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Abstract 

The present study investigated the predictors of household chaos, defined as a family 

environment that is noisy, crowded, and lacking in structure, routine, and order. Household 

chaos is predominantly used as an independent variable in research, and this is the first study 

to examine predictors of household chaos over the life-course of a sample of parents. The 

present cohort is a subsample of 337 parents from the Christchurch Health and Development 

Study (CHDS). Household chaos was measured at 30 years of age utilising the Confusion 

Hubbub and Order Scale (Matheny Jr, Wachs, Ludwig, & Phillips, 1995), a parent self-report 

measure assessing household disorganisation and routine. Based on bioecological theory 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007) and life-course developmental theory (Elder, 1998) a broad 

range of predictors were chosen from the CHDS database spanning reports of family 

circumstances and parenting characteristics experienced from infancy to adolescence, 

individual mental health and personal adjustment characteristics in young adulthood, and 

current family functioning and parenting variables at 30 years of age. This enabled a wide 

range of correlates of household chaos to be evaluated side-by-side to ascertain which 

childhood, adolescent, young adulthood, and parenthood variables have the greatest impact 

on the level of household chaos at 30 years of age. Findings revealed that although there are 

several variables from childhood and adolescence pertaining to parent-child and family 

relationships associated with household chaos as an adult, their significant influence does not 

remain when cross-sectional variables related to personality, parenting, and family life stress 

were added. These features of the present-day home environment were more influential for 

household chaos than parent’s experiences of adversity earlier in life, or the family’s 

sociodemographic situation. This research contributes to the literature by highlighting that it 
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is the relational factors of parenting and life stress, as well as personality traits such as 

neuroticism that are the key contributors to elevated household chaos. 
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Predictors of Household chaos 

Researchers have become increasingly interested in the possibility that a lack of 

routine, structure, and order in modern family homes could have repercussions for children’s 

development (e.g. Kamp Dush, Schmeer, & Taylor, 2013). Considering the home 

environment as an important developmental context is not new; however, research that has 

specifically focused on household organisation, structure, and routine did not commence until 

the mid-20th century and numerous gaps are remaining in our understanding of the role that 

this aspect of the home environment may play in family functioning and outcomes (Wachs & 

Evans, 2010). Almost exclusively, the research thus far has considered the role the home 

environment plays as a predictor of children’s developmental outcomes (e.g. Bullinger, 

Hygge, Evans, Meis, & Mackensen, 1999; Chatterjee, Gillman, & Wong, 2015; Coley, 

Lynch, & Kull, 2015; Kamp Dush et al., 2013) or family dynamics (e.g. Bridgett, Burt, 

Laake, & Oddi, 2013; Coe, Parade, Seifer, Frank, & Tyrka, 2019; Coldwell, Pike, & Dunn, 

2006), often examining specific environmental features such as noise, crowding, and lack of 

routine. Originally coined “environmental confusion” by Matheny Jr, Wachs, Ludwig, and 

Phillips (1995, p. 430), the term household chaos is used to describe a cluster of household 

characteristics including general untidiness and disorder, a lack of organisation and routine in 

housekeeping and maintaining schedules, unpredictability of activity, and a sense of rush or 

time pressure (Dumas et al., 2005). Although there is mounting evidence that household 

chaos is an accumulative stressor with the potential to have a lasting adverse impact on child 

development, exploration into the mechanisms by which it is created is, remarkably, still 

unchartered territory (Fiese & Winter, 2010). Therefore, the goal of this research is to 

investigate this unknown piece of the puzzle; to ascertain the life-course experiences across 

childhood, adolescence, early adulthood, and parenthood that contribute to household chaos 

in one’s own family as an adult. 
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1.1 A broader look at the household chaos construct  

Household chaos encompasses both the physical and social features of a family’s 

home environment (Matheny Jr et al., 1995). The physical features are considered the 

environmental backdrop in which family processes take place, and includes factors such as 

crowding, noise, ‘home traffic’ (inconsistency of residents), and clutter. The social 

environment relates how family members interact with each other and establish norms, for 

instance the presence of routines and organisation of daily activity (Corapci & Wachs, 2002).  

Even though the present study ascribes to the above definition of household chaos, 

there are additional dimensions to this construct within the literature (Wachs & Evans, 2010). 

A broad conceptualisation of household chaos comes from Brooks-Gunn, Johnson, and 

Leventhal (2010), who proposed six constructs under two overarching dimensions – disorder 

and turbulence. Within the disorder dimension lies (a) crowding and density, captured at the 

household-level by the number of people living within a home or per room, and at the 

neighbourhood-level as housing units, individuals, or households per predetermined 

geographical location. (b) Noise and confusion refers to an environment that has a significant 

amount of ambient sound and perceived lack of order, and is most commonly measured at the 

household-level; however, some researchers have investigated noise at the neighbourhood-

level with houses situated nearby busy roads or airports. (c) Clutter and messiness at the 

household-level relates to features of the home such as being dark and dirty, and at the 

neighbourhood-level as an abundance of overt rubbish, graffiti, and remnants of alcohol and 

drug use. The turbulence dimension of household chaos is made up of (d) fluidity and 

instability of residents, most commonly relating to residential moves and changes in family 

membership at the household-level, and the number of houses that are rented versus owned at 

the neighbourhood-level. (e) Lack of predictability and routines is captured by the regularity 
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of social practices such as shared family meals and the establishment of routines (e.g. at 

bedtime). Lastly, (f) supervision and monitoring relates to things such as the amount of time 

parents will allow their children to engage in activities without an adult present and the 

degree to which adults are aware of the activities and relationships that children have when 

they are not directly being supervised. 

Although all conceptualisations of household chaos are similar, there are variations in 

how this term is used throughout the literature. For instance, Hoadley-Clausen (2019) has a 

simplified conceptualisation made up of two dimensions, factors that are external to the 

household and those that are internal or within the household. External factors encompass the 

wider contextual backdrop, such as the family’s neighbourhood or social class. Internal 

factors are the social features unique to a household, for instance interpersonal conflict and 

relationship breakdowns. An additional aspect not incorporated by Brooks-Gunn et al. (2010) 

is the felt sense that accompanies chaos, feeling like life is frantic and outside of one’s 

control (Fiese & Winter, 2010). Fiese and Winter (2010) describe household chaos as not 

only something observable like clutter, but also a perspective or frame of reference from 

which a person can view the world. Other components cited throughout the literature include 

nonstandard working hours, work environments that are inflexible and not family-orientated, 

unpredictable childcare arrangements, a lack of safety (both regarding home and 

neighbourhood conditions), and household maintenance defects (Coley et al., 2015; Kamp 

Dush, 2011; Repetti & Wang, 2010). 

Family instability in isolation is a construct often used in the literature to describe the 

family environment, and is defined by Ackerman, Kogos, Youngstrom, Schoff, and Izard 

(1999) as an environment that is “chronically chaotic and unpredictable” (p. 258). The key 

differentiation between the construct of family instability and the broader construct of 
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household chaos is that it refers purely to intermittent stressors, rather than accounting for the 

day-to-day activity within the household (Garrett-Peters et al., 2016). Indicators of family 

instability used by Ackerman et al. (1999) were the number of parental relationship changes, 

family structural and membership changes, residential moves, childhood illness, and other 

adverse life events. In another article, family instability was conceptualised as frequent 

transition or change, such as moving house, moving jobs, falling ill, and terminating romantic 

relationships (Adam, 2004).  

  One consistently cited concern throughout the literature is that household chaos as a 

construct cannot be differentiated from low socioeconomic status (SES); however, evidence 

shows that these two constructs do not extensively overlap, and predict distinct 

developmental outcomes (Dumas et al., 2005; Wachs & Evans, 2010). Although family 

environments characterised by low-income are, on average, less structured, routinised, and 

maintained (Lichter & Wethington, 2010), Evans, Eckenrode, and Marcynyszyn state that 

“chaos is not simply a marker or surrogate for poverty or low SES” (2010, p. 232). In their 

review of studies investigating the link between poverty and chaos, they found that chaos 

contributed to developmental outcomes over and above SES or family income. Dumas et al. 

(2005) also tested this connection and found that, after controlling for socioeconomic factors, 

household chaos contributed unique variance to several parent and child outcomes. Further 

evidence of the distinction comes from the fact that household chaos has been detected in 

samples of middle-income families, and not detected in all low-income families (Vernon-

Feagans, Garrett-Peters, De Marco, & Bratsch-Hines, 2012).  

1.2 The impact of household chaos on development 

Much of the early research on household chaos related to the impact of noise arising 

from outside of the home such as houses situated near airports, busy highways, or from 
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community activities (Evans et al., 2010), and within the home such as a house that 

consistently has the television on (Martin, Razza, & Brooks-Gunn, 2012). Noise can be 

detrimental in that it can interfere with sleep, make it more difficult to maintain attention, and 

create irritability and conflict (Evans et al., 2010). One study utilising a sample of 8 and 9 

year olds divided children into a quiet school condition and a noisy school condition (situated 

nearby an airport), and tracked whether children persisted in a puzzle task (Cohen, Evans, 

Stokols, & Krantz, 1986). Of those in the quiet school 53% solved the puzzle, in comparison 

to 36% of those at the noisy school. Researchers claim incompletion was not due to cognitive 

or learning deficits, but rather attributed to a sense of helplessness brought on by an 

overstimulated environment (Evans & Stecker, 2004). Another study undertook a similar 

experiment, however it studied children across three time points to see whether chronic noise 

exposure had an cumulative effect on persistence and motivation (Bullinger et al., 1999). 

Results showed that in comparison to the control group in a quiet neighbourhood, after 18 

months of noise exposure children were likely to make fewer attempts to solve a puzzle and 

were more likely to attribute their lack of success to their own ability.  

Research has also examined the role of crowding, and the impact this has on child 

development and behaviour. According to Evans and colleagues (2010), the reason crowding 

is problematic is that it is overstimulating and unpredictable, disrupting individuals’ capacity 

to regulate social interaction. In a study undertaken in India with a sample of 281 children 

aged 10 to 12 years old, household density was calculated by dividing the total number of 

individuals living in the home by the number of rooms within the house (Evans, Lepore, 

Shejwal, & Palsane, 1998). Bivariate analyses revealed that residential density related to 

children’s home and school lives; more specifically, it was associated with more parent-child 

conflict (r = .61) and less parent-child support (r = -.43), as well as more behavioural 

problems in school (r = .26) and reduced academic achievement (r = -.44). 



8 

 

Another key component of household chaos in the literature is the impact of routine in 

family life. Routines are “patterned interactions that are repeated over time” (Fiese et al., 

2002, p. 383), providing structure and consistency, day-to-day organisation, and helping 

members define their role and responsibilities within the family unit (Koblinsky, Kuvalanka, 

& Randolph, 2006). They are facilitative of goal-directed behaviour, and lay the foundations 

upon which a child can comprehend cause and effect (Evans et al., 2010). One study with a 

sample of African American mothers with preschool-aged children found that families with 

more routine had children with better social skills (total skills, self-control, and cooperation), 

and fewer externalising behaviours (Koblinsky et al., 2006). The researchers claim that 

routines are likely to foster predictable and ordered environments in which a parent is more 

able to allocate time, assign activities, and reduce problem behaviours that arise due to inertia 

or boredom. 

It is not unusual for families to experience some level of household chaos, however 

when it becomes chronic or overwhelming conditions it can have consequences for children 

and adolescents’ mental and physical health (Tucker, Sharp, Van Gundy, & Rebellon, 2018). 

At a fundamental level, an ordered home enables basic needs to be met in a predictable and 

regular way; it means families are more likely to eat healthier meals, engage in regular 

exercise, and establish regular sleep patterns (Evans et al., 2010). Structure in the home also 

means families are more likely to create routines around homework and coeducational 

pursuits, enabling a child to learn, create, and develop a sense of mastery facilitative of 

healthy cognitive and social functioning. Vernon-Feagans, Willoughby, and Garrett-Peters,  

(2016) state that it is through predictability and organisation that children get regular 

feedback from their environment, and consequently learn and internalise adaptive models of 

behaviour. This assists them to establish positive methods for coping and self-regulatory 

skills.  
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Despite the fact that a myriad of adverse developmental outcomes have been 

associated with household chaos, the mechanisms in which a chaotic environment is 

determinantal for development is still somewhat unknown (Berry et al., 2016). One proposed 

mechanism is that, in an overwhelming and unpredictable environment, children learn to 

filter out superfluous stimulation; leading to children indiscriminately filtering out important 

and developmentally advantageous stimulation such as language (Coldwell et al., 2006). 

Another possible mechanism is that household chaos impacts development indirectly via 

parent behaviour (Matheny Jr et al., 1995), as parents in highly chaotic homes are less able to 

provide a developmentally advantageous environment due to excess noise and crowding 

depleting their energy and interfering with their capacity to hear and respond to their 

children’s needs.   

1.3 Theory 

Bioecological Model  

Bioecological theory provides valuable insight into the role household chaos plays in 

child development (Evans et al., 2010). According to the process-person-context-time model, 

human development takes place through proximal processes, which are “progressively more 

complex reciprocal interactions between an active, evolving biopsychological human 

organism and the persons, objects, and symbols in their immediate external environment” 

(Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000, p. 117). In order for proximal processes to enhance 

development, interactions must be regular and increase in complexity over time, as children 

master new skills and build upon them as they grow. However, in a chaotic household, 

proximal processes are likely to be shorter and disrupted due to a lack of order, routine, and 

predictability (Evans, Gonnella, Marcynyszyn, Gentile, & Salpekar, 2005), providing 
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children with less opportunity to master new skills and build upon them as they develop 

(Evans et al., 2010). 

The person component of this model refers to the characteristics of the developing 

individual and the impact this has on proximal processes (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007). 

According to Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2007), there are three components of a person that 

can affect development: one’s disposition, the resources available to them (e.g. skills, 

knowledge, and experiences), and the characteristics that generate reactions from the social 

environment (e.g. ethnicity and gender). Interactions between a developing person and their 

environment are bidirectional and dynamic, meaning that a person can shape and affect the 

people, objects, and symbols surrounding them and vice versa. Thus, personal characteristics 

such as temperament/personality or other biologically related variables could play a part in 

creating a tolerance or intolerance for disorder and turbulence. For instance, recent research 

suggests that preterm infants may be less sensitive to some forms of stimuli compared to full-

term infants. Barreto, Morris, Philbin, Gray, and Lasky (2006) found that preterm infants 

were less responsive to noise in comparison to same-age full term infants in a neonatal 

intensive care unit, which may have developmental implications for preterm infants’ ability 

to ingest important feedback from their environment (Wachs, 2010). This issue of sensitivity 

to stimuli also extends to parents. Wachs (2013) found that when there was more objective 

disorder in a home, mothers were more likely to report greater chaos, but only when they 

were higher in stimuli sensitivity. Psychosocial factors may also contribute to household 

chaos, such as the cumulative impact of stress arising from poverty and poor parenting 

practices that leaves children with few skills and resources for effectively managing their 

environment (Evans, Kim, Ting, Tesher, & Shannis, 2007; Wachs, 2010). Finally, while there 

are inconsistent findings pertaining to the association between household chaos and gender, 

(Wachs, 2010), findings from Meyerson, Long, Miranda Jr, and Marx (2002) shed light on 
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possible differences. Their research, exploring the role gender plays in family functioning 

with a sample of adolescents who had experienced physical and sexual abuse, revealed that 

females tended to report more dysfunction (greater conflict and less cohesion) in their family 

regardless of whether they had experienced sexual or physical abuse. However, males only 

reported higher levels of family conflict if they had experienced physical abuse (but not 

sexual abuse), and they reported levels of family cohesion that were not statistically different 

from controls. In sum, individual differences in a person’s disposition, resources, and 

evocative characteristics may affect both the objective level of household chaos within the 

home as well as subjective sensitivities to household chaos.  

