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Narrative Inferaction in
Family Dinnertime Conversations
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Reminiscing has been shown to be a critical conversational context for the devel-
opment of autobiographical memory, self-concept, and emotional regulation (for a
review, see Fivush, Haden, & Reese, 2006). Although much past research has
examined reminiscing between mothers and their preschool children, very litile
attention has been given to family narrative interaction with older children. In the
present study, we examined family reminiscing in spontaneous narratives that
emerged during family dinnertime conversations. The results revealed that mothers
confributed more to the narratives than did fathers in that they provided, con-
firmed, and negated more information, although fathers requested more informa-
tion than mothers. In exploratory analyses, mothers’ contributions to shared family
narratives were found to be related to fewer internalizing and externalizing behav-
iors in their children, while fathers’ contributions to individual narratives of day-fo-
day experiences were related to fewer internalizing and externalizing behaviors
in their children. These results indicate that mothers and fathers may play different
roles in narrative construction with their children, and there is some suggestion that
these differences may also be related to children’s behavioral adjustment.

Throughout the day, we experience mundane, important, and emotional
events. Some of these events are experienced with our families while others
are experienced independent of them, but at the end of the day we share these
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stories with our family. Over the past two decades, a growing body of
research has revealed differences in the ways that parents reminisce about
past events with their children. Specifically, whereas some parents are more
elaborative and scaffold their child’s recall with the use of questions,
prompts, and cues, other parents tend to be more repetitive and repeatedly ask
for the same information (for a review, see Fivush, 2007; Fivush, Haden, &
Reese, 2006). However, the scope of these studies has been rather narrow.
Most studies have examined elicited narratives between mothers and their
preschool children about shared experiences, with limited research extending
parent-child reminiscing to middle childhood. Only a few studies have
looked at both mothers and fathers, and even fewer have moved away from an
elicited narrative paradigm in order to capture more naturalistic family narra-
tive interactions (for some exceptions, see Mullen & Yi, 1995; Peterson &
McCabe, 1992). How families spontaneously reminisce about the past is an
important question because more elaborative maternal reminiscing is related
to children’s developing autobiographical memory skills, self-concept, and
emotional regulation (for a review, see Fivush, Haden, & Reese, 2006).
Therefore, the major objective of this study is to examine differences in spon-
taneous family narrative interaction. A more exploratory secondary objective
was to examine relations between family reminiscing and child emotional
and behavioral adjustment.

Parental Reminiscing Style

The majority of research on parent-child reminiscing about past events has
focused on dyadic interactions between a mother and her child. This research
has demonstrated that mothers vary along a dimension of elaboration, with
more elaborative mothers asking for and providing more information and
confirming and evaluating their children’s participation to a greater extent
than less elaborative mothers. Maternal elaborative reminiscing style is con-
sistent over time, across siblings, and is specific to the reminiscing context;
that is, mothers who are more elaborative when reminiscing are not necessar-
ily more conversationally elaborative in other conversational contexts (for a
review, see Fivush et al., 2006). There is more limited research examining
father-child reminiscing that demonstrates that fathers also vary along a
dimension of elaboration, although mothers are generally more elaborative,
especially about emotional aspects of the past, than are fathers (Adams, Kue-
bli, Boyle, & Fivush, 1995; Fivush, Brotman, Buckner, & Goodman, 2000;
Reese, Haden, & Fivush, 1993).

Elaboration is a global construct that captures parental guidance, or
scaffolding (Fivush et al., 2006). This scaffolding can take various forms,
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including providing rich detailed information for the child, requesting
information from the child, confirming information that the child provides
in the service of eliciting and validating the child’s participation, and negat-
ing information that can lead to the negotiation of shared meaning. There is
some evidence that provision of information is more beneficial earlier in the
preschool years but that as children develop more sophisticated memory
and language skills, requesting information may be more advantageous
(Farrant & Reese, 2000; Haden, Ornstein, Rudek, & Cameron, 2009). In
fact, Haden, Ornstein, Rudek, and Cameron (2009) have recently demon-
strated that mothers who request and confirm more information from their
preschool children facilitate the development of autobiographical memory
skills more so than mothers who simply provide information.

Family Narratives

To date, little reminiscing research has examined the family as a whole.
Emerging from a family systems perspective, examining how the family as a
whole communicates, interacts, and responds to one another is essential for
understanding families and the factors that contribute to the well-being of the
individual members (Kreppner, 2002). Studies examining family patterns of
communication more generally have revealed that open and supportive com-
munication styles, in contrast to more controlling and unsupportive commu-
nication, foster rich affective relationships between parents and children,
which contribute to more positive views of the self (Openshaw, Thomas, &
Rollins, 1984; Ryan, 1993), higher self-esteem (Blake & Slate, 1993; Enger,
Howerton, & Cobbs, 1994; Kernis, Brown, & Brody, 2000), and a higher
sense of self-efficacy in children (for a review, see Carton & Nowicki, 1994).
In addition, family interactions that facilitate autonomy while not sacrificing
relatedness facilitate positive and healthy self-esteem development in chil-
dren (Allen, Hauser, Bell, & O’Conner, 1994).

Focusing specifically on family narrative interaction may be particu-
larly important because in talking about the past, family members recon-
struct their personal and shared experiences and in this process reinterpret
and reevaluate what happened and what it meant. As Ochs, Taylor,
Rudolph, and Smith (1992) have argued, family narratives are critical sites
for socialization because complex discussions arise when family members
experienced an event together and subsequently reminisce about it.
Through participating in this type of family reminiscing, children learn how
to become not only storytellers but also theory builders. In order for a fam-
ily to construct a coherent narrative together, each part of the story must be
explained, and the members of the family may challenge what was told,
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may add in different pieces, or may critique and rework the current theory
of what happened.

