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The behavioral adjustment of clergy shildren

Abstract

Pastors' children have traditionally been thought to nave niore bshavioral
prablems than other children since they face high expectations and are part
of famihies which are often under public scrutiny. The purpose of this
study was to describe the social competancies and behavioral problems of 8
national sample of pastors’ children, ages 4-16 years, and to compare them
to ag> and sex standardized norms. Data was obtained on 98 children from
a random sample of 62 families using the Child Behavior Checklist. Results
indicate that scores for both boys and girls at each age grouping fell within
the acceptable norms for both social competencies and behavioral

problems.
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THC BEHAVIQRAL ADJUSTMENT QF CLERGY CHILDREN

INTRODUCTIGN

Pactors have traditionally been regarded as keepers of societies’ “moral
rights” As such, the socisl expectations upon pastors and their families
may reflect higher standards than those for other individuals. Such
behaviors a5 alcohol use and infidelity which are generally regarded a:
commonplace may constitute highly unacceptable conduct for those in
pastoral families. This conflict between religious expectations and
prevailing social norms may be imposed by the religious community as well
as oy family members’ internalized expectations oi themselves

Craldren within pastoral families are also not immune to such
pressures. Pastor's children, or “PK's™ as they are often called, have
traditicnally been regarded as “special” and thought to heve more behaviorel
problems than other children. From an early age, pastors’ children face
congiderable expectations from within the family as well as from the
greater community. These youngsters have been raised in strong Christian
surrcundings which have high moral standards for right and wrong behavior.
The public nature inherent in being part of 8 pastoral family otten entails
being in the public eye 8< 8 role model for the parish and carries the

espectation of exemplary conduct.

BACKGROUND
In spite of the potential stressors facing pastor's children, there iz

yirtually no empirical information regarding their actus! behavior and
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functioning. Th3 few anecdotal notes available offer conflicting views,
prasenting them as either "normal” ctildren or 8s children with a sense of
inferiority or low self esteem and in need of help.

This stugy bullt upon a pirat study in 1987 investigating the bahaviorai
problems and social competencies of 8 sample of PK's in Southern California
and Ancona The subjects were 42 children, ages 4-16 years, of pastors
actrvely involved in ~hurch ministry. The results of the pilot study
indicated thst the pastors children did not differ significantly from the
population in bshavioral problems and had higher social competency.

The purpose of this study was to extend the initial pilot by describing
the cocial competencies and behavioral problams of a national sample of
pastors children, ages 4 to 16 years, and to compare them to age and sex
standardized norms.

Bazed on the pilot study and the available literature, it was
hypothezized that there would be no significant difference between pastorc’
children and the general population in behavioral problems or in social

competency.

PROCEOURE AMD METHODS

Subjects for the ctudy were a random sample of pastors’ families
drawn from the Free Methodict Church cf the United States and their
children between the ages of 4 3nd 16 years. Families were selecled
sroportionally to the geographical distribution of pastoral fumilies in the
contingntal Umted States. A mailed survey technique was used. A total of
228 families were cent study materials. Sixty two families completed and

returned the survey, resulting in a 268 response rate. The response rate was

S



PK's

(e}

samewhat higher from families in western states (328) than from those in
ather reqions of the country, whera it was 20-23%.

Althaugh there was concern about the response rate of 263, there wac
geographics! representation from all regions of the Country. The
denaminationel criteria for cradentialing of clergy would also suggest
hamogeneity in the population. Furthermars, the findings of this study were
similar to those of the regional pilot study which had 8 response rate of
60T, Although thera was no particular reason to believe that non
respondents were differant from the respondents, the response rate must be
~ept in mind when interpreting this data.

infarmation about the behavioral problems and social compatencies of
the children was obtaired from parents using a standardized tool. the
revised Child Behavior Checklist developed by Achenbach ard Edelbrock in
1981 Parents werc asked to complete the CBCL for children between the
sgto of 3and 16 years. Achenbach has reportad a high correlation betwaen
meothors and Tathers ratings of their childran using this maasure. In this
study. the ratings were completed by either parent. The CBCL was
completed by the mother for about three quarters of the children and by
fathers for the remaning families. Thers were no systematic dif{srences
between fathers’ and mothers’ ratings.