The third component of this model is context, which Bronfenbrenner and Morris 

(2007) conceptualised as a series of ‘nested systems’, accounting for features within a 

developing child’s direct environment through to wider sociocultural influences. The first 

layer is referred to as the microsystem, which encompasses features of the environment that 

sit in close proximity to the developing person, such as their child or spouse, as well as other 

people, physical and social environments that an individual has direct contact with. The 

second layer, the mesosystem, is made up of interacting microsystems, such as a person’s 

nuclear and extended family. The third layer, the exosystem, is made up of features that 

influence development indirectly, for instance governmental benefits and supports. The 

fourth layer, the macrosystem, is more distant again and encompasses each of the other 

systems, including factors such as cultural norms, values, and traditions, along with broad 

societal structures and ideologies (e.g., political system). The majority of developmental 

research places emphasis on the parent-child relationship as the primary context for 

development, however within this theoretical framework there is recognition that this 

important relationship is situated within a broader context, encompassing dynamics within 

the wider family environment, community, and society (Mills-Koonce et al., 2016). 
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Returning to the six constructs of household chaos outlined by Brooks-Gunn and colleagues 

(2010), features of disorder and turbulence are situated across these nested systems. For 

example, crowding and density within the family home is likely to have a direct influence on 

the proximal processes of each family member and would therefore sit within the 

microsystem. However, it is also possible that neighbourhood features could affect proximal 

processes indirectly, such as a high level of community noise and confusion, which would be 

situated within the exosystem. The underlying assumption is that household chaos can be 

created by interacting forces within the microsystem (e.g. fluidity of residents within the 

family home) but that the home environment can also be impacted by more distal features 

within the exosystem (e.g. impact of parental workplace) and macrosystem (e.g. impact of 

wider cultural norms and expectations; Wachs, 2010).  

 The final component of this model is time, which is conceptualised at three levels: 

microtime, mesotime, and macrotime (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007). Microtime refers to 

the frequency in which proximal processes continue or cease episodically; in other words, 

whether processes build in complexity in a way that optimises healthy development or are 

frequently disrupted in a way that hinders development. Mesotime refers to the regularity of 

proximal processes across days and weeks, which allows them to build in complexity to 

facilitate optimal development. Macrotime relates to time situated within larger society, for 

instance historical time and generational cohorts. The present study’s longitudinal design has 

allowed participants to be studied across time, in their early lives as children and siblings, 

through adolescence and emerging adulthood, and later as parents. This corresponds to the 

assumption that household chaos may arise from acute experiences during particular ages and 

stages of development, as well as an accumulative stressor arising from chronic exposure to 

instability and adversity. 
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Life-course theory 

Similar to bioecological theory, from a life-course theoretical perspective, humans 

develop and are shaped by the socioeconomic and historical context in which they live (Elder 

Jr, 1998). The ‘life-course’ is conceptualised as a sequence of socially constructed events, 

activities, and roles that provide meaning and purpose; not specifically played out according 

to chronological age but uniquely experienced by each individual over time. From this 

perspective, the life-course is not meaningfully researched purely at the individual-level, nor 

as a linear process, but as a series of transitions that are interpreted subjectively based on the 

social and contextual backdrop of the developing person (Bengtson & Allen, 2009). The four 

major principles of the life course perspective are (1) historical time and place, (2) timing in 

lives, (3) linked lives, and (4) human agency (Elder Jr, 1998).  

The first principle, historical time and place, asserts that individuals are situated 

within a particular historical context, both in relation to the year they were born and the 

geographical places they reside in. This is considered influential for development in 

numerous ways, for instance shaping a person’s exposure to societal trends and expectations, 

and their proximity to events such as wars, economic crises, or national disasters. Each child 

is born into a social and historical cohort, and consequently they grow up in the context of the 

norms, events, values, and social patterns relevant to that time. This, in turn, shapes 

behaviour, development, and life trajectories (Elder Jr, 1998). For families, time can shape 

expectations within the household, how members relate to each other, and how individuals 

perceive stages of development. When adapting to change and stressful events, time has 

implications for how people ascribe meaning to events and what resources are available for 

responding to them (Elder, 1974). Elder explains this by comparing children raised during 

World War II with ‘baby boomers’. He postulates that family experiences cannot be 



14 

 

separated from their temporal backdrop, in this case stress and scarcity contrasted with 

liberation and affluence. This is accounted for in the present study, as the sample is a cohort 

of people born within the same year and location. 

The second principle, timing in lives, relates to when life transitions, such as the age 

in which a couple gets married or has children, occurs in a person’s life. The timing of such 

events is considered important for how they are perceived and managed, as well as how they 

could be advantageous or disadvantageous for development. In the current study, longitudinal 

predictors relating to adverse experiences in childhood such as abuse and neglect were 

chosen as likely predictors of household chaos for this reason, not purely because of the 

traumatic nature of the events themselves but also because they occurred during a sensitive 

stage in the life-course with theoretical implications for long-term disruption to adaptive 

development. Retrospective predictors were also chosen with this principle in mind, for 

instance the age in which a participant became a parent. According to Elder Jr. (1998), young 

parents are more likely to experience an accumulation of corresponding disadvantage with 

implications for their economic stability, career prospects, and access to education, and it was 

therefore considered likely that the age of first time parenthood would have implications for 

household chaos.  

The third principle, linked lives, states that each person is developing within an 

interdependent, or socially ‘linked’ context, whereby events and activities that affect one 

person’s development have a ripple effect on the development of others and vice-versa. This 

is especially pertinent to this research, as it places the individuals’ development within the 

context of their surrounding relationships, most notably their family members with whom 

they interact with regularly (Elder Jr, 1998). For example, the linked nature of family lives 

was demonstrated in research conducted by Haugland (2005), who investigated paternal 
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drinking habits and the corresponding impact on household routines and rituals. Results 

showed that all families experienced some differences in routine and rituals depending on 

whether fathers were drinking or not drinking, impacting children in various ways such as the 

discipline they received from their fathers and their mothers’ emotional availability. What is 

under investigation in this research is whether these sorts of adverse experiences and the 

quality of relationships with parents across childhood and adolescence also has long-term 

corresponding effects on the development of skills such as the ability to establish routines as 

adults.  

The final principle, human agency, pertains to human action and choices. From the 

life-course perspective, life is not considered something that happens to people, but rather 

that people have an innate capacity to make decisions that influence their own and others’ 

development, within the opportunities and barriers that surround them. This principle is also 

illustrated in the study from Haugland (2005), as there was a diversity of choices made by the 

mothers in the study. For instance, some mothers opted not to uphold routines when their 

partners were drinking and instead chose to go to bed earlier to avoid him, which then meant 

they were less available to their children. Other mothers chose to maintain routines regardless 

of their partners’ drinking, which meant the impact on their children was less pronounced. 

What is learnt from this research is that each family member has choices about how to 

respond to each other, which in turn has developmental implications for other members. 

In sum, these two theories are predicated on the notion that human development 

transpires in a way that is processual, contextual, and dynamic (Bengtson & Allen, 2009), and 

this study has allocated potential predictors of household chaos with this understanding. 

Predictors capturing facets of participants’ personalities, behaviours, and experiences were 

chosen with the theoretical assumption that each individual is both an active agent in their 
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own development, and shaped by the social and physical environment that surrounds them 

(Bengtson & Allen, 2009; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007). As this research focuses 

primarily on the parents within a family unit, it is important to note that these theories share a 

common belief that families are a system made up of individual people with unique qualities 

and ways of interpreting the world, a “microsocial group” or small unit with their own unique 

collective processes, and part of a “macrosocial context” in that they are situated within wider 

processes dictated by the sociocultural backdrop (Bengtson & Allen, 2009, p. 470).    

1.4 Life-course experiences associated with household chaos 

Research indicates that early childhood may be a crucial window in which 

environmental stressors, such as household chaos, may be especially harmful for children’s 

development (Garrett-Peters et al., 2016). According to Gibb, Fergusson, and Horwood, 

“children reared in poverty or in deprived economic circumstances are an at risk population 

for later adverse educational, economic, and psychosocial outcomes” (2012, p. 1980). Given 

this knowledge, it was considered crucial to understand more about whether the following 

variables within the formative years of children’s lives contributed to household chaos as an 

adult. 

Childhood family instability and socioeconomic conditions 

Compared to previous generations, modern families are more likely to experience 

frequent family membership and residential transitions. Family membership changes can 

have an emotional toll, with adjustments required to incorporate new members as well as 

navigate relationships with members who no longer reside in the same household. Adam 

(2004) explains that changes in parental figures is a threat to a child’s perceptions of 

themselves and the world; likely to provoke anger, anxiety, and hopelessness, with 

implications for their internal sense of emotional security and trust. Another ramification is a 
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disruption to routines, as with caregivers coming and going the structure of the environment, 

and the continuity of care, is likely to be impacted. Moving residences may also be an 

upheaval for families, necessitating acclimatisation not only to a new home but often to a new 

community (Kamp Dush, 2011). It may be especially disruptive for children if they must 

simultaneously contend with starting at a new school, leaving behind their social network and 

peer relationships.  

An association between increased household chaos and poorer housing conditions has 

been substantiated. In a longitudinal study by Deater-Deckard and colleagues (2009) with a 

sample of 302 families, household chaos was measured using the six-item version of the 

CHAOS scale (Matheny Jr et al., 1995) across three times points over a period of two years. 

A composite score of household chaos was created encompassing both mother and father 

reported household chaos across all three time points. Housing conditions was measured at 

the initial home visit with ratings of both the level of dirt and clutter in the home as well as 

the level of health and safety concerns. In bivariate analysis, household chaos was positively 

associated with poorer housing conditions (r = .26), meaning that families reporting more 

household chaos were likely to have houses that were dirtier, more cluttered, with more 

health and safety concerns. In multiple regression analyses, parent education and IQ, literacy 

environment, stressful events, and poor housing conditions together accounted for 15% of the 

variance in household chaos. The present study aims to extend these findings by ascertaining 

whether housing conditions in childhood have implications for the level of household chaos 

in adulthood. 

Exposure to parental adjustment problems, family violence, and abuse in childhood 

Exposure to family violence and parental maladjustment is a known risk factor for 

children, increasing their likelihood for developing emotional and psychological difficulties 



18 

 

(Coe et al., 2019). In a multimethod study (including surveys, semi-structured interviews, and 

reviewing of child protection records), using a sample of 274 children from high-risk 

families, Coe et al. (2019) found in bivariate analysis that elevated household chaos covaried 

with more domestic violence (r = .24). Studies exploring the impact of intimate partner abuse 

and maltreatment have found that verbal aggression between intimate partners reduces 

children’s reaction to novel stimuli, and conflict between parents has been linked to both 

conduct disorder and depressive symptoms in children from families of low socioeconomic 

status (English et al., 2009). According to Friesen, Woodward, Horwood, and Fergusson. 

(2013), exposure to parental maladjustment within one’s family of origin is predictive of 

future instability, conflict, and parenting problems.  

Families in which children have experienced abuse are generally less organised, 

cohesive, and are in general more dysfunctional than families in which abuse has not 

occurred (Svedin, Back, & Söderback, 2002). In a study from Meyerson and colleagues 

(2002), associations between sexual and physical abuse were explored in conjunction with 

two features of the family environment, family conflict and family cohesion. Of the 131 

adolescent participants, 42 had been physically abused and 39 had been sexually abused. In 

bivariate analysis, childhood physical abuse was related to more family conflict (r = .30) and 

less family cohesion (r = -.24). Childhood sexual abuse did not yield significant associations 

at this level, however when analyses were run separated by gender it became apparent that 

female (but not male) participants who had experienced sexual abuse reported more conflict 

than same-sex controls. In multiple regression analyses, physical abuse was predictive of 

more general distress (t = 2.21) and depressive symptoms (t = 2.27) in males, and sexual 

abuse was predictive of more general distress (t = 2.75) and depressive symptoms (t = 2.39) 

in females. Physical abuse was also predictive of more general distress (t = 1.89) in females. 

While these effects may be small, they indicate that there is a relationship between 
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experiences of abuse and family functioning, with a corresponding impact on adolescents’ 

levels of depression and general distress. The present study included physical and sexual 

abuse to ascertain whether early experiences of victimisation have a long-term ripple effect 

for the family environment once those who have been abused establish their own household 

as parents. 

Parent-child relationship in adolescence 

 Adolescence is often a particularly volatile time between parents and children, and 

research into household chaos during this stage when young people are beginning to take 

more ownership about their personal routines, organisation, and order in their lives can help 

shed light on patterns and processes of intergenerational transmission (Tucker, Sharp, Van 

Gundy, & Rebellon, 2017). Tucker et al. (2017) posit that a disorganised and unpredictable 

home life may limit adolescents’ preparation for the future, render a sense of self that is less 

secure, and increase their perception of future obstacles. With an adolescent sample of 325, 

their cross-sectional research delved into the relationship between household chaos and 

positive future beliefs, as well as the role of parent-child relationships as a possible 

moderator. The parental relationship was rated through adolescent self-report, with items 

pertaining to warmth (e.g. closeness and quality time), hostility (e.g. anger and criticism), and 

their parent’s ability to ‘let them go’ (transition into adulthood). In bivariate analysis, more 

household chaos was associated with increased parental hostility (maternal r =.39, paternal r 

= .15) and less household chaos with increased parental warmth (maternal r = -.29, paternal r 

-.17), especially with respect to mothers. Increased household chaos was also found when 

adolescents reported more stress about their parents being able to ‘let them go’ (r = .26). 

Another study that highlights the link between experiences in adolescence and future life as a 

parent comes from a study from Friesen et al. (2013). In the same birth cohort from the 
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CHDS, Friesen and colleagues (2013) found that when participants reported a closer, more 

positive, engaging, and consistent relationship with their parents in adolescence, 15 years 

later they were also more likely to report being more caring, warm, and sensitive to their own 

children at age 30. In other words, the parenting style experienced in adolescence had an 

intergenerational affect that influenced the next generation of parenting. In sum, the present 

research aims to extend the findings of prior research by exploring whether relationship 

quality in adolescence has repercussions for future household order.  

