often called narrative coherence.
This focuses on the logical flow of the story line and shifts or inconsistencies in story
structure. The second feature assesses the extent to which the child addresses and
resolves the conflict or major problem presented in the stem. This has been referred
to in coding schemes as ‘adaptiveness of responses’. One difficulty with this
dimension is that it addresses two different but not entirely separate issues. First it
concerns the child’s level of understanding of the conflict or dilemma embedded in the

story and second it measures the quality of the resolution provided.
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However some children’s responses may show understanding but remain unresolved.
To use the ‘spilled juice’ story to illustrate, a child may acknowledge the spilled juice
but neither clear-it-up or be given any more juice. This appears to complicate coding
and may be avoided by separating the two issues. The third dimension rates the
child’s level of engagement in performing the storystem task. These features have all
been scored using a variety of rating scales, where higher scores have reflected a
more ‘organised’ inner life (Main & Kaplan, 1985) and thus been associated with

secure attachment status.

A recent study by McCarthy (1998) adopted a story quality approach, based on an
earlier scheme devised by Cassidy (1988). In this study ( n = 42) concering
children’s attachment representations and representations of self in relation to others,
six storystems were presented and responses rated on a 5-point scale designed to fit
the particulars of each story. Scores at the high end of the scale were assigned to
stories reflecting a positive view of the self within the relationship with the attachment

figure, while low scores were assigned to negative views of the self.

The results revealed a link between the quality of attachment representations and
representations of self in relation to others. Children with secure attachment
classifications had the most positive view of the self within the attachment

relationship.

Yet another method of analysis is shown in a study by Buchsbaum, Toth, Clyman,
Cicchetti & Emde (1992). They used a case-by-case approach to examined emotion

regulation, internal representations of relationships and early moral development in
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maltreated children and a comparison group. Maltreated children’s narratives tended
to involve a greater number of themes reflecting inappropriate aggression, neglect,
and some sexualised behaviours. Self statements also differed and showed a
pervasive lack of people coming to the aid of injured dolls, punitiveness, abusive
language and generally being bad. These responses contrasted with those of the non-
maltreated matched comparison group and also with responses obtained elsewhere
(Buchsbaum & Emde, 1990). Further, when responses were viewed in conjunction
with documented historical and contemporary information, they appeared compelling
as indicators of representational models developed as a response to specific family

experiences.

To summarise this section, although several coding systems exist, secure children tend
to develop story narratives that are benign in outcome, coherent, show open
negotiation and a sense of fair play in stressful situations. They also demonstrate the
ability to turn to adult figures for safety and help. By contrast, insecure children tend
to produce responses that avoid the embedded story issue (extreme defensive
manoeuvres), are less able to seek out support from adult figures, and the outcomes

are often inconclusive, or in more extreme cases, violent or negative.
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1.4 Why study the Effect of arrival Sibling using The Storystem technique

There are several reasons for studying the effect of sibling arrival using the storystem
technique. First and foremost the literature to date clearly indicates this event carries
a potentially profound effect on the pre-existing child’s attachment relationship. The
necessity of a secure attachment relationships for later overall ‘healthy’ development
of the child is stressed by attachment theory, to the extent that the quality of

attachment is associated with cognitive, social and emotional development.

Until recently studies of attachment relationships have relied solely upon behavioural
observation techniques such as the Strange situation (Ainsworth et al, 1978), with the
assumption that these provide evidence of mental representations. The lack of
available age-appropriate measures of the quality of internal representations of
relationships has prevented validation of this assumption, although initial evidence is
promising. From this perspective it seems important to understand normative, but
potentially disruptive events in a child’s development and the impact these have on

internal representations of relationships.

Similarly, specific studies of attachment instability during transition to siblinghood
have employed behavioural measures and suggested changes both from secure to
insecure and vice versa (Touris et al, 1995). Although inferences about mental
representations can be made, there has been no direct investigation of this natural

transition using a representational paradigm.
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Second attachment theorists are increasingly interested in how attachment changes
over time at the level of internal representations of relationships rather than
behaviour. As already stated, attachment theory assumes that there is continuity in
underlying quality of relationships despite changes in the course of development.

This is true so long as environmental circumstances and the quality of age-appropriate
interactions between attachment figure and child remain stable. Thus the way a child
internally organises attachment behaviour with an attachment figure will tend to be
resistant to change. The birth of a sibling however disrupts the child-mother
relationship and provides an opportunity to consider what impact this might have at a

representational level.

A third reason for studying this transition period using the Storystem technique
relates to appropriateness of previous research methods. As already noted, the
research to date has used behavioural observation procedures, such as the strange
situation and/or indirect questionnaire methods, based on maternal reports of child
attachment, such as The Attachment Q-set (Waters & Deane, 1985). Given

developments in attachment theory, both these procedures are problematic.