The CBCL contains a list of 118 behaviors and 22 soctal competencies
commonty observed in children. The CBCL yielCs a total social competancy
score 33 well as 3 total behavioral problams scors. The socigl competancy
score reflects the childs' activities, social functioning and school
perfarmance. Behavioral problems encompass both internalizing and

axternalizing problem behaviors. Internalizing behaviors include such
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things as crying, sleep disturbances, nightmares, sadness, quilt and somatic
complaints Examples of externalizing behaviors sre hyperactivity,
demanding attention, disobedience, poor school performance and stealing.
The CBCL has beern extensively used in clinical and empirical work and is

considered to have excellent psychometric gualities.

SANMPLE

The carmple consicted of 96 pastore’ children from €2 families. The
children wrere betvieen the ages of 4 and 16 years. There were 50 boys and
A8 girle Chyldren were grouped inte 2 sge categories (4-3, 6-11 and 12-16
years) cince available norme are bazed on these groupings. Approximately
half of the children were in the 6-11 age range, while about one fifth were
agec 4-5 and one quarter were between 12 and 16 yea <. The distribution of
children by age and cex 12 summarized in tabie 1.

RESULTS

The results of thic study supported the hypothesis that pastore’
children are within the normative range in regards to social competency and
behavioral problems. The sample of pastors’ children was compared to
standardized norme according to sex, age and both age and sex. The
difference between mean scores of the sample and standardized mean
ceores was exarmined using t-tests. The CBCL has been staindardized acrose
age and <e 30 that the normative mean is 50 with a standard deviation of
10 for all categeries. Thiz standardization allows comparicons acrosc

groupc and sexes.



In ragards to sex differences, girls were found to be sbave the norm in

socie! competence (122,47, p<0.0S), while boys weare above the norm in
behavior problems (1=2 ¥4, p.0.01) Sex differences are summarized in
takle 2.

he cample was then compared to ncirms according to age groups There
was no difference between younger children, ages 4-5 years and the norms
1n either cocial competence or behavioral problems. In children ages 6-11
years, the sample was above the norm in social competence (t=2.75, p<0 01),
but no different from the norm in behavioral problems. This finding was
reversed in the oldest group of children, 12-16 years, who were no dif’erent
from the norm in social competence but sbove in behavioral problems (t=2.2,
5<0.01). Age differences are presented in table 3.

The tast enalysis compared children in the sample with the norms by
both age and sex. School aged girls were above the norms in regards to
socal competence scores (t=2.09, p<0.01). This was also true for
sdoiescent boys (1=2.22, p<0.05), who, interestingly, alsc had higher
behavior probler Scoras than the norms (1=4.03, p<0.01). Girls did not
differ from the norm in behavioral problems at any age group. Age by sex
differences are summarized in table 4.

In the CBCL, scores which are greater than two standaid deviations from
the norm, or greater than the 90th percentile, are considered to be
suggective of cerious behavioral disturbance. Achenbach and Edelbrock
raported that 9.2% of children in the general population would be expected
to receive scorec in these categories. This study found only S.1%® of children
having zuch scores, indicating that the incidence of disturbance ic well

under that which would be expected in the general population.
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DISCUSSION AND_IMPLICATIQNS

The results of this study supported tha hypothesis that pastors’
children are generally within the normative range in regards to socisl
compatency and behavioral problems. Analysis of the data did revesl same
statistically significant differences between parents ratings of their
chitdren 3nd establiched norms. This was particularly true in regards to
tecnage bojs. As a group, these boys were seen as having significantly
increased behawvior problems by their parents. These parental percepticns
may contribute to the 1dea that PK's have problems, when, in reality, theiwr
bel «1or falls well within the normal range.

It ic wnterasting that this same group of boys were also rated as having
Fagher cecial competency than the norm. This further supports that the
kehgwior of these children was actually normal, since high social

competence and increased behavioral problems would not be expected to

Although there hac been some speculation that the children of pastors’
rmay face additional stressors related to parental expectations and being in
the public eye, the results of this study cuggest that these streszors dc not
adversely affect the cocial competency or increase the incidence of
behzvioral problems 1n these children In fact, teen age boys and schoo! age
giris had greater social competency than the norm It may be that pastors’
farmilics poszecs certain strengths and resources which are able to assist
the child in coping with the expectatione and public nature of being part of 3
pastoral family

Rezourcec which may be present in pastoral familes include well

educated parents with stable marriages, extensive social networks,
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spiritua! strengths and divine intervention. Although expectations of
children may be high from both the family and the community, it is also
hkely that these expectations have been consistent and unambiquous, 50
that children have been able to acclimate to them. From an early age cn,
¢hildren are hikely to have had freguent opportunities fo~ sociahization
within the rehgious community, and parents may have been able to made!
enpectad behaviors and ways of dealing with others.