Externalising and Internalising Symptoms 

Cicchetti and Rogosch (2002) state that as adolescents strive towards independence 

and adulthood there is an increased potential for both external and internal conflict, resulting 

in more disruptions in mood, risky behaviours, and interpersonal conflict. Researchers have 

increasingly considered household chaos as a proximal environmental stressor, contributing 

to the development of psychopathology (Hoadley-Clausen, 2019), with much of the research 

examining the role of household chaos as a predictor of children’s externalising concerns 

(e.g., aggression, risk-taking, and substance use). Coldwell, Pike, and Dunn (2006) employed 

the Strengths and Difficulties questionnaire (Goodman, Meltzer, & Bailey, 1998) to measure 

problem behaviour, incorporating hyperactivity, emotional symptoms, conduct problems, 

peer problems, and prosocial behaviour. The sample was made up of 118 families with 

sibling pairs. In bivariate analyses, behavioural problems was positively associated with 

household chaos; a relationship that was found to be stronger with older siblings (r = .41) 

compared to younger siblings (r = .25).  

Household chaos has also been linked to increased internalising symptoms. In a 

longitudinal study that investigated the relationship between household chaos and 

adolescents’ physical, mental, and behavioural health over a two year period (Tucker et al., 
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2018), household chaos moderated the effect between parental hostility and depression two 

years later. In other words, the effect of hostile parenting on adolescents’ depressive 

symptoms two years later was intensified in homes perceived as highly chaotic. This 

highlights that, after accounting for demographic differences, household chaos can have a 

negative impact on mental health over time by magnifying the effect of other risk factors 

such as adverse parenting (Tucker et al., 2018). Investigating internalising symptoms during 

‘emerging adulthood’ as a predictor of household chaos was based on the notion that this 

period of transition from adolescence to adulthood is a developmental stage that presents 

unique challenges, especially for already vulnerable young people such as those from 

families of low socioeconomic status (Berzin, 2010). Personal resources such as motivation 

and coping skills are especially important during this stage, as there is less institutional 

structure to support the transition. The present study investigates whether anxiety, depression, 

and suicidality symptomatology during this stage, which are likely to compromise personal 

resources, has a corresponding implication for household chaos in parenthood later in life. 

These reviewed studies suggest that household chaos may be generated as a result of 

adverse life-course experiences, such as childhood family instability and low socioeconomic 

conditions, exposure to parental adjustment problems, family violence, and abuse in 

childhood, low quality parent-child relationships and externalising symptoms in adolescence, 

and internalising symptoms in young adulthood. Although the majority of effects reported 

herein are small to moderate, they highlight significant associations between childhood 

adversity and increased household chaos, and on this basis they have been chosen as likely 

contributors to elevated household chaos later in life as a parent.  



22 

 

1.5 Adult demographic, personality, and adjustment predictors 

Previous research highlights a series of predictors present in adulthood that may also 

contribute to increased household chaos. These include low socioeconomic status, family 

structural stressors, personality, and adjustment concerns.  

Adult socioeconomic status and family structure 

As described above, researchers have consistently found that low-income families are 

more likely to live in crowded conditions, be exposed to more noise on average, and move 

residence more often (Evans et al., 2010). Family income influences a multitude of 

dimensions within children’s lives such as the safety of the neighbourhood they live in, the 

school they attend, the peers they interact with, the connections they have to prosocial 

activity and communities, and their access to resources and support services. Parents in 

lower-income families may be constrained by jobs with longer hours and irregular schedules 

and be forced to contend with longer commutes and less reliable transport (Roy, Tubbs, & 

Burton, 2004). Reduced financial security may also mean that families, in order to make ends 

meet or for the purposes of childcare, are required to add more people to their household; 

contributing to more crowding, ambient noise, and disruption (Vernon-Feagans, Garrett-

Peters, Willoughby, Mills-Koonce, & Family Life Project Key Investigators, 2012).  

A number of sociodemographic variables have been explored to determine whether 

factors such as parental education and family size have repercussions for the amount of 

household chaos. A three year longitudinal study by Vernon-Feagans and colleagues (2012) 

recruited a sample of 1,123 parents and their newborn children in low-income areas of the 

United States. The authors found that both elevated household instability and disorganisation 

were associated with a younger parental age at first birth, primary caregivers with less 

education, and a lower household income-to-needs ratio. Additionally, in an aforementioned 
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study from Deater-Deckard et al. (2009), 302 families with parents from a range of academic 

backgrounds was investigated to see whether there was a relationship between education, 

parental IQ, and household chaos. Results indicated household chaos was greater in families 

with parents of lower education and verbal IQ. Lichter and Wethington (2010) posit there is 

an intergenerational affect whereby women who delay having children and invest in their 

education and occupation before starting a family are more likely to have children who 

develop adaptively and follow their parent’s footsteps towards economic and social stability. 

However, women who have children early, outside of marriage, are more likely to have 

children on track to becoming more economically and socially unstable.  

Parental personality and adjustment 

Results from Creed (2014) utilising all of the big five personality traits highlights that 

personality has implications for household chaos. In Creed’s (2014) study, parents high in 

conscientiousness (generally goal-orientated and organised) was predictive of less household 

chaos in the dimensions of order and routine. Parents high in agreeableness (trusting, kind, 

cooperative, and friendly) was predictive of more household routine, which was attributed to 

stronger family cohesion or a more positive and encouraging parenting style. Parents high in 

extraversion (sociable, energetic, assertive, and warm) was also associated with the 

dimension of routine. However, this finding was inconsistent with previous research from 

Wachs (2013), who did not find a significant association between household chaos and 

extraversion. Parents high in openness to experience (creative, imaginative, open to novelty) 

did not yield significant associations with any dimension of household chaos once other 

child, contextual, and parent variables were controlled for, however at the bivariate level 

there was a positive association with routine.  
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Neuroticism, the last of the big five personality traits, was included as a predictor in 

the present study, as previous research depicts that parents with neurotic traits have 

households that are less predictable, consistent, supportive, and organised (Ellenbogen & 

Sheilagh, 2004). Creed (2014) found that neuroticism was significantly associated with 

household quiet and order, after controlling for child, other parent, and contextual variables, 

with parents reporting lower neuroticism having generally more ordered and quieter home 

environments. Another personality trait investigated within the literature is impulsiveness, 

often measured as lower executive functioning, which has been proven to have a knock-on 

effect on the family environment (Brieant, Holmes, Deater-Deckard, King-Casas, & Kim-

Spoon, 2017). A parent with an impulsive personality is likely to parent with less consistency 

and positive reinforcement, and more impatience and over-reactivity.  

Evidence shows that parents can also contribute to a lack of household order and 

structure due to poor adjustment, for example excessive alcohol consumption and cigarette-

dependence. Haugland (2005) employed a cross-sectional retrospective interview with 23 

mothers about their partner’s drinking and the corresponding implications for family rituals 

and routines. All mothers reported some difference between times of paternal drinking and 

non-drinking, which manifested diversely across families. Changes were detected in mood, 

for instance greater paternal irritability and depression, withdrawal symptoms, and over-

reactivity. Differences were also noted in socialising habits, for example choosing not to 

invite people to their home during periods of drinking, and in parenting, especially with 

regards to discipline. Differences in emotional climate was also reported, with drinking 

episodes reportedly contributing to an atmosphere of conflict, irritability, and restriction. 

Bhattacharjee, Singh, Praharaj, & Sarkhel (2013) studied the family environment of 30 

alcohol-dependent men and their spouses in India in comparison to 30 controls without 

alcohol-dependence, also utilising a cross-sectional retrospective design. Of relevance to the 
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present study are the results pertaining to the organisation subscale of the Family 

Environment Scale (Moos & Moos, 1976), which measures the extent to which organisation 

and order is important for planning family activities, finances, and delineation of 

responsibilities and rules. Unsurprisingly, they found that the wives of alcohol-dependent 

men reported more disorganisation than controls (Cohen’s d = 0.92). 

1.6 Parenting and family life predictors 

Parents residing in chaotic households are generally found to be less available, 

responsive, and provide less stimulation for their children to develop and thrive (Corapci & 

Wachs, 2002). How a parent chooses to raise their children is considered to be a product of 

their personality, their children’s temperament, as well as contextual factors within the home 

environment (Wang, Deater-Deckard, & Bell, 2013). Most commonly research has 

investigated the impact household chaos has on parenting, however there is limited research 

thus far looking at whether parenting practices themselves play a role in the generation of 

household chaos. The following range of parenting practices and family stressors known to 

be disruptive in family lives were chosen as likely predictors of household chaos.  

Parental style 

Increased household chaos has been associated with parenting that is lacking in 

sensitivity and warmth. Corapci and Wachs (2002) examined parenting behaviour and self-

efficacy and found that, in houses with more crowding and less temporal and structural 

organisation, parents were less reciprocal and responsive to their child’s vocalisations, rarely 

engaged in playing with objects, and not as verbally stimulating. Moreover, in a cross-

sectional study undertaken by Coldwell, Pike, and Dunn (2006) using a sample of sibling 

pairs from 118 families, researchers examined the link between household chaos, parenting, 

and children’s behaviour; specially, parent-child relationship warmth/enjoyment and 
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anger/hostility (child report) and parent-child relationship positivity and negativity (parent 

report). In bivariate analyses, correlations between parenting factors and household chaos 

were significant and in the anticipated direction, with parental warmth/enjoyment 

corresponding to less household chaos (e.g. with older siblings: maternal r = -20, paternal r = 

-.26), and anger/hostility more household chaos (e.g. with older siblings: maternal r = .17, 

paternal r = .18). In addition, Mills-Koonce et al. (2016) explored the relationship between 

parenting behaviour, household chaos, and the development of conduct problems and callous-

unemotional traits. In their longitudinal study spanning a three-year period, they found that 

higher observed parent-child sensitivity correlated with significantly less disorganisation (r = 

-.55) and instability in the home (-.32), and more harsh and intrusive interaction corresponded 

to significantly more disorganisation (r = .48) and instability (r = .29).  

Parenting practices 

Parents ability to enact consistent discipline that is appropriate for behavioural 

correction is deemed an important part of household order, with the use of poor parenting 

practices such as corporal punishment likely to contribute to increased household chaos. This 

was supported by a study from Dumas et al. (2005), who found that parents who reported 

higher rates of household chaos described themselves as having limited capacity to 

effectively discipline their children. Wang et al. (2013) investigated the role of attribution 

bias on parenting using a sample of 160 mother-child dyads, utilising self-report measures 

and observational methods. Parents’ internal attribution bias refers to a parent’s perception of 

their child’s behaviour as intentional and dispositional, which has implications for discipline 

as how a parent interprets their child’s behaviour will dictate whether they deem discipline to 

be necessary. In bivariate analyses, researchers found that in chaotic homes parents were 

significantly more negative (angry and frustrated) (r = .30) and less positive (pleasure and 
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happiness) (r = -.29) as captured by the Parent Feeling Questionnaire (Deater-Deckard, 

1996). Another interesting finding in simple slopes analyses was that internal attribution bias 

was associated with more negativity (self-report), and less positivity (observed and self-

report) in homes with elevated household chaos, however no such association was found in 

homes with reduced household chaos. This moderating effect of household chaos is attributed 

to the strain household chaos places on family members’ self-regulation capacity; parents in 

highly chaotic home environments have fewer resources in which to effectively manage their 

own emotional and behavioural regulation, which then impacts their ability to manage their 

children’s difficult behaviours.  

Family life stressors 

One feature of child-rearing difficulties and life stress arises from the time-pressure 

parents are under, with competing demands between home and work that parents must 

carefully navigate (Fiese & Winter, 2010). During the last 40 years, the pace of life has 

changed for families due to the 24-hour nature of the economy (Garrett-Peters et al., 2016), 

and as a consequence working hours often extend into the evening and weekend. Evidence 

indicates this has a knock-on effect on family time and routine; especially impacting for low-

income parents who hold service-industry positions. According to Evans and colleagues 

(2010), these long working hours, and changeable or rigid work schedules make it much 

more difficult and stressful for parents to maintain structure than parents who hold 

professional jobs with stable working hours and flexible schedules. In the aforementioned 

study conducted by Dumas and colleagues (2005), 106 mothers completed both the Parenting 

Stress Index (PSI; Abidin, 1995) and the CHAOS (Matheny Jr et al., 1995) to ascertain 

whether there was an association between child-rearing difficulties and household chaos. The 

PSI measures parental distress, dysfunctional parent-child interaction, and difficult child 
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temperament. Results indicated a statistically significant positive relationship between 

parenting stress and household chaos (r = .46). The present study investigates whether a high 

level of parental stress has a corresponding impact on the level of order and structure they are 

able to implement within the home. 

1.7 How household chaos is measured  

One common method of measuring household chaos within the literature is the use of 

ten predetermined indicators, separated into household instability and disorganisation 

(Vernon-Feagans, Garrett-Peters, Willoughby, et al., 2012). Household instability is 

comprised of number of residential moves, changes in primary caregiver, changes in 

secondary caregiver, people living within the household, and frequency of members moving 

in or out of the residence. Household disorganisation is comprised of household density, 

number of hours per day the TV is on, the family’s level of preparation for the home visit (1 

= surprise/difficulty to 4 = good hosts), cleanliness of the home, and the amount of noise in 

the neighbourhood. This is a more objective measure of household chaos, as self-report 

interview questions are supplemented with researcher observation.  

Kamp Dush (2011) also used a similar method to measure household chaos, but this 

study utilised eight indicators. These included the number of times a family had moved house 

since the previous measurement, work stress (whether their work schedule caused extra stress 

for the family), child-care problems (difficulties juggling childcare and work), inflexible 

work schedule (whether they have enough flexibility to cater to family needs), nonstandard 

work schedule (whether they work different times each week), multiple jobs (more than one 

job at the same time during the previous year), change in childcare (number of times 

childcare had changed since the previous measurement), and the number of times special 

requirements were required due to an obstacle in planned childcare arrangements. 
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Researchers created a single construct named family chaos, which comprised of an equally 

weighted sum of all eight indicators.  

A method developed more recently is the Descriptive In-home Survey of Chaos –

Observer Reported (DISCORD; Whitesell, Teti, Crosby, & Kim, 2015), which utilises 

observational data in relation to the home’s physical organisation, parents’ intrusion 

management (electronic and social), and parents’ adherence to appointments, completion of 

measures, and availability for interviews. This scale uses indicators from previous measures 

of household chaos but shifts the focus to parental management of intrusions. Researchers 

emphasise that some amount of household chaos is normative, especially with young children 

in the home, and what is most relevant for understanding family processes is parents’ ability 

to establish order amidst intrusions. The developers of this measure, Whitesell et al. (2015), 

found that internal reliability was high (from .71 to .83) as was interrater reliability (97%). 

They also found that household chaos, as measured by the DISCORD, was highly stable over 

time. The strength of this scale is that it does not rely on parental report, and it has been 

developed to capture salient features of the household environment observable during home 

visits, predicated on existing theory and research on household chaos.  