Family Narratives and Child Well-being

Co-construction of family narratives allows for the creation of shared
meaning and a shared history, which may be critical for children’s emo-
tional understanding and well-being (Fiese & Sameroff, 1999). Research
with mothers and their preschool children has revealed that there are clear
relations between reminiscing about past events and children’s developing
emotional understanding and adjustment. In general, mothers who remi-
nisce about the past in more elaborative ways, providing rich detail and
confirming and eliciting their children’s participation, have children who
show higher levels of emotional understanding and regulation. Studies have
confirmed that maternal elaboration is the critical dimension in predicting
child outcome (for reviews, see Fivush, 2007; Fivush et al., 20006).

For example, Laible (2004a, 2004b) found that mothers who were more
elaborative when reminiscing about past behavioral transgressions had pre-
school children who showed more advanced emotional and moral under-
standing as well as more adaptive emotional regulation. In research with
somewhat older children, Fivush and Sales (2006; Sales & Fivush, 2005)
found that mothers who provided more emotional and explanatory language
when reminiscing about parent-child conflicts had 8- to 12-year-old children
with better coping skills and better emotional well-being. Critically, research
has also shown that mother-child talk about the past is more predictive of
children’s social-emotional well-being, understanding, and regulation than is
talk in other contexts, including ongoing conflicts and book reading (Laible,
20044a, 2004b; Reese, Bird, & Tripp, 2007), suggesting that narrative remi-
niscing may provide a unique context for emotional socialization. Thus, it is
clear that elaborative reminiscing has positive benefits.

We have recently extended the research on dyadic reminiscing and
well-being to examine relations between elicited family narratives and
child well-being. In this research, we asked 40 middle-class two-parent
families with a preadolescent child to reminisce about a shared negative
experience and a shared positive experience. In a first analysis, examining
the overall family narrative style, Bohanek, Marin, Fivush, and Duke
(20006) identified three narrative interaction styles that were differentially
related to children’s well-being. Conversations with a coordinated perspec-
tive incorporated and integrated information from all members and were
related to higher self-esteem, especially in girls. Conversations with an
individual perspective, in which family members took turns telling their
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thoughts and feelings about the event without integration among the per-
spectives, were associated with a more external locus of control, especially
in boys. Conversations with an imposed perspective, in which one family
member was in charge of the conversation or that included unpleasant
exchanges between members, were not associated with either self-esteem
or locus of control (although this was likely because of the low incidence of
this style in this sample). Marin, Bohanek, and Fivush (2008) subsequently
examined the emotional and explanatory language in these elicited narra-
tives in more detail and found that families who expressed and explained
specific negative emotions when conarrating shared negative experiences
had children who rated themselves higher on social, behavioral, and aca-
demic competence. Furthermore, Bohanek, Marin, and Fivush (2008)
found that it was specifically mothers’ use of emotional expressions and
explanations that was, in general, related to higher self-esteem and behav-
ioral adjustment in their children, whereas fathers’ use of emotional expres-
sions and explanations, in general, was not. These findings establish that
the ways in which families reminisce about past events is important for
child well-being and that mothers and fathers play different roles. However,
these studies did not examine how spontaneous narratives emerge in every-
day family interaction and whether these interactions may be related to
child adjustment.

Dinnertime Narratives

In this study, we undertook a more systematic investigation of how narra-
tives emerge in spontaneous family interactions. We chose to tape record
typical dinnertime conversations because this is a time when the family
comes together to share their day. Thus, it seems an ideal context for the
telling of stories. Although there have been many previous studies that have
examined family talk around the dinner table, this research has focused
mainly on socialization of language and politeness routines (for summaries,
see Pan, Perlmann, & Snow, 2000; Blum-Kulka, 1997; for qualitative
research on family dinnertime narratives, see Ochs & Capps, 2001). There
is also a vast literature detailing the positive effects of family rituals more
generally (e.g., Sameroff & Fiese, 1999; Sprunger, Boyce, & Gaines, 1985;
Wamboldt & Reiss, 1989) and also the positive effects of family mealtimes
on children’s well-being (CASA, 2003; Hofferth and Sandberg, 2001a,
2001b). This research has only examined the number of meals that families
share and has not examined the interaction around the dinner table; how-
ever, researchers have argued that the beneficial effects of family dinner-
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time could be because parents and children are able to discuss what hap-
pened during the day (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001b). Based on the research
reviewed here on the beneficial effects of elaborated reminiscing, we argue
that the narratives told around the dinner table may be an important part of
what makes dinnertime beneficial for children. We focused on how mothers
and fathers scaffolded these narratives in terms of providing, requesting,
confirming, and negating information.

