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The Lifespanof a ParentingTextbook
Tribute to Jerry J.Bigner,PhD. (1944–2011)
by Clara Gerhardt

Onmy bookshelfare nine editions of the same
textbook:Parent Child Relations:An Introduction to
Parenting.The first edition was published in the sev
enties and is a very slim volume. It contains cartoons
pertaining to parenting challenges, some a little quaint
if viewed almost half a century later. The author of this
textbookwasDr. Jerry Bigner,my respected friend and
colleague.He conceived the textwhile in his late twen
ties and whileworkingas aHumanDevelopmentand
Family StudiesProfessor, at Colorado StateUniversity.
He nurtured the book much like a parent nurtures a
child.Looking at the nine editions, I see the progression
of the book through its own childhood,adolescence, and
eventually a sophisticatedand fullymatured text.After
almost 50 years, it is now in its tenth edition and some
what of a classic.

What makes the nine earlier editions particularly
interesting is that that they tell the story of the devel
opment of parenting as a special area of interest, but
importantly this occurs against the backdropof the field
of Family Science in general.With each new edition,
the slow societal changes becomemore apparent as they
affect parents and their families.We become observers
not only of the changes of women’s roles in society, but
also of howmen respond to these shifts as their own roles
within and outside the family unit are implicated. In one
of the later editions, a dedicated chapteron culturalper
spectives appeared; parenting should be viewed respect
ing unique cultural nuances. Increasedgender equality
and flexible roleswithin familiesbecomemore visible.

Dr. Bigner was known for his clear support of human
diversity in all its expressions.He was the senior editor
of the JournalofGLBT Family Studies. It was congru
ent for him to lend his voice in support of diversity as it

occurs and is expressed in parenting and family life.He
introduced a chapteron family formation and parent
ing in same sex couples, long before this was a topic for
discourse in a parenting text.

The text is as familiar tome as the palm ofmy hand.
After all, I have been involvedwith it since its sixth edi
tion. Like a flashbulbmoment I rememberwhere I was
when the sad news ofDr. Bigner’s death reachedme.
I was on the Isle ofWight,off the coast of England.
In the monthsbefore his death,Dr. Bigner and I had
frequentdiscussions about the parenting textbook; its
future, how it should adapt and reflect all the changes
occurring in society at large and in families in particular.
He hadmade sure he was backing up his work; not on
a computer hard drive but by anchoring it in mymind.

Dr. Bigner was a rolemodel to family life educators
and over his lifetime his teaching influenced thousands
of students.Aswe present the tenth edition, it seems apt
to endwith the very last paragraph from the ninth edi
tion: “Aswe are educating the next generation of parent
educators,we hope that they, too, will venture toward
securing improvedoutcomes for children and their par
ents. After all, publicwisdom tells us that there is no bet
ter investment than allocating appropriate resources to
our children,who, in turn, hold the promise of becoming
the next generation of parents.” (Gerhardt, In: Bigner &
Gerhardt, 2014, p. 348).

“Publicwisdom tells us that there is no better
investment than allocating appropriate resources
to our children,who, in turn, hold the promise of
becoming the next generation of parents.”
Gerhardt, In: Bigner&Gerhardt,201
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NEWTO THIS EDITION
The tenth edition of Parent–ChildRelations has been
dramatically restructured and extensively revised.About
80% of the materialwas entirely rewritten, and a new
test bankwas created.The chapterswere reconceived.
The three sections highlight the context, the devel
opmentalprocess, and the challenges of parent–child
relations.

The fifteen chaptersprovide a suitable format for
a typical semester, and the material has been carefully
focused tomeet the educational requirementsof students
in parenting.

Two new chapterswere added covering family law as
it pertains to parenting (Chapter5) and family composition
and dynamicsas it influences parenting (Chapter11).
Sections of other chapterswere refocused.To make space
for these new additions the transition to parenthood,
pregnancy,and birthwere consolidated into one chapter,
and adolescenceand teens as parentsweremerged.
Historical and cultural influenceswere discussed in one
chapter as they are intertwined.Theoreticalunderpin
ningswere expanded.

Current topics thatwere incorporatedor expanded:
coparenting, the effects of globalizationon families,only
children,military families, fragile families, interrupted
parenting, parental rights and privileges, legal concerns,
ethics and parenting, intergenerationalfamilies,grand
parents fulfillingparental roles,diversitywithin fami
lies in terms of roles and function, shifts in gender and
parental roles, strengths and resiliencewithin families,
and aspirations toward better outcomes.

We trimmed superfluous and repetitive informa
tion and added up to date research.About 800 current
resourceswere incorporatedin an overhauled bibliog
raphy, researchedby a team of seven qualified research
assistantswell versed in the field.

The test bankwas rewritten to reflect the new struc
ture and emphasis of the 10th edition.

Other new additionswere cultural snapshotshigh
lighting diversity,aswell as relevant reflections by
experts to illustrate pertinentpoints.We paid special
attention to our reviewers,who pointed us in new direc
tions with their valuable and insightful suggestions.

A team of about a dozen subject experts proofed
their specific areas of expertise for currency and correct
ness.Additionally:

• FrequentlyAskedQuestions allow students to
see parenting concerns through the eyes of a parent
or a therapist.

• Cultural Snapshots highlight diversity in parent
ing practices.

• Learning outcomesare logically echoed in the
focus pointswithin the text and the chapter end sum
maries re address the learning outcomes to come full
circle.

• Websitesuggestions contain focus areas so that
topics can be researched independentlydespiteweb
sites being dynamic and changing.

• Glossaries elaborate conceptsand phrases high
lighted within the text.

vi
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SUPPLEMENTSTO THETEXT
Instructorswill be pleased that their favorite topicsmay
be includedduring lectures to supplement the text. The
following online supplementsare available to instructors
and can be downloadedat www.pearsonhighered.com:

• Online Instructor’sManual. Thismanual pro
vides a variety of resources that support the text,
including notes from the author regarding each chap
ter, suggestions for supplementary lecture topics, and
a listing of audiovisualmaterials that illustrate chapter
concepts.

• OnlineTestBank. The TestBank features evalu
ation items, such as true–false andmultiple choice.

• Online PowerPoint®Slides.PowerPointpre
sentations accompany each chapter of the text. These
slides can be customized by adding comments.

• ComputerizedTestBank Software. Known as
TestGen, this computerized test bank software gives
instructors electronic access to the TestBank items,
allowing them to create customized exams. TestGen
is available in a dualMacintosh and PC/Windows
version.

• CourseManagement.The assessment items in
the TestBank are also available inWebCTand Black
board formats.

• The supplementarymaterials for this text have under
gonemajor restructuring to lighten the instructor’s
load.
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PART I

The Contextof
Parent–ChildRelations

I
n some ways,we are all parenting experts.We have personally felt the effects of
parental and coparental influences.We carry these experienceswith us for life.
We know about thatmost sacred of bonds, the one that remains with us forever;

aswe have been parentedor coparentedwithin the diverse context of contemporary
family life.

In an ideal scenario,we have been at the receiving end of our parents’and coparents’
good intentions.We were the object of their hopes and dreams; wemay havewitnessed
their challenges and sacrifices. In reality,wemay have been cared for, but not all of these
relationshipsmay have amounted to lovingor constructive interactions.

Not all parents can orwant to parent.

Not all children take the extended opportunities.

Not all parent–child relationshipshave successful outcomes.

There aremany nuances in the quality of the caretaker–care taken configuration.We
take it for granted that children are lovingly parented,but the reality is more complicated.
Parentingcan challenge us like nothing else. It can bring immense joy; disappointment
and bitter tears are the flipside of that coin. If these relationships seem like an occasional
endurance test, learning fromwhat hasworked for othersmay increase our fitness level
to run the (co)parenting race gracefully and with good outcomes.

For asmuch as parents parent, the children do something in return; parents and
their progeny do things to each other. It occurs against the backdropof family histories.
Parentinggoes forward and backward in time; it crosses generations.We parent in
the context of social, educational,and biological influences—factorsthat limit or enhance
our effectiveness.There aremany visible and invisible threads that set the loom—the
influenceswemay be aware of, as well as the somewhat imperceptible ones.

(continued)



2 ■ PartI The Context of Parent–ChildRelations

Parenting and the caring dimensions it represents has the potential for being one of
life’s greatest joys and ongoing gifts. As students of parent–child relations,we are par
ticularly privileged to be close to the stage,where we can observe, encourage, and cheer
on the actors partaking in one of life’s true dramas, andwhere we can become part of
the audience eavesdroppingon the many dialogues that occurwithin the sacred space
of the family.

“Parents are the architects of the system.”
Virginia Satir (1916–1988),AmericanFamily Therapis



CHAPTER 1

The EvolvingContext
of Parenting

LearningOutcomes
■ ■ ■■ ■ ■■ ■■ ■ ■ ■

After completing this chapter, you should be able to

1. Explainwhy parenthood is so central in our lives.
2. Identify the context and rolesof coparents.
3. Formulate the current views that support formal parenting education.
4. Describe the dimensionsof the parenthood role.
5. Illustrate the influences contributing to the parenting style.
6. Specify the social factors affecting parenthood.
7. Review the various family forms and structures.

■ ■ ■■ ■ ■■ ■■ ■ ■ ■

PARENTHOOD
Children represent our hopes for the future.Childrenwill enter times that parentswill
not be able to access. The way we treat our offspring is a reflection of our own goals
and aspirations.Parent–child relations form the central threads of our lives, as we are
touched by their potential and promise. Theymay be the relationshipswe havewith our
own parents in our family of origin; alternatively they could be the relationshipswe have
with our children.Either way, there is always a parental connection to be found in our
histories, our anticipated futures, and in our present relationships.
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The parent–childbond is unique in its biologi
cal foundationsand in its psychologicalmeanings.For
children, this essential relationshipensures survival and
helps shape destinies.For adults, it canbe one of the
most fulfillinghuman experiencesand a challenging
opportunityfor personal growthand development.
Childrenmake us vulnerable and children push us
toward greater strengths. In short: one of the most sig
nificant and intimate relationshipsamong humans is that
betweenparent and child.

Societiesare defined by how they invest in their
youngestmembers. In our society, the parenting role
is associatedwith several different concepts.Originally,
the idea of parenthood referred singularly to the promi
nent aspect of sexual reproduction.Our society, like all
others, values the function of reproductionwithin a fam
ily setting because, traditionally,thiswas the only way to
sustain the population: “Put succinctly,parents create
people” (Bornstein, 2012, p. ix).

Families are formed in variousways and the diver
sity in family form and function attest to this. Advances
inmedical technology allow for assisted reproduction,
yet the traditionalmanner of family formation is the
most frequently occurringvariation. Initial family for
mation is followed by years of careful supervision of the
offspring.

Other ideas are also embedded in our society’s con
cept of parenthood—namely,that parents are respon
sible for nurturing, teaching, and acting as guardians for
their children until they reach the age of legalmaturity.
This extended timespanof providing care for children is
unique amongmost species.Human infants and children
have a prolonged period of dependency on adults, partly
because of the length of time it takes formaturation of
the brain and the complexity of the skills that have to be
attained (Dunsworth, 2016).

Parents are considered to be a child’s principal
teachers.This instructional function and the respon
sibility given to parents by society to prepare children
for adulthood is referred to as socialization, or learning
how to conform to the conventionalways of behavior
in society.Parents serve as educators for their children
by teaching them the essential skills needed to sur
vive in society, including social, cultural, and religious
values. As the child becomesolder, the parents are
supportedby educationaland social institutions that
complement and expand on this initial parent–child
relationship.

Parents are expected to help children learn the
basic rulesof social functioningand to impart values to
guide the behaviorand decisions of their offspring. This
is facilitated by the bonding and attachment between
parents and children and this unquestioning loyalty will
provide the motivationand reason for a kinshipbased
loyalty that has virtually no parallels.

FocusPoint. In our society the concept of parenthood
implies that parents are responsible for nurturing, teach
ing, socializing, and acting as guardians for their children
until they reach the age of legalmaturity.

COPARENTING
Coparents can come in variousguises and in several con
texts. It refers to the people who team up or collaborate
to parent. Think about the word cooperate. It contains the
prefix co,meaning that it is an activity that we do together
or jointly,where we share our resources: in short, where
we collaborate. It ismuchmore than an extended form
of child care. It is a very legitimate formof parenting and
can occur inmany settings. It can have legal implications
concerningparental rights and responsibilities.

Two factors distinguish coparenting fromother seri
ous and ongoing commitmentsto children.The first is the
ability to make decisions for the child,which, hopefully,
contribute to the child’swell being. In other words, the
coparent canmake things happen for the child; there is
financial, legal, educational,health care or other respon
sibility that places the coparent in an executive role,
where this parental figure can and should take charge.
The coparentmay have “ultimatedecisionmaking
authority for the child” (McHale& Lindahl,2011, p. 17).

The second factor has to do with the relationship.
Ideally there is an emotional investment, amutual bonding
and caring.Not only does the coparenthave a serious
interest and commitment to the child, but the child has
formed or is forming a significant relationship in return.
There is “central attachment and socialization”with the
coparent (McHale& Lindahl,2011, p. 17). Ideally copa
rentsare emotionally involvedwith the children they
coparent.

At the heart of coparenting lies the ongoing com
mitment to a child’swell being in a parental likemanner.
Coparents can be biological parents in binuclea
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familieswho take on parenting roles from two different
households because of divorce or separation. Coparents
can be adultswho significantly support parents in the
parenting role, ormay take over the parenting role for
an absent or incapacitatedparent. In thisway, grand
parents, supportive familymembers, friends, and foster
parents could act as coparents if they take on permanent
and semi permanent roleswith a serious commitment to
a child’s upbringing.They carry the child’s interests at
heart and become a significant force in the child’s life in
a relationship that is ongoing and enduring.

The adults could have a biological link to the child,
but they need not have this connection.For instance,
parents and stepparents in a post divorce situation may
coparent.Same sex couplesmay coparent.Unmarried
parentsmay coparent from two different households.
Foster parents could coparent occasionallywith a bio
logicalparent. The term co parenting has also been used
to describe the rolesof a married couple in raising the
children, although both parents need not be biological
parents, aswell as ofmembersof intact families ful
filling these roles (Rodriguez& Helms, 2016, p. 437).
In short, the role of coparenting has a lot of flexibility,
and just as any other significant relationship, the qual
ity of the coparenting can vary to reflect a continuum
of attitudes ranging from collaborative and supportive to
outright uncollaborativeand unsupportive.Nuances of
antagonism,cohesion, and balance can all find a vary
ing presence in this unique connection between people
who coparent, aswell as in the quality of their parenting
relationships. In other words, the unhealthyvariants of
coparenting have underminingagendas,whereas healthy
coparental collaborationscarry the best interests of the
child at heart. Parentspost divorcemay find it difficult
to separate the concerns that precipitated their divorce
from the parental collaboration that has to occur in con
structive coparenting.Compatibilitybetween the persons
coparenting, aswell as educational level and understand
ing of parenting requirements are all contributory factors
in determining the quality of coparenting relationships
and outcomes (Rodriguez& Helms, 2016, p. 439)

In summary, “[co]parenting is an enterpriseunder
taken by two ormore adultswho together take on the care
and upbringing of children for whom they share respon
sibility” (McHale& Lindahl,2011, p. 3). The authors
elaborate: “This joint enterprise serves children best when
each of the coparenting adults is capable of seeing and
responding to the child as a separate personwith feelings
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and needs different from their own and when the adults
find ways to work together to co create a structure that
adequatelyprotects and nurtures the child” (2011, p. 16).