First The Strange Situation was specifically devised for infants of 12 months old only.
As increasing age has marked effects on the child’s ability to cope with brief
separations and the way in which reunion is responded to, this makes it difficult to
classify children’s responses and assess attachment status using this paradigm
(Schneider-Rosen, 1993). The Attachment Q-set procedure on the other hand was
developed to assess attachment across a broader age range, including preschool

children. However assessment still relates to behaviourally specific features of the
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attachment relationship and not internal representations of relationships. Further it
relies on mothers’ and/or observers’ reports of the relationship rather than directly
assessing the child (Teti, Nakagawa, Das & Wirth, 1991). In fact many child
development studies rely on indirect approaches. The Storystem technique avoids
this as it was designed specifically as a child-centred measure, while also escaping the
difficulties associated with self-repbrt procedures in children younger than 8 years old

(Silverman, 1991; Perrin & Last, 1992).

Finally from a practical point of view, the impending arrival of a new baby sibling
represents a particularly stressful time and many parents feel largely responsible for
the amount of disturbed behaviour their child/children show and the quality of sibling
relationship that develops (Dunn & Kendrick, 1982). Indeed, the transition period
and sibling conflict remain one of the chief concerns families bring to professionals
(Newson & Newson, 1970; Baskett & Johnson, 1982). Even though much is now
known, there continues to be a need to more fully understand this complex

developmental time.
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1.5 Implications of the Literature for the Present Study

The reactions of children to the arrival of a new baby sibling are predicted by, among
other things, the quality of the mother-child relationship and specifically, the child’s
attachment status (Teti et al, 1996). The child’s attachment status in itself is also
associated with instability during this transition time as the family milieu is
temporarily disrupted and corresponding quality of the caregiving environment

(Touris et al, 1995).

From attachment theory, internal representations of relationships are assumed to be
stable and enduring while possessing a degree of flexibility to allow revision as the
attachment relationship develops (Bowlby, 1980). The above research findings in
conjunction with the assumptions held by attachment theory make transition to
siblinghood an ideal event to explore in relation to the development of children’s
internal representations of relationships. The arrival of a new representational
measure, makes possible this investigation. However, as with any new assessment
tool questions arise about validity and reliability. With regard to the Storystem
technique this is further complicated by the number of coding schemes available,
making cross comparison of findings difficult. Nonetheless in the absence of other
age-appropriate methods and the emergence of shared themes among coding

schemes, insights into aspects of children’s inner worlds are beginning to develop.

According to attachment theory, it would be expected that the quality of internal
representations of relationships to mothers to change during the transition time, as a

result of disruption to the mother-child relationship and change in the caregiving
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environment. The direction of this change in internal representation of relationships
would be determined by the change in quality of mother-child relationship. Several
studies have attended to attachment status during sibling arrival and suggestitis a
period of instability. In the main findings support negative changes in quality of
attachment (Stewart et al, 1987; Teti et al, 1991; Teti et al, 1996), although one

study documents positive changes as well (Touris et al, 1995).

As already stated the bi-directionality of changes in attachment status were accounted
for in terms of matemal well-being and sensitivity either during the pregnancy or after
the pregnancy. With this mixed picture of results it therefore seems essential to
include assessments of mothers’ well-being both before and after sibling arrival in the

hope that this may clarify the effect this variable has on the mother-child relationship.

Further, the effect of other contextual factors, such as marital harmony, on
adjustment to siblinghood also have been noted. Given the link between marital
harmony and children’s emotional/behavioural disturbance (Goldberg &
Easterbrooks, 1984) it therefore seems important to include assessment of marital

quality during transition to siblinghood.

In contrast, the positive impact of transition to siblinghood is also great for a large
number of children. Specifically, the literature highlights such changes as
improvements in feeding and toilet behaviour or language ability as “signs of being
more grown-up” (Dunn et al 1981 p.14.). The research to date however has tended to

ignore these developmental improvements by using behaviour check-lists that
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exclude positive items and therefore potentially fail to capture the progress also

associated with this developmental period.

The literature that has been reviewed on transition to siblinghood suggests that the
impact of this event is likely to be further understood if attention is given to children’s
internal representations of relationships. The advent of a new representational
measure makes this possible and forms the main focus of this investigation, while
attention is also given to other factors that contribute to the mother-child relationship.
The reasons for choosing a representational measure have already been made. In
addition to these, the period of transition to siblinghood marks a significant
developmental event that is even more interesting to consider from the perspective of

internal representations of relationships.
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