Previous qualitative research on family dinnertime narratives confirms
that families share stories of their own individual experiences (especially
events of the day) as well as narratives of experiences shared by multiple
family members around the dinner table (Ochs & Capps, 2001; Ochs et al.,
1992). Only three studies have quantitatively examined narrative differ-
ences for events that were shared between the mother and child and those
that were only experienced by the child, but intriguing differences have
been found. For example, Reese and Brown (2000) found that when a
mother and child were reminiscing about a shared past event, the mother’s
provision of information was related to how much her child contributed to
the conversation. However, when a child was recounting an individual
experience, the mother’s elaborative questions were related to how much
her child contributed. Interestingly, children reported more information
overall when recounting individual events than when they were reminiscing
with their mother (for similar findings, see also McCabe & Peterson, 1991;
Menig-Peterson, 1975). Thus, it is possible that narratives of events experi-
enced by individual members of a family may differ in important ways
from narratives of events that were shared by two or more family members.
In the dinnertime context we were able to examine how different types of
family narratives, shared and unshared as well as recent and remote, are
told. A secondary objective of this research was to examine possible rela-
tions between family narratives and child well-being. In initial work
addressing this question, Fiese and her colleagues (Fiese & Marjinsky,
1999; Fiese & Sameroff, 1999) examined several sets of family narratives
that emerged during dinnertime conversations to determine what, if any,
narrative components were consistent and important across many types of
family stories. Interestingly, they found that parents’ appropriate modula-
tion of affect was an important mediator of fewer child behavior problems.
However, the researchers did not fully examine the types of narratives that
emerged over the dinner table or the process of narrative interaction as each
family member contributed to the evolving story.

Our goal in this study was to systematically describe the frequency,
type, and process of family narrative interaction. We predicted, based on the
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limited research examining mother-preschooler and father-preschooler
dyads, that mothers would be more elaborative overall than fathers. A sec-
ondary and more exploratory goal was to examine possible relations
between family narratives and child well-being; we predicted that parents
who demonstrated a more elaborative style, through providing, requesting,
and confirming more information, might have children who displayed
higher levels of emotional and behavioral adjustment as measured by the
Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) (Achenbach, 1991).

Method
Participants

As part of a larger project examining relations between family communica-
tion, family narratives, and family well-being, 40 middle-class two-parent
families with at least 1 child between 9 and 12 years old (the focal child)
were recruited from various sources (e.g., newspaper ads, sports camps).
Thirty-seven of these families participated in the dinnertime portion of the
project that is reported here. We note that these are the same families for
which we examined elicited narratives as described in the introduction.
Thirty of these families are dual earners, and 7 are single earners. This is a
highly educated sample, with 17 mothers and 22 fathers having completed
a postgraduate degree, 13 mothers and 8 fathers having completed college,
7 mothers and 6 fathers having some college education, and 1 father who
completed some high school. Twenty-eight families self-identified as Cau-
casian, 3 as African American, 5 as mixed race, and 1 as Asian American.
Thirty of the families are traditional nuclear families, 5 are blended fami-
lies, and 2 are extended families with at least 1 additional adult living with
them. The number of children in each family ranged from 1 to 6 (mean
number of children is 2.7), with an age range of 2 months to 23 years. Three
families had 1 child present at the meal, 22 families had 2 children present,
8 families had 3 children present, 3 families had 4 children present, and 1
family had 5 children present. Families were informed that we were inter-
ested in family patterns of interaction during routine family events. No
mention was made of specific interest in talk about past events or narratives.
All parents signed informed consent, and adolescents gave verbal assent to
the procedures as approved by the institutional review board. Families were
paid $25, and children were given movie tickets.

Families were given a tape recorder and asked to record two to three
family dinnertime conversations over a two-week period. Thirty-one fami-
lies returned at least two conversations, and six families returned just one
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dinner conversation.! If two conversations were available, the second one
was used in analyses because we assumed that the family would be less
self-conscious during a second taping; for the remaining 6 families, their
single recorded dinnertime conversation was used. All conversations were
transcribed verbatim and checked for accuracy before coding. Dinner con-
versations varied in length from 20 to 45 minutes.

In addition to collecting the audiotaped dinnertime conversations,
mothers and fathers were also asked to complete the CBCL on the focal
child.

Child Behavior Checklist. The CBCL (Achenbach, 1991) was chosen to
assess child behaviors because it is widely used in the clinical and develop-
mental literatures to determine the presence or absence of internalizing (e.g.,
anxiety and depression) and externalizing (e.g., acting out) problems in chil-
dren. Because only the internalizing and externalizing scales are of interest
in the present study, we only discuss items and scoring for these scales.
Internalizing and externalizing scores are calculated independently, with the
responses from 32 items summed to create a total internalizing score and the
responses from 33 items summed to create a total externalizing score. Each
item is scored from O to 2, with 0 indicating that the item is “not true” of the
child, whereas a 2 indicates that the item is “very true or often true” of the
child. For example, sample items reflective of internalizing problems
include “Feels worthless or inferior” and “Would rather be alone than with
others,” and sample items reflective of externalizing problems include “Gets
in many fights” and “Swearing or obscene language.” Lower scores on either
scale indicate less frequent internalizing or externalizing behaviors, and
higher scores indicate more frequent or severe internalizing or externalizing
behaviors. In the present study, both mothers and fathers completed the
CBCL for the target child. However, past research has indicated that multi-
ple informants often contribute different reports of child behavior (e.g.,
Achenbach, McConaughy, & Howell, 1987) and that mothers may be per-
ceived as more accurate than other informants (Phares, 1997). With one
exception, the mothers in the present 37 families were the primary caretak-
ers of the children, and thus we present data only from the maternal ratings.
We do note that in preliminary analyses of our data the paternal CBCL rat-
ings were not related to any narrative measures (these analyses are available
from the first author). We return to this issue in the discussion.

! The families who returned a single dinnertime conversation did not differ from the families
who returned two dinnertime conversations on any of the narrative variables (e.g., number of narra-
tives per family, number of words, function categories, etc.) more often than would be expected by
chance.
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As a measure of internal consistency, Achenbach (1991) calculated
Cronbach’s alphas for each scale with the internalizing scale o. = .90 and the
externalizing scale o = .93, which indicates strong internal consistency.
Alphas on a subset of this sample were reported by Bohanek et al. (2008)
and were o0 = .86 and o = .91, respectively. As reported by Achenbach,
overall one-week test-retest reliability Pearson rs for the internalizing and
externalizing scores are .89 and .93, respectively.

