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Abstract

Between 1980 and 2015, the population in the United Kingdom grew by 7.8 million.
According to the office for national statistics, net migration into the United Kingdom
was the main factor for this growth (Office for National Statistics, 2017). As new black
and minority ethnic communities emerge, the importance of issues of culture and
ethnicity has increased. These demographic changes fuel debates about the reasons
behind the over representation of black and minority ethnic children in child welfare
and criminal justice statistics (Owen and Statham, 2009; Lammy, 2017). Thus,
bringing to the fore questions about how social workers appraise the parenting

practices of parents whose cultures vary markedly.

This study combines a phenomenological research philosophy with frame analysis to
explore how culture and ethnicity is incorporated in evaluating the parenting practices
of black and minority ethnic parents. The study highlights the complex and rich
dimensions of culturally informed parenting scripts by critiquing how social workers
and black and minority ethnic parents conceptualise parenting competence. It
contributes to knowledge in this area by postulating that culture and ethnicity influence
the parenting practices of black and minority ethnic parents by framing perceptions
about identity. This causes them to socialise their children in ways that seek to affirm
cultural and ethnic identity. Conversely, culture and ethnicity interact with other
ecological factors in dynamic, non-hierarchical and contextual ways to shape ideas

about the competences and values that parents seek to promote.

Eighty participants took part in the study. Analysis of the findings showed that the
salience of cultural parenting scripts was dependent on environmental aspects such

as acculturation, economic factors and family support networks.
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Chapter One — Introduction

1.1 Introduction

This thesis seeks to explore how social workers incorporate issues of culture and
ethnicity when evaluating the parenting competence of black and minority ethnic
parents. The backdrop to the project is the long reported disproportionate
representation of black and minority ethnic children in child welfare statistics in
England (Chand, 2000; Hill, 2006; Barn, 2007; Owen and Statham, 2009). In this
introductory chapter, | provide an overall summary of the thesis and briefly discuss the
two main aspects that the research question seeks to answer: first, the influence that
culture and ethnicity have on the way that black and minority ethnic parents socialise
their children and secondly, how parents and social workers conceptualise parenting

competence.

The chapter is divided into four sections. Section one summarises the parenting,
policy and cultural contexts within which black and minority ethnic parents socialise
their children. Alongside this, it summarises and the policy and cultural contexts within
which social workers conduct parenting competence evaluations. Section two
summarises how black and minority ethnic parents and social workers conceptualise
parenting competence. The third section gives a brief explanation of why evaluation
of the parenting competence of black and minority ethnic parents is an important topic
for research. This section goes on to introduce the research question, as well as the
aims and objectives for this thesis. The fourth section summarises the structure of the

thesis and gives an overview of the content of subsequent chapters.
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1.2 Prevalence

Within the literature, there is significant debate about the over representation of black
and minority ethnic children in welfare statistics (see Butt and Mirza, 1996; Bhatti-
Sinclair, 1999; Chand, 2000; Bernard and Gupta, 2006; Page and Whitting, 2007;
Owen and Statham, 2009; Chimba et al, 2012). But, despite research and reporting
of persistent disproportionality, the evidence on national statistics does not cohere. In
part, this could be associated with studies being focused on demographic or regional
explanations (e.g., Modood et al, 1997; Ahmad, 2000; Bebbington and Beecham,
2003; Greenfield et al, 2010). Studies that capture regional statistics generally tend
to explain how their regional and demographic figures compare to the national picture
(see Greenfield et al, 2010; Chimba et al, 2012), with added caveats about

generalisability.

In my review of the literature, | noted a general trend towards scholarships that seek
to identify and understand the complexities associated with disproportionality. Much
of the discourse generated from the findings of such studies is about the reasons for
the disproportional representation of black and minority ethnic children in welfare
statistics. There is a degree of consensus that socioeconomic factors as well as
professionals’ perspectives about black and minority ethnic families are significant
contributors to disproportionality (see for example, Page and Whitting, 2007; Chimba
et al, 2012). The context of the disproportionality is that although black and minority
ethnic people only make-up 14% of the United Kingdom’s population (Lammy, 2017),
they are overrepresented in child welfare statistics (Owen and Statham, 2009;

Bywaters et al, 2016; Dominelli, 2017)
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Owen and Statham’s (2009) study remains, arguably, the most comprehensive source
of national statistics on the disproportional representation of black and minority ethnic
children in welfare statistics. But it is the totality of scholarships on the disproportional
representation of black and minority ethnic children in welfare statistics that gave this
study its impetus. Indeed, this study’s focus on issues of culture and ethnicity in
parenting competence evaluations is relevant when considered against the trend of
increasing diversity in the population of England and Wales (Office for National

Statistics, 2012).

1.2.1 Defining Black and Minority Ethnic

There is no official definition for the term ‘black and minority ethnic’. However, it is a
term commonly used in the United Kingdom to describe people of non-white decent.
More recently, the term is interchangeably used with ‘black, Asian minority ethnic’.
The term does not infer that people of non-white decent are homogenous. Rather, it
is used as a concept that enables researchers, policy makers and health and social
care professionals to group people who do not define themselves as being White. For
this project, | use the term to parents of non-white decent. However, the study also
includes parents of Polish decent who are White and define themselves as White-
European. They are included in the study because they perceived themselves as

being ethnic minority, thus meeting the parameters of this study.

1.3 The contexts of Parenting

At the core of most parenting practices, is the need to ensure that children are
protected, nourished, nurtured, educated and socialised competently. The way

parents achieve this is influenced by a wide range of conditions which include factors
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such as social class; socioeconomic status; culture; poverty; the child’s temperament;
the parents’ own history; the community within which children are being socialised and
the era in which the child is born. In the main, parenting is done privately. However,
the effects of children being exposed to harm or suffering actual harm often spark
public interest in issues of parenting. This is because parenting is seen as the starting
point for indicating whether children are at risk of harm or whether there are enough
protective factors within families to meet their developmental needs and keep them

safe.

In England, the process of identifying whether parents are safely meeting their
children’s developmental needs involves completing parenting capacity assessments.
How social workers go about the task of assessing parenting competence is guided
by child welfare legislation including the Children Act (1989; 2004); Childcare Act
(2006); Working Together to Safeguard Children (1991; 2004; 2006; 2010; 2013;
2015; 2017); Framework for the Assessment of Children and their Families in Need
and their Families (2000); the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(1989); the Human Rights Act (1998); Every Child Matters (2003); Children and Young
Persons Act (2008); Children and Adoption Act (2008). This is not an exhaustive list
of child safeguarding legislation. Indeed, social work interventions with families are
guided by a myriad of laws and guidance that are continually being amended and

updated, rather than by a single piece of legislation.

In addition to child safeguarding legislation, identifying parents’ strengths in meeting
children’s developmental needs is heavily dependent on assessors’ evaluation sKills.
Turney et al (2011) reviewed social work focused research published between 1999

and 2010 and concluded that effective social work assessments are predicated on
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assessors being skilled in identifying strengths and weaknesses across the six
dimensions of parenting espoused by the framework for the assessment of children in
need and their families. Namely: basic care; ensuring safety; emotional warmth;

stimulation; guidance and boundaries and stability (HM Government, 2013).

The goal of appraising parenting is to establish the extent to which parenting regularly
falls below the level that might be considered ‘good’ enough. This necessarily entails
considering the contexts within which parenting is conducted. Kellett and Apps (2009)
who interviewed fifty-four practitioners from health, education and social care and
found that legislation and training were key components needed practitioners needed

to enhance their ability to appraise family strengths and weaknesses effectively.

Studies (e.g., Hill, 2006; Howarth et al, 2008) suggest that the influence of cultural and
ethnic conditions on parenting, which is the focus of this study, often transcends other
factors within families’ environments, including social class differences and economic
conditions. This is because culture and ethnicity frame how parents conceptualise
issues such as gender; discipline regimes; hierarchy of power within the family and
perceptions about when children are deemed to be ready to contribute to family
functioning. Parents’ conceptualisations of such issues frame ideas about the
competences they promote to make their children recognisable members of a culture

or social group.

The issue is that the parenting standards that should form the minimum expectations
for delivering positive outcomes for black and minority ethnic children continue to be
a matter of debate. In part, the debate is complicated by the fact that parenting is a
highly contested and continually evolving activity; both within individual families and in

the wider community. Furthermore, families generally operate within multiple contexts
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that affect the quality of parenting that children receive and, in some instances, restrict
the options through which parents socialise their children. For example, financial
pressure and social isolation can lead to a single mother expecting her nine-year-old
daughter to be responsible for her four-year-old sibling while the mother goes to work.
Alongside socioeconomic restrictions parents will also perpetuate practices of

previous generations within their birth lineage.