The explorstory findings of this study are useful to family
prafessionsls because 1t verifies that children who are part of highly
vigible fannhies appear to be no different in social competency or behavioral
problems than children in the population at large.

When such children do have difficulties, there may be widespread,
sgnsationalized coverage which often evokes images of troubled, tragic
chitdhoods However, it must be kept in mind that such situations may truly
represent the exceptions end contribute to false perceptions based on very
small numbers It may therefore be inaccurate to assume that childiran wha
are "in the public eye” are a group at ~pecial risk for sacial and behavioral
problems. Families may possess a number of strengths and resources which
are 3ble to mitigate the impact of stressors facing these chidren.

The results of this study can &lso be used to provide feedback and
regssurance to parents regarding the functioning oi their childran. Close to
half of the parents in this study indicated that they wished to be notified of
thew children's scores on the CBCL, suggasting that pastoral parents find
such information to be useful. Disseminating the results of this study
would be beneficial in encouraging parents to have positive perceptions of

thair children's functioning and foster age appropriate expectatians.



Although thase may be interesting speculations, the preliminary nature
of this worl must be emphasized. wWhile a random mailing was conducted,
the generalizability of the study is limited due to the 'ow response rate as
well as the ract that a single denomination was used. it is possible that
cocial deswability may have influsnced the willingness of parents to
accurately report their children’s behavior.

Thers are a number of dirsctions which would be valuable to pursus in
futurg research. These include replication of the study in differant
religious denominations with greaisr variability in family characteristics,
3: well 3¢ with other types of families who may have children in the "public
cye”. 1t would alzo be useful to obtain multiple measures of cChiluren's
behaviar and examine them for convergence. Alternative versions of the
CBCL for teachers and a self report for children themsel'es are availablc
Finally, 1t would be valuagble to obtain further insight into the environment
and dynamics of pastoral families 11 order to Yetter understand the

contentual factors which influenca the development of these children.
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TABLE
CHILDRENS' CHARACTERISTICS
Characteristics n ;4
SEX
Boys 50 51.02
Girl: 48 48 97
AGE
4 -5 yesr. 17 17.3
Boys 9 9.18
Girls 8 8.16
6 - 11 years 54 55.10
Boys 28 28.57
Girls 26 26.53
12 - 16 years 27 27.55
Boys b/ 13.26
Girls 14 14.28
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TaBlE S
SEN.COMPARISONS TQ CBCL NORMS

SROUP fi
Bovs S0
BIRLS 48
NORM

*1=2.47, p<0.05

20C COMP
A

53.24
S54.18*

50

*%1=3.74, p<0.01.

12.42
11.7

10

13

EEHAY FROES

X

35.20%*

50.

30

3

8

2D
10.00
8.31
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AGE COMPARISON TO CBCL NORMS

TABLE 3

GROUP n
4-3yrs 17
6-1tyrs. 34

Marm

*1=275,p.001

S MP

**{-22, p<001

sD
16.45

11.78

14

PK's 11

PEHAY PROBS
X S

53.00 1054
51.64 9.60
55.07** 828

50 10




TABLE 4
AGE BY SEX COMPARISONS T0 CBCL NORMS
GROUP N S0C CamMP BEHAY PRQOBS

X sD X <D
aays
4-54re 9 53 16.3 354 94
€6-11yrs, 28 529 133 53.8 111
12-16yrs 13 54.5% 72 S5B.4%% 75
Norm S0 10 S50 10
GIRLS
4-5 yrs. 8 525 17.7 50.2 116
6-11yrs. 26 SEx#* 99 49.2 7.0
12-16yrs. 14 511 11 525 85
Norm S0 10 50 10
TOTAL 98 836 11.99 528 9.46

hhhhh

**1-4.02, p<0.01

**%t=3.09, p<0.91
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