Transcription and Coding

Two coders read through all of the transcripts together and identified all the
narratives within the dinnertime conversations. A narrative was defined as a
reference to a specific past event. Narratives began when the past event was
introduced and ended when the narrative talk changed (i.e., to present or
future tense events). Although there was often nonnarrative talk embedded
within the narrative (e.g., “Pass the salt”), this talk was omitted from quan-
titative analyses.

Once all the narratives were identified, coding focused on two issues:
(1) descriptions of the narratives and (2) family members’ narrative interac-
tion. Descriptions focused on who and what the narratives were about and
when the narrated event occurred. Narrative interaction focused on the
kinds of narrative utterances used by mothers, fathers, and children in the
narratives, specifically whether participants were requesting, providing,
confirming, or negating information. More specifically, narrative descrip-
tion focused on:

1. Theme, or what the narrative was about (e.g., academics, social
activities, family vacations).

2. Time of occurrence, or when the event within the narrative took
place. Recent events happened either that day or the day before,
and remote events took place more than two days earlier
(although virtually all of the remote events in the corpus occurred
at least several months in the past).

3. Type of narrative, or whether the past event being described was
experienced by just one person at the table (independent), or by
more than one family member (family). Note that independent
narratives experienced by one family member can include people
outside the family as participants, and thus the event is
experienced independent of the family. Therefore, independent
narratives focus on a family member as an individual, whereas
family narratives focus on individuals as members of the family.



Family Dinnertime Narratives 497

4. Initiator, or who begins the narrative, coded as the mother, father,
or child. Narratives can be initiated either by a question (e.g.,
“What did you do in school today?”’) or by an introduction of an
event (“I sat next to Sally at lunch today”).

5. Subject of the narrative, or who the narrative is about. This could
either be the mother, father, a child, or the family (defined as two
or more family members). It is important to note that this is
different than narrative type in that an event might have been
shared by several family members (e.g., the christening of one of
the children) and thus considered a family narrative, but the
subject of the narrative would be the child who was being
christened.

6. Length, assessed as the number of words contributed to the
narrative by each family member.

Coding narrative interaction focused on the process of conarrating the event
and was adapted from previous schemes developed to code for elaborative
reminiscing (e.g., Fivush & Fromhoff, 1988; Haden, 1998). First, each
utterance within each narrative was identified. An utterance was defined as
any proposition with either an explicit or implied subject and verb as well
as affective exclamations and confirmations or negations of previous utter-
ances. Each utterance was then coded into one of the following mutually
exclusive and exhaustive categories:

1. Request. Information is asked for in the form of who, what, when,
where, why, and how questions (e.g., “How was your day
today?”’; “Why did you do that?”).

2. Provide. Information that has not been given before is presented
(e.g., “T had a water fight in school today™; “This is not cool”).

3. Confirm. Provision of information is validated or repeated (e.g.,
“That was exciting.” “It was.”); where any “yes” or variation
thereof (such as “Yeah,” “Okay,” “Uh huh”) follows a request for
or provision of information (e.g., “Did you do that?” “Yes.”).

4. Negate. Any “no” or variation thereof (such as “Uh uh”) follows a
request for, or provision of, information (e.g., “Did you do that?”
“No.”). It is important to note that these negations often occurred
in the context of negotiating the facts of what happened and were
typically not argumentative in nature (e.g., family members did
not typically negate others’ emotions, thoughts, or feelings).

Two coders independently coded 15% of all the narratives and achieved
86% agreement across narrative coding categories, with a range of
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75-100% and a kappa of .82. The remaining narratives were divided
between the two coders and were coded independently.

Results

Presentation of the results is divided into three major sections. We first pres-
ent a description of the narratives in terms of theme and narrative type.
Because the number of children present at the dinner table varied from fam-
ily to family and in order to control for skew in the distribution, we coded
families as having 1 or 2 children present at the table versus families with 3
or more children present. The number of children present at the dinner table
was then used as a covariate in all analyses. For the most part, the number of
children present was not significantly related to any of the variables of inter-
est and is therefore only reported when significant. We then turn to a more
fine-grained analysis of the narrative interaction, focusing on the utterances
that mothers, fathers, and children contribute to the narratives. Because our
main focus is on the number and type of narratives that families co-construct
and the process of co-construction as a function of family member, we base
all of our analyses on frequency. As we and others have argued, although
proportionalizing these kinds of data may correct for a general level of talka-
tiveness, frequency is the correct metric to use because an essential aspect of
reminiscing style is the extent to which families engage in this kind of talk.
Furthermore, frequency, and not proportion, has been shown to be critical
for child outcome (Farrant & Reese, 2000; Fivush, 1998; Fivush et al., in
press; Reese, Haden, & Fivush, 1993; Wang, 2001; Wang, 2006). All signifi-
cant (p < .05) main effects and interactions were followed up with #-tests.

In the third section, we examine exploratory relations between the din-
nertime narratives and maternal ratings of children’s well-being. Because
of the exploratory nature of the analyses and the relatively small sample
size for these correlational analyses, we have chosen to focus on the effect
size of the Pearson correlations between parental reminiscing and child
emotional and behavioral adjustment rather than on traditional p values (for
discussions of this issue, see Kline, 2004; Vacha-Haase et al., 2000; and
Vacha-Haase & Thompson, 2004). Traditionally, small effect sizes are
those around .10 while moderate effect sizes are those around .30 (Aron &
Aron, 1999; Cohen, 1992), and we have chosen to highlight both small
effect sizes (r >.31) as well as moderate effect sizes (r >.55). However, we
note here and discuss further below that these are exploratory analyses, and
in choosing to focus on effect sizes we are including correlations at the mar-
ginally significant/trend level; we are cautious to note this where appropri-
ate and interpret the data accordingly.