The solutions proposed by modern parenting approaches place great emphasis on
parents’ abilities to enable children to socialise within multi-faceted ecological
frameworks (see Barn, 2002 Shaffer et al., 2009). The limitation of modern
approaches is that they tend to be informed by research that proposes a bewildering
amount of theories and opinions about the ‘best’ way to parent. This poses more
guestions than answers about what constitutes ‘good’ parenting practice. Indeed,
debates about minimum parenting standards are intensified by the fact that most
parenting studies have tended to focus on understanding difference rather than the

universality of parenting.

The findings of this study affirm the view that the wide range of contexts within which
black and minority ethnic parents socialise their children can lead to conflicting
analyses and make it challenging to determine universally acceptable parenting
practices and policies. At a macro level, recommendations made by researchers
inform policies that support parents to overcome social challenges and enhance their
parenting skills. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) concept of ecological systems theory is a

case in point.

Bronfenbrenner proposed that ecological factors interact within a hierarchy of

pathways that influence parenting in four inter-dependent systems: 1. the macro
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system, which consists of socio-cultural influences; 2. the exo system, which consists
of community influences; 3. the micro system, which consists of family influences and
4. the ontogenic system, which accounts for temperaments. The complexity with
which the systems interact sheds some light on how the factors that influence
parenting in one level of the system are associated with factors from other levels. This
suggests that the overt parenting practices of black and minority ethnic parents must

be evaluated within the ecological contexts that they occur.

1.4  Defining Culture and Ethnicity

The terms culture and ethnicity are often used interchangeably or used together to
mean the same thing. As Coliendo and Mcllwain (2011) note, culture and ethnicity are
aspects of identity that are more salient for some than others. This makes approaches
to culture and ethnicity complicated and, in many ways, split between those who view
it as long established and those who perceive it as a dynamic social construction. The
terms continue to cause controversy because they are also used for social
stratification, which some commentators (e.g., Berreman, 1981; Jones, 1997; Fenton,
1999; Gillborn and Mirza, 2000; Maalouf, 2000; Ellison, 2005) see as perpetuating

social inequality along the lines of race, kinship, age, class and gender.

Berreman (1981), for example, explained that culture and ethnicity can be
conceptualised as having a dichotic relation with race. He asserted that this dichotomy
is based on the difference that racial stratification is rooted in the physical and cultural
characteristics defined by outside groups, while culture and ethnicity is based on the
cultural characteristics that an ethnic group defines for itself. In his view, both are

ascribed at birth.
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One way of interpreting Berreman’s (1981) point is to reason that contrasting culture
and ethnicity with race can be problematic because racial characteristics defined by
the outside group often carry inaccuracies, and stereotypes. But, even if in-group
classification is normally more accurate, they are not without practice challenges.
Cultural and ethnic classifications can still be used by outside groups to stereotype
entire communities in ways that are oversimplified and that view ethnicity as being a
static cultural process. Consequently, there is a lack of consensus on how to define

culture and ethnicity.

Nevertheless, there is some agreement over what the main features that culture and
ethnicity should include. These, as highlighted by (Hutchinson and Smith, 1996, 1996;

Phoenix and Husain, 2000; Coakley, 2012) are:

1. Shared historical memories including events and commemorations (e.g.,

independence, heroes, and battles)

2. Elements of a common culture which are not necessarily specific but often

include aspects such as religion, language and customs;

3. Common ancestry in terms of notions of origin in time and place that give the

group a sense of kinship;

4, Common name to identify and link a community to a common homeland and

give a sense of solidarity.

What seems clear from the literature is that the nuances of the variations that exist
within and across ethnic groups are difficult to divide. As Hutchinson and Smith (1996)

point out this is in part because each ethnicity lives within a broader community and
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alongside other ethnicities. The result is continual evolvement. For purposes of this
study, the terms culture and ethnicity are conceptualised as referring to the same

thing.

1.5 Research Questions, Aims and Objectives

The broad aim of this project is to examine the ways in which social workers
incorporate issues of culture and ethnicity when evaluating the parenting competence
of black and minority ethnic parents. In order to achieve this aim, the research
approaches the subject from three main prongs: The first is from the understanding
that culture and ethnicity frame the parenting practices of black and minority ethnic
parents; the second is to identify how black and minority ethnic parents and social
workers conceptualise parenting competence; and the third is to identify whether there
is a link between the way that black and minority ethnic parents and social workers

conceptualise parenting competence.

The broad research question was refined following a critique of the literature. The
guestions that emerged from critiquing the literature led to the original research
question being refined from: How do ethnicity considerations influence social workers’
decisions when intervening with families from Black and Minority Ethnic (BLACK AND
MINORITY ETHNIC) backgrounds? to: To How are -cultural and ethnicity
considerations incorporated in evaluations of the parenting competence of Black and
Minority Ethnic parents? The reason for refining the original question is that | felt that
it was better suited to elicit answers that address the gaps | identified in the literature.

Namely:
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. Providing better understanding of parenting in black and minority ethnic families

within the United Kingdom context;

. Exploring whether the parenting assessment process effectively evaluates the

parenting competence of black and minority ethnic parents;

. Whether there is an identifiable link between social workers’ expectations and

the competences that the parents seek to promote.

1.6 Structure and Content of the Thesis

Following this introductory chapter, the rest of the thesis is organised into a further

seven chapters as summarised below:

Chapter Two: This chapter is the first of the literature reviews chapters. It reviews the
literature on parenting to contextualise what is already known about the role that
parenting plays in shaping children’s outcomes. The discussion within this chapter
provide an introductory base upon which later chapters are built. The chapter also
gives a detailed description of the term parenting and traces the evolvement of
Western parenting practices to conceptualisations initially shaped by religious beliefs.
Additionally, the review critically explores how current knowledge relates to the

parenting practices of black and minority ethnic parents.

Chapter Three: This chapter looks more closely at ethnicity and its influences on
parenting practices. It provides a definition for the terms culture and ethnicity and
critiques the literature to explore the significance of culture and ethnicity in influencing

parenting practices. Discussions in this chapter highlight the challenges of identifying
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the true effects that culture and ethnicity has on parenting practices and associates
this to suggestions that while culture and ethnicity frame passionately held beliefs
about parenting approaches, variability across different cultural and ethnic groups
complicates evaluation. This is linked to the fact that parenting is a ubiquitous

individual characteristic which intersects with other characteristics.

Chapter Four: This is the third of the literature review chapters. It critiques the policy
context within which parenting competence evaluations are conducted. The aim is to
explore key policy changes and how they address issues of culture and ethnicity in
assessments. In confining to the broad aim of this study, the chapter describes the
parameters of the policy review and relates policy to the wider social and cultural
changes influencing policies. Alongside this, the chapter discusses policy approaches
that explicitly encourage cultural and ethnic considerations in evaluations of parenting
competence. As the final literature review chapter, it concludes by drawing together
a thematic overview of relevant empirical research and highlights the research gaps
identified in the literature review as well as how this study aims to address some of

these gaps.

Chapter Five: This chapter presents the epistemology, theoretical perspective and
methodology adopted for this study. It explains why the approaches taken were
selected. Within the discussions, the chapter considers alternative philosophical
approaches and explains why frame analysis and phenomenology were adopted and
others rejected. The chapter commences with an explanation of why a qualitative
approach was chosen for this study and goes on to present the study design and
methods used to collect, manage and analyse data. This includes a description of

how participants were recruited. The chapter also outlines the data analysis method
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used alongside phenomenology and discusses the relevant ethical considerations to
this study including how ethical challenges encountered during the study were

managed.

Chapter Six: This is the first of the findings chapters and it presents the findings from
fifteen qualitative interviews with black and minority ethnic parents. It presents
participants’ narratives about how they parent and sets out their conceptualisations of
parenting competence. Participants’ narratives are presented in themes. The purpose

of this is to categorise their perspectives to aid analysis.

Chapter Seven: This is the second findings chapter. It presents the findings from
fifteen interviews with social workers. The chapter highlights the different dimensions
of parenting espoused by social workers and presents them as themes. The purpose
of this is to set out what participants consider to be the defining characteristics of ‘good’
parenting as well as their perspectives of parenting competence. Additionally, the
presentation aims to provide the starting point for in-depth analysis in the discussion

chapter.

Chapter Eight: This chapter builds on the findings chapters (Chapter 6 and 7) by
moving from detailed reporting of participants’ narratives to interpreting and discussing
what the findings mean. The chapter contextualises the findings from this research
with wider research by drawing on the findings from chapters two, three and four to
discuss the link between participants’ constructions of culturally informed parenting
scripts. It explores how parenting competence is construed and negotiated by black
and minority ethnic parents and social workers. These constructions are juxtaposed

in the context of three overarching themes to explain how culture and ethnicity frames
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ideas about parenting. The chapter concludes by identifying a link between

conceptualisations held by black and minority ethnic parents and social workers.