Coparenting allianceswhichare healthy and sup
port children in a constructivemanner are important
because, in contemporarysociety, family form and func
tion are in flux. The former predictableblueprintofwhat
a typical family looks like is being challenged.Families
in transitionmay necessitate coparenting arrangements,
ranging from the conventionalto the unconventional.
The outcome is important, and can be found in the
quality of care the children in these family configura
tions receive.Coparentinghas become a very legiti
mate caretaking system thatwas born out of the need to
ensure constructive outcomes for parenting challenges
while also keeping the best interests of the child inmind
(McHale& Lindahl,2011). It also implies that every
child should ideallyhave the right of access to a parent
or parentswhowill support the child through the tender
years toward independence,and beyond.

Another earlier definition is: “Coparenting refers to
parents’agreement and communicationabout how their
child should be raised as well as supportivenessof each
other’s parenting efforts” (McHale, 1995). Importantly
the coparental relationship should continue for the sake
of the child, even if the parents are no longer on the same
page concerningother aspects of their lives (Goldberg,
2015).Research by Goldberg (2015) indicated that the
quality of the coparental relationship tended to indicate
the willingness and responsibilitya nonresident father
may display toward financial obligations such as child
support.Constructiveandmutually supportive coparen
tal arrangementshave better outcomes for the children
aswell as the participating coparents.

Not all coparenting arrangementshave happy
and constructive outcomes,because frequently the
coparenting responsibilitiesmay have been precipitated
by disagreementand incompatibility followed by
separation or divorce.The factorswhichbroke up
the relationshipcan continue to influence attempts
at collaborativeparenting. In a study of fathers who
participated in interviews for ‘Parents and Children
Together’(PACT), about two thirds of the fathers stated
that their coparenting relationshipswith their coparenting
partners (mothers of their children)were either conflict
ridden or distant and disengaged.Fathersmentioned the
presence of arguments, verbal disagreements,and not
being on the same page concerningparenting goals an
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outcomes.Often cooperationwas lacking or limited.On
the positive side, a third of the fathers felt that as far
as the parenting of their childrenwas concerned, they
managed to have collaborativeand cooperative relation
shipswith the other coparent; usually the child’smother
(Holcomb et al., 2015).

Much of coparenting can be seen through the lens
of a parental dyad,where two parents are involved.
If for any reason those two parents no longer reside
in the same home, or require ongoing serious support
in their parenting roles, coparenting comes into play.
With greater awarenessof variationsof family form and
function in different cultural contexts, it is appropri
ate to expand the notionof coparenting beyond the
parental dyad as found in nuclear families (McHale
et al., 2012). The actors taking lead roles in the parenting
can be stepparents,grandparents, same sex partners,
extended familymembers, and other significantattach
ment figures.

With somany possibilities,where do we delineate
the boundariesof coparental relationships?One useful
approach is to look at it in terms of the executive subsystem,
a term originally coined byMinuchin in 1974 (McHale
et al., 2012, p. 76). The personsmaking the ongoing and
truly relevant decisions that affect the child’swell being,
and who provide the emotional and physical support and
means to carry them through,maywell be identified as
the coparents.Additionally this can (but need not) overlap
with formal and legal designations,such as being a child’s
guardian,or adoptiveparent.

The originalmeaning referencespart of the inten
tions of the “Rightsof the Child”manifestoof 1959
(UNICEF.n.d, 1959/1990),whereby a child should
be able to have continued access to a parent or both
parents, despite the difficulties that these parental
figuresmay have in other dimensions of their mutual
relationship.

A parent should be able to remain a parent to their
child,whatever challenges the futuremay hold.

VideoExample1.1 Tips for Successful
Co Parenting

Watch this video on co parenting.Why is co parenting
necessary for the developmentof childrenwhose parents
are separated/divorced?

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=josZkNl34NM)

PARENTINGEDUCATION
“Owning a piano, does not make the pianist.”This saying
from folklore references a touchy subject: complex skills
have to be painstakingly internalized to become our own.
The rare Stradivariusviolinmay document ownership
on the insurancepapers, but coaxingmelodies from it

demands amulti layeredblend of talent,musicality,
training,practice, and then some.Ownership does not
transfermastery. Likewise for parenting.Becoming a
parent does not magically endow uswith the gifts that
will support a constructive andmeaningful lifelong rela
tionshipwith a child.Wemay alreadybe in possession of
key qualitieswhichpromise successful outcomes,but it
is not a given. In all likelihood parenting and coparenting
in variousdimensionswill prove to be amongst the most
demanding yet also most rewarding tasks we undertake.

Whenwe reflect on our own childhood experiences,
several questions come to mind:Whydid our parents
behave and react the way they did?What would we do dif
ferently if wewere in their shoes?Are there lessons to be
learned thatwillmake us better parents?Are there best
practices thatwe can follow to ensure optimal outcomes?

The need for some formal parenting guidelineshas
been valued by anxious parentswanting to do the best
for their children.A few pediatricianspenned best sellers
to fill the void. This included the legendarybook by Dr.
Benjamin Spock, Baby and Child Care, published in
1946. The fact that this book was so popular indicated
the desire of parents to knowmore about the topic and
to seek information from experts.Amuch older relic of
guidance for parents appeared in a book first published
in 1701 and now residing in the archivesof the Victoria
andAlbertMuseum in London. It has the promising
title: “The School ofManners, or Rules for Childrens
Behaviour.” It contains advice for children in terms of
qualities that can be equally aspired to more than 300
years later (Garretson,1701/1983, p. 25):

■ “Imitate not the wicked”
■ “Be desirousof Learning”
■ “Be always cleanly” (Written in 1701).

FocusPoint. Coparents take on permanent and semi
permanent roleswith a serious commitment to a child’s
upbringing.Coparents are characterized by two lead fac
tors: Coparents have executive function and an emotional
attachment/commitmentto the children they coparent
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Parenting focuses on
nurturing children’s growth
and development to facilitate
socialization and ultimately
effective functioningas adults.
Parenthood is a developmental
role,which changes in response
to the needs of the children.

Our society goes to great lengths to train people
formost vocational roles.A license indicating training
and competence is required for a range of activities and
vocations.Many teenagers line up with great urgency
at the drivers licensingoffice on the morning of their
16th birthday.They do not want tomiss aminute of
this rite of passage. In the United States, the privilege
to learn to drive a car is part of the ritual of celebrating
thismilestone birthday, as it also represents the prom
ise ofmobility and independence.Other than for spe
cial circumstances such as foster parenting, no state or
federal statute requires individuals to have training or
preparation to become parents, or to practice parent
ing, even though the stakesare high and the effects are
long lasting.Public policy and family law have entered
the debate concerning the well being of children by pro
viding legislation and processes that serve in the best
interests of the child, especially in those instanceswhere
parents flounder in their duties.

Themedia provide uswith realistic aswell as ide
alistic versionsof the challenges of these unique rela
tionships.Sometimesparenthood is portrayedas a
happily ever after story. Butwe are not so naïve as to
believe that the majority of parents and children have
smooth interactions,or that childrenwill invariably
turn out well if they have good parents.We know that

greater forces are at work and that parents are not solely
responsible for their children’s character, personality,
and achievements upon attainingmaturity.

Learning about parenting in formal coursework,
observingparents and children interact in natural set
tings, and hearing parents share their experiencesmay
contribute to an authentic and balancedunderstand
ing of parenthood.Althoughmost parents could profit
from learning new ways to be effective in their role,
there are somany seeminglyconflicting guidelinescon
cerning parenting that it is hard to separate the wheat
from the chaff. Researcherscontinue to make prog
ress toward helping parents findmore effectiveways
of parenting and raising children to become competent
adults,while parenting programs are formally assessed
regardingefficacy.Experts continue to study

parent–childinteractionsin the hopes of gaining a clearer
understandingof how this relationshipchanges over
time and is altered in certain social contexts. They look
at the dynamicsof parent–child relations and try to dis
till the essence. Even so,we see the pendulum swing,
and our current slightly indulgent parenting practices
form a contrast to stricter authoritarianapproaches of
a century ago.

Contemporary ideas about the nature of
parent–childrelations are the result of years of social evolution

Jozef

Polc/123RF.co
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andmany historicalchanges.Our concept of the rela
tionship between a parent and a child contains numerous
complexmeanings.These in turn influence an adult’s
decision to become a parent and also shape the subse
quent parenting behavior.Disconcertingevents occur
ring in familiesand in contemporarysociety underline
the urgencyof preparingparents and coparents to
ensure that they are competent in their roles.

The qualities inherent in parenting relationships
can benefit or harm a child’sdevelopment.The preva
lence of destructive behaviors in adulthood is traced to
family of origin experiences in whichpoor and ineffec
tive parentingmay have played amajor role (Murphy,
2014). Family experts are concerned about the effects
of emotional, physical, and sexual abuse of children by
their parents and close family.Poor preparation for par
enthood, inadequate social support, lack of adequate
skills for copingwith the stresses of parenting, and

resource depleted environments all interact to put fami
lies at risk (Thompson, 2015b).

Relationshipsbetweenparents and children are
complexand varied. Parenthood is describedas a
developmental role that changes over time, usually
in response to the changing developmental needs of
children. In a parenting course,we try to describe
the many interactingfactors, from individual through
to greater societal influences, that contribute to the
outcomesof raising children.By recognizing and
understanding some of the patterns and learning tech
niques and approachingparenting as a skill set that
can be expanded,parent child relations can become
more rewarding for all participants.Biologicalpar
enthood is not a prerequisite; there aremany paths
toward a caring relationship.We can use these skills
in any responsible coparenting relationship involving
children and adolescents, and in a variety of professions.

ComprehensiveResources

■ Encyclopedia of Family Studies
A comprehensivescholarly resource pertaining to
families,presented in four volumes.Topics are arranged
alphabetically and authoredby leading experts in their
respective fields.

Shehan,C. L. (Ed.). (2016).TheWileyBlackwell
Encyclopedia of Family Studies.WileyBlackwell.

Shehan,C. L. (Ed.). (2016,March). TheWileyBlackwell
Encyclopedia of Family Studies. http://onlinelibrary.
wiley.com/book/10.1002/9781119085621.Online
Version.

■ Handbook of Life Span Development
A comprehensivescholarly resource pertaining to
lifespan presented in two volumes:

■ Cognition, Biology andMethods

■ Social and EmotionalDevelopment

Lamb,M.E. & Freund,A.M. (Eds.) (2010).The
Handbook of Life Span Development.Wiley.

■ Handbook of Parenting
A comprehensivescholarly resource pertaining to
parenting.
The five volumes cover the following areas:

■ Children and Parenting

■ Biology and Ecology of Parenting

■ Being and Becominga Parent
■ SocialConditions and Applied Parenting

■ Practical Issues in Parenting

Bornstein,MarcH. (Ed). (2012).Handbook of Par
enting. 2nd ed.NY: Taylor& Francis/Psychology
Press.

Under the editorial leadership ofMarcBornstein of the
National Institute ofChildHealth and HumanDevelop
ment (www.nichd.nih.gov),dozens of leading research
ers in the field of parenting contributed.

■ The SageHandbook of ChildResearch
Melton,G. B., Ben Arieh,A.,Cashmore, J.,Goodman,
G. S.&Worley,N. K. (2014).The SageHandbook of
Child Research. Sage.

■ EvidenceBasedPractice in Infant and Early
Childhood Psychology
Mowder,B. A.,Rubinson,F. & Yasik,A.E. (2009).
Evidence BasedPractice in Infant and Early Childhood
Psychology.Wiley.

The above two comprehensivevolumes focus predomi
nantly on childhood
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ParentingReflection 1–1

At the outset and before having studied
parent–childrelations,what topicswould you include in a course

for first time parents?What qualitieswould you encour
age parents to display?What are some things that you
would recommend in terms of parenting?

Family as a System

FocusPoint. As parents raise children, they begin to
understand their children’sdevelopmental needs and
becomemore effectiveand responsible in their roles as
parents. Parents can improve their skills and parenting
outcomesby being exposed to researchand outcome
based parenting education. Parentingoccurswithin the
milieu of the family system, aswell as social and cultural
contexts.Contemporary ideas on parenting roles ideally
reflect current best practices.

DIMENSIONSOFTHEPARENTING
ROLE

The relationshipbetweenparents and children is one of
the cornerstones of human existence, largely because of
its biological basis. It is an essentialpart of our society,
and society requires the addition of newmembers in
order to continue.The unique bond betweenparents
and their children can be examined froman ecological
perspective.

Ecology is an interdisciplinarybranch of biology
that examines the interrelationshipsbetweenorgan
isms and their environment (Kagitcibasi,2013).Behav
ioral scientistshave placed an ecologicalperspective
on human developmentand social behavior.Using this
approach, the developmental changes in individuals,
families,and other social groups take place within the
context of interactionswith changing environmental
systems and bidirectional influence (Bronfenbrenner,
1979;Kerr, Stattin,& Özdemir, 2012).Various envi
ronments and contexts influence and shape behavior;
parents assumedifferent roles that influence their
behaviors as parents. This same ecologicalperspective
is used in the context of describing dimensions of the
parenting role.

The family can be perceived as a system.The relation
ship betweenparents and children is a subsystem of the
larger social system thatwe call a family.Onemodel for
understanding family group functioning is the family
systems theory. This approach fallswithin an ecologi
cal context (Becvar& Becvar, 2013; Kagitcibasi, 2013).
Family systems theory describes family functioning
in ways that resemble other systems found in nature,
such as the solar system and ecological systems.Every
day functioning takes place in a family, rules evolve to
govern the behaviorofmembers, roles are assigned to
regulate behavior, and these roles relate to family goals.
Family groups strive to maintain stability over time and
adapt rules,behaviors, roles, and goals. Familymembers
experiencedevelopmental changes, resolve interper
sonal conflicts, and confront crises in ways that enhance
effective functioningof the system.

Several subsystems co existwithina larger family
system, such as the relationshipof the parents versus
those of the siblings.A subsystem is amicrocosm of the
larger family system thatmirrors the functioningof this
group. The same principles and concepts that explain the
functioningof the larger family system relate to how sub
systems, including the parent–child subsystem, function.