Family Dinnertime Narratives 499

Across the 37 families, 235 narratives were identified. Of these, 226
could be classified by when they occurred and who was present during the
event. Thus, all analyses are based on these 226 narratives. Before we pro-
ceed to more specific analyses, it is worth emphasizing that this is a large
number of narratives, a mean of 6.35 per family, told around the dinner
table. Given the duration of most of these dinnertime interactions, this aver-
ages out to approximately | narrative of a past event emerging every 5 min-
utes during an average family dinnertime.

Description of the Narratives

Narrative theme. Inspection of the narratives indicated nine broad
themes that captured the types of events narrated, as shown in Table 1 (for a
qualitative description of a portion of these dinnertime narratives, see
Fivush, Bohanek, & Duke, 2008). The majority of narratives were about the
children’s day or the parent’s day and reflected routine, everyday events in
which family members engaged. Children’s day was further divided into
school events that were academic in nature (tests, grades, classes), school
events that were social in nature (recess, talking with friends between
classes), and non-school-related activities (after-school sports, playing with
friends). Parent’s day was divided into work events that were work-related
(meetings, tasks at work), work events that were social in nature (lunch
with co-workers, talking with colleagues), and non-work-related activities
(running errands, talking to or having dinner with friends). As can be seen
in Table 1, both parents and children talk the most about their non-school-
and non-work-related activities.

The next most frequent narrative theme is parent-child social interac-
tions, which includes shopping, errand running, and sports where at least
one child and one parent are present. Family knowledge, stories, and his-
tory are just that, a collection of narratives about the general workings/
routines within the family; family stories with the parents, children, or all
members; and family history, which includes stories about when the parents
were children, when the parents were married but before they had children,
and when the children were little.

There were also narratives about food, most often reviewing what
everyone had for lunch earlier that day or what family members had eaten
and enjoyed in the past. Animal narratives included stories about current
pets, past pets, and wild animals. Narratives about injuries, illnesses, and
doctor visits are self-explanatory and ranged in severity from making an
appointment to see a doctor to a slight scratch to a possible cyst in a child’s
knee. Stories about vacations were also told, some about the whole family
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Table 1. Narrative Themes

Narrative Themes Number of Narratives
Children’s day
School day—academics 25
School day—social 22
Nonschool activities 48

Parent’s day

Workday—work issues 7

Workday —social 3

Nonwork activities 30
Parent-child social interactions 20
Family knowledge, stories, history 17
Food 16
Animals 12
Injuries, illnesses, doctor visits 9
Vacations 9
QOutside/other 8
Total 226

and others that only the children or only the parents had enjoyed. Finally,
there were eight narratives that were about people outside the family, such
as a friend’s illness and a friend’s ski trip.

Narrative time, type, and initiation. Consideration of the narratives fur-
ther suggests that narratives varied by when the event being recounted
occurred (recent or remote) and whether the narratives were about an event
that occurred to a family member independent from the rest of the family
(independent) or whether it was an event shared by at least two members of
the family (family). In addition, narratives could be initiated by the mother,
the father, or a child. Figure 1 shows the total number of narratives by time
and type as well as who initiated each of these types of narratives.

A 2 (time) X 2 (type) X 3 (initiator) Repeated Measures ANOVA con-
firmed that there were more recent narratives (M = 4.02, SD = 2.74) than
remote narratives (M = 2.08, SD = 1.69; F[1,35] =5.51, p <.05) and more
independent narratives (M = 4.16, SD = 2.92) than family narratives (M =
1.95, SD = 1.41; F[1, 35] = 9.46, p < .01). More specifically, a significant
interaction between time and type (F[1, 35] =4.86, p <.05) further revealed
that there were more recent independent narratives (M = 2.97, SD = 2.72)
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Figure 1. Total Number of Narratives Told at the Dinner Table by Time, Narrative Type,
and Initiator.

than remote independent narratives (M = 1.19, SD = 1.41; #[1,36] =3.38, p
< .01), recent family narratives (M = 1.05, SD = 1.25; #[1, 36] =3.62, p <
.01), and remote family narratives (M = .89, SD = .99; [1, 36] =4.30, p <
.01), which did not differ from each other. Although there appear to be dif-
ferences in who was initiating narratives in Figure 1, in fact there was no
significant main effect or interactions with initiator. This is likely due to the
large standard deviations for the mean number of initiations for family
members.

A further question concerned who the narratives were about. That is,
regardless of who initiated the narratives, the subject of the narratives could
be the mother, the father, a child, or the family, as displayed in Figure 2 by
time and subject of the narrative. Of the 226 narratives, 8 were about people
outside of the immediate family and were thus excluded from this analysis.
A2 (time) X 2 (type) X 4 (subject) Repeated Measures ANOVA revealed no
differences in who these narratives were about; regardless of time and type,
there were no significant differences in whether families told narratives
about either parent, a child, or the family. Although Figure 2 gives the
impression that there are more narratives about children than mothers or
fathers (particularly for recent independent narratives), this effect is not sig-
nificant when controlling for the number of children present at the table.