A variety of other measures assessing the broader home environment have been 

utilised throughout the literature. The Home Observation for Measurement of the 

Environment (HOME; Caldwell & Bradley, 1984) is an instrument that measures the 

opportunities, affordances, and constraints within the home environment, based on the notion 

that children develop through interaction with their environment (Bradley, 2004). It includes 

eight subscales including aspects of the physical environment, which is akin to aspects of 

household chaos (e.g. ‘household is not overly noisy (e.g. TV, shouts of children, radio, 

nearby roads or thoroughfares’)). In a study of the Elementary HOME, internal consistency 
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was good (from .52 to .80), as was interrater reliability (93%). Another scale of the home 

environment is the Purdue Home Stimulation Inventory (PHSI; Wachs, Francis, & 

McQuiston, 1979), which is a measure of stimulation within the home utilising a combination 

of interview structure and observation. Items pertain to both the physical and social 

environment of the home, with items related to crowding (e.g. ratio of rooms to people in the 

home) and routine (e.g. child has regular nap time). The PHSI offers a specific measure of 

the developing child’s physical environment, and has adequate interrater reliability and 

construct validity (Wachs et al., 1979). The Family Environment Scale (FES; Moos & Moos, 

1976) assesses the social environment of a family based on home observation. This 

instrument comprises of ten subscales, two of which are organisation and control. The former 

relates to the extent to which a household has clarity around roles, structured activity, and 

management of finances. The latter relates to the organisation and hierarchy of family 

members. These ten subscales have good test-retest reliability (from .68 to .86) and adequate 

internal consistency (.64 to .79; Moos & Moos, 1976). The strength of these three scales is 

that they capture the multifaceted nature of family environments, however they are not 

specific enough to measure household chaos discretely and they have been criticised by some 

as costly and time consuming (Creed, 2014). 

Other studies focusing on a singular component of household chaos employ measures 

depending on their research goals. For instance, in studies looking specifically at family 

routine, measures such as the Family Routines Inventory (FRI; Jensen, James, Boyce, & 

Hartnett, 1983) are used. This measure captures daily routines such as eating together as a 

family and reading stories to children (Koblinsky et al., 2006). Moreover, studies 

investigating household crowding, for example Evans, Lepore, Shejwal, and Palsane (1998), 

often measure household density by dividing the total number of people residing within the 

home by the total number of rooms. Although these measures are adequate for assessing 
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these discrete constructs, singular components such as routine, crowding, or noise are not 

considered to be proxies for the broader conceptualisation of household chaos.  

The Confusion, Hubbub, and Order Scale (CHAOS) utilised in the present study was 

developed by Matheny Jr and colleagues (1995) as a way to measure parental perceptions of 

household chaos. Deater-Deckard and colleagues (2009) described this scale as a welcome 

contribution to the research into the home environment, as it enabled data collection across 

larger samples than had previously been possible with the observational methods utilised 

prior to its conception. CHAOS was designed to be an empirical scale, and has been utilised 

across many studies since its development (Vernon-Feagans, Garrett-Peters, De Marco, et al., 

2012). In its original form, CHAOS was a 15-item self-report scale with a true-false 

dichotomy, with seven items relating to organisation and routine, and eight items relating to 

confusion, noise, and disorganisation (Dumas et al., 2005). It captures aspects of both the 

social environment, such as the level of confusion (‘there is a great deal of commotion in our 

home’), and the physical environment such as the degree of clutter (‘we can usually find 

things when we need them’ (reverse scored)).  

The CHAOS scale has shown to have satisfactory psychometric properties, with 

adequate test-retest stability and internal consistency (Vernon-Feagans, Garrett-Peters, De 

Marco, et al., 2012). Developers tested the properties of the CHAOS measure with two 

inaugural studies, one utilising a sample of mothers and twins from the Louisville Twin 

Study and the other a general sample of infants and their parents from Tippecanoe County 

(Matheny Jr et al., 1995). A study further investigating the reliability and validity of CHAOS 

showed that this measure, when used in families with children of varying ages, ethnicities, 

and socioeconomic status, was an adequate measure of household chaos (Dumas et al., 2005). 

Additionally, in a longitudinal study whereby mothers and fathers separately reported the 
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level of household chaos in their home over three consecutive years, parental agreement and 

stability over time were substantiated (Deater‐Deckard et al., 2009). 

1.8. The present study 

 As established, there is mounting evidence that household chaos is associated with a 

variety of negative outcomes for families (Dumas et al., 2005). However, there is a 

conspicuous gap in the literature, as the vast majority of studies investigating household 

chaos use it as an independent, instead of a dependent variable, meaning that there is good 

knowledge of how household chaos is associated with a variety of individual and family 

outcomes, but very little knowledge about what personal and family-level variables predict 

household chaos. Furthermore, the majority of studies to date have employed cross-sectional 

or short-term longitudinal designs, which offers limited scope for understanding the 

implications of household chaos over significant developmental periods. One of the few 

studies that also explores household chaos as a dependent variable comes from Creed (2014), 

who states that her cross-sectional research “needs to be repeated using a longitudinal design 

in which the predictors are measured prior to the measurement of household chaos to 

establish temporal precedence” (Creed, 2014, pp. 208-209). With a broad range of variables 

spanning from infancy to parenthood, the present research is able to place variables that are 

established correlates of household chaos side-by-side to determine which childhood, 

adolescent, young adulthood, and parenthood variables have the greatest impact on the level 

of household chaos at 30 years old. Understanding these mechanisms better will contribute to 

the discussion about why and how parents and children may be at risk, and how these risks 

may be mitigated.  

The specific research questions for this study include the following: 
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i. Are life-course events from childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood predictive 

of later household chaos as a parent?  

ii. Are concurrent sociodemographic, environmental, familial, and individual 

characteristics associated with greater household chaos?  

iii. Are adverse parenting styles and practices related to greater household chaos?  
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Methods 

2.1 Data Source 

Data for this research came from the Christchurch Health and Development Study 

(CHDS), a longitudinal study that has tracked a birth cohort of Christchurch-born children 

since 1977. Participants were recruited by way of contacting mothers who had given birth at a 

Christchurch-based hospital between 15th April and 5th August 1977. Of those contacted, 97% 

chose to participate, equating to 1265 newborns. This cohort has been studied on 24 

occasions to date: at birth, four months, one year, annually until 16 years, and at ages 18, 21, 

25, 30, 35, and 40 years. For the present study, data will be utilised spanning from birth to 30 

years only. Ethics approvals were obtained from the Canterbury Regional Ethics Committee 

and the University of Canterbury Human Ethics Committee.  

2.2 Characteristics of the Sample 

At age 30 years, 987 of the original birth cohort participated in the main follow-up 

interviews for that wave of the study (79% of the original cohort, 507 female; Friesen et al., 

2013). Sample retention was affected by participants moving away from New Zealand, 

refusing to participate, mortality, or a failure to trace (Fergusson & Horwood, 2001). All of 

those who participated in the main interview and had become a parent (either biological or 

non-biological) were invited to take part in a second interview on parenting and early family 

development (n = 397; 40.2% of total 30-year sample). Of these, 360 chose to participate 

(90.7% of eligible sample). Analyses for the present study were restricted to 337 participants 

(84.9% of eligible sample), consisting of those with a dependent child for whom they had 

regular caregiving responsibilities and cohabited with on a full or part-time basis. Written 

informed consent was received for all those who participated in the 30-year follow up as part 

of the routine CHDS process. 
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See Table 2.1 for the relevant demographic characteristics of the present sample. Of 

note, 60.5% identified as female (please note that gender was only recorded as a binary 

categorical variable), and 14.5% identified as Māori ethnicity. There was a range of 

educational achievement within the sample, spanning from no formal qualifications through 

to tertiary degree level. The average age when first becoming a parent was 23.96 years old. 

Family structure categories included 16.3% single-parent households, 19.6% blended family 

households (any stepparent/stepchild relationship), and 64.1% nuclear families. Most families 

were rather small with 40% caring for one child, 36.5% two children, and just under one in 

four families (23.4%) had three or more children. The maximum number of children in a 

family was six.  

Table 2.1: Descriptive statistics of Christchurch Health and Development Study parent 

sample characteristics at 30 years old 

 M (SD) or Freq (%) Min - Max   

Gender   60.5% Female  

39.5% Male  

 

Māori  14.5%     

Highest qualification  

(1 = no qualification; 7 = 

tertiary degree) 

3.5 (2.2)  1 – 7 

Age when first became a parent  24.0 (3.9)  15 - 30  

Family structure  16.3% Single parent household  

19.6% Blended family  

64.1% Nuclear  
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Number of children  1.9 (1.0)  1 - 6   

2.3 Procedure 

The following data sources have been utilised in the present study: 

Parental interviews - family of origin 

From birth through childhood, interviews were conducted with participants’ mothers 

in the first instance, and with fathers in single-parent father families. These interviews were 

generally conducted in participants’ homes and pertained to all matters of child development, 

parental adjustment, and health and well-being.  

Participant assessment and interviews  

Spanning from age 8 – 30 years old, participants were directly interviewed about their 

childhood and development. Interviews were conducted by trained interviewers and took 

typically 1.5 - 2 hours. Where possible these were conducted face-to-face, however a small 

number were conducted over the phone for those unable to attend in person. 

Parental assessment 

At 30 years of age, participants who had become parents completed an additional 

interview pertaining to their experiences of parenting and family life. This included parental 

behaviour and attitudes, child development, parenting practices, and family functioning. 

2.4 Measures 

Dependent Variable: Household Chaos 

When participants were 30 years old, they completed the Confusion, Hubbub, and 

Order Scale (CHAOS), developed by Matheny Jr. and colleagues (1995). As previously 
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outlined, this is originally a 15-item self-report measure, including eight items relating to 

household disorganisation and seven items relating to household organisation and routine 

(Dumas et al., 2005). CHAOS assesses both the social environment of the home, such as the 

level of confusion (there is a great deal of commotion in our home), as well as the physical 

environment in the home, such as the degree of clutter (we can usually find things when we 

need them (reverse scored)). In inaugural studies of this measure, the scale indicated 

satisfactory reliability, internal consistency, and construct validity (Matheny Jr et al., 1995). 

Of the 15 items in the CHAOS scale, 4 items were omitted for the present study. Item 

6 It’s a real zoo in our home and item 13 The telephone takes up a lot of our time at home 

were omitted as they were considered outdated and not relevant to the New Zealand context. 

Item 11, I often get drawn into other people’s arguments at home, was omitted due to 

overlapping content with parenting items. Item 15, First thing in the day, we have a regular 

routine at home was reworded to During the weekdays our home life generally fits a regular 

pattern of activities, but it was excluded from the final scale due to poor factor loadings when 

tested in principal component analysis and yielded poor corrected-item total correlations. A 

principal component analysis of the 11-item scale identified two factors with eigenvalues 

over 1.0; however, the scree plot suggested a single factor solution that was confirmed by the 

results of the initial component matrix. Only two items substantially loaded on a second 

factor, however they also had high cross-loadings on the first factor. The final 11-item 

CHAOS scale demonstrated good internal reliability (α = .84).  For the full 11-item version of 

this scale used in this study, please see the appendix. 

Longitudinal predictors 

Based on theory and previous research reviewed above, a wide range of variables 

were selected from the CHDS database to investigate the degree to which life-course events 
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from participants’ childhood, adolescence, and young adult years predicted later household 

chaos as a parent. These variables included childhood family instability, childhood 

socioeconomic conditions, exposure to parental adjustment problems, family violence, 

parent-child relationship quality and bonding, and externalising and internalising in young 

adulthood. 

Changes in custodial parent. From birth to 15 years old, data was collected annually 

regarding changes of parents. A change of parent was documented if a parent left due to 

relationship breakdown or death or entered a family as a result of reconciliation or 

remarriage. A measure of the participants’ exposure to parental change was calculated by 

summing the total number of parental changes during this period.  

Changes in household residence. An accumulative measure comprising of the total 

number of residential moves from birth to 15 years old. 

Childhood family living conditions. From birth to 10 years old, interviewers 

annually rated the living standards of the families using a 5-point scale (very good to very 

poor). These rankings were summed across the 10 years and divided by 10 to give an average 

family living standard score. In the present study scores were reverse coded so that a higher 

score indicated a higher standard of living (Fergusson, Boden, & Horwood, 2008). 

Parental adjustment problems. When cohort members were 11 years old, their 

parents were questioned about their use of cannabis and other illicit drugs (Fergusson, 

Horwood, & Ridder, 2005). When the cohort was 15, parents were questioned about 

historical alcohol problems and criminality. Each adjustment problem was assessed 

dichotomously (whether or not adjustment problem was reported), and a composite measure 
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of parental adjustment problems was created for each participant by summing the total 

number of problems across the three areas of concern.   

Exposure to parental intimate partner violence. At 18, participants were asked 

about their exposure to violence between their parents from birth to 16 years old. Questions 

were based on eight items from the Conflict Tactics Scales (Straus, 1979), covering verbal 

abuse, violent behaviour, and physical assault, and were chosen if they related to behaviours 

observable by a child, such as push, grab, or shove another parent and call other parent 

names or criticise other parent. Participants rated father-initiated and mother-initiated 

violence separately using a 3-point scale (never, occasionally, frequently). An overall 

measure of exposure to intimate partner violence was created by adding responses across 

both mother and father-initiated violence, which was found to have good reliability (α = .88). 

Childhood physical abuse (CPA). CPA was conceptualised as parental punishment 

delivered in a verbally or physically abusive manner. Items were scored using a 5-point scale, 

from parents never used physical punishment to parent treated me in a harsh/abusive 

manner. Participants rated both their mother and father separately, and were then placed into 

one of four groups based on severity of exposure: (1) parents never used physical 

punishment, (2) parents seldom used physical punishment, (3) at least one parent regularly 

used physical punishment, and (4) at least one parent used frequent or severe punishment or 

treated the participant in a harsh/abusive manner. Participants were interviewed at 18 and 21 

about abuse that had occurred prior to age 16 and were allocated a group based on their most 

severe report of physical punishment. 

Childhood sexual abuse (CSA). CSA was conceptualised as any episode of 

unwanted sexual activity, from indecent exposure through to intercourse (Fergusson et al., 

2008). It was assessed by asking participants whether anyone had attempted to involve them 
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in sexual activities against their wishes, with 15 options provided spanning non-contact 

abuse, unwanted sexual contact, and unwanted sexual intercourse. Those who reported abuse 

were questioned further about the context in which it had occurred, including frequency, 

perpetrator, disclosure, and treatment-seeking. Participants were placed into one of four 

groups based on the severity of exposure: (1) no sexual abuse, (2) non-contact abuse only, (3) 

contact sexual abuse without penetration, and (4) contact sexual abuse with attempted or 

completed penetration. Once again, at 18 and 21 participants retrospectively reported about 

abuse that had occurred prior to age 16 and were allocated a group based on their most severe 

report of sexual abuse. 

Parent-child relationship quality in adolescence. When participants were aged 14 

and 15 years old, the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA; Armsden & 

Greenberg, 1987) was administered to assess children’s perceived relationship quality with 

their parents. This scale comprises of 28 items, with three subscales measuring Alienation (I 

feel that no one understands me), Communication (My parents encourage me to talk about 

my difficulties); and Trust (My parents trust my judgement). Each item was rated using a 5-

point scale, from Almost always or always true through to Almost never or never true. A 

composite variable was created comprising of both years, with the total score calculated by 

subtracting scores on the Alienation subscale from the sum of the Trust and Communication 

subscales. The parental attachment scale was found to have good internal consistency at 14 (α 

= .91) and 15 (α =.87) (Friesen et al., 2013). 