Themain priority of the parent–child relationship is
to nurture children towardmaturity. The parental role is
sensitive and responsive to changeswithin the family sys
tem. For example,when one adult is removed from the
family through divorce or death, the remaining adult’s
quality and style of parenting change.The parenthood
role is also heavily influenced by factors arising from the
larger environment on the family system.

BidirectionalRelationship
The parent–child relationship is bidirectional, as
described in the by now classic work ofAmbert (2001).
The flow of influence goes both ways (Kerr et al., 2012).
Thismeans that adults and children influence each other.

Children’s behaviorand developmentcontribute to
the quality and scope of parental interactions.As chil
dren experiencedevelopmental changes, parents change
their behaviorand adapt by changing the rules, the ways
they interactwith their children, and their goals for child
rearing.For example a baby is parented differently
than an adolescent is parented. Interactions between
parents and children evolve in tandem with children’s
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developmental changes. Similarly, children respond to
changes in parenting behavior in ways that help them
achieve the developmental tasks appropriate for their
particular life span stage.

Until several decades ago, the relationshipbetween
parent and childwas describedas a unidirectional
model of socialization (Ambert, 2001; Kuczynski&Mol,
2015). In thismodel, the adult assumes the role of a
teacherwho is responsible for encouraging appropriate
behaviorpatterns, values, and attitudes that prepare the
child for effectiveparticipation in society upon reach
ingmaturity. The child’s role is that of being an active
learner.According to the model, the flow of information
is solely fromparent to child.Clearly, the unidirectional
model features the adult as having significantpower over
the child. In contrast, the subordinated child lacks social
power. In the past, these were the accepted roles for
parents and children, and they received strong support.

Developmentaland LifespanPursuit
Parenthood is a developmental role that can continue
over the lifespan. Unlikemost adult social roles,par
enting behaviorand interactionsmust adapt to the
developmental changes in children.Changes arising
froma parent’s own personal developmentaffect the
caregiving behavior.The age and developmental status
of both the parent and the child affect the nature and
context of the relationship at any point in time. Parent
ing also continues throughout the lifespan although
the nature of the relationshipwill constantlymorph to
allow for changes in the participants.Initially parents
are very protective of their as yet helpless offspring.
Physical caremay dominate.As the lifespan continues
parents age and the offspring become capable adults.
At some stage the roles flip when the parentsmay
become frail and dependent, and their own children
take on the rolesof caretakers.

SocialConstruct
Parenthood is a social construct,whichmeans that it is
influenced by values that are transmitted culturally and
in social contexts. The parental role is a social institution
based on complexvalues, beliefs, norms, and behaviors
that focus on procreation and the need to care for the
young (Noddings,2013). Peoplewho are not parents
can also experience the parenting role—for instance,

FocusPoint. Current approaches describe the par
ent–child relationshipas bidirectional,meaning that a
child is acknowledgedas an active participantand con
tributor to the relationship.Each person influences the
behaviorof the other. By contrast, parent–child relation
shipswere traditionallyand historically described as uni
directional; that is, the adult had complete jurisdiction,
power, and control over the relationship.The parenting
role can be characterized by four dimensions:

■ Family as a System.The family systems theory
describesparenthoodas a subsystem of the larger
social system of the family and within an ecological
context.

■ BidirectionalRelationship.Both parents and
children actively participate in a bidirectional inter
action withmutual influence.

■ Developmentaland Lifespan.Parenting is a
developmental role and a lifespan pursuit: both
parent and child undergo developmental changes
with time and life span progressions.This continues
throughout a lifetime.

■ SocialConstruct. Parenthood is a social construct.
The parental role is a social institutionbased on
complexvalues, beliefs, norms, and behavior.

through coparenting.Coparents are significantpersons
within a systemwho collaborate and contribute to the
parenting of a child (McHale& Lindahl,2011; Sterrett
et al., 2013).

The role of the parent is universallyunderstood by
diverse groups. Every society, culture, and subculture
defines appropriate behavior for parents. Some cultural
groupsmay allocate a highermoral stature to parents.On
the other hand, some couplesmake a conscious choice
to remain child free, and these individual choices are
respectedwithout affecting their status within a given
community.

ParentingReflection 1–2

Should parents raise their children using identi
calmethods, styles, and approaches?What effectswould
such uniformity in child rearing have on adult outcomes
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INFLUENCESIN THEPARENTING
STYLE

Several factors contribute to how people see themselves
as parents, and how they behave in this role. A number
of themesmerge into a workableblueprint that guides
the parenting role behavior. It is as if someone takes
the pieces of a puzzle,manages to perceive how they all
fit together, and puts them together into a completed
object (See Figure 1–2).

Some factors that contribute to an adult’s concept
of parenting behaviorcome frompast experiences.New
ideas are added as the person gains experience in par
enting children.The childmakes contributions as well,
just by who they are and the kind of care they require.
Family ecological factors, attitudes about discipline, and
an individual’spast experiences all influence parenting
styles (Pfefferbaum, Jacobs,Houston,& Griffin, 2015).

The factors that combine to influence a parenting
style and form a parenting blueprint include the follow
ing (See Figure 1–1):

1. Family of origin influences. Themodel of
parental behaviorexperienced in the family of origin.

2. Sociocultural influences. Social class,back
ground,values, beliefs, education.

3. Bidirectional influences. The ways children and
parents influence each other.

4. Developmental time. Synchronyof parental style
and child’s developmental stage.

5. Personality, temperament.Factors that are
unique to parent and child.

6. Family structure.Family composition and
membership.

Family ofOrigin Influences
One of the major influences in howwe parent comes
fromobservingour own parents and close caregivers.
We use them asmodels for how to act (Sigel,McGil
licuddyDeLisi,& Goodnow, 2014). The perceptions

FIGURE1–1. Interacting
factors influencing parental
style.

Family of origin influences

Socio cultural influences

Bi directional influences
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we have about howwe were raised influence how we

approach our own children.Adults who are satisfied with
their own upbringing tend to duplicate some of the par
enting styles of their own parents.

Unpleasantmemories from childhoodmay be the
motivator to drastically change one’s parenting style
and not emulate one’s parents. For example, the child
whowas somewhat neglected and whose parents never
attended any sporting events,maymake a distinct
effort to be availablewhen their own children require
support.

The experienceswe have in our childhood provide a
blueprint for a number of interactional patterns in adult
hood (Galvin, Braithwaite,& Bylund,2015). There are
several sources for this blueprint:

■ The goals our parents had for our growth and
development.

■ Themodel of parenthoodwe observed fromour par
ents’behavior.

■ The influence of parentingmodels thatwere handed
down inter generationally.

The parenting blueprintwe assimilatemay not be
helpfulwhen the time comes to assume the role our
selves. It may be inappropriateor unrealistic because
circumstances in our family of originmay not resemble
those in our current family.

Not every family system is healthy orwell adjusted.
For example, a parentmay be affected by addictiondis
orders, bymentalor emotional disturbances,or by liv
ing conditions that hamper the ability to parent.Most
attempt to hide the emotional pain that results from
their inability to function healthily.When this occurs, the
adultmay adopt parenting behaviors (possibly learned
from their own parentalmodels) and assign roles to the
children thatmirror those in their family of origin, even
if these roles are dysfunctional.What affects one person
in a family system affects everyone to some degree.Pat
terns for copingwith the stress of an unhealthy family of
origin tend to carry over into future generations.

Developmental time

Personality, temperament

Family structur
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Basedon observationsof numerous adults acting
as parents, severalmodels of parenting behaviorhave
been developed that illustrate how an unhealthy family
of origin influences a person’sown patterns of parenting
(Koerner& Schrodt, 2014). There is never a pure assimi
lation of one particularmodel into a person’spotential
parenting behavior; instead, a compositeof behaviors is
taken from the variousmodels.

Sociocultural Influences
Numerous studies have reported considerablevariations
among socioeconomicgroups and the ways that children
are reared.Values and outcomesmay vary greatly, for
instance from valuing education highly to discouraging
girls from going to school. This can set the trajectory for
the future of that child.

Generally there appear to bemore similarities
than differences in child rearing.This has been some
what attributed tomedia presentations ofmiddle class
values, and thatmore families in developed countries
can achievea middle class lifestyle through educa
tion and rewarding employment.The potential for
children’smentalgrowthmay be influenced by the
differences in language use and teaching styles in the
parental home. Themiddle classvalues placed on
education and academic achievementmay result in
patterns of interaction that promote children’sprob
lem solving skills.

Parental behavioral styles are partly guided by
the value systemsof their social class.Each group
maintains essentially the same intention to support
children’sgrowthand development,but the styles
betweengroupsmay differ.Middle classparents tend
to value social achievement, encourage children to
acquireknowledge,and expect independenceearly
in their children’s lives.Lower socioeconomicgroups
may have the same intentions,but immediateprob
lems and challenges linked to income potential and
the effects of povertymay cloud the good intentions
parents have for their children.These differences in
valuesmay translate to differences in child rearing
patterns.

Family ecological factors, such as the level of family
income (poverty level vs.middle class), ethnic identity,
or type of family structure, influence parenting styles.
See Figure 1–2 and Figure 1–3 to see how the family
structural dynamicshave changedover time. These

factors also affect a family’s ability to provide equipment
and services, such asmedicalor dental care, clothing,
and food,which, in turn, influences the quality and
nature of the interactions.In this way, parents’goals for
their child rearing effortsmay be tempered by a variety
of family ecological factors.

Bidirectional Influences
Traditionally,children are seen as learnerswho require
numerous learning opportunities to prepare them for
adulthood.They undergo intensive socialization efforts.
Typically, the adult assumes the role of teacher and the
child the role of learner. This configurationcan con
tain elements of a unidirectionalmodel of socialization,
unless the child is encouraged to be an active and par
ticipatory learner.

Children are viewed as being in need of adults’pro
tectionand they are dependent on parents for a long
period. The relationshipbetweenparent and child is
one in which the social power of the adult is unlikely to
be questioned.The greater physical size and strength of
adults also contributes to their power over children. In
extreme situationswhere parental intentions are harm
ful to the child, the child becomes a victim. Some adults
destructivelyuse power to control and manipulate,
rather than facilitate children’sgrowth and development
(Hoffman, 2013).

Family systems theory describes interactionswithin
family relationships that have a reciprocaleffect on par
ticipants. In some semi symbiotic relationships,parental
health, resources,and aspirations can be influenced by
the demands of the child.An instance could be if a par
ent takes care of a childwith special needs, but is not
able to access sufficient support fromothermembers of
the family and of their immediate social systems.This
could contribute to parental burn out, presenting in less
than optimal parenting.

DevelopmentalTime

Parenting style should be congruentandmatch the
child’s developmental level. For example, the parent
ing style during infancy focuses on providing round the
clock care to meet the infant’s needs.When families
have several different aged children, parenting styles
must still match each child’s developmental level. The
child has needs,but so does the parent. For example
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parentsmay have to juggle the demands of their children
while also findingways to maintain job responsibilities.
As children gain autonomy,parental styles should allow
for this autonomy to blossom in an age appropriateman
ner. Typically, attitudes guidingparenting behaviorcan
be expected to shift with the changing developmental
needs of children.

On a macrosystemic level, the timespanwithin
whichwe live and the historicaland social events of that
period can influence the backdrop againstwhichparent
ing occurs.Bronfenbrenner(1979) refers to these influ
ences as the Chronosystem;events that occur together
in time, that occur in synchronicity.For example, if
children are part of a refugee generation, the traumatic
events of involuntarymigrationwill also influence the
parenting they experience.

Personalityand Temperament
Parents typically try to activelymeet the needs of
their children.This ensures the likelihoodof the
survival of the children and promises the rewards of
best outcomes.How the parentsmeet these needs,
andwhat they perceive as beingmost important,may
relate strongly to the socialization goals aswell as cul
tural practices.There are inherent differences, not
only between the children but also between the par
ents. Parentswho have several children often express
their amazement that the childrenmay have the
same parents yet turn out so differently.Each indi
vidual is unique. Even identical twins reveal subtle
differences (Claridge,Canter,& Hume,2013). This
can be ascribed to the “nature” part of the nature
nurture formula. Oncewe add different environmen
tal influences, the disparitiesmay become evenmore
pronounced.

the influence of parental
The research by Bell and colleagues points toward

temperamenton parent
ing behavior (Garstein,Bell,& Calkins, 201; Lusby,
Goodman,Yeung,Bell,& Stowe, 2016). Parental tem
perament can play amoderating role in parent child
relations.Nurturingbehaviorof parents toward their
infants could be affected inmotherswho suffered from
perinatal depression (Lusbyet al., 2016), although the
intensity that the babieswere exposed to was also of
importance.The effects ofmaternal depression could
bemitigated by coparental influences. If constructive
nurturing behavioroccurredwithin the family system,
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even during the time amother was dealing with peri
natal and postpartumdepression, these other nurturing
relationshipscouldminimize the effects on the infant.
Supporting the mother toward health and dealing with
her depression constructivelyremain important goals
for the family system.

The NeurobiologyofHumanAttachments.The
researchon subtle, and possibly epigenetic, influ
ences thatmay promote the expression of nurturing
behavior, reveal complexand interactingfactors at
work. The role of the hormone oxytocin is increas
ingly implicatedas exerting influence in nurturing
and bonding behavior(Feldman,2017). Parenting
integrates the functioningof two neural networks,
namely cortical paralimbicstructureswhich are asso
ciatedwith emotional processing, and cortical cir
cuitswhich support social understanding.As parents
spend time with children and are involved in active
childcare, their caregiving experiencesbecome
more pronounced.The influences of hormones and
how these shape brain behaviorand expression are
implicated (Abraham,Hendler,Shapira Lichter,
KanatMaymon, ZagoorySharon,& Feldman, 2014).
The research, especially by Feldman and colleagues
(Feldman,2017; Feldman,Monakhov,Pratt, &
Ebstein, 2016) points toward the hormonal influences
in the brain and ultimately in attachment, nurturing,
and parenting behavior.These hormonal influences
also are noted in the subtle differences between
mothers and fathers as they pertain to parenting (Kim
et al., 2014).

Family Structure
Family size and familymembershipplays a signifi
cant role in parenting behavior.Families can be very
diverse.They can be three generational families, single
parent families,or blended families tomention a few
variationson the theme. The effects of being a single
child or the youngest childwithmuch older siblings,
have beenwell documented,as this placesmuch atten
tion on the child,with varying outcomes (Claridge&
Canter 1973/2013). Family size has shrunk over the
past decades, and the overwhelming responsibilities of
having a familywith a dozen kids is almost unthinkable
in developed countries considering our current con
texts.Refer to Figure 1–2
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FIGURE1–2. Average
number of own children
per family (for families
with children under 18),
1955–2016.
Source: U.S.CensusBureau,
Current Population Survey,
AnnualSocial and Economic
Supplements,1955, 1960, 1965
and 1970 to 2016.
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VideoExample1.2 Functionsof the Family

Watch this video on the different types of family structures.How does family structure impacta child?
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nOng7C5rRhU)

ParentingReflection 1–3

Consider how your own disciplinary style could
be influenced by various interacting factors.Would you
or wouldn’t you adopt the disciplinary style that you
experienced in your own youth? Justify your choice.