Chapter Nine: This chapter reviews and provides a reflective evaluation of the thesis.
It commences by presenting an overview of the thesis then summarises the existing
evidence base, methodology and findings. The purpose of this is to contextualise the
conclusions. Within the summary discussion, the chapter critically reviews the
methods and methodology used to allow for the findings to be appraised against the
strengths and limitations of these approaches. As a way of concluding the thesis, the
chapter evaluates the credibility, originality and usefulness of this research. It also
highlights the research’s contribution to knowledge and reports the implications of the
findings for policy and practice. Additionally, it makes recommendation for further

research.

1.7 Conclusion

This introductory chapter has set out the context of this thesis. It has provided an
overall summary of the thesis and introduced discussions about the influence that
culture and ethnicity have over the way that black and minority ethnic parents socialise
their children. It has also briefly introduced discussions about how parents and social

workers conceptualise parenting competence.

As well as establish the background to the thesis, this introductory chapter has also
summarised the content of subsequent chapters. By pointing to some of the research
that will be explored in later chapters, this chapter has also introduced debates such
as how multiple perspectives about parenting challenge hitherto taken for granted

views about how parents should socialise their children.

26|Page



Chapter Two — Parenting

2.1 Introduction:

This is the first of the literature review chapters. It provides an introductory base upon
which later chapters are built. The chapter reviews the literature on parenting to
identify how parenting conceptualisations have evolved in the United Kingdom. Within
the discussion in the chapter, | comparatively explore conceptualisations of parenting
in general, as well as parenting by black and minority ethnic parents. The purpose of
this is to keep within the overall study aim. That is, understanding how culture and
ethnicity influence the parenting practices of black and minority ethnic parents, as well
as whether, and if so, how social workers incorporate issues of culture and ethnicity in
their evaluations of parenting competence. The chapter also gives descriptions of the

terms: parenting; parenting practices; parenting styles and parenting competence.

2.1.1 Scope and Structure:

The literature that was reviewed for this chapter was purposefully selected to provide
a general overview on parenting. The search terms and inclusion criteria are
discussed in detail in the methodology chapter. This chapter structures the
discussions in a way that separates the literature into three main sections: historic,
social and policy contexts. | felt that structuring the discussions in this helped me to
critically explore how ideas about parenting have evolved historically, and how social
and policy contexts influence conceptualisations of parenting competence. The
sequence and layout are intended as a way of contextualising empirical and theoretical

knowledge on parenting rather than to suggest hierarchical importance.
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It is not within the scope of this study to address the full range of historic, social or
policy dimensions that influence parenting practices. The key point | sought to make
is that historic, social and policy dimensions are integral facets of the ecological factors
that influence parenting. Therefore, evaluating the parenting within these contexts,
shed some light on how parenting, in general, evolves to shape the subtle and overt

differences in children’s outcomes.

In terms of rationale, my interest in how social workers assess the parenting
competence of black and minority ethnic families dates to 2004. | had just started an
administration role in a children’s social care department. The social workers | was
supporting at the time often expressed anxiety about assessing black and minority
ethnic families. | learnt, from speaking to the social workers, that they found it difficult
to obtain a full picture of the care that black and minority parents provide to their
children. This was also about the time that Every Child Matters Agenda (2004) had
come into effect, following the publication of the findings of the Inquiry into the death

of Victoria Climbie, a year earlier (Laming, 2003).

When | embarked on this project in 2010, there had been publication and fresh public
discourse over another high-profile death. That of baby Peter Connolly who had been
found dead in his cot in August 2007 was growing public interest in issues to do with
parenting. | had also been involved in a local serious case review in which there was
a death in a family | had worked with in the past. This increased my interest in research
and policy formulations aimed at developing methods of evaluating parenting to
safeguard children’s welfare. | was also interested in how the agenda to safeguard
children whilst also reducing the number needlessly entering the care system (see the

Care Inquiry, 2013), might be implemented.
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2.1.2 Defining Parenting:

Within the literature, there is no consensus about how parenting should be defined.
Some writers prefer to place emphasis on the activities that parents perform (e.g.,
Morrison, 1978; Hoghughi and Long, 2004; Watson and Skinner, 2004; Lee et al,
2014), while others (e.g., Brooks, 1987; Hays, 1996; Smith 2010; Golomobok, 2014)
conceptualise the definition of parenting based on the process or state and
responsibility of being a parent. As Lee at el (2014) and Bryne et al, (2014) note,
parenting means different things to different people and defining it is not quite straight
forward. The language varies from describing the activities that parents perform to
recent emphasis being place on how parents’ behaviour impacts on children’s

development (see, Smith, 2010).

Feminist writers argue that most definitions approach parenting from a patriarchal ideal
that excludes men from the parenting role. This, they argue, creates social imbalance
by suggesting that the quality of parenting is associated with the gender that takes
responsibility for socialising a child. They point out that parenting is a gender-neutral
term and advocate for feminist consciousness when constructing its definition. In their
view, this would help deconstruct perceptions that associate sex or gender identity

with most parenting definitions (see Chodorow 1978; Zimmerman, 2002).

Although the literature reflects acceptance of diverse definitions of parenting, studies
tend to be gender biased. The position | have taken, for purposes of this review, is
based on Watson and Skinner’s (2004) conceptualisation of parenting. That is, that
although parenting roles are usually conducted by biological parents i.e. birth mothers
and / or fathers of children, parenting also refers to other contexts, such as: the care

and / or guidance provided by extended family members; legal guardians and foster
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or adoptive parents. It involves a range of practices or events that encompass how
parents socialise children and is influenced by a range of ecological factors, including

culture and ethnicity.

2.1.3 Defining Parenting Practices

Parenting literature does not provide or refer to an official definition of the term
parenting practice. However, the term is espoused in terms of the specific things that
parents do to socialise their children. For example, some (e.g., Spera 2005;
Roopnarine et al, 2014; Teti et al, 2017) refer to parenting practice as consisting of
regular activities that parents perform with their children, such as storytelling or reading
a book to improve a child’s learning, setting boundaries to guide children and

strategies used to discipline and reward children.

According to Roopnarine et al, (2014) parenting practices reflect cultural socialisations
in that they are based on how parents balance the multiple dimensions of family life
within unique social, physical and cultural circumstances. These circumstances
include the influence of factors such as social class; culture; poverty; the child’'s
temperament; the parents’ own history; neighbourhood; the community and the era in
which the child is born (see for example, Waylen and Stewart-Brown, 2008; Kellett

and Apps, 2009).

For this study, | define parenting practice as the regular and varied range of activities
that parents adopt to socialise their children. It includes but is not limited to how
parents discipline and reward their children, the physical care they give, the messages

they reinforce about the world and the behaviour they model.
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2.1.4 Defining Parenting Styles:

Definitions of parenting styles, within parenting literature, draw heavily on Diana
Baumrind’s (1967; 1971; 1991) conceptualisation to describe variations in the way that
parents control and socialise their children. Such definitions tend to focus on two main
points. The first is that parenting must be understood in terms of issues of nurturing,
communication, expectations of maturity and control. Secondly, that Baumrind’s
typologies describe ‘normal’ parenting and cannot be used to understand parenting
that is abusive or neglectful. Definitions also suggest that there is a causal link
between the strategies that parents use to socialise children, and children’s behaviour.
But, whilst establishing causality is difficult (O’Connor and Scott, 2007; Benson and
Marshall, 2009), research indicates that parenting styles can have an impact on

children’s behaviour that carries on into adulthood.

In their definition of parenting styles, Darling and Steinberg (1993) seek to distinguish
styles from practices. They define parenting style in terms of the constellation of the
values and attitudes that parents communicate to children, which when taken together
create the climate in which parents’ behaviour is expressed (Darling and Steinberg,
1993, p. 488). They distinguish styles from practices by suggesting that parenting
practices are context specific interactions whilst parenting styles are the dominant

strategies that parents use to socialise their children.

Consensus within the literature is that parenting styles are the psychological
constructs that represent the standard strategies that parents use to socialise their
children (Spera, 2005; Golombok, 2014; Bryne et al, 2014). The parenting styles
discussions within this study are based on this definition as it refers to the overall

pattern of actions and behaviour of parents, rather than specific tasks.
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2.1.5 Defining Parenting Competence:

Definitions of parenting competence are open to debate within the literature. This is
partly because there is no universal agreement on a definition of parenting or how
children should be socialised. Furthermore, the theoretical and empirical foundations
that inform discussions of parenting competence within the literature, are heavily
based on Western constructions of parenting. Indeed, much of the debate tends to
centre on identifying which components of parenting to consider and what tools to use
when evaluating competence (see for example, Teti and Candelania, 2002; Wolfe and

Peregoy, 2003; O’Connor and Scott, 2007).

Whilst there is evidence to suggest that some components of parenting (e.g., the goal
of ensuring safety) are universally accepted, linking the quality of the parent-child
relationship to children’s outcomes is neither simple nor direct (O’Connor and Scott,
20017). What emerges from the literature is that the context within which parenting
activities are conducted play a crucial role not only in understanding the meaning of
parenting practices, but also in understanding their effect on a range of outcomes in
children. This suggests that parenting competence is socially constructed and, as
Teti and Candelania (2002) propose, can only be defined with reference to the

socialisation outcomes desired by a group of people.