Parental bonding and care. When participants were aged 16 years, they 

retrospectively rated the quality of their parents’ care by completing the care scale of the 

Parenting Bonding Instrument (PBI; Parker, Tupling, & Brown, 1979). Care in this scale is 

conceptualised as the amount of support, nurturance, and affection provided by a parent, with 
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higher scores equating to a greater amount of care. A 4-point scale was utilised, with a score 

of 0 (very unlike) to 3 (very like). Example items include Was affectionate to me and 

Appeared to understand my problems and worries. In the present study, responses relating to 

maternal and paternal care were summed and averaged for one total score of parental bonding 

and care. These measures were found to have good reliability, with alpha coefficients of .89 

for maternal and .91 paternal respectively. 

Parental overprotection. Also at age 16, participants completed the overprotection 

subscale from the PBI (Parker et al., 1979). This scale relates to the extent of parents’ control 

and willingness to allow their child autonomy (Fergusson et al., 2008). The same 4-point 

scale as above was utilised, with items such as Tended to baby me, and Felt I could not look 

after myself unless she/he was around. Scores across maternal and paternal were summed and 

averaged for one total score of parental overprotection. This scale also had acceptable 

reliability, in both maternal overprotection (α = .85) and paternal overprotection (α = .87). 

Externalising at 18 years. This was a composite measure relating to recent conduct 

disorder symptomatology, offending behaviour, and substance abuse and dependence 

(nicotine, alcohol, and illicit drugs). Assessed at age 18 years, items came from the Self-

Report Delinquency Instrument (Elliott & Huizinga, 1989), the Composite International 

Diagnostic Interview (CIDI; World Health Organisation, 1993), the alcohol use 

questionnaires developed by Casswell, Stewart, Connolly, and Silva (1991), and custom-

written items. Aside from offending behaviour, all conduct problems were measured in 

accordance with relevant criteria from the Diagnostic Statistical Manual IV (DSM-IV; 

American Psychiatric Association, 1994). Responses across categories were summed into 

scores that ranged from 0 (no reported disorder/dependence) to 4 (reported each of the four 

disorders/dependence).   
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- Conduct disorder and offending behaviour. Items pertained to the frequency of 

antisocial behaviour that is illegal and/or associated with Conduct Disorder 

symptomatology. Participants who met diagnostic criteria for conduct disorder at the 

time of assessment were classified as having the disorder. A series of items related to 

offending behaviour and corresponding consequences over the previous 12 months, 

including violent offending such as assault, property offending such as breaking and 

entering, police arrest including the reason and details of any arrests, and court 

conviction (excluding offences related to cannabis; Fergusson & Horwood, 1997).  

- Nicotine. Items included experiencing smoking-related health problems and failure to 

quit (Fergusson & Lynskey, 1998). Participants were classified as dependent if they 

reported 3+ symptoms of nicotine-dependence and reported smoking 5+ cigarettes a 

day (Goodwin, Fergusson, & Horwood, 2004).  

- Alcohol. Items included experiencing withdrawal symptoms when not drinking and 

continued use of alcohol despite resultant financial, legal, or personal problems. 

Participants were considered dependent if they met 3+ criteria for substance 

dependence. Substance abuse was classified for those who met 1+ criteria for alcohol 

abuse (Fergusson et al., 2008).  

- Cannabis and other illicit substances. Similarly, cannabis and other illicit substance 

abuse and dependence were assessed based on DSM-IV criteria with the same 

classifications as alcohol.  

Internalising symptoms. At ages 21 and 25 years old, participants were assessed for 

depressive and anxiety symptomatology and suicidality using items from the CIDI and 

custom-written items based on DSM-IV diagnostic criteria (Fergusson et al., 2008). This 

included major depression and a variety of anxiety disorders (including generalised anxiety 

disorder, agoraphobia, specific phobia, social phobia, and panic disorder). Participants’ level 
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of suicidality was elicited with custom-written items, including the frequency, reason, and 

nature of suicidal thoughts, as well as attempts made since the previous assessment.  

Responses across the three categories were summed into scores that ranged from 0 (no 

reported internalising symptoms) to 3 (reported each of the three internalising symptoms).   

- Depression. Those who met DSM-IV criteria for at least one major depressive 

episode at the time of assessment were classified as having major depressive disorder. 

- Anxiety. Participants who met diagnostic criteria for an anxiety disorder at the time of 

assessment were classified as having an anxiety disorder.  

- Suicidality. Those who reported any instance of suicidal thoughts or suicide attempts 

during assessment were classified as experiencing suicidality. 

Please note that there was increasing rates of internalising issues between late adolescence 

and young adulthood, but there were decreasing rates of externalising behaviours. Thus, 16 - 

18 years old was chosen for a higher incidence of externalising and 21 - 25 years old for a 

higher incidence of internalising. 

Demographic characteristics 

Gender. This was recorded as a binary variable (male/female) at the time of birth. 

Māori ethnicity. During the 21-year data collection, participants were asked about 

their ethnic group identity, using questions from the 2001 census. In the present study, 

participants classed as Māori either identified as Māori or as Māori in combination with 

another ethnic group.  

Highest level of academic attainment by 30 years old. A measure of educational 

achievement was created based on three measures: high school qualification attainment, 

university attendance, and university degree attainment (Gibb et al., 2012). Responses were 
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aggregated into a Guttman-like scale of highest attainment reached by age 30 years old, made 

up of 7 categories spanning from no qualification (0) to degree-level qualification (7). 

- High school qualification. Assessed at ages 16 and 21, participants were asked 

whether they had left school and the secondary qualifications they had obtained to 

date.  

- University attendance. Assessed at ages 18 to 30, participants were questioned about 

university attendance since the previous assessment.  

- University degree attainment. Also assessed at ages 18 to 30, participants were asked 

whether they had attained a degree-level qualification such as a Bachelors.  

Age when first became parent or stepparent. Participants were asked to report the age 

in which they first became a parent (in whole years), including both biological and non-

biological children: How old were you when you first became a parent or stepparent? 

Family structure. Nuclear family was defined as a cohort member that was residing with 

their partner and their biological children. Blended family included the presence of a 

stepparent or stepchildren. A single-parent family was a cohort member parenting biological 

or non-biological children, but not cohabitating with a partner. This information was gathered 

when participants were 30 years old. 

Number of children included in the study. Participants were queried about the total 

number of children they had given birth to or were currently parenting. Items included In 

total, how many children have you had/fathered? and Are you parenting or caring for any 

children who are not biologically related to you? I.e. adopted, step, or foster children. In the 

present analyses, the number of children included in the study was the total number of 
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offspring with whom the participant lived with on a full or part-time basis, including both 

biological and non-biological children.  

Cross-sectional predictors 

Adult socioeconomic status and family structure 

A variety of sociodemographic, environmental, familial, and individual characteristics have 

been associated with household chaos, and thus the following list of cross-sectional variables 

were included from the 30-year assessment.  

Gross family income. Participants were questioned about their gross annual income 

from all sources such as paid employment (salary, wages, or self-employment), welfare 

benefits, and student allowance. Incomes were expressed in New Zealand Dollars (NZD), 

with an imposed maximum of $150,000 per annum to avoid outliers. In two-parent 

households, participants were asked to report the same for their partners. All incoming 

finances were summed to calculate one total current household income. As this variable was 

highly positively skewed, a logarithm transformation (log based 10) was applied. 

Number of different partners since first becoming a parent. Participants were 

questioned about their number of partners since becoming a parent. Items included Have you 

been with the same partner since you first became a parent? and How many partners have 

you had since you first became a parent? The total number of relationships was recorded and 

then cross-checked with other assessment data for accuracy (Friesen, Woodward, Horwood, 

& Fergusson, 2010). 

Personality, personal adjustment, parenting practices, and life stress 

Personality. Three basic dimensions of personality were assessed, including sociability, 

neuroticism, and impulsivity, with items adapted or drawn from publicly available scales 
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including the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire–Revised (Eysenck, Eysenck, & Barrett, 

1985), Buss and Plomin’s (1984) Emotionality-Activity-Sociability (EAS) Temperament 

Survey for Adults, and the International Personality Item Pool (Goldberg et al., 2006). 

Individual items were scored on a 5-point Likert scale and averaged across items to create the 

three composite measures. In the present study, only the neuroticism and impulsivity scales 

were used due to their theoretical link with household chaos.  

- Neuroticism, a personality trait related to the extent to which a person perceives the 

world as hostile, stressful, and difficult (Watson, 2001). An individual with high 

neuroticism is susceptible to emotions such as anger, disgust, sadness, and fear 

(Ellenbogen & Sheilagh, 2004). Sample items included I am afraid of many things 

and I am a person whose moods go up and down easily (α = .89). 

- Impulsivity, a personality trait conceptualised as being made up of four components: 

urgency (a tendency to have strong impulses), a lack of premeditation (a tendency not 

to think through consequences before action), a lack of perseverance (a tendency not 

to maintain focus on a difficult or boring task), and sensation seeking (a tendency to 

engage in exciting activities and an openness to new experiences; Whiteside & 

Lynam, 2001). Sample items included I blurt out whatever comes into my mind and I 

am easily excited (α = .65). 

Cigarette-dependence. Those participants who disclosed smoking cigarettes in the 

month prior to assessment were asked about their cigarette use and symptoms of nicotine-

dependence based on DSM-IV criteria. Items were custom-written and included perception of 

dependence (Do you think you are dependent or addicted), attempts to quit (Have you tried to 

quit or cut down), and effect on health (Has smoking cigarettes ever caused health problems). 

Participants were considered nicotine-dependent if they smoked 5+ cigarettes per day and 
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reported at least three other DSM-IV criteria for nicotine dependency (Fergusson, Boden, & 

Horwood, 2009). The scale was found to have adequate reliability (α = .79). 

Alcohol use.  Participants were asked about their level of alcohol use over the previous 

12 months to ascertain an estimate of alcohol consumption and frequency of drinking (Boden, 

Fergusson, & Horwood, 2011). Items related to the amount of alcohol consumed (Never to 

Almost every day and “usual” drinking frequency. Responses across items were summed to 

generate an estimated number of standard drinks consumed by each participant over the 

previous 12 months. This scale was found to have adequate reliability (α = .76). 

Parenting practices. Extensive assessment of participants’ parenting behaviours and 

attitudes was undertaken utilising items from the Parenting Scale (Arnold, O'leary, Wolff, & 

Acker, 1993), the Caregiving Scale (Kunce & Shaver, 1994), the Parenting Practices 

Questionnaire (Robinson, Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 1995), and the Child Rearing Practices 

Report (Deković, Janssens, & Gerris, 1991). The original items were assessed with Likert 

scales and parents responded to each item according to their parenting practices for each child 

in their care. Items were averaged across children and then averaged again within scales. 

Raudino, Woodward, Fergusson, and Horwood (2012) effectively reduced this large set of 

measures through a process of principal components analysis and confirmatory factor 

analysis to the following four key parental constructs: 

- Parental sensitivity. This construct pertains to a parent’s ability to recognise and 

respond to their child’s needs and was assessed with 6 items such as I am good at 

knowing when my child needs my help or support and when he/she would rather 

handle things alone. Items utilised a 5-point Likert scale (definitely like me to a lot 

like me). This scale was found to have modest, but adequate, reliability (α = .70) 

(Raudino et al., 2012) 
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- Parental warmth. This construct is conceptualised as the amount of physical affection 

expressed by a parent and their level of enjoyment gained through spending time with 

their children. A sample item from this scale is I give comfort and understanding 

when my child is upset. The scale was made up of 13 items, with 7 items utilising a 7-

point Likert scale (Very untrue to Very true), and 6 items scored on a 5-point scale 

(Strongly disagree to Strongly agree). This scale was found to have good internal 

reliability (α = .84)  

- Parental inconsistent discipline. This construct, consisting of 7 items, reflects 

parenting that is permissive, lax, and inconsistent in guidance, engagement, and 

behavioural management. Parents scoring high in inconsistent discipline were likely 

to be hesitant or slow to react in behavioural management situations. Example item: I 

state punishments to my child but then I do not actually do them. 6 items were rated 

using a 7-point Likert scale (Very untrue to very true) and 1 item a 5-point scale 

(strongly disagree to strongly agree). This scale was found to have adequate 

reliability (α = .76)  

- Parental over-reactivity. This construct relates to parenting that is negative and 

reactive; made up of 10 items, it incorporates negative regard, irritation, anger, 

disapproval, harsh language, impatience, and anger. An example item: I explode in 

anger towards my child. Four items on this scale utilised a 5-point Likert scale (very 

much like me to definitely not like me), and 6 items a 7-point scale (very untrue to very 

true). This scale was found to have good internal reliability (α = .82) 

Physical punishment and maltreatment. The following three constructs were measured 

using items from the Parent-Child Conflict Scales (Straus, Hamby, Finkelhor, Moore, & 

Runyan, 1998), which encompasses four subscales assessing nonviolent discipline, 

psychological aggression, physical assault, and neglect. Parents rated each item from 0 
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(Never) to 6 (21+) regarding how often they have responded to their children’s misbehaviour 

in a particular way, regardless of how their child responded. Included in the present study 

were responses pertaining to physical abuse, corporal punishment, and neglectful parenting 

only, due to their theoretical association with household chaos. Responses from each scale 

were summed and divided by the number of items to give an average score for each 

participant. 

- Use of physical abuse. This scale includes 9 items comprising of instances of severe 

assault (Hit him/her with a fist or kicked him/her hard) through to very severe assault 

(Burned or scalded him/her on purpose).  

- Use of corporal punishment. Made up of 4 items, this scale assesses for lower-level 

physical discipline strategies (Spanked him/her on the bottom with your bare hand 

and Pinched him/her).  

- Neglectful parenting. Neglect relates to instances when parents failed to meet their 

children’s needs, and in this scale is made up of 4 items such as Were not able to 

make sure your child got the food he/she needed and Were so caught up in your own 

problems that you were unable to care for your child’s needs. 

Child-rearing difficulties across all children. A group of custom-written items assessed 

participants’ difficulties in raising their children. These difficulties range from issues meeting 

developmental milestones (e.g. Feeding problems), to child behavioural problems (e.g. Child 

is stubborn, disobedient), to wider family issues (e.g. Difficulties with siblings). Participants 

rated each item from 0 (No problem) to 2 (Serious Problem) regarding the extent to which 

they had experienced each difficulty for each of their children. The highest score was 

recorded for each item and responses across all 11 items were averaged for a total score of 

child-rearing difficulties. 
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Stressful life events. Fourteen custom-written items questioned participants about 

stressful life events related to parenting over the previous 12 months. Stressful life events 

included general difficulties across a range of domains frequently reported by parents, 

including limited time (e.g. Not enough time for self/with partner), socioeconomic issues (e.g. 

Not enough money, inadequate accommodation), social support (e.g. Not having anyone to 

call on for assistance), and relationships (e.g. Parents, in-laws). Items were scored 

dichotomously (1 = yes) and summed across the 14 items.  

2.5 Statistical analyses 

Statistical analyses were conducted using the Statistical Package for the Social 

Sciences 25.0 (IBM Corp, 2017). Given the large number of variables that previous research 

has found associated with household chaos and the extensive set of measures from the CHDS 

database, the goal of the statistical analyses was to systematically identify those predictors 

that retained a significant net association with household chaos. The first stage of analysis 

examined bivariate associations between each of the predictor variables and household chaos. 