FocusPoint. Parenting styles reflect the interaction
between individuals and their child rearing goals.

SOCIALFACTORSAFFECTING
PARENTHOOD
Throughout the 20th century and beyond, child rearing
approaches gradually eased up from restrictive and
authoritarian to increasingly permissive.As the more
punitive approaches decreased, physical punishment
was discouraged.As childrenwere studied in a develop
mentalcontext,numerous child rearing experts offered
detailed, at times conflicting, child rearing advice.

Family formand function can vary greatly.Many roads can
lead to good parenting outcomes, just asmany family forms
can harbor and shelter theirmembers in optimalways. This
historic photo, taken in 1905, depicts JakobMittelstadt, right,
his wife and their eight children at New York’s Ellis Island, just
after the family arrived in New York.
This original photo can be found at NorthDakota State University,
Fargo,ND. source: https://library.ndsu.edu/grhc/articles/newspapers/
news/ellis_island.html

Source: Sherman, A. F. &Mesenhöeller,P. (2005).Augustus F.
Sherman:Ellis IslandPortraits 1905–1920.Reading, P.A.:Aperture
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The emphasis becamemore psychological,inspired by
techniques and concepts fromdevelopmental, clini
cal, and counselingpsychology.Behaviormodification
based on positive reinforcementor reward became
popular, especially in educationalcontexts and inman
aging certain behaviorclusters, such as attention deficit
disorders.

A number of contemporarysocial issues impact
parent–child relationsdirectlyor indirectly.The larger
society affects individuals and families to some degree,
and the reverse is true aswellwith a bidirectional influ
ence. Some of these issues are controversialand can be
divisive in nature.

■ The rolesof both genders are evolving and are sus
tained by the gender equalitymovement.Social
conditions in many arenas causemajor ripple
effects.Current parents attest to the shared eco
nomic rolesof partners, closely linked to shared
parenting roles.

■ Societal issues pertaining to public education, vio
lence, addictiondisorders, economic challenges,
and the like, have far reaching effects on child
hood and family life. Resource strapped families
are raising children in poverty, and employment
and educationalprospects for young adults can be
challenging.

■ A significant turning point in American culture
occurred after September 11, 2001 (9/11).Worldwide
terrorist acts have becomemore prevalent.Military
families, and especially the children in these families,
have been deeply affectedby deploymentand war
related issues.

■ The increasing presence of theWorldWideWeb
via personal electronicdevices and the influence of
socialmedia, have caused a ripple effect in chang
ing communicationpatterns, education, and end
less other areas of family life in a paradigm shift
unlike anything previously experienced in history.
Information overloadand less real life face time
with significantothersare phenomena linked to
the digital age.

■ Privacy issues have become a seriousconcern,
as information from the digital world is mined
and publicly accessible.This in turn has led to
discussions concerningprivacy that adolescents
demand from their parents, and privacy between
spouses.
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■ The continuing debates surrounding family formation
choices,general civil rights, legal and illegal immigra
tion, displacementof refugee families,and the like
continue.

FocusPoint. Social changes including greater
gender equality, education, scientific and technological
advances, expanding civil rights, andmore, filter
through to the family in a systemicmanner, and
contribute to family changes in form, function, and
structure.

DIVERSITYIN FAMILYFORMSAND
STRUCTURES

In our increasingly complex society, the family is an
important source of stability, refuge and shelter.We
have becomemore consciousof the diversity in our
society; there is endlessvariety based on factors such
as age, race, sexual orientation, special needs, and
ethnic group identity, to name a few.With increased
respect for diversity and the acquisition ofmulticul
tural competence in our personal and professional
lives,we know that each group has its own strengths.
AsAmericanswe can find many threads that connect
us in one common fabric, including our desire to pur
sue happiness.This noble goal is referenced in the
U.S.Constitution.AsNobelLaureateMayaAngelou
has so poignantly expressed in her poem “Human
Family” (1995), in which she states that as humans,
we aremore similar thanwe are dissimilar.

These social changes are reflected in contemporary
family life in America.For example, a trend reported
by the U.S.CensusBureau (n.d.) is an increase in the
number of nonfamilyhouseholds and a decrease in
the number of family households. In 1970, 70% of all
Americanhouseholdswere family households (at least
two persons related by blood,marriage,or adoption),
while today, these kinds of households are diminishing.
Social relationships, such as divorce, familiesof choice,
and familieswith same sex parents, have changed the
face of the American family.Families have changed
in size, structure, form,and function and diversity is
the norm



16 ■ PartI The Context of Parent–ChildRelations

In family forms and functionswe concentrate
on the configurationof the family.Even so,we can
not discuss every variant contained in our society
and, therefore,within families,becausemembers can
belong to many different groups simultaneously.Most
of the family forms discussed in this text are typically
found inmainstreamdeveloped and developing coun
tries.We acknowledgethat theremay be relatively
isolated groups, especially in anthropologicalcontexts,
where variationsoccur. These small groupsmay repre
sent rarer family forms; for instance polygamy;which
involvesmarriagewithmultiplewives or husbands
simultaneously.

To highlight every type of familywhere parents
and children can claimmembershipwould amount to
cataloging differences,whereaswe are trying to focus
on unifying family trends. In this section,we focus on
the predominant family types or structures that include
children. Some of these variationsmay include:

■ Two opposite sex adultswho are cohabitingor with
an intactmarriage and their children.

■ Two same sex adults,married or cohabiting, and their
children.

■ Singleparent adults and their children.
■ Blended familiescomposed of two opposite sex adults
who have remarried and the children of one or both.

FIGURE1–3. Living arrangements
of adults 18 and over showing
growing complexity:Almost half
of adults today do not livewith a
spouse (Data up to 2014).
Source: Current Population Survey,
AnnualSocial and Economic
Supplement, 1967–2016.
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■ Renested familiescomposed of adult parents and
their adult childrenwho have returned to the home.

■ Custodial (co resident)grandparent–grandchild
families.

■ Families of choice: not necessarily biologically related
but cohabiting.

Family complexitymay be linked to childwell
being. Even so, it is not always intuitiveand can
present differently across family structures (Brown,
Manning,& Stykes, 2015). Simply stated, this could
mean that a specific family formneed not be con
sistently linked to positiveor negative outcomes. In
the end, the quality of the relationshipswithin a spe
cific family form, combinedwith their social support
systems and other resources,seem to be the crucial
determinantsof outcomes in terms of childwell being.
Many roads can lead to good parenting outcomes, just
asmany family forms can harbor and shelter their
members in optimal ways.

Two Parent Families
Traditionally, familiesare thought to be composed of
two opposite sex,married adults and their children.For
generations, this family formwas considered the ideal,
normative family form in which to produce and raise
children to maturity. In contemporaryfamily life there

Almost half of adults today do not livewith a spouse

With spouse

Unmarried
partner

All others

Child of
householder

Alon



Chapter1 The EvolvingContext ofParenting■

aremany variationson the theme. Cohabiting couples
with children, and same sex couples and their children,
whethermarried or cohabiting, form family units facing
similar joys and challenges.

With gender equalityon the forefront, there has
been awelcomemove toward dual parenting,with the
implication that both parentswill contributewhatever
the parenting situation demands, regardlessof tradi
tional gender role stereotypes.In dual income fami
lies, the ideal would be that all tasks are shared, from
income producing work and household related labor,
to the nurturing and raising of the offspring (Kotila,
SchoppeSullivan,& KampDush, 2013). In practice,
this is not necessarily true.Dual income familiesmay
have blurred traditional gender role divisions.Dual
parenting ideally implies that both parentswill con
tribute equally, responding to what the specific situa
tionsmay demand, rather than giving a response based
on traditional gender roles, even though each parent
may bring different strengths to the parent–child
relationship.

Androgynousparenting is sometimesused to
describe roles that are either gender neutralor that
are performed by the opposite sex parent from the
one who stereotypically assumes the role. An example
would be strengthening the nurturing aspect of fathers,
whereas in the previous century,motherswere the
primary nurturers.The blurring of gender roles in the
parenting context, specifically,can enhance a greater
sense of gender equality in the children.Members of
GenerationsX and Y aremore likely to be dual centric
or family centric,meaning that they emphasize work
and family equally, actively planning to allocate suf
ficient time to family life. These are the cohortswho
were born in the 1970s and 1980s (Dawson,Sharma,
Irving,Marcus,& Chirico, 2015; Kray, Galinsky,&
Thompson, 2002).

Much of the informationon parent–child relations
is derived from researchbased on individuals living in
two parent families.As such, it continues to be the pre
dominant family form in the United States (U.S. Census
Bureau, n.d.). In the generalpopulation, this family form
is declining.This decline is often attributed to changes
in attitudes that havemade adult cohabitation,or living
togetherwithoutbenefit ofmarriage, and divorce less
stigmatizedandmore acceptable throughoutAmerican
society (Wagner,Schmid,&Weiβ, 2015). In addition,
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the downward trend in two parent families is contrasted
with the upward trend in single parent families in the
United States.

Despite the decline in this traditional form of fam
ily,most children in the United States experiencegrow
ing up with two parents (Vespa,Lewis,&Kreider, 2013;
U.S.CensusBureau, 2016).Many adult couples choose
to cohabit rather thanmarry,while raising the children
of either or both partners (Richards,Rothblum,Beau
chaine,& Balsam, 2016). From the statistics it is appar
ent that:

■ The number of adultswho cohabit rather thanmarry
is increasing (Lofquist, Lugaila,O’Connell,& Feliz,
2012;U.S.CensusBureau, 2016; Vespa, Lewis,&
Kreider, 2013).

■ The nature of the relationshipof a cohabiting couple
closely resembles that of amarried couple. The cou
ple can face risk of separation and distress, similar to
marriage partnerships (Manning, 2015).

■ Cohabitation does not necessarily lead to marriage
(RoseGreenland& Smock, 2013).

■ About one in nine cohabiting couples is in a same sex
partnership (Carl, 2012).

See Figure 1–4.

SingleParent and Binuclear Families
One of the more common types of families in the
United States today is composed of one adult par
ent and one ormore children under age 18.Whether
headed by a man or a woman, this unit is called a sin
gle parent family.A binuclear family refers to chil
drenwho have access to two families,usually as a result
of parental divorce.

The number of single parent families,whether by
necessityor by choice, is increasingmore rapidly than
any other family form. It may be as a result of divorce,
althoughmany unmarriedwomen choose to have chil
dren and express the wish to remain single by choice.
In 2010, therewere about 75 millionminor children
ages 0 to 17 in the United States.About two thirds of
the youngsterswere living in dual parent households,
while a third lived in single parent set ups.The num
ber of children livingwith both parents decreased by
about 10 percentbetween1980 and 2010. Older chil
drenwere less likely to livewith two parents.Of th
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FIGURE1–4. Percentageof children ages 0 17 living in various family arrangements,2015.
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children in single parent households in 2010, 23 per
cent lived only with theirmother, 3 percent lived only
with their father, and 4 percent livedwith neither par
ent (Federal InteragencyForum on Child and Family
Statistics, 2015).

Singleparent familiesaccounted for about 26 per
cent of all familieswith children in 2010. Single parent
familiesaremore prevalent amongAfricanAmericans as
a group (U.S.CensusBureau, n.d.).
A single parent family is created through (1)

divorce,desertion,or separation of the adults; (2) the
death of one adult; or (3) having a childwhile unmarried.
Themost commonmeans is through divorce.The vast
majority of single parent familiesare headed by women
becauseU.S. courts typically award full physical custody
of younger children to the mother,while also consider
ing the best interests of the child.

Quality of life is amajor issue for many single parent
families (Mikonnen et al., 2016). Any type of disruption
in family life can produce a crisis, and divorce is one of
the most stressfulexperiencesof adulthood. It can also

be traumatic for children.Although divorce has become
commonplace, it is a crisis event that forcesmany short
and long range adjustments.

The experienceof being a single parent differs for
women andmen.Womengenerally expect to have finan
cial difficulties, and there are significantlymore children
who live in poverty because they live in a single parent
family headed by awoman (Federal InteragencyForum
on Child and Family Statistics, 2015).The implications
for children growingup in single parent families,espe
cially those headed by mothers, can be serious.While
most studies report that children generally fare well
while living in a single parent family, those who live
in poverty are at greater risk for problems at school,
teen parenthood,unemployment,and lowerwageswhen
entering the labor force.

Life is not easy formost single parent families.Yet
many persons choose divorce over an unhappy relation
ship, even though amultitudeof difficult adjustments
are inevitable.This type of family arrangementcan be
more efficient and harmonious than a householdmarke
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by tensions and strife between the adults, especially if
abuse is part of the scenario.Same sexmarried couples
may face similar stressors of divorce (LeBlanc, Frost, &
Wight,2015).

ParentingReflection 1–4

You have been electedmayor of a large city,
having run your campaign on social reform.What
are some of the things that you can do in your official
capacity to improve the quality of life for single parent
families?

Blended Families
Blended familiesare formedwhen at least one of the
adult partners remarriesor when a couple cohabit
and children are involved.Because the vast majority
of single parent familiesare headed by women, the
person usually filling the vacant adult role in the new
blended family is aman (Nixon& Hadfield,2016).He
may ormay not have been divorcedandmay have chil
dren of his own. Same sex couples can also choose to
live in blended familieswhile beingmarried or while
cohabiting.

Remarriage is popular, although these relation
ships have a higher risk of ending in divorce than first
marriages (Carl, 2012; Kennedy& Ruggles, 2014). The
median length of first marriages in the United States is
about 7 years.Most persons who divorce remarrywithin
3 years. Secondmarriages tend to last about the same
length as first marriages. It is unusual for an individual to
have beenmarried three times ormore. Blended fami
lies, by definition, involve the children of one or both
remarried partners, althoughmany remarried couples
have at least one child from this new union (Aughin
baugh,Robles,& Sun, 2013).

Popular perception holds that blended family life
is highlyproblematicfor all involved.Researchers
have found that this family formmay be no better or
worse than other family forms, although the challenges
are unique. These challenges include dealingwith a
complicated extended family network, difficulty in
establishing stepparenting roles, and the unique develop
mental tasks associatedwith forming a new and cohesive
family identity (Zeleznikow& Zeleznikow, 2015).

19

FamiliesWithRenestedAdult Children
Familieswith renestedadult children are a modern
phenomenon.The renested family emergeswhen chil
drenwho have been launched into independence return
home to their family of origin.Young adult children, or
emerging adults, are also referred to as boomerangkids
(South & Lei, 2015). Some estimates suggest thatmore
than 60 percentof all young adults between age 18 and
30 will, at some time, return to their family of origin to
live temporarily. It is estimated that about 56 percent of
men and 43 percentofwomenbetweenage 18 and 24
livewith one or both parents (Vespa,Lewis,& Kreider,
2013).Duringextended economic downturns, these
numbers tend to increase.