For this study, parenting competence is defined as parents’ abilities to socialise
children towards achieving the expectations and outcomes of a specific social group.
It is conceptualised as being determined by the cultural and ethnic factors within the
social context. In terms of the discussions contained throughout this study, this
definition allows for critical exploration of the varied constructions of parenting

competence expressed by black and minority ethnic parents and social workers.
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2.1.6 Linking Parenting Practices, Parenting Styles and Parenting Competence

Parenting research suggests that there is at least an association between the way
children are socialised and the outcomes they achieve throughout their lifespan. In
general, the specific actions that parents perform (practices), and the dominant
strategies they employ (styles) when socialising children play an important role in
determining children’s developmental outcomes. Conversely, research also shows
that children’s responses to parenting practices and parenting styles varies
significantly (see, Darling and Steinburg, 1993; Leug et al, 1998; Darling et al, 2006;

Fletcher et al, 2008).

Parenting styles research, especially in relation to children’s education attainments
suggests that variability in how children respond to the different ‘styles’ is associated
with ethnic and cultural background (Williams et al, 2009; Shaffer et al's 2009;
Bornstein, 2013). It is within cultural contexts that parenting competence is
determined (Bornstein, 2013). This, in part, is associated with the fact that parents
seek to socialise children to develop competences that prepare them to function

effectively within their communities and as members of a distinct cultural and ethnic

group.

The link between parenting practices, parenting styles and parenting competence, is
perhaps best conceptualised as an interrelated context. That is, that parenting
practices are moderated by the parents’ dominant style and aim to influence children’s
behaviour so that it is congruent with cultural expectations. The extent to which
parents achieve the socialisation goals is measured against cultural expectations, to

determine parenting competence.
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In their study on the effectiveness of parenting assessment, Kellett and Apps (2009)
interviewed fifty-four professionals from health, education and social care. Their
findings emphasised the view that understanding parenting and evaluating parenting
competence is made complex by the varied range of parenting practices that exist in
a multi-cultural community, as well as the fact that professionals are often required to
balance conflicting and sometimes contradictory views of good parenting; good
enough parenting and parenting which falls below acceptable standards of care

(Kellett and Apps, 2009, p.6).

2.2 Parenting in a Historical Context:

Early conceptualisations of parenting concluded that the most basic role of parents is
to secure the safety and wellbeing of children. This remains relevant today, with
modern research confirming that parenting plays a crucial role in shaping children’s
safety and development across various domains (see Smith and Farrington, 2004;
Luthar, 2006; Masten et al, 2006). Parents execute their role by following parenting
patterns that tend to be consistent across generations (Quah, 2003; Serbin and Karp,
2004; Belsky and Jafee, 2006; Shaffer et al, 2009). Although each generation of
parents will differ from the preceding generation in terms of their approaches to
parenting, the nature and pace of change is subtle and heavily moderated by culture.
This, according to a study conducted by Shaffer et al (2009) on intergenerational
continuity in parenting quality, highlights the mediating role of culture and ethnicity in

shaping parenting practices.
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But, as Quah’s (2003) study showed, intergenerational continuity does not preclude
the fact that successful parenting is also influenced by children’s temperaments as
well as other ecological factors such as social class; acculturation; formal education;
changing gender roles and family structures; legislation and policy; financial ability and
the geographical neighbourhood in which parenting takes place. What can be
inferred from Shafer et al’'s (2009) study, and other parenting literature, is that views
about what constitutes acceptable parenting practices have undergone several

paradigm shifts over the years.

In seventh century Britain, for example, children were thought of as property and it
was deemed acceptable for parents to treat their children with little or no regard for
their vulnerability or welfare (Steinmetz, 1987; DeMause, 1974; Hawes, 1985;
Hoghughi and Long, 2004). The parenting practices of the time were largely
influenced by religious teachings that human nature, reflected in children, was totally
depraved. Therefore, society charged parents with the responsibility of taming what
was perceived as children’s evil dispositions to control unrestricted passions
(DeMause, 1974). Steinmetz (1987) explains this parenting paradigm by citing
Aristotle’s remark, in response to the wide spread infanticide of the time. He likened
the parent-child relationship to that between a master and a slave in that until children
became adults, they belonged to their parents, so that parents’ actions towards them

could not be deemed to be just or unjust (pp.293 — 295).

The perception that the role of parenting was to tame children’s unrestricted passions,
began to shift following John Locke’s (1693) studies. Locke’s findings highlighted how
childhood experiences impacted on development. Locke defined identity as a

continuum of consciousness and postulated that children were born without innate
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ideas and that their knowledge was determined by their experiences of the world
around them. His studies led him to advocate that the focus of parenting activities
needed to shift towards developing children’s physical habits in the first instance as
this would ensure their overall development. Locke’s findings were later modified by
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1762), who took a view consistent with permissive parenting
and proposed that early education should be derived from children’s interactions with

the world.

By postulating that human nature is good, or at least neutral, Locke and Rousseau’s
studies introduced the notion that children’s behaviour could be shaped through
parenting activities. They held the view that human nature was not, as hitherto
believed, intrinsically evil and that children reflected society’s influence on them. This
led to a shift from parenting practices that typically instilled fear, shamed children and
used physical chastisement (Demouse, 1974; Keniston, 1977) to practices that aimed
to ensure that children were socialised with the ‘right’ competences. This approach
continued into the early eighteenth century, as parents were concerned with self-

control and orderly developments (Hawes, 1974).

Along with industrialisation, the mid eighteenth century brought in another shift in
parenting practices. Historians believe that although industrialisation extended the
use of children as a means of cheap labour, their vulnerability meant that they held the
same amount of societal attention relative to their times as they do today (Hawes,
1985; Heywood, 2001; Schon and Silven, 2007). Citing Aries (1962), Hawes (1985)
postulates that the progress ushered in by industrialisation improved the importance

of children within Western societies and acted as the precursor to modern parenting
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approaches. This is echoed by Hoghughi and Long (2004) as well as Schon and
Sliven (2007) who suggest that public interest in the welfare of children increased as
Britain developed, and her structures formalised. They explain that the growing
prosperity increased public interest in the welfare of children and the public began to

recognise that parental care was deficient for some children.

Public interest in children’s welfare led to regional and national campaigns to stop
cruelty to children. More notably, the Liverpool society for the prevention of cruelty to
children and the London society for the prevention of cruelty to children. Some (e.g.,
Flegel, 2006; Ferguson, 2011; Rogowski, 2015) suggest that the founding of the
London society for the prevention of cruelty to children, which later renamed the
National society for the prevention of cruelty to children (NSPCC) in July 1884, was
arguably the single most significant factor in influencing the development of legislation
to protect children from abuse and neglect, in England. The NSPCC conceptualising
cruelty to children as a pathology and focused campaigns on educating the public on

the nature of cruelty, thus shaping public discourse.

With the public beginning to view cruelty to children as a crime (Flegel, 2006) child
abuse became a subject of social and legal concern. In 1889, campaigns against
cruelty to children succeeded in influencing parliament to pass England’s first ever
legislation to protect children — the Prevention of Cruelty to Children Act (1889).
Through this Act, cruelty to children became a criminal offence. Chapter four provides
a more detailed discussion of the importance of the Prevention of Cruelty to Children

Act (1889), in the development of child safeguarding policy and social work practice.
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By the twentieth century, widespread child abuse and deficiencies in biological parents
had given raise to public view that the state had a responsibility to intervene and
protect children who were experiencing poor parenting (Watson and Skinner, 2004).
The political philosophy of the twentieth century was that parents have their children
‘in trust’ and could not do with them what they chose (Alston et al., 1992). Through
legislation and practice policies, the United Kingdom began to recognise that children
should be free from abuse and receive culturally assigned minimum levels of care and

developmental opportunities (Hoghughi and Long, 2004).

In terms of research, early twentieth century parenting studies considered issues such
as childhood abnormalities and poor family histories within the context of poverty, ill
health and delinquency. However, it was the emergency of empirical child psychiatry
and psychology that gave focus to parenting research (French, 1995; Watson and
Skinner, 2004; Shaffer, 2008). As, French, (1995) points out, Freud’s emphasis on
the central role of early specialisation of children on their adjustments later in life, was

arguably the most significant early pointer to the importance of parenting.

Freud’s ideas are said to have influenced the work of Erikson (1923), who formulated
the psychosocial theory as a framework for understanding lifespan development.
Although not as central in providing an understanding of how parenting influences
children’s outcomes, Erikson’s ideas had profound influence among professionals and
academics concerned with children’s development. He introduced the notion that
individuals’ ability to change was dependent on how they dealt with the trajectories in
their lives. Thus, professionals’ intervention strategies were aimed at helping families

to negotiate their trajectories better.