Zero-order correlations were employed for continuous measures, and one-way Analysis of 

Variance (ANOVA) was employed for categorical variables (e.g., gender, Māori ethnicity, 

and family structure). In the second stage of analyses, each of the variables significantly 

associated with household chaos at the bivariate level were entered into multiple linear 

regression models to investigate the net associations among the variables in predicting 

household chaos, as well as to examine the amount of variance explained by each model. 

Variables were first divided into categories and regression models were tested individually 

for each category, with careful attention paid to multicollinearity diagnostics. Categories 

included: 

1. Exposure to family violence and adjustment from childhood and young adulthood 
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2. Adult socioeconomic status, demographic characteristics, and family structure 

3. Personality and personal adjustment 

4. Parenting and life stress 

The third stage was to incorporate all significant variables from stage two into a final 

hierarchical regression model, to ascertain which variables maintained a significant 

association with household chaos over and above other predictor variables. The remaining 

predictors were entered into the model in the following order: 

1. Longitudinal predictors including childhood family characteristics and exposure to 

parental maltreatment 

2. Adult socioeconomic status, demographic characteristics, family structure, 

personality, and personal adjustment 

3. Current parenting and family life 

This strategy held the advantage of assessing longitudinal associations in isolation, as well as 

in conjunction with factors occurring at a cross-sectional level. 

Throughout the following chapter, the strength of standardised associations (r and β) 

between the predictor variables and household chaos will be based on the following 

interpretation: a value of .10 considered “small”, .30 considered “medium”, and .50 

considered “large” (Hemphill, 2003). Associations were considered significant at the 

conventional level with a p value of less than .05. As household chaos was not normally 

distributed in the present sample, an important assumption of regression analysis, a Log 

Transformation was performed. Hierarchical analysis was then repeated with the new 

transformed variable. The pattern of associations was the same across both the untransformed 

and transformed household chaos variables, with the exception of Alcohol Use, which 

became non-significant in the latter analysis. However, as this was already a very small effect 
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and the overall pattern was the same, the untransformed variable was considered adequate 

and these results are displayed in all analyses.  
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Results 

3.1 Bivariate analyses 

The results from the Pearson zero-order bivariate correlation analyses between each 

of the predictor variables and household chaos are presented below. For each variable, the 

table shows the descriptive statistics of the predictor variable (mean, standard deviation, 

minimum and maximum scores), and the correlation coefficient.  

Bivariate associations between household chaos and longitudinal predictors 

Table 3.1 shows that several of the child, adolescent, and young adult life-course 

experiences were significantly associated with later household chaos as a parent; however, all 

of these associations were small. Exposure to intimate partner violence, more parental 

overprotection in adolescence, and increased internalising symptoms in young adulthood 

were all significantly associated with higher levels of household chaos at 30 years old. In 

contrast, better parent-child relationship quality and parental bonding and care in adolescence 

was associated with small but significant decreases in household chaos at 30 years old. 

Finally, there was no significant association between household chaos at 30 and exposure to 

parental adjustment problems or externalising in adolescence.  

Table 3.1: Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations between the CHAOS11 and 

longitudinal variables 

 Mean (SD)  Min - Max  r 

Changes in custodial parent 1.64 (2.68) 0 - 19 .091 

Changes in household residence 4.66 (4.89) 0 - 34 .091 

Childhood family living conditions 3.03 (0.41 1.5 – 4.6 -.089 
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Parental adjustment problems  0.89 (0.97)  0 – 4  .033  

Exposure to intimate partner 

violence  

9.65 (2.89)  8 - 23  .150**  

Physical abuse  2.30 (0.74) 1 – 4 -.007 

Sexual abuse 0.47 (0.98) 1 – 4 .052 

Parent-child relationship quality 

in adolescence  

72.72 (8.95)  38.5 – 84.0  -.149**  

Parental bonding and care  28.36 (6.46)  2 – 36  -.110*  

Parental overprotection  7.48 (5.76)  0 – 28  .109*  

Externalising at 18 years 0.88 (1.21)  0 – 4  .014  

Internalising symptoms  0.66 (0.94)  0 – 3  .134*  

Note: n = 307-337; * < .05; ** < .01; *** < .001  

Bivariate associations between household chaos and adult SES and family structure 

Table 3.2 indicates that several of the demographic, socioeconomic, and family 

structure variables assessed at age 30 were significantly associated with household chaos. Of 

the two demographic variables, the ANOVA analyses showed no significant differences 

based on gender, but there was a small but significant difference according to ethnicity with 

Māori parents reporting less household chaos compared to Pākehā. A higher gross family 

income and level of academic attainment, and an older age when first becoming a parent or 

stepparent were associated with small but significant reductions in household chaos. The 

largest association was the number of children included in the study, with more children 

associated with higher levels of household chaos. Additionally, a greater number of different 

partners since becoming a parent was also associated with higher rates of household chaos; 

however, this association was also in the small range.  



55 

 

Table 3.2: Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations between the CHAOS11 and cross-

sectional variables pertaining to adult socioeconomic status (SES) and family structure 

Note: n = 319-337; * < .05; ** < .01; *** < .001.  

a descriptive statistics display actual reported income. However, the correlation is calculated 

with the log10 transformation of gross family income due to severe skew. 

 

 Mean (SD)  Min - Max  r / F 

Gender 

     Female 

     Male 

 

1.75 (.49) 

1.76 (.48) 

 

1 – 3.09 

1 – 3.27 

 

.081 

Ethnicity 

     Māori  

     Pākehā 

 

1.61 (.43) 

1.77 (.49) 

 

1 – 2.55 

1 – 3.27 

 

4.502* 

Gross family income (NZD) 72,036.45 

(41487.60)  

7500 – 240,000 -.215**a 

Highest level of academic 

attainment by 30 years  

3.53 (2.18)  1 - 7  -.141*  

Age when first became 

parent or stepparent  

23.96 (3.93)  15 - 30  -.240***  

Number of children included 

in the study  

1.93 (.98)  1 - 6  .361***  

Family Structure 

     Nuclear 

     Blended 

     Single parent 

 

 

1.72 (.48) 

1.83 (.50) 

1.79 (.47) 

 

1 – 3.09 

1 – 3.27 

1 – 2.73 

 

1.547 

Number of different partners 

since first becoming a 

parent  

0.70 (1.21)  0 - 6  .165**  
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Bivariate associations between household chaos and personality, personal adjustment, 

parenting practices, and stress 

Table 3.3 shows that all of the personality, personal adjustment, parenting, and family 

life predictors were significantly associated with household chaos at 30 years old. Parents 

scoring higher in neuroticism and impulsivity, inconsistent discipline, over-reactivity, use of 

corporal punishment, and experiencing greater child-rearing difficulties and stressful life 

events were all associated with higher levels of household chaos. Those reporting cigarette-

dependence, more alcohol use, physical abuse, and neglectful parenting were also associated 

with higher levels of household chaos; however, these associations were very small. In 

contrast, more parental sensitivity and warmth were both associated with less household 

chaos.  

Table 3.3: Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations between the CHAOS11 and cross-

sectional variables pertaining to personality, personal adjustment, parenting practices, and 

family life 

 Mean (SD)  Min - Max  Correlation 

Coefficient 

Neuroticism  2.14 (.65)  1.00 – 4.50  .487***  

Impulsivity  2.77 (.82)  1 - 5  .379***  

Cigarette-dependence  8.35 (11.26)  0 - 33  .117*  

Alcohol use  6.63 (7.14)  .33 – 58.33  .154**  

Parenting sensitivity 26.04 (3.52)  15 - 30  -.320***  

Parenting warmth  80.97 (6.60)  48 - 87  -.245***  

Parenting inconsistent 

discipline  

19.15 (7.96)  7 - 42  .393***  

Parenting over-reactivity  22.15 (7.71)  10 - 46  .530***  
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Note: n = 307-337; * < .05; ** < .01; *** < .001  

3.2 Multiple Linear Regression analyses 

All variables that yielded statically significant associations with household chaos at 

30 in the bivariate analyses were included in multiple regression analyses. Of interest was the 

predictive utility of each model, as well as the variables that continued to significantly relate 

to household chaos. 

Model 1: Exposure to family violence, parent-child relationship quality and bonding, and 

adjustment in young adulthood 

The first model overall was significant (F (4, 286) = 4.90, p = .001) and explained 

6.4% of the variance in household chaos. Two variables retained a significant net association 

with household chaos, including exposure to intimate partner violence and internalising 

symptoms. Correlation coefficients reduced slightly from the bivariate to the multivariate 

level, which would be expected due to their shared variance. Due to slight issues with 

multicollinearity between the parental bonding and parental care variables, the model was 

tested two additional times with these variables entered separately; however, this did not alter 

the results reported in Table 3.4 below. Variables related to parent-child relationship quality, 

parental bonding and care, and parental overprotection were no longer significantly 

associated with household chaos and were therefore excluded from further analyses. 

Physical abuse  .02 (.11)  0.00 – 1.11  .157**  

Use of corporal 

punishment   

.83 (.97)  0.00 – 4.50  .384***  

Neglectful parenting  .04 (.26)  0 - 3  .119*  

Child-rearing difficulties 

across all children   

4.70 (5.40)  0 - 30  .484***  

Stressful life events  3.52 (2.91)  0 - 16  .445***  
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Table 3.4: Model 1: Exposure to family violence, family bonding in adolescence, and 

adjustment in young adulthood 

Model R Square  Variable  B (SE), β, p  

.063**  Exposure to intimate partner 

violence   

.026 (.011), .146, .016  

  Parent-child relationship quality in 

adolescence  

-.005 (.004), -.094, .184  

  Parental bonding and care   .002 (.007), .034, .722  

  Parental overprotection   .001 (.007), .013, .874  

  Internalising symptoms   .077 (.033), .143, .020  

Model 2: Adult socioeconomic status and family structure 

The second model, presented in Table 3.5 below, was also significant (F (6,313) = 

11.74, p < .001) and explained 18.4% of the variance in household chaos. Three variables 

retained a significant net association with household chaos: Māori ethnicity, gross family 

income, and the number of children included in the study. Once again correlation coefficients 

reduced slightly from the bivariate to the multivariate level. There was no evidence of 

influence from multicollinearity (tolerance > .71 across all significant predictors). Variables 

related to academic attainment, age when becoming a parent or stepparent, and number of 

different partners since becoming a parent were no longer significantly associated with 

household chaos.  

Table 3.5: Model 2: Adult SES and family structure  

Model R Square  Variable  B (SE), β, p  

.184***  Māori ethnicity 

 

-.214 (.072), -.156, .003 

 Gross family income 

 

-.382 (.112), -.198, .001 

  Highest level of academic 

attainment by 30 years 

.005 (.012), -.022, .689  
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Model 3: Parental personality and personal adjustment 

Overall, the third model was also significant (F (4,299) = 26.24, p <.001) and 

explained 26.0% of the variance in household chaos. Three variables retained a significant 

net association with household chaos, comprising of neuroticism, impulsivity, and alcohol 

use. Correlation coefficients once again reduced from the bivariate to the multivariate levels 

and there was no evidence of influence from multicollinearity (tolerance > .74 across the 

three significant predictors). There was no longer a significant association between cigarette-

dependence and household chaos, and consequently this predictor was excluded from the 

next stage of analysis. This model is presented in Table 3.6 below.  

Table 3.6: Model 3: Parental personality and Personal Adjustment  

Model R Square  Variable  B(SE), β; p  

.260***  

 

Neuroticism 

 

  

 

 

 

 

.291 (.041), .402, .001  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Impulsivity  .082 (.034), .141, .015  

  Cigarette-dependence  

 

.002, (.002), .047, .328  

  Alcohol use  

 

 

 

.008 (.003), .126, .013  

 

  Age when first became parent 

or stepparent  

 

.001 (.009), .001, .984  

  Number of children included 

in the study  

 

.168 (.030), .334, .001  

  Number of different partners 

since first becoming a parent  

 

.002 (.024), .004, .943  
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Model 4: Parenting and family life 

The final model, presented in Table 3.7 below, was also significant overall (F (9,307) 

= 28.14, p < .001) and explained 45.2% of the variance in household chaos. Five variables 

retained a significant net association with household chaos, including inconsistent discipline, 

over-reactivity, use of corporal punishment, child-rearing difficulties across all children, and 

stressful life events (borderline for parental inconsistent discipline). Correlation coefficients 

reduced from the bivariate to the multivariate level and there was no evidence of influence 

from multicollinearity in the analyses (tolerance > .61 across all significant predictors). 

Variables related to parental sensitivity and warmth, physical abuse, and neglectful parenting 

were all no longer significantly associated with household chaos and were therefore excluded 

from further analyses. 

Table 3.7: Model 4: Parenting and family life 

Model R Square  Variable  B(SE), β; p  

.452***  Parental sensitivity  -.001 (.008), -.008, .887  

  Parental warmth  -.004 (.004), -.050, .349  

  Parental inconsistent discipline  .006 (.003), .097, .051  

  Parental over-reactivity  .019 (.003), .295, .001  

 Physical abuse  -.341 (.215), -.077, .113  

 Use of corporal punishment 

(average)  

.075 (.024), .152, .002  

 Neglectful parenting  -.056 (.086), -.031, .512  

 Child-rearing difficulties across 

children  

.017 (.005), .192, .001  

 Stressful life events  

 

.043 (.008), .264, .001  
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3.3 Hierarchical Regression analyses 

The final analysis employed a three-stage hierarchical multiple regression with 

household chaos regressed on all the significant predictors from the analyses above. Table 3.8 

below shows the results of these analyses. In the first model, exposure to intimate partner 

violence and internalising symptoms in adulthood were significant predictors of household 

chaos (borderline for internalising symptoms), accounting for 4.2% of the variance. However, 

in the second model, these variables were no longer significant as Māori ethnicity, gross 

family income, the number of children in the family, parental neuroticism, impulsivity, and 

alcohol use were added. Among these predictors, Māori ethnicity significantly predicted a 

small reduction in household chaos and a lower gross family income, a higher number of 

children in the family, and increased parental neuroticism significantly predicted increased 

household chaos. Together the second model explained 32.0% of the variance in household 

chaos. Finally, in the third model, higher neuroticism, greater parental over-reactivity, use of 

more corporal punishment, increased child-rearing difficulties and stressful life events were 

all predictors of greater household chaos. This final model explained 47.8% of the variance in 

household chaos. Thus, out of the thirteen variables included in the final model, there were 

five that were significant predictors: one related to parental personality and four related to 

parenting and family life.  
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Table 3. 8: Hierarchical analyses with all statistically significant predictors from multiple linear regression analysis 

Variable  Model 1 B(SE), β, p  Model 2 B(SE), β, p  Model 3 B(SE), β, p  

Model 1: Longitudinal predictors R2 = .042**    

Exposure to intimate partner violence .027 (.010), .159, .009  .011 (.009), .066, .213  .002 (.008), .012, .900  

Internalising symptoms  .063, (.033), .117, .054  .003 (.029), .005, .921 -.034 (.027), -.064, .847  

Model 2: Cross-sectional demographic and personal predictors, R2 = .320*** (F change = 17.56; p < .001) 

Māori ethnicity    -.148 (.072), -.108, .040      -.117 (.063), -.086, .067 

Gross family income  -.301 (.101), -.159, .003 -.065 (.094), -.034, .491 

Number of children included in the study      .097 (.027), .194, .001  .007 (.028), .014, .802  

Neuroticism      .245, (.045), .336, .001  .098 (.044), .135, .027  

Impulsivity     .066, (.036), .109, .070  .032 (.033), .053, .339  

Alcohol use     .007 (.004), .098, .065  .006 (.003), .086, .073  
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Model 3: Parenting and family life predictors, R2 = .478*** (F change = 15.20; p < .001) 

Parenting inconsistent discipline        .006 (.003), .094, .081  

Parenting over-reactivity        .014 (.004), .220, .001  

Use of corporal punishment        .052, (.026), .104, .048  

Child-rearing difficulties across all children        .017, (.005), .185, .002  

Stressful life events        .037 (.010), .213, .001  
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Discussion 

The goal of the present study was to investigate which experiences, events, and 

personal characteristics from childhood, adolescence, early adulthood, and parenthood at 30 

years of age contribute to a family environment lacking in structure, routine, and order. Based 

on previous theory and research in this domain, it was expected that greater household chaos 

would be associated with more adverse childhood conditions and events, lower socio-

economic status, changeable family structure, neurotic and impulsive personality traits, poor 

personal adjustment, less parental warmth and sensitivity, more punitive and less consistency 

in parenting practices, and more life stress. This final chapter will return to the three research 

questions and discuss how the present results contribute to our understanding of household 

chaos and relates to previous research, while also considering the limitations of the study, and 

in that light, recommendations for future research.  