The phenomenon of renested familiesoccurs pri
marilywhen young adult children experience some type
of transitional life crisis, such as job loss or divorce,and
turn to their families for support.Young adults in stable
partnershipsare less likely to return home,whereas sin
glemoms aremore likely to return to the parental base
(Hayford&Guzzo, 2016). Some renested families are
formedwhen adult children return to their elderly par
ents’homes to care for them,while othersneed grand
parental support in raising their own children, especially
if they are single parents.

Renested familiesneed to adapt and respond to
the developmentof a young adult. Family rulesmay
need to be changedand new boundariesestablished
as parents and emerging adults adapt to new ways of
managing family life. The kind of arrangementsderived
will involve new definitions of family relationships that
reduce the social power of the parents. Parents feelmore
positive about the arrangementwhen their boomerang
kids reciprocate by contributing to the household finan
cially and in kind, and are respectfulof family rules. It
is beneficial to all parties if the adult children canmain
tain their autonomy, evenwhile returning to the parental
home (Tanner&Arnett, 2016).

The sandwich generation refers to adultswho are
looking after their own parents, aswell as their offspring;
they are the middle generationwith a generation on each
side (Bogan, 2015).

KinshipFamilies

CustodialGrandparents and Grandchildren.
IncreasinglyAmericangrandparentsmay be faced
with the responsibilityof raising their grandchildren
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and possibly providing some financial support for
their own children.Typically grandchildrenlive in
grandparentmaintainedhouseholds, although it can
include extended familymemberswho are caring for
related children. In 1970, in the United States, there
were about 2.2 million of these households.By 2010,
this number reached about 7 percent,or 4.9 million
children livingwith a grandparent.A breakdown of
these figures indicates that about half of the children
in grandparentmaintainedhouseholds are Caucasian,
followed by about a quarter African American and
just under 20 percentHispanic/Latino (U.S.Census
Bureau, 2014).

The family that encompasses three generations faces
special challenges. For the grandchildren,theremay be
very real reasonswhy their biological parents cannot
raise them. The lives of the grandparents are also trans
formed in unexpectedways,with considerablefinancial
stressors accompanying their ongoing responsibilities.
A significantnumber of grandparents find themselves
overburdened and overwhelmed,especially if the chil
dren display behavioral issues or if the grandparents
have failing health. The scenario ismore positive if the
grandparents are healthy, coping, and have the resources
to fulfill this variation of the parenting role. For some,
it addsmeaning to their lives in a joyful and rewarding
manner.Even so, postponementof having children
maymean that grandparenthoodarrives at a later age
(Margolis, 2016).

The grandmothermaintains the household in the
majority of these families,andmay bemore likely to
retire in order to invest time in the grandchildren
than a grandfatherwould (Wiese,Burk, & Jaeckel,
2016).Co resident grandparent–grandchildfamilies
are typically createdwhen parents experience some
type of personal problem that prevents them from
effectively fulfilling their caregiving role. Examples
of such debilitatingpersonal problems include
incarceration,addictionand related disorders, child
abuse, chronic physical or emotional illness,or even
death. Grandparentsmay step in to assumecus
tody and provide a stable environment rather than
the children being placed in foster care. Even so,
grandmothersand grandfathersmay perceive these
challenges differently;dependingon how involved
they had beenwith their own jobs and whether they
saw retirement in a positiveor a negative light (Wiese
et al., 2016).

Co resident families face unique challenges.Grand
parentsmay take on their roleswhen they are older than
when their parents before them claimed the title of
grandparent.They may not be as healthy and as able to
fulfill a parenting role (Margolis, 2016).Many grandpar
ents, while acting compassionately,find that their plans
for a serene retirementmust be postponed or abandoned
to provide for their grandchildren.Others have to apply
for public assistancebecause of increased expenses chal
lenging an already limited fixed income.The grandchil
drenmay display problems related to parental divorce,
addictiondisorders, and inconsistent parenting behavior.
Grandparents in co resident households aremore likely
to be poor with the associated negative effects. Provid
ing for the educationalneeds of grandchildrenmay be
difficult if their own educationwas incomplete.And they
may be unsure how to guide the children’s educational
experiences in amore digitalizedworld (Choi, Sprang,
& Eslinger, 2016).

FocusPoint. Diversity, in structureand form, are
principle characteristicsof contemporaryAmerican
families.Significant variations in the ways that families
are defined and how they are composed reflect changes
occurring in the larger society.This in turn affects the
parenting role. The influences can be bidirectional.

Families of Choice
The term family of choice denotes family formation not
exclusively relying on shared genetics, or legal parental
status. Familymembers choose to function as a family
and this is the term often favored in same sex unions.
The concept “family” andwhat that implies is continu
ously evolving in response to and in interactionwith
societal and other demands. Additionally,created and
assignedkinship roles represent variations in the
family bonds. In single parent families,cohabiting and
repartnered unions, same sex unions including persons
identifying themselves as LGBT, and LGBTQ,as well
as transnationalfamilies; the expression of a family of
creation can be varied, even ambiguous (Cherlin, 2012;
Gerhardt, 2016b).Commonwisdom tells us thatwe can
choose our friends, but we cannot choose our families.
In familiesof choice these options are expanded
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Cultural Historic Snapshot 1–1

Children in the CivilWar
Amidst the devastation ofwar, children forfeit their
childhoods.

As fathers joined the military action during the
CivilWar in America (1861–1865),women and chil
drenwaged their own battles sustaining the home
front, as theywere fighting for survival. Children
would helpwith farming responsibilities, looked after
younger siblings, sewed,made soap and candles,or
scavenged for food.When their teachers joined the
war effort, educationswere interrupted, unless chil
drenwere homeschooled.Here are some authentic
reflections by children from this time:

“Iwas ten years old today. I did not have a cake;
times are too hard. I hope that by my next birth

day therewill be peace in our land.”
(Carrie Berry fromAtlanta,Georgia)

“We are starving.As soon as enoughof us get
togetherwe are going to take the bakeries and
each of uswill take a loaf of bread. That is little
enough for the government to give us after it has

taken all ourmen.”

(Anonymouschild fromRichmond)

Military Families

“Soldiersmay go to war as individualsbut they come
from families that are impacted by their deployment”
(MyersWalls,& Myers Bowman, 2015, p. 2038).
Military families face unique challenges,whichmay
be evenmore pronounced in familieswith two serving
members.Deployedmilitarymothers are a fairly recent
phenomenon.Duringdeployment,military families
share some of the stressors and challengeswith families
who function as single parent units, but they are also
subjected to a military environment that, in some ways,
is a world of its own.While deployed, parenting from a

distance andmaintaining family cohesion, is challeng
ing. Simultaneously, the deployed soldier is also forming
a surrogate familywith similarlydeployed colleagues.
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“In these few monthsmy childhood had slipped
away fromme.Necessity,human obligations,
family pride and patriotismhad taken entire
possession ofmy little emaciated body.”

(Celine Fremaux fromBatonRouge, Louisiana)

Children on the CivilWar homefront encoun
tered trials, hardships, and violence that forced
them to grow up quickly amidst a nation at war
with itself . . . [Children] comprised amuch big
ger portion of the US population in 1860 than
in the 21st century, with persons under age 19
making up nearly half of the population (com
pared to less than 25% today). . . .Many soldiers
on both sides invoked the future of their chil
dren as to why the war should be fought . . . A
number of children took up armswith their
elders and served as enlisted soldiers or regi
mentalmusicians.While we don’t know how
many children enlisted during the CivilWar, we
do know that around 48 soldierswhowere under
the age of 18 won the CongressionalMedal of
Honor for their bravery and service. (Schwartz,
retrieved 2017)

Source:Marcie Schwartz,Children of the CivilWar.
CivilWar Trust. Retrieved from: http://www.civilwar.org/
education/history/childrenin the civil war/

Military life (evenwithoutdeployment) is character
ized by some unique qualities that affectmarital and
family functioningand are closely related to parenting
and child rearing. If one person from a family unit is
deployed, it affects that entire unit, and the ripple effects
are extensive (Oshri., LucierGreer,O’Neal, Arnold,
Mancini,& Ford, 2015).

In an important review article that providedmeta
analyses of studies spanning a decade ending in 2013,
Yablonskyand co authors shed light on themes relevant
tomilitary families (Yablonsky,Barbero,& Richardson,
2016).About 2.2 millionU.S. servicemen and women
are on active duty, and the number of spouses and chil
dren affectednumber threemillion.Basedon figures
released by the U.S.Department ofDefense in 2013
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about 200,000 personswere actively deployed at that
time (Yablonsky et al., 2016). If one includes extended
family,millionsof Americanshave experienced the
deploymentof a familymember.

The cycle and transitions around deploymentcon
tain stressors of their own. This cycle contains the stages
of pre deployment,deployment,post deployment and
possible re deployment.Each stage contains particu
lar stressors for the affected children and spouses as
well as the deployed individual (DeVoe& Ross, 2012).
Military personnel,as well as their families, face signifi
cant adjustmentwhen the familymember returns from
deployment.Theremay be post traumatic stress to deal
with, the possibility of an injury is a reality, and the entire
family has to readjust and rebalance to find a new equi
librium (Willerton,MacDermidWadsworth,& Riggs,
2011). For some of the families, this adjustment cycle
and its subsequent challenges is repeatedwith redeploy
ment.According to Yablonskyand her co researchers
(Yablonsky et al., 2016), each phase of the cycle can have
its own tasks and outcomes:

■ Pre deploymentphase.Getting ready, facing
uncertaintyand some emotional distancing.

■ Deploymentphase. Staying engagedby connecting
with own family and finding a support or surrogate
family in the deployed setting.

■ Transposementduring deployment.This refers to
the altering of the family; taking on new roles, chal
lenges of communication.

■ Post deployment.Reintegratingwith own family.
Requires understanding, appreciation, and renewed
family bonding (Yablonsky et al., 2016).

Considering that the period of deploymentaver
ages about 15months, the spouses and children in these
familiesare under a significant strain for extended peri
ods of time. They worry about the safety of the family
memberwho is deployed, and they suffer fromwhat has
been called ambiguous loss,which is the temporary loss
of a familymember combinedwith the risks, threats,
and vulnerabilitiesassociatedwith injury and perma
nent loss of life (Yablonskyet al., 2016).Whetherwe
concentrateon the qualities of temporary single parent
households or the characteristicsof long distance par
enting, these families face stressors that affectmany
areas of family functioning,and seem to increasewith
repeated deployment (LucierGreer,Arnold,Mancini,
Ford,& Bryant, 2015).

The sustaining and positive factors in these fami
lies are the strength and stability of the marriage rela
tionship, combinedwith their social connectedness to
a network of supportive and significantothers, such as
friends, family, and othermilitary spouses and their fam
ilies (Saltzman,Lester,Milburn,Woodward,& Stein,
2016). In the work ofKarney and Crown (2011), it was
found that, paradoxically,deployment increased the sta
bility ofmanymilitarymarriages,but there are many
variables that contradict generalizationsbecausemari
tal stability varies according to gender, race, length of
deployment,and age at the time ofmarriage.To quote
Karney and Crown: “In short, for the vast majority of
the U.S.military, the longer that a servicememberwas
deployedwhilemarried, the lower the subsequent risk of
marital dissolution. In these groups, deployment appears
to enhance the stability of the marriage.The beneficial
outcomes in terms ofmarital stability seem to increase
with length of deployment”(2011, p. 37).

Although the marriage itselfmay be stable,mul
tiple and prolonged deploymentsappear to escalate
general family related difficulties, and there can be
cumulative risks (Lucier Greer et al., 2015). Ross
(2016) found that despite the relative stability ofmili
tarymarriages, the female servicemembers faced
almost double the risk ofmarital breakup as compared
with theirmale counterparts.Soldierswho returnwith
post combatmentalhealth problems affect the entire
family,which can precipitatepoor adjustment in the
children of these families.Majordepression, PTSD,
and generalizedanxiety can affect asmany as one in
five soldiers (Ross, 2016).

Clearly, the excellent support networks of the mili
tary and the social cohesivenessofmilitary familiescon
tribute to emotional resilience. The communities’capacity
and ability to supportmilitary families is crucial in posi
tive outcomes, aswell as in providing support for the chil
dren in these challengingsituations (Oshri. LucierGreer,
O’Neal,Arnold,Mancini,& Ford, 2015). As civilians,we
should understand that there is an immensepositive
power contained in our expressions of care, support, and
appreciation towardmilitary families.Their wellbeing is
also the concern of the greater community,even though
the military has built excellent and exemplary support
systems and provides expertise in many areas of social
concern.The numbersof children involved are large;
the cohort represents about two million children,who
have to deal with potentially traumatic challenges suc
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Support networks of the military
and the social cohesiveness of
military families contribute to
their emotional resilience. The
military family also faces specific
challenges associated with each
phase of the deployment

cycle—predeployment,deployment,
transposement and post
deployment.
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asseparation from a parent and the potential risk to that
parent (Wadsworthet al., 2016).

There are several priorities for research aboutmili
tary familiesand subsequent integration of research
findings (Willerton et al., 2011;Yablonskyet al., 2016):

■ The deploymentcycle; specificallypre , during, and
post deployment, and how one phase affects the next
can benefit from further research attention.

■ Studyingmarital and family relationships longi
tudinally; including deployedmothers, non part
neredmothers, dualmilitary couples, and same sex
couples.

■ Studying the effects of deploymenton childwell
being and parent–child relationships,especially in
different service contexts, as the sub cultures can
vary.

■ Studying the renegotiationprocess inmilitary families
as they readapt after deployment.

■ Examining copingwith the psychologicaland physical
wounds of combat, and subsequent transitions.

■ Studying the impactof help seeking behavior in sol
dierswho are not partnered, aswell as help seeking
behaviorof related familymembers.

■ Communicationstyles andmodes during these
various transitional phases, and especially during
deployment.

The support provided to military families can
expand and benefit from research findings.Among some
of the recommendationsare the use of systemic and
evidence based approaches and the power of education
to inform and to teach as this will have a trickle down
effect. Information and best practices that are being dis
persedmore widely snowball in reaching their target
audiences.Servicemembers, aswell as their spouses,
require informationand training to safeguard the psy
chologicalhealth of their children and to optimize
parent–child relations.