38|Page



In Hoghughi and Long’s (2004) review of parenting literature they noted that, after the
Second World War, parenting studies gained momentum in the United Kingdom. For
example, John Bowlby’s (1951) research into the effects of removing children from
their parents highlighted the importance of maternal love to the wellbeing of children.
His focus on the complexity of the parent/child interaction and the consequent
attachment intrigued practitioners’ and academics’ interest in parenting processes and

outcomes for children.

The growing interest in parenting research then resulted in a series of influential
contributions that include: Winnicott’'s (1965) good enough parenting, modified by
Adcock and White (1985); Skinner (1953)’s behaviour modification theory; Piaget
(1955)’s cognitive development; Bowlby (1951)’s attachment theory, later modified by
Ainsworth et al (1978)’s attachment and strange situation; Maslow (1954)’s hierarchy
of needs; Bronfrenbrenne (1979)'s ecological systems theory; Baumrind (1967;
1971)'s parenting styles; Chase and Thomas (1999)'s studies on children’s

temperament and Rutter’s (1985; 1999) work on vulnerability and resilience.

It is crucial to point out at this stage that the above list is not exhaustive and that it is
not within the scope of this review to discuss each contribution in detail. Hoghughi
and Long (2004) provide a comprehensive discussion on how the above contributions
have illuminated our understanding of parenting and its impact on children’s

behavioural outcomes and prospects.
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More recently, researchers have questioned the belief that parenting is the most
important factor in shaping children’s development. Harris (1999), for example,
famously postulated that children’s personalities are shaped by the experiences they
have away from the family home and that parents have little or no influence over long-
term development. She argued that children, as opposed to parents, socialise
children, and any similarities between parents and their children are due to shared
genes and culture. Her findings challenge conventional understanding of the role of
parenting within the social context. In the context of the focus of this research, Harris’s
perspective could explain some of the conflicts that some black and minority ethnic

parents interviewed for this study said they had with their children.

Whilst Harris does not seek to minimise the role of parenting in determining children’s
outcomes, she argues that parents’ influence on emotional and behavioural
development is perhaps less than we imagine it to be and suggests that peers exert
more influence than parents. Harris (1999) uses the development of language
amongst children of immigrants to illustrate her point. Drawing on the example of her
Russian landlords’ family, she observed that the children of immigrants learn the
language of their home countries with ease but speak the language of the host country
with the accent of their peers rather than their parents. This, she argues, is because
children identify with their classmates and their playmates rather than their parents,

and thus modify their behaviour to fit with the peer group (Harris, 1999).

Studies on risk behaviour in children and adolescents (e.g., Gardner and Steinberg,
2005; Prinstein and Dodge, 2008; Brechwald and Prinstein, 2011) express similar

views to Harris by suggesting that the relationships that children have with their peers
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exert enormous influence on their lives through friendships that help them to adjust to
school or contribute to later-life problems through bullying and/or rejection. While
Harris’ observations do not deal with children who have experienced social care
intervention, her work has some relevance to this study in that it highlights some of the
conflicts between black and minority ethnic parents and their children. Some of the
parents interviewed for this study, for example, reported that they experienced conflict
when socialising their children to conform to the values and behavioural expectations

of their home because the children “want to be like their colleagues”.

2.3 The Social Context of Parenting

In Western communities, society’s understanding of parenting and children’s
development is significantly influenced by research contributions, especially in relation
to modern parenting practices. This is often disseminated through books and manuals
that offer parenting advice. At a macro level, the recommendations made by
researchers inform policies designed to support parents to overcome social challenges
and enhance their parenting skills. Conversely, several studies have shown that the
social contexts in which families operate affect the quality of parenting that children

receive.

Social circumstances such as financial pressures; poor support networks; societal
trends and family composition restrict the options through which parents socialise their
children and make it difficult for them to focus on the task of parenting (Utting and
Pugh, 2004). The Sure Start centres are an example of policy driven support
programmes aimed at helping parents navigate through the wide range of parenting

approaches. But, for most black and minority ethnic parents, acculturation processes,
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family transitions and the impact of racial and ethnic socialisation are added

environmental factors that have significant influences on parenting.

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) concept of ecological systems theory provides an important
framework for understanding how the factors highlighted above affect parenting in
general. He proposed that ecological factors interact within a hierarchy that describes
pathways of influence in four inter-dependent systems: 1. the macro system, which
consists of socio-cultural influences; 2. the exo system, which consists of community
influences; 3. the micro system, which consists of family influences and 4. the
ontogenic system, which accounts for temperaments. The complexity with which the
systems interact with each other makes it necessary for us to understand how factors
in one level of the system are associated with other levels. For example, how social
and economic factors interact to influence the parenting practices of black and minority

ethnic parents.

Social challenges tend to be associated with financial challenges. Rodgers and Pryor
(1998) describe the inter-connectedness of social and financial implications by
highlighting the psychological distress associated with divorce and how it influences
children’s outcome. Divorce creates difficult social situations that affect parental
nurturance by placing considerable pressure on the parent to adopt practices that they
believe will help them cope better in their circumstances. Such practices may include
imposing strict; age inappropriate and inflexible rules, roles and responsibilities upon
their children (see Farrington, 2002). Findings from other studies (e.g. Caldwell and
Bradley, 1984, Tripp and Cockett, 1998; Barn, 2002) echo this view, albeit there seems

to be more focus on economic rather than social factors. Utting and Pugh’s (2004)
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review offers a detailed discussion of the role that research has played in shaping the

social context of parenting.

Overall, parenting advice often cites research concerned with children’s physical,
emotional and, in recent years, early brain development. The implicit message, which
is one on which my work colleagues and | (I am still a practicing social worker) base
our advice, is that parents who understand their children’s development are more likely
to provide age appropriate parenting, regardless of cultural and ethnic background.
My observation, from professional experience, is that parents tend to tailor their
practices based on what they have been told is going on at different stages of their
children’s development. But, from a research point of view, the most helpful way of
understanding the social context of parenting is to draw from the interpretation of
parenting styles and attachment. These frameworks offer insight into how parents ‘do

parenting’ and how parenting influences children’s developmental outcomes.

2.3.1 Parenting styles

Diana Baumrind’s (1967) parenting styles framework is arguably the best known and
perhaps most referenced theory on understanding the strategies that parents adopt
when socialising their children. She posited that parents fall in one of three parenting
categories: 1. the authoritarian parenting - parents whose style is to prioritise strict
conformity to rules with little dialogue between the parent and the child; 2. the
authoritative parenting - parents whose style is more child centred so that the parents
explain rules and guide the children without being demanding and 3. Indulgent
parenting - parents whose style is to be heavily involved with their children but allow

them to do whatever they want (Baumrind, 1967; 1971). Maccoby and Martin (1983)
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expanded Baumrind’s theory to include a fourth category; neglectful parenting -
parents whose style is emotionally detached as they tend to disregard their children
and focus on other interests.

As a framework for understanding parenting practices, parenting styles has been
tested and validated by various researchers over the years (e.g., Lamborn et al, 1991,
Farrington, 2002; Barrera et al, 2002; O’Connor and Scott, 2007). Lamborn et al's
(1991) research on patterns of competence and adjustment among adolescents offers
a comprehensive illustration of how parenting styles impact on children’s outcomes.
They studied the families of over four-thousand children aged between fourteen to
eighteen-year olds to test the impact of parenting styles on adolescent’s outcomes.
The families were categorised along the four prototypical parenting styles identified by
Baumrind (1967; 1971) and Maccoby and Martin (1983). Their categorisation was
based on how the children rated their parents in respect to acceptance / involvement

and strictness / supervision.

Apart from confirming the parenting styles framework, Lamborn et al's (1991) study
showed that parenting influences children’s outcomes. The findings were that
adolescents who rated their parents as authoritative scored highest on measures of
psychosocial competence but lowest on measures of psychological and behavioural
dysfunction, while adolescents who rated their parents as neglectful scored highest on
psychological and behavioural dysfunction and lowest on measures of psychosocial
competence. Adolescents who rated their parents as authoritarian scored reasonably
well on measures indexing obedience and conformity to the parents’ standards but

had relatively poor self-conception compared to their counterparts. In contrast,
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adolescents from indulgent families evidenced a strong sense of self-confidence but

reported a higher frequency of substance abuse and behavioural challenges.

Although Diana Baumrind’s parenting styles framework had primarily been used to
explain how parenting influenced children’s outcomes during early and middle
childhood, Lamborn and colleagues’ study demonstrated that the effects of parenting
styles was consistent across different age and ethnic groups. However, the universal
applicability of the findings has been called into question with researchers such as
Steinberg et al (1992) arguing that the results are mainly consistent with white middle
class and, to a lesser degree, ethnic minority middle class families. Garcia Coll et al
(1995) add to the parenting styles debate by postulating that the parenting practices
and beliefs of middle class American and European parents are part of normative
parenting behaviour in those communities (American and European communities) and

cannot be used to suggest universal applicability.