Narrative length. The next set of analyses addressed the amount of fam-
ily members’ contributions to the dinnertime narratives. It is important to



502 Merrill-Palmer Quarterly

70

60

50 OM om
Obad

40
B Chidren

30 E Fam iy

20

10_ H_L

0

Fam iy Fam ity

(o]
o

Total umber of neatves

Recent mote Re

Figure 2. Total Number of Narratives about Each Family Member by Time and
Narrative Type.

emphasize that most of the dinnertime narratives were extended discussions
about the event, with multiple family members participating. Across families,
recent independent narratives are on average 102.70 words long (SD =
71.69), recent family narratives are 133.28 words long (SD = 384.40), remote
independent narratives are 84.26 words long (SD = 118.53), and remote fam-
ily narratives are on average 70.04 words long (SD =79.74).

The mean number of words contributed to each narrative type by moth-
ers, fathers, and children was calculated for recent and remote and for inde-
pendent and family narratives, as displayed in Figure 3. A 2 (time) X 2 (type)
% 3 (speaker) Repeated Measures ANOVA revealed that mothers (mean over-
all number of words = 161.21, SD =208.70; #[1, 36] = 2.65, p < .05) and chil-
dren (mean overall number of words = 139.53, SD = 170.27; £[1.36] =-2.19,
p < .05) contributed more words across all narratives than did fathers (mean
overall number of words = 89.54, SD = 110.24; F[2, 34] = 3.18, p < .05), but
mothers and children did not differ from each other. In addition, the number
of children present influenced family members’ contributions to the conver-
sations (F[2, 34] = 5.04, p =.01) such that fathers with 1 or 2 children talked
more (mean overall number of words = 111.53, SD = 125.20) than fathers
with 3 or more children (mean overall number of words =43.73, SD = 46.75;
11, 34] =2.38, p < .05), but mothers and children did not differ in how much
they talked as a function of how many children were at the table. Moreover,
there were no differences in how much family members talked as a function
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Figure 3. Mean Number of Words per Family Member by Time and Narrative Type.

of when the event occurred or the type of the narrative. Thus overall, although
there were more recent independent narratives told than any other type, once
anarrative was initiated, families contributed to each of these narratives types
about equally. However, mothers and children contributed substantially more
to narrative telling than did fathers.

Overall, families told many narratives around the dinner table, with
most of these narratives focused on the children’s and parent’s social rela-
tionships and interactions. Most narratives were about events that occurred
that day, but a surprisingly large number of narratives were about events
experienced in the remote past. Intriguingly, mothers, fathers, and children
initiated about the same number of narratives, and these narratives were just
as likely to be about the mother or father as about one of the children. How-
ever, mothers and children, regardless of the number of children in the fam-
ily, contributed more to these narratives than did fathers.

Narrative Interaction

The second set of analyses focused on the narrative interaction, defined as
requesting, providing, confirming, and negating information. For some
analyses, several Mauchly’s tests indicated that the sphericity assumption
had been violated. Therefore, in these analyses, degrees of freedom have
been corrected using the Greenhouse-Geisser Epsilon.
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Figure 4. Mean Number of Function Utterances by Family Member.

An initial 3 (family member: mother, father, children) X 4 (narrative
type: recent independent, remote independent, recent family, remote fam-
ily) x 4 (utterance type: request, provide, confirm, negate) Repeated Meas-
ures ANOVA was conducted. There was a main effect of family member
(F[2, 72] = 11.96, p < .01), a main effect of utterance type (F[3, 37, cor-
rected] =24.94, p < .01), and a family member by utterance type interaction
(F6, 62, corrected] = 6.82, p < .01). There was no main effect of event type
nor did event type enter into any significant interactions, indicating that
narrative interaction was similar across all four event types. The mean num-
ber of each utterance type by family member across event types is displayed
in Figure 4. In order to explore the family member by utterance type inter-
action, separate ANOVASs on each utterance type were performed and were
followed up with r-tests (p < .05) where appropriate.

A main effect of family member for requests (F[2, 51, corrected] =
6.88, p <.01) revealed that mothers (M = 1.18, SD = 0.87) requested signif-
icantly more information than did children (M = 0.35, SD = 0.34; #[1, 36] =
5.78, p < 0.01), as did fathers (M = 0.99, SD = 1.69; 1[1, 36] =2.49, p <
0.05), but mothers and fathers did not differ from each other (see Figure 4).
For providing information, a main effect (F[2, 51, corrected] = 9.08, p <
.01) showed that mothers (M = 4.43, SD = 5.44) provided significantly
more information than either fathers (M =2.50, SD =3.62;#[1,36] =2.67,p
< 0.05) or children (M = 1.99, SD = 2.60; #[1, 36] = 3.71, p < 0.01), but
fathers and children did not differ from each other. For confirmations, a
trend (F[2, 45, corrected] = 2.65, p = .10) suggested that mothers and
fathers were similar (Ms = 0.66 and 0.74, respectively, SDs = 0.55 and 1.42,
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respectively), but both confirmed more than children (M = 0.38, SD = 0.70;
11, 36] = 2.40, p < 0.05 for mothers; #[1, 36] = 2.53, p < 0.05 for fathers).
Finally, for negations, a main effect (F[2, 72] = 3.58, p < .05) revealed that
mothers (M = 0.19, SD = 0.24) negated significantly more often than did
fathers (M = 0.07, SD = 0.16; ¢[1, 36] = 2.52, p < 0.05), but mothers and
children (M = 0.14, SD = 0.19) did not differ from each other, nor did
fathers and children.

In summary, comparisons between mothers and fathers indicated that
mothers provided and negated more information than did fathers, but moth-
ers and fathers requested and confirmed information at similar levels.
Mothers also provided, requested, and confirmed more information than
children, but mothers and children negated information equally often.
Fathers also requested and confirmed more information than did children,
but fathers and children provided and negated information equally often.