Ethnography:Diverse Family Forms
The family forms describedpreviously are those typically
found in developed nations. In remote and fairly isolated
contexts, typically described in anthropologicalstudies,
other variations on the marriage and family theme exist.
Some variations include the following:

Polygamy involves amarriage thatmay include sev
eral adults. Polygamy falls under the umbrella term poly
amory,which literallymeans loving several persons or
partners. There are specific variations; for example, the
family formof aman and several wives is called polygyny,
literallymeaning “many” linked to the Greek root of the
word gyny meaningwomanor female, the same root as
found in “gynecology.”When awoman is partneredb
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several husbands simultaneously, it is referred to as poly
andry.Here the Greek root of the word is “andro,” the
same root as found in the word describing “androgens”
or hormones typically associatedwithmales (Nanda &
Warms, 2014, pp. 176–178).

Other variations are endogamous and exogamousmar
riages; the first requiremarriagesbetweenmembers of the
same group, the latter requires the opposite, namely that
the marriage partner does not belong to the same group.

MorganaticMarriage. In certain ingenious cultural
and historic contexts, novelwayswere found to manage
the typical rights and privileges associatedwith marital
unions. Somemarriageshad to do with transferenceof
power, privilege, titles, property, and rights, especially in
noble, powerful, or rich families.Amorganaticmarriage
described two persons who did not have the same social
class or rank, for instance a royalmarrying a “commoner.”
Inmorganaticmarriageswayswere found to avoid some
of the legal rights and responsibilities accompanying
marriage. In contemporarysocieties these practices are
typically not legally sanctioned.To prevent certain assets
being transferred to the wife at marriage, the marriagewas

Cultural Snapshot 1–2

Father of a Nation
Family forms vary and are strongly influenced by cul
tural and religious practices.Family forms and func
tion are transitioning in response to changing norms
and cultural practices.What may have been a symbol
of status or power a century agomay not convey the
samemessage inmore recent contexts. Looking at
the family history ofNobelPeace Prizewinner,Nel
sonRolihlahlaMandela (1918–2013), some of these
cultural and historicaldifferences are apparent.Man
dela’s fatherwas a chief and a personof high status
in his Thembu tribal community.Mandela’s father
had four wives.Mandelawas born inMvezo village
as one of four children by the same parental dyad.
Mandela’s father had a total of 13 childrenwith his
four wives. Furtheroffspring fromMandela’s father
were his three half brothers and six half sisters.

NelsonMandela’s family of procreationwas
large aswell.He wasmarried three times.From his

firstmarriage four childrenwere born, ofwhom two

reached adulthood.Another two childrenwere born
fromhis secondmarriage.WhenMandelamarried
GracaMachel,her two stepchildren and two biologi
cal children fromher formermarriage joined the large
extended family linked to NelsonMandela.Mandela
has 17 grandchildrenandmany great grandchildren.

NelsonMandela is lovingly called “Madiba” by
the SouthAfrican nation, a word denoting respect
and admiration. It is a name from the Thembu clan,
who speakXhosa, and referencesMandela’s ances
try.Mandelahas at times been credited as “parent
ing a nation.”

Based on:Mandela,Nelson. (1994).The LongWalk to Free
dom. London:Little,Brown& Company and on informa
tion displayed at the MandelaMuseum, nearQunu, South
Africa (nelsonmandelamuseum.org.za/).

called a “left handmarriage”where the husbandheld the
wife’shandwith his own left handduring the ceremony.
As the right handwas thought to be the dominant hand,
using his left hand lessened the marriage for all intents
of inheritanceof privilegeor power, such as royal titles.
Thus a left handwife hadminimalor no rights,whereas
a right handwife (usually the first wife)was entitled to
the privileges associatedwith her husband’s rank (Körner,
2016).NelsonMandela’s father,who was a chief of the
Thembu tribe in SouthernAfrica,married his first wife
and she could access his rank and his title. In some circles,
thismarriage to his first wifewas thought to be a “right
handmarriage”and the three subsequentmarriageswere
thought to represent “left handmarriages.” (SeeCultural
Snapshot 1–1.)

Problems and challengeswith succession rights
were documented in several royal familiesand have
altered the course of history. The current Royal Family
in Britainmay have been totally differenthad Edward
VIII not abdicated in December 1936 to marryAmeri
can divorceeWallis Simpson.Family form and function
in terms of access to the throne, weremost definitely
affected in major ways
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Inmost developed countries, variations on marriage
with simultaneous commitmentsto multiplepartners are
typically not legal or sanctioned by the mainstreamsoci
etal values or legal systems.There are also strict taboos
and incest rules againstmarrying very close familymem
bers who are related by blood, and this is illegal in virtu
ally all cultural and societal contexts.

(Based on: Körner, A. (2016). “Heirs and their wives:
Setting the scene for Umbertian Italy.Chapt. 3,
pp.38–52. In:Mehrkens,H.& Lorenz F. (Eds). Sons
and Heirs: succession and culture in nineteenth century
Europe. PalgraveMacmillan.)

FAMILYWELL BEING
The quality of the relationshipswithin diverse families
is a key indicatorof overallwell being.Making value
judgments about one particular family formor con
figurationover another is not a constructive exercise.
Sometimes familieschoose their composition,but more
often than not, life’s seeminglyhaphazard challenges
contribute strongly to the configurations.One single
mom freed herselfwith courage and determination from
an intenselyabusive relationship.She stated: “This was
not the life script I had envisioned formyself ormy family,
but this iswhat it is. I am determined to givemy children
the best upbringing I can, nomatter the sacrifices.”

The relevance lies in howwell the members of the
family are functioningwithin their particular family
group. Familywellness is affectedby somany factors,
from the economic to the emotional.An entire range
of resources are required to ensure that the family unit
avoids the pitfalls of becoming a fragile family.

The commentsby sociologist Judith Stacey take on a
timeless quality.Her perspective on the diversity of family
forms seems to endure two decades after it was written:

Themost careful studies and the most careful
researchers confirm whatmost of us know from our
own lives:The quality of any family’s relationships
and resources readily trumps its formal structureor
form.Access to economic, educational,and social
resources; the quality and consistency of parental
nurturance, guidance, and responsibility; and the
degree of domesticharmony, conflict, and hostility
affect child developmentandwelfare farmore sub
stantially than does the particular number, gender,
sexual orientation, andmarital status of parents or
the family structure in which children are reared.
(Stacey, 1998a, p. 80)

CHAPTERFOCUSPOINTS

Parenthood

■ In our society the concept of parenthood implies
that parents are responsible for nurturing, teaching,
socializing, and acting as guardians for their children
until they reach the age of legalmaturity.

Coparents

■ Coparents take on permanent and semi permanent
roleswith a seriouscommitment to a child’s
upbringing.Coparents are characterizedby two lead
factors:Coparents have executive function and an
emotional attachment/commitmentto the children
they coparent.

ParentingEducation
■ As parents raise children, they begin to understand
their children’sdevelopmental needs, and become
more effectiveand responsible in their rolesas par
ents. Parents can improve their skills and parenting
outcomesby being exposed to research and outcome
based parenting education. Parentingoccurs in the
milieu of a family system, andwithin social and cul
tural contexts.Contemporary ideas on parenting roles
ideally reflect current best practices.

Dimensions of the ParenthoodRole

■ Current approaches describe the parent–child rela
tionship as bidirectional,meaning that a child is
acknowledgedas an active participantand contribu
tor to the relationship.Each person influences the
behaviorof the other.By contrast, parent child rela
tionshipswere traditionallyand historically described
as unidirectional; that is, the adult had complete
jurisdiction,power, and control over the relation
ship. The parenting role can be characterized by four
dimensions:

■ Family as a System.The family systems theory
describesparenthoodas a subsystem of the larger
social system of the family andwithin an ecologi
cal context.

■ BidirectionalRelationship.Both parents and chil
dren actively participate in a bidirectional interac
tionwith mutual influence.

2
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■ Developmentaland Lifespan.Parenting is a devel
opmental role and a lifespan pursuit:both parent
and child undergo developmental changes with
time and life span progressions.This continues
throughout a lifetime.

■ SocialConstruct. Parenthood is a social construct.
The parental role is a social institutionbased on
complexvalues, beliefs, norms, and behavior.

Influences in the ParentingStyles

■ Several overlapping influences contribute to the
nature and context of an adult’s potential behavior
as a parent and influence the configurationof the
adopted parenting style.Parenting styles reflect the
interactionbetween individuals and their child rear
ing goals.

SocialFactorsAffectingParenthood

■ Social changes, including greater gender equality,
education, scientific and technological advances,
expanding civil rights, andmore, filter through to the
family in a systemicmanner and contribute to family
changes in form, function, and structure.

Diversity in Family Forms and Structures

■ Diversity, in structureand form,are principal
characteristicof contemporaryAmerican fami
lies. Significant variations in the ways that families
are defined and how they are composed reflect
changes occurring in the larger society.This in turn
affects the parenting role. The influences can be
bidirectional.

USEFULWEBSITES
Websitesare dynamic and change

Administration for Children and Families, U.S.
Department ofHealth and HumanServices
www.acf.hhs.gov

Children and youth

AmericanAcademyof Child andAdolescent
Psychiatry
www.aacap.org
Family resources

AmericanAcademyof Pediatrics
www.aap.org

Resources for parents, health advisories, ‘Blueprint for
Children’ report

Centers for DiseaseControl and Prevention
www.cdc.gov

Healthy living recommendations

Military Child EducationCoalition
http://www.militarychild.org/
Research and resources formilitary families

National Institute of ChildHealth and Human
Development
www.nichd.nih.gov

Research based informationand resources: health of
children, adults, families,and communities

National Institutes ofHealth
www.nih.gov

Health informationand researchon environmental
influences on child healt



CHAPTER 2

ParentingApproaches

LearningOutcomes
■ ■ ■■ ■ ■■ ■■ ■ ■ ■

After completing this chapter, you should be able to:

1. Identify the parent–child relationship as being the core of parenting.
2. Summarize a parent’s role as the primary teacher.
3. Illustrate the characteristicsof appropriate discipline.
4. Distinguishbetweenpositive and negative forms of discipline, including the
legitimateconcerns surroundingcorporalpunishment.

5. Describe the fourmain parenting styles and their implications.
6. Illustrate the ParentingCircumplexModel, by means of a diagram.
7. Assess the role that context plays in the implementationof parenting
practices.

8. Evaluate the common elements of evidencebased parenting programs.
9. Explain the effectivenessof positive parental discipline.

■ ■ ■■ ■ ■■ ■■ ■ ■ ■

2
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THEPARENTINGRELATIONSHIP
At the core of parenting lies the relationship.This is the
essentialpointof departure.Almost everythingwe
expect froma constructive, trusting, and sustaining
human interaction is equally applicable to a parent–child
relationship.Treat your childwith the same respect,dig
nity, compassion,and lovewith which you would like to
be treated. It is reflected as a core truth in philosophical
reflections and in majorworld religions.Treat your
neighbor like yourself.Do unto otherswhat you would
like to be doneunto you.

Themany opinions concerning the best way to raise
children can seem like a big fluffy ball of wool, distract
ing us from the essence. Try unraveling the ball of
wool—it ends up with a simple beginning; a parent–child
relationship.More than that, ideally it comes from a
place where there is true concern for the others’well
being, or the legalwording: “In the best interests of the
child.” As parents, our first concern should be to do no
harm, just as the ethical guidelinescaution us in the
helping professions: “First of all, do no harm.”

If the central theme concerns relationshipbuilding, we
need effectivecommunicationand listening skills. Similar
to good partnershipsandmarriages,parents and children
need to know how to negotiate respectfully,where and how
to put boundaries in place, how to participate in the lifelong
back and forth of the unique and intimate dialoguebetween
a parent and a child.We have to listen actively.Slowing
down to truly focus on our two year old, lays the foundation
for the exchanges during adolescence.Warmthneeds to be
displayed; it is part of the nurture component that feeds
and sustains the relationship.Relationshipbased care prac
tices in infant and toddler care emphasize continuity of
caretakers in early developmental contexts, supporting rela
tionship formation andmaintenance.

We have borrowed and appropriatedinformation
from psychology and the helping professions in general.
We have learned frompsycho therapeutic approaches.
The study of humanmotivationhas shapedour under
standing.Humandevelopmental theory showed us that
we are parenting a personwho is in flux, changing and
evolving over the lifespan. Our interactionsneed to
reflect and respond to these non static qualities.

The trends in parenting approaches and programs
reflect the trends in psychology.For this reason, the
theories are relevant, as they show us the underpinnings
that lead to a particular approach.They reveal how

thinking about children and their caretakers has shifted
and changedover the decades.Parenting approaches also
reflectwhat is going on systemically in society at large. A
majorwar, an economic downturn, an influx of refugees;
thesemacro systemic events trickledown and are
echoed,however faintly, in the one on one relationships
within a family.There are some swings in the pendulum.
We leave behind us a history of overly strict, punitive, and
authoritarianparenting,whilewe aremoving towards
more democratic relationships,based on best practices.

If we consider the evolving parent–child relation
ship, birthmarksa pointof extreme dependence and
vulnerability for the newborn infant. The power differen
tial is dramatically unequal. The adult is responsible and
in control. Factors that should facilitate this caring and
nurturing role is the innate instinct to protect our young,
and thatwewant to care for our children aswe are heavily
vested in theirwell beingwhich also represents our own
hopes for the future (Children’sDefense Fund, n.d.).

As children develop, they willmaster one task after
another, until ultimately they are launched into emerg
ing adulthood and beyond.The bulk of the responsibility
has shifted from the parent to the child, as the next gen
eration speeds towards autonomy and independence,
while their parentswonder how the kids grew up in what
seemed like the blink of an eye.Historywill repeat itself,
one parent–child relationshipafter the other, linking
backwardsand forwards in time to become part of the
very fabric of society.

ParentingReflection 2–1

Parentingoccurs in the many contexts in which
children grow and develop. Reflect on the needs that
unify us as parents—whatwe universally share in our
parenting efforts, regardlessof ethnicity, culture, or
origin.

FocusPoint. The parent–child relationship is the
foundationof parenting.This relationship is dynamic
and constantlyevolving as both parents and children
grow andmature.Our knowledgeof psychology and
human developmentprovides insight into patterns of
interaction that lead to positive outcomes



Chapter2 ParentingApproaches■

PARENTSASTEACHERS
Parents remain responsible for the core of the teach
ing and learning process; ethics, the value and respect
for learning, the attitude towards responsibility and
work, and the nuances ofwhathappens betweenpeo
ple in relationships.Themodeling that occurs day in
and day out as children observe their parentsmay be
one of the most powerful yet under recognizedschools
of life. These are impactful learning and teaching
opportunities and as parentswe need to be cognizant
ofwhatwe gift our children; intentionally aswell as
inadvertently. Inmanyways we are our children’s first
teachers.

Parentshave always taught their offspring the skills
and knowledge they believe childrenwill need to func
tion effectively as adults.Even sowe have outsourced
much of the formal education, and parents are sup
ported by educational institutions in a process that lasts
a decade or two, but continuesboth formally and infor
mally for a lifetime.