Additionally, research that has identified differences in outcomes associated with
gender or race (for example, Weiss and Schwarz, 1996; McLoyd et al., 2000; Brody
and Flor, 2002) challenge the notion that there is a universal relationship between
parenting styles and children’s outcomes. Interestingly, Lamborn et al’s (1996) study
also found some variations associated with ethnicity and culture. In their study,
authoritarian parenting did not appear to be associated with good educational
outcomes in African American children but was beneficial to achievement orientated
Asian American children. Nevertheless, rather than disprove the efficacy of parenting

styles, these studies show that, in the main, there is merit and applicability to the
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framework. What is perhaps clear is that caution needs to be taken when interpreting

and generalising results from parenting research.

Studies on various parenting practices and their effects on children provide consistent
evidence that parenting practices are robust indicators of children’s outcomes.
Knowledge about parenting styles, for example, indicates that the way parents interact
and become involved in their children’s daily lives influences developmental outcomes
(see Hill, 1995; Olsen and McNeilly-Choque, 1998; Demo and Cox, 2000; Abell et al.,
1996; Dornbusch et al, 1987; Leung et al., 1998; Radziszewska et al., 1996; Aquilino
and Supple, 2001; Barrera et al, 2002). Conversely, Shaffer et al’'s (2009) study on
intergenerational continuity highlights the significance that parents’ own experience of
being parented plays in shaping the parenting styles they adopt when socialising their
own children. That is, that the repertoire of skills and coping strategies that parents

learn from their own childhood experience informs their parenting practice.

Much of the debate around parenting styles has tended to focus on the links between
dysfunctional parenting and children’s behavioural challenges. However, longitudinal
studies highlight the positive ways in which parenting style, enables parents in
otherwise adverse circumstances to contribute to their children’s well-being and
achievement (Utting and Pugh, 2004). Nevertheless, it remains the case, as Belsky
(1984) observed, that competent parenting is the parenting style that socialises a child
to develop the competences required to effectively deal with the ecological variables

that they will encounter within their community (p. 251).
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2.3.2 Attachment theory

Like parenting styles, attachment theory illuminates our understanding of the nature
and importance of the parent/child relationship. The concept of attachment was
pioneered by Bowlby’s (1951) observations of children in institutions. Borrowing from
ethology, control systems theory, object relations theory and cognitive psychology,
Bowlby described four infant behavioural systems: 1. the exploratory system, in which
the child explores their world; 2. the affiliate system, in which the child learns to be
with others; 3. the fear or wariness system, in which the child learns about danger and
how to stay safe and 4. the attachment system, in which the child seeks proximity to

their attachment figure in order to feel safe.

Bowlby saw the attachment system as being the most crucial of the four systems in
developing a child’s personality and interaction with their world. He postulated that
through behaviour such as crying, clinging and seeking proximity to their care givers,
children expressed separation anxieties designed to get them back to a position of
safety. His theory highlights the psychological and developmental significance of

secure attachments and gives useful insights into the social context of parenting.

According to Bowlby, attachment is predicated on the child seeking visual or
psychological reassurance from their caregiver. It is only when the child is sure that
the care giver is nearby, accessible and attentive that he or she will feel loved, secure
and confident. Through attachment, cognitive representations of relationships are
established and carried forward to influence several areas of an individual's
psychosocial functioning (Shaffer et al., 2009, p. 129). Indeed, according to (Shaffer

et al., 2009) attachment histories are causally related to intergenerational continuity
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and discontinuity in parenting practices. Their study found that the nature of
attachment forms the basis upon which parents either seek to replicate or redress their

own experiences of being parented.

In the early stages of attachment theory, its theorists recommended the highest levels
of maternal devotion as the ideal parenting situation for children’s development.
Parenting was therefore based on mothers taking on the bulk of childcare
responsibilities. We now know that the primary attachment figure doesn’t have to be
the mother or any specific member of the family but that attachment bonds between
children and both or either parent, friends and the wider community can affect
children’s outcomes (see Rutter, 1985). When the attachment bond is developed from
an early age and is secure, then the child is more likely to exhibit social competence
in forming and maintaining relationships as well as exercising resilience to adversity
in later life (see, Berscheid and Regan, 2005; Masten and Shaffer, 2006; Burt et al,
2008). However, empirical evidence highlights that there are cultural differences in
the way that children appraise the accessibility of their attachment figure and regulate

their responses to threat.

The differences in how children appraise their parents’ accessibility were articulated
by Mary Ainsworth and her colleagues who, through a laboratory paradigm for
studying child/parent attachments, developed a technique that they referred to as the
strange situation. They put parents and their twelve-month-old children in a laboratory
and systematically separated and reunited them. Their studies found that 60% of the
children behaved in the way that Bowlby described as normative i.e., became

distressed when the parents left the room and actively sought parental comfort on the
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parents’ return — Ainsworth and her colleagues referred to this as secure attachment;
20% were distressed from the onset and were not easily soothed even after the
reunification — anxious-resistant attachment; the remaining 20% did not appear too
distressed about the separation and on reunification, the children actively avoided

seeking contact with their parent — avoidant attachment.

Apart from identifying and naming the different attachment patterns, the Mary
Ainsworth and her colleagues demonstrated that children’s attachment patterns were
correlated to the parent/child interaction during the first year of the child’s life. In terms
of understanding parenting, the studies provided empirical demonstration of how
attachment behaviour is formed within safe and frightening social contexts. Children
who appear secure in a strange situation tend to have parents who are sensitive to
their needs while anxious-resistant or avoidant children tend to have parents who are
insensitive to their needs, neglectful in the care they provide or inconsistent in
responding to their children’s needs. Ainsworth et al’s (1969) work was later modified
by Mary Main and her colleagues who added a fourth category of attachment:

disorganised or disorientated attachment (Main and Solomon, 1986; 1990).

To illustrate disorganised attachment, Mary Main and her colleagues described a
group of children who did not demonstrate a characteristic or predictable response to
the strange situation. According to Main and her colleagues, these children typically
had a history of being regularly exposed to neglect or abuse. The interpretation was
that it is the caregiver’s parenting practices and the dynamic and reciprocal nature of
the relationship they have with the child then form the hierarchy and base upon which

more complex relationships are built. Main’s work arguably gives the clearest link
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between parenting styles and attachment behaviour. In terms of the context of this
research, it highlights the social context of parenting. That is, that human relationships

are initially developed with the primary care giver.

It is well documented that a variety of factors can influence the impact of secure
attachment on later functioning. Studies that confirm the link between attachment
security and early parental sensitivity and responsiveness (e.g. Sroufe et al., 1992;
Batholomew and Shaver, 1998; Howe et al., 1999), have added to this knowledge.
The consistent themes from research findings are that: attachment transcends cultural
boundaries and ethnic parenting practices; fulfils children’s instinctual needs; is
dependent on the reciprocity of the relationship between a parent and child; it is
hierarchical; enduring across the lifespan and, when it is secure, it predicts good
psychosocial outcomes in later years (see Belsky and Isabella, 1991; Greenberg et

al., 1993; Howe et al., 1999).

The limitation to the cross-cultural applicability of the theory is that attachment
behaviour is learned i.e. children learn how to behave in a manner that allows them to
successfully adapt to the cultural norms around them. For example, Mary Ainsworth’s
(1963; 1967) studies of the Baganda tribe in Uganda revealed a difference in
observable attachment behaviour between American children and the children in the
Ugandan tribe i.e. while the American children hugged and kissed their attachment
figure on return, the Ugandan children clapped. These salient differences reflect
children’s conditioning to parents’ expected behaviour rather than intuitive responses.
It therefore follows that if the culture specific meaning of the behaviour is not known,

the validity of the interpretations is open to debate.
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2.3.3 Ethnicity and culture in Parenting

A review of the literature suggests that the influence of culture and ethnicity often
transcends social class differences and shape parents’ views around issues such as
gender roles; discipline regimes; hierarchy of power within the family and perceptions
about when children are deemed to be ready to contribute to family functioning
(Waylen and Stewart-Brown, 2008; Chuang and Tamis-LeMonda, 2009). It is such
views that then influence how parents socialise their children as they seek to promote

competences that make them recognisable members of a cultural or social group.

There is consensus within the literature that ethnicity and culture are significant
components of the social phenomena that influence parenting practices. As
aforementioned, ideals about competent parenting and social competence in children
are shaped through exposure to shared identity, lifestyle and ancestry (see Paterson
and Hann, 1999, p. 357; Coleman and Karraker, 1998; Barn, 2002; Hughes, 2003;
Quah, 2004). This influences the relationships between parents and their children in
ways that are more profound than the sharing of common goals. For example, when
it comes to areas such as ensuring children’s health and language competence, it is
not uncommon for parents who share the same culture and ethnicity to parent their

children differently (Super and Harkness, 1997; Jambunathan et al, 2000).