Are life-course events from childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood predictive of 

later household chaos as a parent?  

Several longitudinal predictors correlated significantly with household chaos in the 

bivariate analyses, providing insight into the life-course events that are correlated with 

household chaos in adulthood. Of all the predictors pertaining to prior experiences of 

adversity, higher levels of household chaos as an adult covaried with more exposure to 

intimate partner violence in childhood (from birth until 16 years old), increased parental 

overprotection in adolescence (age 16), and greater internalising symptoms (anxiety, 

depression, and suicidality) in early adulthood (age 21 – 25 years old). Moreover, adolescents 

reporting a higher quality relationship with their parents (high in trust and communication, 

and low in alienation) and high parental quality of care (support, nurturance, and affection), 
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reported less household chaos as a parent at 30 years of age. When these predictors were 

entered into multiple regression analyses, only two remained significant: childhood exposure 

to intimate partner violence and internalising symptoms in young adulthood. Although these 

associations did remain predictive, they were both very small associations, contributing only 

6.3% of the variance in household chaos. Cohort members’ relationship quality with their 

own parent, reports of parental bonding and care, and parental overprotection from when they 

were adolescents no longer contributed significantly to household chaos as an adult. 

These findings reveal that greater adversity in childhood and adolescence does have 

implications for the family environment created in adulthood. Previous research has 

highlighted exposure to intimate partner violence during childhood as a risk to children’s 

emotional and psychological development (Coe et al., 2019). The present study demonstrates 

that this exposure has long-term ramifications that extend into adulthood. One possible 

mechanism for this is parenting, as children raised in violent homes are more likely to 

experience maladaptive parenting strategies such as harsh discipline and inadequate 

supervision (Coe et al., 2019), which could manifest as poor parenting practices and 

household chaos when they become parents (Friesen et al., 2013). Additionally, participants 

who felt constrained by their parents during adolescence reported less ordered and structured 

environments in their own households as adults. This relationship could also be explained 

through the intergenerational effect of parenting as explained by Friesen et al. (2013), who 

found that the quality of parent-child relationships was an important predictor of future 

parenting style and behaviour.  

It would be inappropriate to speculate too much about why some life-course 

experiences are associated with later household chaos and others are not, however it is 

interesting to note that those that were significantly correlated in the bivariate analyses 
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seemed to be relationship-oriented variables rather than markers of disruption to family 

structure and living conditions. In this regard, the principles of linked lives and timing in lives 

from life-course theory (Elder Jr, 1998) were examined alongside each other. With respect to 

the principle of timing in lives, life-course theory (Elder Jr, 1998) highlights that the timing of 

events in children’s lives contributes to how significant they are for their development. It was 

thought that because adverse events such as abuse and frequent transition occurred during 

participants’ formative years, this would have long term implications for the amount of order, 

structure, and routine established in adulthood. However, this was not supported by the 

present findings concerning the frequency of changes in custodial parent or household 

residence, poor family living conditions, exposure to parental adjustment problems, physical 

and sexual abuse, or externalising symptoms at 18 years old, which all yielded non-

significant correlations. In contrast, the principle of linked lives suggests that the potency of 

our life-course experiences are translated via the quality of relationships, especially 

intergenerational relationships, in which those experiences are embedded. This notion seems 

to be more supported by the longitudinal bivariate associations, while keeping in mind that 

the statistically significant associations were quite small.     

Are concurrent sociodemographic, environmental, familial, and individual 

characteristics associated with greater household chaos?  

The findings indicated that Māori participants reported less household chaos than 

Pākehā participants. Additionally, when participants reported a higher gross family income, 

educational attainment, and older age when first becoming a parent, there was a reduction in 

household chaos. When there were more children in a family and frequent changes in 

partnership, there was a corresponding increase in household chaos. Furthermore, when these 

variables were entered into multiple regression analyses, three remained significant 
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predictors: Māori ethnicity and a higher gross family income continued to predict less 

household chaos and a higher number of children continued to increase household chaos. 

Together, these three associations were small to moderate, accounting for 18.4% of the 

variance in household chaos.  

It was somewhat surprising that participants of Māori descent reported reduced 

household chaos. The effects of colonisation has led to much hardship for Māori, including 

warfare and entrenched discrimination, which has had a large impact on Māori social 

structure and identity (Edwards, McCreanor, & Moewaka-Barnes, 2007). In general, Māori 

whānau are more socially disadvantaged and likely to be younger parents (Friesen, 

Woodward, Fergusson, Horwood, & Chesney, 2008), and Māori youth are more likely to 

report poorer health (physical, sexual, and mental), as well as more substance use than their 

pākehā peers (Clark et al., 2018). Due to these markers of socioeconomic disadvantage often 

experienced by Māori whānau, it was expected they would report elevated household chaos. 

However, placing these findings in the context of findings from Le Grice, Braun, and 

Wetherell (2017), who undertook interviews with 43 Māori participants to capture traditional 

wisdom in practice, Māori reports of less household chaos could be explained by the sense of 

closeness and support felt within whānau. According to Le Grice et al. “whānau formed a 

protective network around parents who, in contrast to the contemporary nuclear family, were 

not isolated in the day to day activities of raising children” (Le Grice et al., 2017). Thus, 

while Māori ethnicity did not maintain its negative association with household chaos when 

proximal predictors of current parenting and family life were included, the present results do 

point to the possibility that characteristics of family life pertaining to culture could be a more 

distal predictor in line with tenets of bioecological theory (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007). 
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The finding that gross family income remained a significant predictor from the 

bivariate to the multivariate level was predicted based on significant evidence of the interplay 

between household chaos and socioeconomic status in previous research (Evans et al., 2010; 

Evans et al., 2005; Garrett-Peters et al., 2016; Mills-Koonce et al., 2016; Raver, Blair, 

Garrett-Peters, & Family Life Project Key Investigators, 2015; Vernon-Feagans, Garrett-

Peters, Willoughby, et al., 2012). According to Roy, Tubbs, and Burton (2004), “a complex 

range of health concerns, daily hassles, structural barriers, and personal decisions unique to 

contexts of poverty complicate [low-income] families’ lives and disrupt routinisation of daily 

activities” (p. 169). In their sample of low-income mothers, the ability to maintain routine 

was often disrupted by things like being tied to public transport schedules or inadequate 

transport, inflexible and rigid work conditions (for themselves or their partner), and a high 

density of obligations with limited support and resources.  

The present finding that more children in the family correlated to greater household 

chaos was also expected based on the evidence (Creed, 2014). Taken together, a lower 

income and more children in the family can be linked to household chaos through the 

dynamic interplay of factors such as insufficient resources, the additional noise, disorder, 

mess and confusion that naturally arise with more children, and the depletion of parental 

energy as they contend with the needs and schedules of multiple children. Thus, in 

relationship to bioecological theory (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007), this evidence suggests 

that lower family income and a greater number of children in the home are both markers for a 

variety of related living conditions in the microsystem that may be more secure and stable 

among those families with higher incomes and fewer children, allowing for greater 

consistency of developmental proximal processes. 
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All of the variables pertaining to personality and personal adjustment were significant 

correlates of household chaos in the bivariate analyses, contributing to our understanding of 

the individual characteristics associated with greater household chaos. According to the 

present findings, parents who reported more neurotic and impulsive personality traits, those 

who have cigarette-dependence and habitually use alcohol are more likely to establish 

families with greater household chaos. When these predictors were entered into a multiple 

regression model they all remained significant except cigarette-dependence, cumulatively 

contributing 26% of the variance in household chaos. Theoretically, the influence of 

neuroticism on household chaos can be explained by the heightened distress, irritability, 

anger, and frustration of those high in this trait, as well as the tendency to enact harsher 

discipline and escalate conflict (Prinzie, Stams, Deković, Reijntjes, & Belsky, 2009). The 

association between neuroticism and household chaos is consistent with findings from Creed 

(2014), who found that, after controlling for numerous child, and parent, and contextual 

factors, neuroticism predicted noisier and less ordered homes. Additionally, if a parent is 

impulsive, they are likely to have limited inhibitory and emotional control, making them 

more reactive and less able to implement consistent routine, structure, and order (Creed, 

2014). Alcohol use as a predictor of household chaos is supported by findings from 

Bhattacharjee et al. (2013), who found that in homes with alcohol-dependent fathers the 

family environment was less cohesive, poorly organised, with inadequate communication and 

interpersonal relationships between members. 

Are adverse parenting styles and practices related to greater household chaos?  

Cross-sectional predictors pertaining to parenting and family life stress all yielded 

significant correlations with household chaos in bivariate analyses. Participants who reported 

employing parenting practices that were inconsistent, overreactive, physically punitive, and 
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neglectful, and those who experienced more child-rearing difficulties and stressful life events 

were more likely to report increased household chaos. In contrast, parents high in sensitivity 

and warmth were likely to report reduced household chaos. In the multiple regression 

analyses, five variables remained predictive of household chaos: more parental inconsistent 

discipline, over-reactivity, use of corporal punishment, child-rearing difficulties, and stressful 

life events, in total contributing 45.2% of the variance in household chaos. It is interesting to 

note that the positive aspects of parenting (sensitivity and warmth) did not seem to protect 

against household chaos alongside parenting practices that are more maladaptive.  

In a household that comprises a combination of both poor parenting practices and a 

greater number of stressors, it is likely these features within the microsystem work together to 

undermine parents’ abilities to create order and structure. For instance, parents who are harsh 

disciplinarians are likely to have children who display more internalising and externalising 

behaviours (McKee et al., 2007), likely enhancing their stress and making it more challenging 

to manage household order. If a parent is sometimes overreactive, disciplining children over 

and above what is necessary, and then at other times does not discipline at all, children do not 

have a clear sense of what is acceptable. In sum, these results reveal that the dynamic 

interplay between parenting and child behaviour has implications for the household 

environment. However, the prediction that positive parenting practices (sensitivity and 

warmth) reduces household chaos was unsubstantiated. 

Overall, what are the predictors of household chaos? 

The present study aimed to identify the features of childhood, adolescence, young 

adulthood and parenting life that lead to a chaotic home environment. When all of the 

significant predictors from the previous analyses were included in a final hierarchical 

regression model, the longitudinal predictors of increased exposure to intimate partner 
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violence in childhood and internalising symptoms in young adulthood were no longer 

predictive of household chaos once the cross-sectional sociodemographic and personal 

predictors were added in the second model. What remained in this second model as a 

significant predictor of reduced household chaos was Māori ethnicity and predictors of 

greater household chaos were lower gross family income, more children in the family, and 

parental neuroticism. In the third model, of the predictors related to sociodemographics and 

parent personality, neuroticism was the only variable that remained a significant predictor. 

Additionally, of the variables related to parenting and family life, four maintained 

significance: parenting over-reactivity, use of corporal punishment, child-rearing difficulties, 

and stressful life events. The net association of these five remaining predictors was 

moderately strong, amounting to 47.8% of the total variance in household chaos, however 

each variable yielded small associations.  

Therefore, in answer to the overarching research enquiry of the present research, 

although there are several variables from childhood and adolescence related to parent-child 

and family relationships that are associated with household chaos as an adult, their significant 

influence did not remain when cross-sectional variables related to personality, parenting, and 

family life stress were added. These features of the present-day home environment were more 

influential for household chaos than parent’s experiences of adversity earlier in life or the 

family’s current sociodemographic situation. 

Although much of previous research points to associations between increased 

household chaos and various markers of low socioeconomic status, family instability, and 

adversity in childhood, what the present findings indicate is that these associations were not 

retained when concurrent relational variables are included. This extends results from Deater-

Deckard and colleagues (2009), who found that poorer housing conditions in childhood was 
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associated with more household chaos in a sample of 302 twin families. These researchers 

were unable to test the long-term implications of childhood housing conditions, as they 

measured housing conditions at a single time point. The present research shows that poor 

childhood family living conditions (measured from birth to 10 years) was not associated at 

the bivariate level with household chaos at 30 years old, suggesting that adverse childhood 

conditions such as dirt and clutter do not have long term ramifications for household chaos in 

adulthood. Additionally, features of childhood adversity such as domestic abuse, which has 

been associated with increased household chaos in the short-term (Coe et al., 2019), also does 

not relate to household chaos over a longer time frame once parenting and family life 

variables were added to the regression models. Furthermore, childhood sexual and physical 

abuse has been found to have a knock-on effect on the home environment in the short-term, 

pertaining to less perceived family cohesion and more family conflict over the duration of a 

year (Meyerson et al., 2002). However, the present findings would suggest that sexual and 

physical abuse that has occurred in childhood (prior to age 16) does not have a corresponding 

impact on household chaos as a parent at 30 years old. The present study adds to the literature 

by demonstrating that, while adversity and disadvantage in childhood may correlate with 

increased household chaos in the immediate and short-term, they are not predictive of future 

household chaos as a parent. 

Interestingly, none of the variables measured during adolescence maintained 

significant associations with household chaos, especially given findings from Friesen et al. 

(2013) whereby the quality of the parent-child relationship at age 14 - 15 years old had an 

influence on future parenting behaviour. What these researchers found was that adolescents 

reporting a closer bond with their parents during their teenage years were more positive and 

engaging and less inconsistent and coercive parents at 30 years old, and it was therefore 

expected that parent-child relationship quality in adolescence would also affect the future 
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home environment. However, this was not the case. When all three adolescent variables 

(parent-child relationship quality, parental bonding and care, and parental overprotection) 

were placed alongside childhood exposure to intimate partner violence and internalising in 

early adulthood, they no longer yielded significant associations. Friesen and colleagues 

(2013) did highlight that while the associations between reported parent-child relationship 

quality and future parenting did remain statistically significant, these effects were small (from 

.15 to .21). This could explain why these variables were no longer predictive in the present 

study, as the strength of the association was not strong enough when placed alongside other 

more influential covariates. Another possibility is that reduced parent-child relationship 

quality is linked with less quality parenting 15 years later, and poor parenting at the cross-

sectional level is associated with more household chaos. However, there is perhaps no direct 

effect between parent-child relationship quality in adolescence and future household chaos 

after controlling for parenting factors. In the present study I did not extend the multiple 

regression analyses to consider longitudinal mediated pathways, but this is an important 

further step in the research with this data set.  