From ancient times to the present, societies have
recognized that parents are their children’s first and
most important teachers. Long before public school sys
temswere established,parents held the responsibility for
training and teaching their children the essential skills
and knowledge to become effectively functioningadults.
Our cultural traditions are society’sway of transmitting
customs, values, and beliefs that have served the elders
well. It is a formof education.While formal educational
functions have been taken on by other agents, society has
never relinquished the socialization responsibilities of
parents in equipping childrenwith basic skills and
knowledge.

Comparingpast and present, parenting challenges
have shifted.Until very recently, infantmortality took a
disconcertinglyhigh toll. The vulnerabilitywe feelwhen
our children are threatened remains a constant and dif
ferent challenges take their place in the gallery of paren
tal concerns and fears.

The dilemma lies in distinguishingwhat children
truly need in order to flourish, as opposed to whatmay
be perceived as a peripheral luxury. Because it is amov
ing target that is influenced and determinedby context,
it is not possible to find the panacea promising good out
comes for all. Parenting and the various systemswithin
which it occurs is subject tomany variables.No one size
fits all.
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It is practically impossible to knowwhat type of
occupation childrenwill hold in the future.The vast
advances in science and technologymake it difficult for
us to predict the challenges of the futureworld.We
canmake educated guesses,but we do not know.Peo
ple in developed countries require years of education
and training to become competent in an occupation or
a profession.Typically,parenting is not held to the
same formalities. Preparing the next generation to
cope emotionallyand to perfect social and interper
sonal skills is usually amatter of trial and error. Parents
have to be rolemodels of values thatwill havemeaning
and usefulness to their childrenwhen they are grown,
regardlessof the changes in society.Thesemay
include:

■ Integrity thatwill guide appropriate civic, ethical, and
law abiding behavior.

■ Self efficacy and the ability to attain goals and objec
tives, including an education.

■ Interpersonaland coping skills.
■ Respecting the needs of others,as well as one’s
own.

The childhood experiencesof today’s parents differ
from those that their childrenwill encounter in the
future.Additionally, the isolated nuclear family system
has few outside supports to assist in its child rearing
efforts.According to the respected historicalvoices in
the field of parenting (Bronfenbrenner,1985; Kagan,
1976), children generally need several core processes to
take place, and remarkably little has changed since these,
by now historical, recommendations.

■ To feel valued by parents and a few significant adults,
such as a teacher or a relative.

■ To develop their own personal attitudes, values, and
opinions in order to become autonomous.

■ To develop andmaster skills and abilities that are val
ued by society.

■ To love and to be able to accept love fromothers,
which includes forming secure attachments.

Parental competency requires knowledgeof a vari
ety of approaches for guiding children toward adulthood.
Parental love and nurture of children is important for
their healthy growthand development.Being a compe
tent and effectiveparent requires additional skills.There
are a number of strategies and parenting styles that focu
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In addition to providing a loving
and nurturing structured
environment,parents also foster
ethics, communicate value and
respect for learning, and teach
the skills and knowledgechildren
need as they grow into adults.

on fostering the emotional needs and character develop
ment of both parents and children. Some strategies are
therapeutic, some attempt to resolve conflictsbetween
parents and children and teach interpersonal skills, and
some propose a warm, nurturing approach to

parent–childinteractions.
Rather than offeringa recipe for child rearing, these

strategies and parenting styles provide parentswith skills
for raising children to become competent adults.

Cultural Snapshot 2–1

TheWideSpectrumof the HumanFamily
In virtually all societies,people group together and
form familieswhich are recognizedas a specific social
form.But not all societies,or all families, look alike or
function in similar fashion.A herdsman in East Africa
for instance,may regard a very large group of people
as kin; large referring to several hundred. Some may
be related through the bloodline othersby marriage.
The Hopi, located primarily in northernArizona,
includemarried daughters and their offspring as part
of the family.Once sonsmarry they form family enti
ties of their own, and are not regarded as close relatives
in the way the majority ofNorthAmericansmay define
that term (Based on: Ferraro& Andreatta, 2014).

“They live at impossible altitudes on the roof of
the world, in the extreme north lashed by freez
ing winds, in baking desertswhere they trek
fromone oasis to another and in the equatorial
junglewhere the sunlight has difficulty reaching
the ground: these are the peoples of the world,
the holders of cultural rather than genetic differ
ences, civilizationswhose lives follow a rhythm
different to that of the industrializedworld.
They are human groups and societies in contin
ual evolution,with an extraordinarycapacity for
interchange,which leads to the infinite number
of variants that togetherwe refer to asHumanity”
(Ferrera,2005, Back cover).

FocusPoint. As a child’s first teacher,a parent is
charged to instill values and attitudes that guide children
on their journey towards autonomy and adulthood.
There aremany approaches that parents can follow to
become competent teachers and effective socializers.
Practicinga varietyof these strategies enhances the
effectivenessof parenting and improves the quality of
parent–child interactions.

Otnaydur/Shutterstoc
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Among the Gallong people in Arunachal Pradesh,
India, the family is patriarchal and patrilineal,which also
implies that the oldest sonwill inherit once the father
dies. Occasionallypolygamy occurs. These extended
families live together, typically in a long house,which is
subdivided to accommodate the individual smaller or
nuclear family units. Thosewho live together also share
theirmeals. If a femalemember of the household is
widowed, she goes to livewith her younger son.The
way a new family unit signals their independence from
the rest of the clan, is that they light their own fire and
eat separately (Based on Ferrera, 2005).

APPROPRIATEDISCIPLINE
Discipline in the context of child rearing should have the
positivemeaningof instructional guidance. For disci
pline to be effective,parents need to view it in light of
the term’s original and positivemeaning.The term dis
ciplinecontains the root of the Latin verb discere,
meaning “to learn.” It is found inMiddleEnglish and is
used in the context of instruction.A derivative of the
term is disciple,whichmeans “pupil” or “student.”

The following pertain to appropriate discipline:

■ Effective discipline should be developmentally
appropriate.

■ Steer children towards appropriate behavioral choices.

■ Encourage internalizationof rules,values, and beliefs.
■ Strengthen self regulation and self efficacy.
■ Guide social skills, facilitatingwork and social
interactions.

■ Actions should be positive, reasonable, and temperate.
■ Consistencyaswell as flexibility, are relevant.
■ Disciplineprovides structureby developing rules
within a family system.

If we can shape and guide children through positive
and respectful actions, it is our hope thatwe canmini
mize the harsh and humiliating practices that can be
disrespectful to a child.Appropriateguidance is prefer
able to punishmentafter the fact.Good guidance should
be like the navigatingdevices in our cars.At the first hint
of an error the computermodulatedvoice will pipe in:
“Recalculating route.” Ideally our interventions should
be ongoing and small; they should be based on respect
fully guiding and encouragingbehavior towards the right
direction. If we can convey thatwe value the developing
individual, it paves the royal road towards that person

“TheGallong claim they are descended from the
Heaven and the Earth, the two primordial gods
fromwhom the entire universe resulted after a
number of divine generations ...” (Ferrera, 2005,
p. 147).

Sources:Ferraro, Gary & Andreatta, Susan. (2014).Cultural
Anthropology:AnApplied Perspective. 10th ed. Boston,
MA:CengageLearning.

Ferrera,Mirella (2003).Peoples of theWorld. Vercelli,
Italy:Whitestar.
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valuing themselves.The bonuswill be that this contrib
utes incrementally towards a good self concept; one of
the cornerstone gifts a parent can facilitate.

These practices are equally applicable to all those
professionalsworkingwith children and youth: child care
professionals,educators, the helping professions in general.

Process and Content
The process of parenting refers to the general ebb and flow
of the parent–child relationship.The qualities that define
the relationshipare also the qualities that describe the
process. It is the vessel that contains the specifics.For
instance, the process between two people can be respectful
or it can be disrespectful; to use but two dimensions. In
reality, relationshipsaremultidimensionaland complex.

The content refers to specifics. It is howwemeta
phorically color between the lines, howwe fill the vessel.
Specifics could refer to the exact bedtime ritual for a child,
the specificsof the menu. Basically, it is the detail that
makes up the whole.These details are important, in that,
added together they set the tone of the relationshipwhich
is then expressed in the process.For example, if we are
irritable about every detail in our interactionswith our
children,we can express that in amoment ofmaking a
derogatory remark,or not caring about the foodwe pack
in their lunch boxes.But the countless little things that
accumulate express howwe feel about that relationship.
The content contributes to the process.

All’s not lost if we get one of those detailswrong. As
parents and caregiverswe are fallible, and at timeswe suf
fer fromoverload,so unintentionallywe are definitely
going to get a number of the detailswrong. But impor
tantly, if the process is good, if our ongoing relationship
with the child is positive, then the relationship is in credit
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even though the occasional lapse can occur.We can still
move forward.DonaldWinnicott (1896–1971)was an
English pediatrician and a psychoanalyst.He coined the
concept of “good enoughparenting” and he said:

“The good enoughmother ... starts off with an almost
complete adaptation to her infant’s needs, and as
time proceeds she adapts less and less completely,
gradually, according to the infant’s growing ability to
deal with her failure” (Winnicott, 1953).

By good enoughwe presume he implied that the gen
eral processwas the intention and practice of good parent
ing, even as perfection is unattainable;we are, after all,
human, and parents can burn out and despair.We know
about the realities of caregiver despair.Winnicott also
acknowledged the progression of the lifespan, which altered
the parenting relationship in a bidirectionalmanner.

There is a tipping point though. If our relationship
consists only of negative input, stacked and multiplied
day after day, then the process of the relationship is at
risk. Gottman (1994) from amarriage and family therapy
context,describedqualities such as criticism, contempt,
stonewalling,and defensiveness, that ultimately destroy
a relationship.He referred to them as the four horse
men, and they tend to usher in destruction. In small
doses theymay seduce us into thinking they are handy
weapons in an interpersonalduel.But they do some
immediateharm, and in ongoing large dosages they
become sufficiently toxic that they jeopardize and pos
sibly destroy the relationship.Neglectful parenting, in its
many forms and expressions, can claim as its victim a
vulnerable and defenseless child; something responsible
grown ups should never have on their conscience.

Just as in any other interpersonal relationships,par
ents and children bring their unique personalities to the
table. There is no single perfectway of parenting, just as
there is no single perfectway of sustaining amarriage or a
relationship. It is about the process of the relationship; that
has to be mutually respectful and constructive.The con
tent of how that happenswill vary fromone parenting rela
tionship to another.As the proverb states:Many paths lead
to Rome.There are also many paths towards a fulfilling
and sustaining relationshipbetween a parent and a child.

Positive Self Esteem

Parentshavemany responsibilities,but one of the cen
tral roles is in supporting the developmentof positive
self esteem and related good self concept in the devel
oping child. This quality will direct and influencemany
related facets of the child’s functioning.

Parents should be the guardians of their children, in
that they look after their welfare. The word guardiancon
tains the root “guard,”which implies thatwe watch over
and ensure the safety of the person concerned.According
to the OxfordDictionary, the word is derived from the
Old French “garden”; and is also ofGermanic origin, as in
the noun “warden.”As guardianswe are not only respon
sible for the physical and emotionalwellbeingof those
entrusted to us.We have to actively contribute to support
ing the unfolding of a total person, allowing potential to
be realized so that children can become the best persons
they can be. The image that the child has of himselfwill
form the basis of self confidence,aspirationalgoals, and
many related endeavorswith far reaching effects.

The process should serve this outcome.Every time
the content is negative,we chip away at the self concept
of a developingperson.We are slowly and in very small
increments doing harm. It may be a one off occasion for
whichwe can apologize, but as guardians of childrenwe
need to bemindful of the ongoing process of shaping an
individual.Negative commentsare rememberedmuch
longer than positive remarks, and the potency of a nega
tive and hurtful remark is thought to have at least four
times the power as compared to a positive utterance.
Negativesstingmore and they are remembered longer.

In the classic French fairy tale by Charles Perrault
(1628–1703),with the title “Diamonds and Toads,” two
sisters fall under the spell of a fairy.The girl who uttered
good thoughtshad diamonds and pearls cascade fromher
mouth.The girl with the poisonous tongue released toads
and snakes into the world. It ismore effective to guide
through positive input, as that sets the tone formutually
respectful and supportive interactions.Modeling by setting
a good example is a powerful way of shaping behavior.

Nurture and Structure
Combining appropriatenurture and structureare the
cornerstones of good parenting.

Nurture relates to all the ways in whichwe demon
strate love, not only for othersbut also for ourselves.
Nurturing involves touching, noticing, and caring in
healthy ways; being appropriately responsive.Nurture
and care can be expressed in several variations and often
overlaps.Discipline ismost effectivewhen provided to
childrenwithina nurturing or caring atmosphere. By
nurturing their children, parents show them that they
are loved unconditionallyand are lovable.Nurture
involves true concern for the other’swell being and
expressing that constructive emotion
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Structure is provided through the internalized
boundariesand controls that people acquire through
socialization experiences that guide their behavior.Par
ents provide structureby providing these socialization
experiences, instruction, limits, and rules that support
self disciplined actions.When applied appropriately, rules
provide childrenwith a sense of protection and foster a
sense of trust and security. Parents teach children rules
that are rational and that outline the boundariesof accept
able behavior.These boundariescontribute to expanding
emotional regulation and internalizing selfdiscipline.

“Successfulparenting is an authoritativebalance of
love and limits.”

(Larzelere&Kuhn, 2016, p. 1551)

Responsive and ResponsibleCare
Responsive care is expressedwhen a parent deter
mineswhat a child’sneeds are, but this determination
can only occur becauseof the feedback loop between
parent and child.The parent acts in a trusting and loving
manner that generates a sense of trust. It involves notic
ing and listening to the child and understanding the cues
and requests that the child offers. An examplewould be
when the parent notices the child is getting overtired
and initiates the bedtime routine, even though the child
protests.The parent asserts the right to implement the
intervention that is appropriatewhile considering the
best interests of the child.Another examplewould be
the parentwho notices that the child is running a fever,
and responds by giving the medically indicated interven
tion or seeking professionalhelp.

Ideally both parent and child interact in an ongoing
bidirectionalmanner and the parent is sensitive to the
needs of the child.The care is derived from love that is
unconditional.Thismeans that love is given freely,with
out expectations, limits, ormeasure.The parent’s message
to the child is “I love you because you arewho you are.”

Unconditionallove and acceptance does not mean
that negative or harmful behavior is sanctioned and con
doned. Instead there is a clear differentiationbetween
the unacceptablebehavior, and the unconditional respect
for the person.Thismeans that if little Sven scribbles on
the white leather couchwith an indeliblemarker,we
express our frustration by clearly pointing out that the
couch is not the drawing board.Clearly,we do not want
a reoccurrence of the event sowe need to guide and
point out the boundaries.“This behavior is unacceptable
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because it destroys the couch thatwe all like to sit on. If
you want to draw, use the paper on your drawing board.”
This is a more constructive approach that also guides
towards a solution.Commentaries about the bad charac
ter andmeanness of the child are inappropriate, as this
situation is about the act of drawing in an inappropriate
place. It should not be a judgment of character.