Our current understanding of ethnic and culturally informed parenting scripts remains,
at best, speculative. Quite often, especially within professional settings, assumptions
are made about the parenting practices of ethnic minority parents (see Allen et al.,

2008). Some professionals might see certain cultures as being nurturing, egalitarian
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and authoritative, while their colleagues might see the same family as being

authoritarian and permissive.

Differences in parenting practices, within and across cultures and ethnicities, are
defined by the variety of ecological prescriptions that influence biological and social
parenting. In Roopnarine and Gielen’s (2005) review of parenting literature, they
guestion whether, in the face of increasing globalisation, parents can continue to hold
onto practices established from key aspects of their ethnic and cultural backgrounds.
Roopnarine and Gielen postulate that explanations of universal patterns of parenting
practices are often grounded in thin databases. This, they say, contributes to some of
the misguided and controversial academic criticism about the merit of ethnic and
culturally influenced parenting in producing positive outcomes for children (p. 4).
Sigle-Rushton and McLanahan (2002) raised the same point and highlighted the need
to embrace insight from perspectives that are not necessarily based in empirical

research but add to our understanding of parenting.

It cannot be denied that ethnicity and culture are constant attributes of every
community, irrespective of their relative size when compared with other communities
within the country. Therefore, studies that focus on the socially constructed dichotomy
between “white majority” and “ethnic minorities” offer limited perspectives on the
dynamics of ethnic and cultural influences on parenting. Today’s families may be
immersed in global consciousness, but ethnic and cultural variations still set them
apart and continue to influence their parenting practices. Understanding how cultural
and ethnic attributes influence parenting practices can help improve how the parenting

competence of black and minority ethnic parents is evaluated.
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Parenting literature suggests that research on parenting practices has not always been
inclusive. Indeed, much of the criticism levelled at modern parenting approaches is
that the recommendations are derived from research based in theories arrived at by
studying predominantly white middle class families (e.g., Steinberg et al., 1992). That
said, it must also be acknowledged that there is an increasing number of studies that
focus on the ethnic and cultural aspects of family (e.g., Arnett, 2002; Comunian and
Gielen, 2001; Booth, 2002; Alder and Gielin, 2003; Spicer, 2010), to add contextual

nuance to parenting and in some instances confirm universal aspects.

We know, for example, that the parenting practices of immigrant minority ethnic
families are likely to be influenced by their social environment as well as the complexity
of acculturation from (Barn, 2002; Allen et al., 2008; Kriz and Skivenes, 2010). In their
study, Kriz and Skivenes (2010) found that as migrants settle into new
neighbourhoods, the children often adopt the values of the majority ethnic group
quicker than their parents. The ensuing conflicts between parents and children then
force parents to adjust their cultural values and parenting practices (Barn, 2002).
These adaptations potentially lead to more authoritarian parenting than is used in their

countries of origin (Allen et al., 2008).

Quah (2004)’s study of the parenting styles of Singapore families, also makes a
welcome contribution to our contextual understanding of parenting in ethnic minority
families. Her study highlighted the pervasiveness with which ethnicity and culture

shape individuals’ identities and their subjective perceptions of the world around them.
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She found that parents from different ethnic backgrounds differed significantly in their

parenting styles due to the pervasive influence of ethnicity and culture.

Much of what Quah uncovers, such as the benefits of authoritative parenting and how
the expectations that parents have for their children influence their parenting practices,
confirms what is already known. However, her findings emphasise the point that the
values, beliefs and customs associated with parents’ ethnic and cultural group
identities significantly influence parenting practices. A more detailed discussion of
how ethnicity and culture influence parenting will be provided in chapter eight.
However, it is pertinent to point out that the implication of Quah’s and other filial
studies, is that policy makers must address the variety of ecological factors that

influence parenting when drawing up national policies.

2.3.4 Child Development

It is widely accepted that cultural and ethnic variations can dramatically influence
socialisation patterns and thus children’s development. This because it is in the
context of culture and ethnicity that parents communicate with and understand the
world. Indeed, cultural artefacts such as dress, language, behaviour, traditions, beliefs
and values influence parents’ perceptions of children’s development. Citing Whiting
and Child (1953), Bornstein (2013) advances the view that cultural and ethnic variation
in parenting are an integral reason why individual from different cultures are often so
different from one another (p. 3). Bornstein (2013) illustrates the point by positing that
culture and ethnicity influence children’s development in the same way that they

influence the language that children eventually speak.
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Bornstein’s position appears to address child development from the point of cognitive
development. But children’s development encompasses physical, emotional, social,
intellectual, and language development. Much of the literature on child development
is greatly influenced by three main theories: Piaget, Psychoanalysis and Learning
theory, which describe child development in terms of linear or sequential stage

processes that are similar for all humans.

This study does not seek to explore the different theories of child development.
Rather, the reason for including a brief section on child development in this first
literature review chapter is twofold: First, is to acknowledge the ubiquity of
understanding children’s development within parenting literature. Secondly, it is to set
the stage for later discussions about the influence that culture and ethnicity have on

black and minority ethnic parents’ understanding of children’s development.

2.4  Parenting in a policy context

Child welfare policy in the United Kingdom continues to see children as being
vulnerable, at least until their middle childhood. As a result, parenting (quality and
practice) is seen as the starting point for indicating whether a child is at risk or that
there are protective factors present when predicting children’s development and
behavioural outcomes (Collins et al, 2000; Luthar, 2006; Masten, 2006). But, child
welfare policies are also based on the idea that children’s natural families are the best
place for them to grow. Thus, policy and legislation make it clear that the state and

other institutions should only intervene in cases of need or crisis.
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Historically, feminists’ criticism of child welfare policies was that they were rooted in a
patriarchy understanding of family. However, demographic changes in family
dynamics and structures have resulted in policies being amended to consider the
diversity of family forms. For example, social trends such as increased divorce rates
and the raise in single parenthood has resulted in an increase in the number of single
mother’s accessing welfare benefits to help support their children. According to
(Davies, 1998) between 1981 and 1988, there was an 86% rise in the number of single
parents receiving welfare benefits. This, along with concerns about the welfare of
children, culminated in the Children Act (1989), aimed at redefining parental

responsibility.

Nevertheless, parenting policies are still based on the notion that parenting is causally
related to children’s outcomes and that “good” parenting mediates the effects of a
family’s environment. Policy makers continue to view families as economic agents
that also serve important functions in relation to social integration and order.
Therefore, rather than have policies that are specifically oriented to parenting, the
United Kingdom incorporated policies that support families, intentionally or otherwise,
within several pieces of legislation (George and Miller, 1994; Holden et al., 2011). The
support is spread across sectors such as: social security, education provision,
employment, taxation and health care, with the aim of locating individuals and families

closer to the market.

Combining the social and economic aspects of parenting makes policies complex and
somewhat unstable. For example, although New Labour’s Sure Start schemes offered

locally available child and family centred support to parents, it also had overtones of
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employment concerns as the employability of parents on benefits became one of its
core targets. In some ways, this continued the Conservative’s child support system
philosophy. Ushered in by the Child Support Act (1991), the child support system
sought to place the cost of looking after children squarely on parents’ shoulders.
Researchers and academics (e.g., Craig et al., 1996; Van Drenth et al., 1999;
Bradshaw et al, 1999; Jenkinson, 2001) argue that the benefits of such policies have

been sporadic.

Jenkinson (2001) for instance, posits that Child Support maintenance has had a
disproportionate effect on the poorest children and often results in acrimonious
relationships between parents who have previously had amicable arrangements.
According to Van Drenth et al., (1999), the controversy of the Child Support Act (1991)
is that it can reduce a father’s second family to welfare dependency. A similar view is
espoused by Bradshaw et al (1999) following their study of six hundred non-resident
fathers in the United Kingdom. They found that absent father felt stigmatised by
policies that failed to recognise the entwined nature of fathers’ financial obligations

with their social and emotional bonds with children.

Additionally, commentators such as (Penn, 2007; Lloyd, 2008) argue that the
adversarial nature of family policies fails to achieve the intended benefits for children.
Family friendly policies aim to reduce poverty and encourage parents’ involvement in
their children’s lives, (Hayes and Williams, 1999). This purpose is lost when policy
initiatives such as Sure Start schemes and the Child Support Agency emphasise the
elements of social order and control by targeting poor parents rather than helping

parents who need parenting support. The control element is also evident in the judicial
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nature of ‘Parenting Orders’ and ‘Parenting Contracts’, through which Courts and local
authorities, respectively, can require parents to attend parenting classes if their

children’s behaviour is deemed to be anti-social (Lester, 2006).