Relations between Narratives and Child Well-being

The last set of analyses focused on relations between family narrative interac-
tion within each of the event types and children’s well-being as measured by
the CBCL. As discussed previously, because of the exploratory nature of
these analyses, both significant correlations (p < .05) as well as correlations
above the traditional level of significance at respectable effect sizes are high-
lighted in Table 2. As can be seen, although there were no distinct relations
between narrative interaction and child well-being within the recent family
and remote independent narratives, patterns of clustered relations emerged,
particularly within the remote family narratives and to a lesser extent within
the recent independent narratives. Specifically, within the remote family nar-
ratives, mothers who confirmed, negated, and, to a lesser extent, provided
more information had children with fewer internalizing problems. Also
within the remote family narratives, children who requested more informa-
tion had fewer internalizing problems, and children who negated more infor-
mation had fewer internalizing problems and, to a lesser extent, fewer
externalizing problems. Within the recent independent narratives, correla-
tions of small effect sizes indicated that fathers who requested more informa-
tion had children with fewer internalizing and externalizing problems.

Discussion

In this study we examined spontaneous family narrative interactions around
the dinner table. Clearly, stories about one’s day and one’s past emerge fre-
quently in typical family interactions, about once every five minutes, and
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when past events do emerge as topics of conversation, these narratives are
extended and collaborative, with multiple family members contributing to
the evolving story. Not surprisingly, most of the narratives were individual
family member’s stories of their day, but a substantial number of narratives
focused on remote events experienced both by the family as a whole and by
individual members. Interestingly, these remote narratives were as long, as
elaborated, and as collaborative as narratives of the day’s events, indicating
that multiple types of family narratives are an integral aspect of daily family
interaction. Our results shed light on how family narrative interactions are
structured and also, in exploratory analyses, how they may be related to
child well-being.

In terms of what kinds of stories are told, we were somewhat surprised to
discover that the majority of narratives focused on children’s and parents’
social activities outside of school or work, as opposed to more academic- and
career-related topics. This is particularly interesting, as past research has
shown family dinnertime to be a significant predictor of child well-being and
academic performance (CASA, 2003; Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001a, 2001b).
Yet discussions about exams and homework are clearly not the only impor-
tant issues for children. It appears that discussing and resolving events that
are more social in nature may also be critical to children’s success in school,
perhaps by helping children resolve these stressors and thus allowing them to
focus more on learning and less on nonschool activities and social concerns
when they are in the classroom. We are not arguing that talk about academic
work is not important but rather that it does not seem to occur around the din-
ner table. Most likely this kind of talk occurs in other contexts, such as doing
homework. At the dinner table, where the focus is on the social activities of
both children and parents, children may be learning from their parents to
negotiate smooth social interactions and to take the perspective of other peo-
ple as they discuss their social lives.

Moreover, in contrast to previous descriptions of family dinnertime con-
versations that found that the vast majority of talk focused on the child (Perl-
man, 1984), we found that narratives around the dinner table were just as
likely to be about the parents as about the children. Because the children in
the present study were older than the preschool children studied in most pre-
vious research, it is important to note that the focus of these family narratives
may have different socialization goals, such as fostering a more explicit
understanding of self and others and building both individual and family his-
tories. Thus, parents do not focus as extensively on their children’s individ-
ual experiences but instead also include many narratives about their own
experiences as well as shared family experiences. This is important, because
children are being exposed to and are presumably integrating stories about
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themselves, about who their parents are outside of the home, and about who
their family is as a collective unit. In this way, children are learning to take
the perspectives of others and to build theories about the social world (Ochs
etal., 1992).

Furthermore, although the majority of narratives are about the events of
individual family member’s days, about a quarter of narratives focused on
events that individual family members or the family as a whole had experi-
enced in the remote past. Somewhat surprisingly, there were no differences
on any measure among these different types of events in who initiated or
who participated or how elaborated these narratives were. Clearly, family
members are engaged in creating the stories of their lives across time. How-
ever, mothers and fathers seem to play somewhat different roles in this
process. Once a narrative is introduced, mothers and fathers are equally
likely to request and confirm information about the event. However, moth-
ers provide and negate more information than do fathers. Previous research
has indicated that mothers are more elaborative than fathers when reminisc-
ing individually with their preschool children about shared events (Adams
et al., 1995; Fivush et al., 2000; Reese et al., 1993). In our study, we found
that when the family is interacting as a whole, both mothers and fathers are
involved in soliciting their children to tell the story, but mothers provide and
negate more information than fathers, suggesting that mothers play a larger
role than fathers in facilitating an elaborated, co-constructed narrative in
which each family member contributes and negotiates information.

That mothers are more involved in co-constructing family narratives
relates to previous research that has found that mothers are the largest con-
tributors to dinnertime conversations in general (e.g., Ochs & Taylor, 1992;
Perlmann, 1984) and also relates to research demonstrating that mothers
are more involved in kin-keeping activities, including keeping family his-
tories and stories (McDaniel, 1998; Rosenthal, 1985; Sherman, 1990;
Wamboldt & Reiss, 1989). Our findings confirm and extend these findings
by pointing to the process by which mothers and fathers differentially con-
tribute to the co-construction of family narratives. Importantly, our results
also suggest that children are actively engaged in narrative interaction.
Although they seem to rely on their parents to scaffold the narratives
through requesting and confirming information, children provide as much
information as do fathers and negate as much information as do mothers.
Moreover, this pattern holds even for family narratives about events in
which the children themselves did not participate or were too young to
remember, such as parents’ childhood events and children’s births and bap-
tisms. That children are so engaged even in these narratives further suggests
that these narratives provide a basis for establishing critical family history
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that serves to create and maintain emotional and identity bonds across time
(Fivush, Bohanek, & Duke, 2008; Pratt & Fiese, 2004).