This study also sought to determine whether the presence of anxiety, depression, and 

suicidality in young adulthood (age 21 – 25 years) increased household chaos as a parent at 

30 years old, predicated on the notion that this is a particularly difficult transitional stage of 

development with less access to institutional and familial support. No studies investigating 

the direct impact that internalising symptoms have on household chaos could be found to 

date; however, a short-term longitudinal study from Tucker and colleagues (2018) did unveil 

the impact that household chaos has on parental hostility and mental health over a period of 

two years in a sample of adolescents. The moderating effect these researchers found was that 

in homes with high household chaos, parents were more hostile than in families with low 

household chaos, and that depression two years later increased for adolescents in family 
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environments with both greater parental hostility and high household chaos. Comparing these 

findings with the present study, the directionality and duration of these relationships may be a 

possible explanation for the differences. Tucker et al. (2018) examined the impact that 

household chaos has on parenting and symptoms of depression over two years, while we 

investigated whether internalising symptoms contribute to a more chaotic home over a five to 

nine-year period. Tucker et al. (2018) connected increased household chaos with poor 

parenting, however in the present study it is revealed that when parenting is included in 

analyses, internalising symptoms yield no significant influence on future levels of household 

chaos independently, again pointing to possible mediational pathways.  

The key influence of parenting on household chaos is in alignment with research from 

Creed (2014), who also found that various parental traits and styles were significant 

predictors of household routine, order, and quiet. What Creed (2014) found was that parents 

with a less chaotic parenting style (more consistent and less erratic) or a structured parenting 

style (able to establish rules, expectations, and consequences for misbehaviour) were 

generally more capable of establishing routines in their homes. Additionally, a rejecting or 

hostile parenting style predicted less household quiet and order. This was considered to be a 

result of more negative perceptions of their children’s behaviour, for example being more 

likely to see them as unmanageable, disorderly, and noisy. A coercive parenting style (over-

controlling and restrictive) was associated with less household quiet and order, which is 

explained by the increased likelihood of yelling and parent-child conflict or as a result of 

parents perceiving their children’s behaviour more negatively. Based on Creed’s (2014) 

findings, it would appear that parenting style has implications for the interpretation of 

children’s behaviour, as well as perceived levels of stress and coping. The present study 

extends these findings by revealing that both a highly reactive parenting style and the use of 

more punitive parenting practices were predictive of increased household chaos.  
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Looking at the remaining five predictor variables together through the lens of 

bioecological theory (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007), we see that it is the relational factors 

within the microsystem, which are most likely to disrupt proximal processes, that were most 

influential for the home environment over and above more distal or broader environmental 

markers such as socioeconomic status in the exosystem. In a home environment with a parent 

who has neurotic traits, on an individual level they are likely to be more anxious, tense, and 

easily distressed, and less emotionally stable (Prinzie et al., 2009). This, in turn, will have an 

influence on their parenting style and practices, for instance undermining their ability to 

maintain positive affect and consistency, and limiting their capacity and willingness to meet 

children’s needs. It may also lead them to be overprotective due to their high level of anxiety, 

and could increase the likelihood of harsh parenting practices as they are more likely to have 

a negative attribution bias (Prinzie et al., 2009). Furthermore, a neurotic parent may also see 

the world around them as more hostile and be more affected by external stressors. According 

to findings from Prinze and colleagues (2009), parents high in neuroticism were generally 

less supportive of their children’s autonomy (viewed autonomy negatively or as an attack on 

their authority) and more likely to escalate conflict, contributing to an environment whereby 

children feel less supported and nurtured. In sum, based on the present results, it appears as 

though the combination of neuroticism, parenting, and life stress within the microsystem 

work together to create a household that is noisier, more crowded, and less structured, 

ordered, and routinised. Based on the principles of bioecological theory (Bronfenbrenner & 

Morris, 2007) we can speculate that these dysfunctional personal and parenting factors in the 

microsystem would lead to an increase in wider family dysfunction and child behavioural 

problems; however, this would need to be tested empirically.  

A possible explanation for the impact of the present-day home environment on 

household chaos is the increasing busyness and multi-tasking required to meet the competing 
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demands of modern-day family life (Fiese & Winter, 2010). More so than in the past, parents 

are required to manage households with a stringent allocation of time, using routines such as 

mealtimes as a way to check off multiple tasks such as assign household roles and 

expectations, arrange schedules and transport, and communicate around daily events and 

homework. With the number of hours expected at work increasing, parents have reported that 

it is more difficult to balance family time with employment demands, especially for low-

income parents and single mothers (Repetti & Wang, 2010). Moreover, with mothers now 

more commonly working outside of the home, two-parent households are required to stagger 

their schedules with childcare, which is also particularly challenging for low-wage earning 

parents who tend to work unpredictable or nonstandard work hours.  

Strengths, limitations, and suggestions for future research 

A key strength of the present research is the longitudinal design spanning 30 years, 

which allowed analyses to span a range of developmental stages from childhood, through 

adolescence, young adulthood, and parenthood. This sets the present study apart from most of 

the research in this area, which is primarily cross-sectional or short-term longitudinal studies 

spanning 12 – 36 months. Additionally, the inclusion of a wide range of predictors is unique, 

allowing for an investigation of numerous life-course experiences, symptomology, 

behaviours, traits, and parenting practices.  

The use of a self-report measure of household chaos is on one hand a strength of the 

present study. Subjective measures tap a different construct from objective measures, as they 

account for individual differences (El-Sheikh, Keiley, Bagley, & Chen, 2015). In a study 

investigating the relationships between socioeconomic adversity, sleep, stress, and household 

chaos, El-Sheikh and colleagues (2015) chose to measure sleep using both subjective and 

objective measures; their reason for using a subjective measure being that each person may 
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require a different amount of sleep for optimal functioning. With regard to household chaos, a 

subjective measure allows for differences in perception and levels of tolerance. As Weisner 

(2010) states, some “social settings might seem to be chaotic, or at least developmentally 

inappropriate, but in fact they are not because they represent valued developmental pathways 

for some communities” (p. 211). Having a more contextual account of household chaos 

allows for differences in value systems, culture, and preferences. 

However, on the other hand, having only a subjective self-report measure of 

household chaos could be considered a limitation. A more objective measure would be able 

to provide a broader picture of the home environment, and rule out the impact of unaccounted 

for personality features that could affect individual perception such as noise and stimulus 

sensitivity (Wachs, 2013). Additionally, with a subjective measure, what one individual 

considers ‘chaotic’ may be quite tolerable for other families, and may represent qualitatively 

different environments (Weisner, 2010). For example, the item ‘we can’t usually find things 

when we need them’ (Matheny Jr et al., 1995), may correspond to a parent who frequently 

loses their keys in the morning right through to a parent whose house is so messy and 

disorganised that family members consistently struggle to find what they need multiple times 

per day. Furthermore, in general, it is problematic that all measurement in the present 

research was obtained through self-report as this could introduce bias, both in terms of 

memory and social desirability issues; although this should be reduced in the present cohort 

where participants are used to being studied and participating in in-depth interviews.  

A further limitation is that the measurement of household chaos employed in this 

study comes from a single informant. Having a multi-informant design would have provided 

greater insight into how household chaos is perceived across the family system and who the 

key contributors are. Although it is most commonly parents’ perception of household chaos 
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measured in the research, this leaves out a vital piece of information: how children perceive 

their home environment (Hanscombe, Haworth, Davis, Jaffee, & Plomin, 2011). In a twin 

study by Hanscombe et al. (2011), children themselves completed the six-item CHAOS scale 

at ages 9 and 12 years old. Household chaos reported by twin pairs revealed only moderate 

agreement over three years (r = .43), and parental reported household chaos was only 

moderately associated with child reports (r = .53 at 9 years old and .55 at 12 years old). This 

highlights that household chaos is perceived somewhat differently across family members, 

which aligns with aforementioned principles from bioecological theory (Bronfenbrenner & 

Morris, 2007) whereby personal attributes such as temperament and resources can contribute 

to more or less perceived household chaos. 

The measurement of household chaos at a single time point is also a limitation, as 

even though household chaos has been generally found to be a stable construct, there is likely 

to be variation over time (Deater‐Deckard et al., 2009). For instance, Deater-Deckard and 

colleagues (2009) measured household chaos over a period of two years and found that up to 

half of the variance in household chaos was unexplained despite controlling statistically for 

prior chaos. Researchers explained this was partially due to associations with factors of the 

home environment changing over time, for example parental education and child behavioural 

problems. It would have been valuable to the present study to measure household chaos 

across multiple time-points, as this may have yielded further insight into possible life-course 

predictors and trajectories of change over time as children are added to a family and move 

through developmental stages. It is likely that household chaos has a greater impact on 

children and families if it is chronic (Vernon-Feagans, Garrett-Peters, Willoughby, et al., 

2012); understanding this by measuring household chaos over time would be a valuable 

follow-up study. 
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The conceptualisation of household chaos was clearly defined in the present study in 

accordance with the authors of the CHAOS measure (Matheny Jr et al., 1995); however, there 

are limitations to this narrow focus of what makes households chaotic. For instance, the 

broader conceptualisation outlined by Brooks-Gunn et al. (2010) incorporates two 

overarching dimensions, disorder and turbulence, including additional components of 

household chaos not captured by the CHAOS scale such as fluidity and instability of 

residents and supervision and monitoring of children. Moreover, household chaos in the 

present study does not incorporate the emotional atmosphere within the home environment. 

In a study by Fiese (2006) children were asked to create stories based on a picture of an 

organised or disorganised scene. In the former, participants tended to describe relationships 

as more rewarding and positive, and in the latter, stories tended to include more reference to 

aggression and negative emotion. This tells us there is an emotional component to household 

chaos, as well as a perceived implication for interpersonal relationships between household 

members. This notion of an emotional and relational component of household chaos is also 

supported by Fiese and Winter (2010), who state that “chaotic environments can be 

characterised by patterns of communication that are indirect, used to exclude others, and 

create meanings based on derision” (p. 52). 

It would be valuable for future research to include predictors such as child 

temperament, self-regulation, and externalising behaviour (Creed, 2014). Much of the 

research has examined child temperament and behaviour as outcomes of an environment 

lacking in structure and order, however Creed (2014) highlighted that these child factors 

could in fact be a contributing cause of household chaos, directly or indirectly. For example 

as children have more intense displays of negative emotions, reduced self-regulatory 

capacity, and behavioural problems there is likely to be a corresponding increase in parental 

stress and poor parenting practices, amassing in more difficulty maintaining household order 
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and routine. Additionally, children with easier temperaments could reduce household disorder 

indirectly by evoking more positive parenting practices. Even though there are measures of 

child behavioural problems in the CHDS database these were not added to the present 

analyses due to the range of child ages within the cohort, with the majority in infancy. 

Utilising a sample with same-age children would be beneficial for understanding this 

relationship. 

Culture was not included as a predictor variable in the present study, despite it being 

an important macrosystem factor influential to the value system of both the wider social 

context as well as the day-to-day routines of family life (Weisner, 2010). There is a chance 

that household chaos may be moderated by influences of culture, as “culturally driven 

parental norms, preferences, coping strategies, or values and belief systems can all act to 

influence the degree to which parents or caregivers perceive their environment as chaotic or 

not” (Wachs & Çorapçi, 2003, p. 61). Additionally, culture shapes what is considered 

developmentally and morally appropriate for children. For example, some communities 

would see multiple caregivers to be socially disadvantageous, leading to confusion and 

insecurity, yet other communities would see this is a way to build children’s social skills and 

empathy (Weisner, 2010). With regard to household chaos, in individualistic cultures parents 

may allocate children individual bedrooms, considering this to be critical for fostering their 

independence and autonomy. However, in more interdependent cultures, cosleeping and 

sharing bedrooms may be considered the norm. This highlights that, despite high density 

often being considered a marker of household chaos used in the literature (e.g. Vernon-

Feagans, Garrett-Peters, Willoughby, et al., 2012), culture may dictate whether family 

members perceive features of their home environment as crowded and chaotic or intimate and 

protective.  
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In the New Zealand context, no research to date has investigated household chaos in 

the context of Māori whānau/families. In order to understand how young people perceived 

their whānau relationships, Edwards and colleagues (2007) interviewed 27 Māori aged 12 – 

25 years old. The researchers found that the majority of participants spent time living with 

grandparents, often due to highly stressed parents or the dissolution of parental relationships. 

Additionally, the role of siblings and the position within the family had implications for 

familial expectations, and extended family members such as aunts, uncles, and cousins often 

played key roles in children’s daily lives. It would be interesting to ascertain whether 

residential movement within whānau during childhood or adolescence corresponds to more 

household chaos, or whether it plays a protective role by distancing children from parental 

conflict and allowing grandparents to contribute to child-raising as they would have done 

traditionally (Edwards et al., 2007). Moreover, with more members in a whānau compared to 

European nuclear families, what is yet to be determined is whether having a busier 

microsystem equates to more household chaos or whether this is actually more adaptive for 

Māori family functioning. In light of the preliminary findings in the present study of Māori 

ethnicity associated with less household chaos than pākehā, it would be beneficial to follow 

this up with a Māori-specific investigation, to unpack what it is about Māori family 

functioning that may reduce household chaos within whānau.  

Conclusion 

The present study posed the question: what are the life-course predictors of household 

chaos? The results have provided an initial understanding of the ecology in which household 

chaos is created, and increases our understanding of the features within the individual, family, 

and environment that contribute to a household with more disorder and turbulence. Balancing 

our findings with the evidence to date, it would appear as though adversity, socioeconomic 
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disadvantage, and instability during childhood and adolescence have a more distal 

relationship with household chaos; however, these experiences do not directly lead to more 

household chaos later in life as a parent. In fact, what the present findings suggest is that it is 

the relational factors of parenting and life stress, as well as personality traits such as 

neuroticism that are the key contributors to elevated household chaos.  
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Appendix 

The CHAOS11 scale  

Participants scored items from 1 = definitely agree, 2 = disagree somewhat, 3 = agree 

somewhat, and 4 = definitely agree. 9 = not applicable. 

1. There is a great deal of commotion in our home 

2. We can usually find things when we need them 

3. We almost always seem to be rushed 

4. We are usually able to stay on top of things 

5. No matter how hard we try, we always seem to be running late 

6. At home we can talk to each other without being interrupted (reverse scored) 

7. There is often a fuss going on at our home 

8. No mater what our family plans, it usually doesn’t seem to work out 

9. You can’t hear yourself think in our home 

10. Our home is a good place to relax (reverse scored) 

11. The atmosphere at home is calm (reverse scored) 

All items were taken from the CHAOS scale from Matheny Jr et al. (1995). Item 1 was 

adapted to avoid reverse scoring (original item: There is very little commotion in our home). 

 