That said, it is also important to acknowledge that government legislation has been
instrumental in strengthening family relationships and furthering ‘good parenting’
through policies that focus on improving parenting skills and facilitating parents’
presence in children’s lives. For example, drawing on research evidence that children
benefit from parents being at home, the Employment Act (2002) recognised parents’
care-giving responsibilities and enabled them to take time out to raise their children.
This improved parents’ work-life balance by ushering in options for flexible working
and maternity and paternity leave. As a result, parents can combine work

commitments and looking after their children without losing out financially.

Furthermore, investment in parenting support services such as conflict resolution,
relationship counselling and early years help ensure that parents have access to
professional help throughout their children’s life spans. In the main, access to
professional support equips parents with effective parenting strategies. The down side
is that it has the potential of undermining authoritative parenting and shifting the power
balance from parents to professionals by questioning parents’ abilities to correct their

own errors.

The political and public debates that followed the youth riots in the summer of 2011
are an example of how the power balance can quickly shift from parents to

professionals. In response to the riots, the government unveiled proposals to get
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involved in the way parents bring up their children. The proposed interventions will
offer intensive and persistent support to entire families, through Family Intervention
Projects (FIPs). These interventions are the key to unlocking positive social change

through community wide parenting.

Politicised parenting support is not a new phenomenon in the United Kingdom’s policy
framework. In fact, according to (Winter, 2011) David Cameron’s proposed Family
Intervention Projects are largely built on ideas introduced by the Labour government.
Family Intervention Project workers will give families practical assistance such as: help
to access support that is already crafted along: education; care and well-being of
children; financial support to families with children, family functioning; parental
employment and the work / family balance. This reflects New Labour’s Every Child
Matters (2003) agendas which signalled the beginning of policy focus on the interface

between parenting and children’s outcomes.

Parenting policies have always emphasised the preference for children to remain
cared for within their own birth families, except in situations where they are likely to be
exposed to severe harm. Indeed, the role that parents play in promoting good
outcomes for children is at the heart of legislation such as Children Acts (1989 and
2004), which oblige local authorities to support families in their parenting tasks. The
emphasis is that parents should ensure that their children’s moral, physical and
emotional wellbeing are promoted. However, with increased scientific knowledge

about parenting, policy focus has shifted to prevention and early intervention.
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Moran et al (2004) attribute the focus on prevention and early intervention to three key
developments in policy makers’ thinking: 1. Research evidence was showing that the
risk factors responsible for children developing poor outcomes were clear and the
outcomes could be predicated at an early stage; 2. Addressing the issues early would
benefit families as well as the community and 3. Many families who were in need were

not being reached by social services (p. 14).

But, as | have already mentioned, despite the prescriptive nature of support and policy
guidelines, parenting is influenced by a variety of ecological factors. These factors
must be understood within the contexts in which they interact, because some of them
are salient and affect families in different ways (Soydan and Williams, 2005; Liabo et
al, 2005; Boulshol, 2000; Welbourne, 2002). As Moran et al (2004) put it, “within any
society, parents start off from different places and will encounter different sets of
circumstances that will help or hinder them as they progress through the parenting life

course” (p. 21).

Legislation and policies contribute to the way parenting is done by seeking to ensure
that children receive a minimum standard of care from their parents. This is done by
equipping parents who are deemed to be struggling in their parenting tasks with the
skills to function within societal ideals of ‘good parenting’. The limitation is that most
support initiatives only address the factors that affect parenting at the family and
individual level of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model yet research shows that the root
causes of most parenting challenges are in the macro and exo-systems described in

Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecological model. These factors include, albeit not

60|Page



exhaustively: poverty, inadequate education, social exclusion, poor housing and

degraded physical environments (Moran et al., 2004).

The likelihood is that beyond ecological factors; parents’ temperaments (perhaps best
reflected in parenting style) and children’s temperaments, black and minority ethnic
parents base their parenting practices on cultural constructions. The result is that
social workers and policy makers, are constantly presented with recommendations
from parenting studies that proposed a bewildering amount of theories and opinions
about the ‘best’ way to parent. Therefore, applying even-handedness to the
assessment of parenting competence is a complex task that requires social workers
to be reflexive and aware of how factors such as ethnicity and culture (among a variety

of other factors) shape parenting practices.

Considering the above, it can be argued that support which concentrates on improving
parent/child interactions, enhancing parents’ knowledge of child development and
bolstering relationships between familial partnerships, fails to provide lasting solutions.
Moran et al (2004) note that although there is much discourse about holistic services,
it is perhaps unrealistic to expect intervention to be able to offer ecologically
comprehensive support. At best, most services will be aware of the ecology of
parenting and child development, have a clear idea of the systems level at which their
own interventions are targeted and refer parents to other agencies that provide

aspects of support that fit families’ unmet needs at specific ecological levels.
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2.5 Conclusion:

The theme that emerges from the literature reviewed here is that parenting paradigms
have shifted over the years. While ensuring the safety of children is still seen as a
basic parenting tasks, it is by no means the only role that parents must perform.
Modern parenting approaches place great emphasis on parents’ abilities to socialise
children within multi-faceted ecological frameworks (see Barn, 2002 Shaffer et al.,
2009). But, this also raises questions about what constitutes parenting competence.
Feminist writers (e.g., Lloyd et al., 2009 Weisberg, 1996; Nelson, 1997) advanced the
argument that because of the diverse contexts in which parenting takes place, we must
move away from a traditional understanding of parenting and “embrace the rich and
useful set of perspectives that provide critical insights into the nature of nurturance”

(Nelson,1997, p. 178).

The difficulty is that diverse contexts often produce conflicting analyses and make it
challenging to determine universally acceptable parenting practices and policies.
Furthermore, understanding parenting and how it influences children’s outcomes is
incredibly complex: the contexts are widely varied; the roles and power differentials
change over time, and in some cases reverse and cultural processes hard to define.
As family formations and structures have become more diverse and unstable
(Muschamp et al, 2007), it is increasingly important for us to understand how culture

and ethnicity influence parenting practices.

Additionally, the constellation of practices such as how parents from different cultural
and ethnic backgrounds discipline their children, set boundaries or show affection, now

famously categorised into identifiable parenting styles (see Baumrind, 1967), requires

62|Page



social workers to incorporate issues of culture and ethnicity in their decision-making

and intervention strategies.

Throughout this review, my attention was drawn to themes highlighting gaps or areas
of limited knowledge within parenting literature. Although this list is not exhaustive,
the identified themes include: 1. the issue of whether children’s outcomes are
influenced more by their peers than by parents (Harris, 1999); 2. the link between
work-life balance and parenting quality; 3. the quality of parenting within minority ethnic
families (Kriz and Skivenes, 2010; Allen et al., 2008) and 4. the efficacy of parenting

support programmes (Moran et al., 2004).

Despite the number of studies | have referred to in this review, there are relatively few
studies about parenting and ethnicity. Although there is a growing volume of British
studies (e.g., Walter, 2001; Dex and Joshi, 2005; Chimba et al, 2012) most studies on
parenting and ethnicity have been conducted in America. The limitation of drawing on
studies conducted in America is that their history in relation to black and latino children

does not map particularly well onto the British situation.

Most studies on parenting focus on difference and few studies involve parents as
participants. Therefore, there is a need to develop a collaborative approach that draws
on the wisdom of diverse communities to link it with our current knowledge of parenting
at different stages of children’s development. Coupled with this, the complexities of
wider environmental factors make it necessary for researcher to explore the meaning
of parenting patterns and practices to unravel and add nuance to our understanding

of parenting within its diverse contexts. It is possible that through broad-based
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dialogue that engages parents and their immediate support networks, we can develop
a better understanding of parents’ goals and the ways that their parenting practices
may or may not aid the achievement of those goals. This study explores the topic
further, and the findings are discussed in chapter eight. In the chapter that follow, |
will review the literature to explore how ethnic and culture specific issues are

addressed within parenting literature.
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Chapter Three — Ethnicity

3.1 Introduction

Having reviewed parenting in general terms, this chapter looks more closely at
ethnicity and its influences on parenting practices. In chapter two, | explained that
culture and ethnicity is a significant component of the social phenomena that influence
parenting practices. This is because culture and ethnicity can frame passionately held
beliefs about parenting approaches and, in part, contributes to variability in parenting
approaches. Cultural parenting scripts also contribute to the lack of consensus over
the activities that constitute parenting, both within individual families and in the wider
community. The result is that although there is consensus that at the core of most
parenting practices, is the need to ensure that children are protected, nourished,
nurtured, educated and socialised competently, the activities that constitute parenting
are highly contested and continually evolving.  This makes it challenging to identify

the true effects that culture and ethnicity have on parenting practices.

Some commentators (e.g., Ogbu, 1981; Garcia-Coll et al, 1995; Strom et al, 2001;
Kotchick and Forehand, 2002; Featherstone et al, 2014) have suggested that
variability in parenting practices can be associated with the fact that parenting is a
ubiquitous individual characteristic which inter