This is particularly interesting in light of our exploratory analyses that
revealed differential relations between maternal and paternal narrative con-
tributions and child well-being. Specifically, mothers who frequently pro-
vide, confirm, and negate information within the remote family narratives
have children with fewer internalizing and externalizing problems. As just
mentioned, mothers often assume the role of kin keeper in the family
(McDaniel, 1998; Rosenthal, 1985; Sherman, 1990; Wamboldt & Reiss,
1989), and it appears that as mothers create, elicit, and negotiate these
remote family narratives around the dinner table, this may be related to pos-
itive aspects of children’s well-being, perhaps because they are building a
shared history through time that provides a sense of identity and continuity
for the child (Fivush et al., in press; Pratt & Fiese, 2004). Children’s roles in
these narrative interactions are also related to well-being. Within the remote
family narratives, children’s own requests for more information and their
negations were associated with fewer internalizing and externalizing prob-
lems, suggesting that children who are more actively engaged in creating a
shared family history show higher levels of well-being.

In contrast, there is some suggestion that fathers who request informa-
tion within the recent independent narratives have children with fewer inter-
nalizing and externalizing problems. Fathers may play more of a role in
day-to-day problem solving, helping their children to create coherent
accounts of the day’s events that facilitate a sense of mastery over one’s life.
Certainly, theory suggests that mothers and fathers differentially contribute
to their children’s developing self-understanding and well-being, with moth-
ers focusing on emotional and relational issues and fathers focusing on
achievement and problem solving (for a discussion of these issues, see
Bohanek, Marin, & Fivush, 2008); these results extend these arguments to
suggest that mothers and fathers may play different roles in helping their
children understand the events of their lives, both remote and recent, in ways
that allow children to create coherence and mastery over their experiences.

As already discussed, these analyses examining relations among
maternal, paternal, and child contributions to the family dinnertime narra-
tives and child well-being are exploratory in nature and should be inter-
preted as such. Our sample size is relatively small for these types of
analyses, with ratings of child behavior from only 37 families collected at
the same time point as the narratives. Interestingly, there were virtually no
relations between narrative participation and paternal ratings of child
behavior. There are several explanations for these null effects, including
that whereas all of these were two-parent families, in all but one family the
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mother was the primary caretaker of the children. Thus, the mothers’ rat-
ings may provide more information about the child’s typical behaviors than
the fathers’ ratings because she may be most familiar with their emotional
and behavioral adjustment, although we do acknowledge that there may be
other factors influencing these relations. However, the suggestive results
revealed between maternal ratings of child behavior and narrative participa-
tion raise an interesting issue of bidirectionality in our data. It is possible
that the ways in which parents and children discuss the events of their lives
influences child emotional and behavioral adjustment, but it is also possible
that children who exhibit certain types of behaviors and responses elicit
certain narrative interactions from their parents. Future research examining
longitudinal relations between narrative interaction and child well-being,
beginning very early in development, is needed to determine the direction
of these effects. This longitudinal data is also critical for determining
whether there are some developmental periods during which narrative
interaction may be more closely related to child behavior, as it is possible
that more relations between narrative interaction at the dinner table and
children’s well-being may be found earlier in development, when children
may spend more time with their families and direct familial influences may
be stronger.

While our findings add to the existing literature on family reminiscing
and child well-being in important ways, we must acknowledge several lim-
itations to the study. First, although our sample is somewhat racially and
ethnically diverse, all of the families were middle class, and the majority of
the children were well adjusted. Future studies examining family narratives
should include larger samples in order to examine greater variability among
families, especially among families and children who may be at risk. Sec-
ond, we only report data from one time point, which does not allow us to
draw conclusions about causality. Furthermore, it is of course possible that
the family narrative interaction styles captured here may be reflective of
broader overall family communication patterns. However, recent research
suggests that reminiscing may be a distinctive context that is uniquely pre-
dictive of child outcome (see Laible, 2004b; Reese, Bird, & Trip, 2007).
Reminiscing provides a context within which family members are able to
share, evaluate, and interpret experiences in a situation that is personally
meaningful and reflective, and thus it may be critical in developmental out-
comes (for an extended argument, see Fivush, Haden, & Reese, 2006).
Finally, the need to compare different types of narrative talk about the past
as well as nonnarrative talk within the same families is critical for under-
standing the context of narrative development. Future analyses on this data
set will allow us to compare and contrast patterns of talk within the elicited
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family narratives, the spontaneous narrative talk around the dinner table,
and the nonnarrative talk also found within the dinnertime conversations
along the same dimensions, thus providing important information regard-
ing how children come to represent, interpret, and share the events of their
lives and how the development of a narrative style differs from the develop-
ment of a more general style of communication.

In summary, this investigation of family narrative interaction has
demonstrated the frequency and the importance of this kind of talk. Parents,
and especially mothers, of school-age children initiate and engage their
children in telling the events of their day. But importantly, parents also dis-
cuss their own recent experiences, and the family as a whole reconstructs
their shared experiences of both the recent and remote past, indicating that
the co-construction of family dinnertime narratives serves as much a famil-
ial bonding function as an individuation function. Through telling and shar-
ing the stories of our lives with our families, we learn both who we are as
individuals and, perhaps even more importantly, who we are as members of
a family group that gives our lives both a historical and an emotional center
and defines who we are as individuals in the present.
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