ConstructiveGuidance
The goal of constructive and respectfulparental guid
ance is to foster an understandingof the child. It
becomesan extensionof the relationship.Knowing the
guidelines regardingacceptable and unacceptable
behaviors and their consequences in well functioning
families is helpful. In healthy family systems, there are
negotiable rules.Children in healthy families learn that
the rulesare for their protection and freedom.They
know that they can talkwith their parents aboutmaking
occasional exceptions to the rules.Rules can be nego
tiable and non negotiable.Non negotiable rules typically
involve situations that ensure the safety of the child.
Each family systemmust develop its own rules, policies,
and values regardingchild rearing and socialization.
These evolve from and depend on many factors, such as
personalities, family of origin, values, financial and social
status, and the number and birth order of the children.
Some common guidelines for parents are:

■ Equifinalityas it applies to discipline. The con
cept of equifinality from family systems theory implies
that familiesattain similar goals in different and var
ied ways.Differentmethods for socializing children
may still lead to the same outcomes,namely children
whowill grow up to hold similar values and attitudes.
A variety of techniques and practices support social
ization.There is no single disciplinaryprogram that
willmeet all parenting goals.

■ Empathy:Connectingwith feelings andmotiva
tions. The goal is for the parent to enter the child’s
world, to gain an understanding of a child’s feelings and
motivations.The parent can be attentive to a child’sver
bal and nonverbalcommunications and reflect the feel
ings. This process is based on compassionand empathy.
Misbehaviormay be a learned response or action that is
logicalat a particular time. Parentswho attempt to
understand their children in a loving, noncriticalway
will feel less overwhelmed.Parentswill bemore rational
and encourage children to think before they act in a
developmentallyappropriatemanner.Empathysup
ports problem solving, as opposed to angry outbursts
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■ Explaining and reasoning.Reasoning, combined
with non abusive approaches (e.g.,withdrawalof priv
ileges), are effective interventions.These guide chil
dren to complywith parental wishes.Developmentally
appropriate reasoning is the key. Immediatenessof
the reasoning is relevant as the child can then associ
ate the explanationwith the situation. The interven
tion should be in proportion to the behaviorbeing
guided.Usually, if there is a good relationshipbetween
parent and child, an explanationmay suffice.

■ Consistencyof the disciplinaryapproach helps chil
dren control their actions and can support emotional
regulation.Consistency takes effort, but it provides
structure in the form of predictability,and siblingswill
know and expect fairness in that similar situations will
bemetwith similar disciplinary approaches.

■ Positive reinforcementand other constructive
methods are viewed as desirable in shaping behavior.
Appropriate and sincere praise and acknowledgment
of the effort invested in a task are powerful. Parents
may require an expanded skill set to implement these
successfully.Current approaches caution against
overuse of hollow andmeaninglesspraise in a uni
formmanner that does not match the situation or
effort concerned.The semi automatic praise of
“Good job” risks becomingmeaningless if overused.

■ Facilitateappropriate autonomy.Children
require opportunities to reason andmake age appro
priate choices.Granting the right to make appropri
ate personal decisions and to experience the
consequences fosters responsibility.The parent’s role
is to help generate alternativeswithout supplying all
of the answers,options,or solutionsall of the time.

Cultural Snapshot 2–2

Children are Treasured Gifts
InAmerican Indian and AlaskaNative families,chil
dren are typically seen as treasured gifts. Parents and
other extended familymembers are chargedwith
discovering the unique characteristicsof a child at
birth to determine her or his place within the tribe.
For severalmonths an infant is carefully observed to
learn about his or her nature.The child’sname is
based on the characteristics that familymembers
observe.Only then is the naming ceremony con
ducted, sometimesmanymonths after birth.

Parentsusually teach their children traditional
values based on the practical applicationof personal
belief systems.Sharing personal resources, thoughts,
and knowledge is considered appropriate in interper
sonal interactions.Things and people are perceived
according to intrinsic rather than extrinsic traits and
characteristics.Children are taught to be in touch
with the rhythms of nature and to be sensitive to the
needs of others.

The term scaffolding is also used in this context.Deci
sionsmust be age and context appropriate and always
keep the safety and well being of the child in mind.
The parentwhomakes all decisions and accepts all
the responsibility fosters dependency rather than
autonomy.Bymaking their own decisions and living
with the results, children learn to differentiate them
selves fromothers and to establish personal boundar
ies. Decisions can initially be relatively small such as:
“Wouldyou like to wear the brown or the blue shirt.”

■ Foster appropriate individuality. Some family sys
tems value sameness or rigid conformity in allmem
bers. Individualdifferences in values, opinions, ideas,
ormeans of self expression respect the uniqueness of
each familymember.Children should be treated
fairly and consistently,while also respecting their
individuality.Children, especially adolescents,may
not think and act exactly like their parents or hold
identical values and beliefs. The demand for same
ness can destroy a child’s spirit and self perception as
an autonomoushuman beingwho has the right to be
unique and true to her own self.

FocusPoint. Despite the common viewof discipline
as a formof punishment,appropriate discipline should
include encouragement,positivemessages, nurture, and
guidance.Discipline is used to help children acquire
socially appropriate behavioraccording to the patterns
supportedby their family system.Effective discipline
should bemoderate, developmentallyappropriate,and
acknowledge the particular child’sneeds
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CORPORALPUNISHMENT
Aggressive acts directed at children violate the trust chil
dren have in adults.They take unfair advantage of the vul
nerability and power imbalancebetween the generations.
They are also the expression of adultswho are bankrupt
when it comes to constructive resources and interventions
for guiding behavior.Any discipline that is performed in
anger implies an irrational parent and a potentially danger
ous situation for the child. Similarly, interpersonalviolence
(IPV) as it occurs inmarital or partner relationships,ema
nates messagesof disrespect, loss of self regulation and
control, power imbalances,and victimization.

Corporal punishmentis a serious topic as it is
damaging and has long range detrimental outcomes. It is
a slippery slope when we deal with corporalpunishment
versus abuse.What parentsmay regard as well intended
“paddling” (hitting with a flat object, like a paddle),may
in reality contain all the elements of disrespect,violation
of boundaries,and elementsof abuse.When it occurs
inside the privacy of the home, itmay go unreported, but
that does not make it an acceptable practice.

In 1979, Sweden became the first country to formally
ban all corporalpunishment.More countries followed suit
and, internationally, the adoption of policies prohibiting
corporalpunishment is increasing. The Conventionon the
Rights ofthe Child advocates that all forms of corporalpun
ishment should be ceased.Consequently in virtually all
developed countries and a number of developing countries,
corporalpunishmentis now legallyprohibited.In the
majority ofU.S. states this practice is illegal, but the policies
are not uniform throughout the United States.

In educationalcontexts, such as schools, corporal
punishment is forbidden,and educators and childcare
professionalsknow from their training that this practice
meetswith zero tolerance. InNorth America, children
who report their parents for seriouscorporalpunish
ment, can and have successfullyset the cogs of the legal
system inmotion,with ensuing socialworker home visits
and probation of the parents.

In practice, evenmild forms of physical punishment
can easily cross the line to becoming abusive; harming the
child.Add to this that parentsmay differ substantially in
what they regard or define asmild versus serious in terms
of physical punishment.Parents, especially in very tradi
tional cultural contexts,may state that it is at their own
discretionhow they discipline their children and that
they themselves had been disciplined in thismanner.

Parentswhomodel aggressivebehavioras ameans of
conflict resolution are sending a message that they
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condone this behavior.Considering the danger physically
and the negative effects on a child’s self esteem, corporal
punishmentshould never be an option.Dependingon the
age, size, and strength of the child, physical vulnerability
varies tremendously.The emotional scars that this behav
ior leaves behind are consistently powerful and often influ
ence the victims in their choice of disciplinary approaches
once they are raising their own children.

Corporal punishmentcan be generally described as a
form of discipline often defined as the “use of physical force
with the intention of causing a child to experience pain, but
no injury, for the purposesof correction or control of the
child’s behavior” (Fréchette,Zoratti,&Romano, 2015).

Other punitive approaches aimed at the body, have
varying emotional effects.Thus, forcing a child to ingest
noxious substances (e.g.,washing theirmouthswith soap

Parentswho have been subjected to physical
punishmentor abuse as children aremore likely to use
spanking as a means of resolving conflict
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for telling a lie), pinching, slapping, forcing a child to
remain in an uncomfortableposition physically, locking
them in a confinedspace, and the like, can be forms of
punishment targeting the body.On the extreme end can
be heinous acts such as burning, scalding, kicking, pinch
ing and shaking,which clearly can cause permanent
damage and represent severemaltreatmentand abuse.

Parental interventionswhich are aggressivecan lead
to violent behavior in children (Sandberg,Feldhousen,
& Busby, 2012). The connection betweenharsh physical
punishment in childhood and violence in adult dating has
been documented (L.G. Simons,Burt, & Simons, 2008).
Adults, whowere spanked by their parents,may revert
to similar negative approaches in their own disciplinary
actions. Spanking and other forms of physical punish
ment usually occur as an expression of parental anger,
which can represent temporary lessened emotional con
trol, and in turn has the potential of harming the child.
It ismost unusual for a child to launch a personal

attackwithmalicious intent. If that occurred, it may be
symptomatic of largerproblemswithin the family system
or possibly signal behavioral disorders.Parentswho are
angry and criticalwhen faced withmisbehavior,may
dictate their own solution to a problemwhich discounts
the child.At times, adultswho resort to physical and
abusive disciplinary interventionshavemajor problems
themselves; some of the perpetratorsmay be dealing
with addictiondisorderswhich in turn influence their
behavior.Clearly professional interventionsare indi
cated, and in extreme situations parentsmay be declared
unfit to raise their own children.

On the positive side, in developed countries, greater
numbersof parents aremoving away from corporal

FocusOn
2–1:

punishmentas an option.Younger generations are also
increasingly averse to this form of discipline. In the United
States, the majority ofAmericans feel that corporalpun
ishment is not a justifiable practice;not in the home nor
in school settings (Downs, 2015). (Refer to FocusOn 2 1:
Corporal Punishment).

VideoExample2.1 Parenting:Kids and
DisciplineAcross Cultures

Watch this video on disciplining children across cultures.
Does the world agree on the best way to discipline a child
in order to produce productivemembers of society?

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9RYO5acAGWw)

ParentingReflection 2–2

Dowe have the right to intervenewhen parents
use physical punishment,especially in public?What
would you say to a parentwho is a stranger, and who
displays this formof parenting interaction?

FocusPoint. Discipline ideally should emphasize the
teaching of appropriatebehavior through positive and
preferably non punitive approaches.Disciplinecan be
seen as a form of guiding behavior inwhichparents explore
constructiveways of shaping a child’s conduct. Appropriate
rules and boundariesprovide childrenwith structureand
teach them to internalize self regulatory behavior.

Corporal Punishment:AggressiveApproachesand NegativeOutcomes

Consider these research findings on the effects of corporalpunishmenton children. The evidence strongly
cautions against using spanking or other physicalmethods as disciplinarymeasures.

■ Adults who spank children are likely to have been spanked by their parents as a primarymeans of
controlling theirmisbehavior (Taylor et al., 2016).

■ There is a very strong associationbetween experiencing harsh, abusive, physical punishment in child
hood and being a perpetratorof violence in intimate relationships in adulthood (Sandberg et al., 2012).

■ The acceptance of spanking as ameans of discipline varies across ethnicities, races, and cultures
(Hawkins,RabenhorstBell,& Hetzel Riggin, 2015; Nadan, Spilsbury& Korbin, 2015).

■ Spanking appears to be a prevalentmeans of childmaltreatment, frequently used as a last resort in
gaining children’s compliance to adultwishes
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■ Most spankings occurwhen adults are angrywith children, and fail to effectively control their own
emotional outbursts (Rodriguez,2016).

■ Parentswho are considered abusive bymentalhealth professionalsand by the courts, consider spanking
to be an acceptablemeans of discipline.

■ Spanking is frequently used instead of positive reinforcementof desirable behavior (Gershoff, 2013).

■ Using information from the fragile families study (FFCW), it was shown that spanking occurred
especially in very young children through to adolescence, and that the childrenwould subsequently
externalize the behavior as in acting out aggressively themselves.The earlier this patternwas established
the more likely it would persist in later life (MacKenzie,Nicklas, BrooksGunn&Waldfogel, 2015).

■ Childrenwho are spanked exhibit more aggressivebehaviors than childrenwho are not spanked (Ger
shoff, 2013). Spanking is associatedwith children’s negative feelings of self esteem and personalworth
(Gershoff&GroganKaylor,2016).

■ Males aremore likely than females to approve of spanking children (Gershoff& GroganKaylor,2016).

■ Spankingmay produce a child’s conformity to parentalwishes in an immediate situation, but its long
term effectsmay include increased probability of deviance, including delinquency in adolescence and
violent crime in adulthood (Gershoff& GroganKaylor,2016).

■ Parentswho aremembers of conservativeand fundamentalist religious groups tend to perceive spank
ing (corporal punishment)as an acceptable form of discipline (Bottoms,Goodman,TolouShams et al.,
2015;Holden&Williamson,2014). Even so, research concerning conservatism in the broader com
munity and correlation to corporalpunishmentare not conclusive

■ Social disorganizationand related community factorsmay bemore important than religious or political
affiliation in predicting risky parenting behaviors such asmaltreatment (Breyer &MacPhee, 2015).

■ Individualswho are considered to be bullies have been subjected to physical punishment/abuseas
children and have incorrectly learned that the use of physical force is an “acceptable”means of resolving
conflictswith others (Zottis, Salum, Isolan,Manfro,&Heldt, 2014); note that this is not mainstream
recommended behavior.

■ The use of corporalpunishment(including spanking) is controversial.Over 25 countriesworldwide
prohibit this practice by law (Scheidegger,2014).Harsh child punishment is also regarded as a topic
that deserves to be addressed by human rights (Watkinson& Rock, 2016).

Additional resource:Downs, JonO. (2015). Positive behavioral interventions and supports vs. corporal punishment: a
literature review. International Journal for CrossDisciplinary Subjects in Education (IJCDSE) 6(1): 2126–2132.

raP

Rigidity
Extreme and

Inflexible Structure

Criticism
High and Brittle
Structure

NegativeOutcome

Nonnegotiable
Rules

Appropriate Structure

Negotiable
Rules

Flexible Structure

Permissiveness
Low in Structure

Abandonment
No Structure,

EmotionallyAbsent

NegativeOutcome

FIGURE2–1. Continuum of structure in parenting relationships.The central shaded area represents the zone of
constructive parenting behavior.

enC oZon gstr niuct tneev



38 ■ PartI The Context of Parent–ChildRelations

FocusOn
2–2:

The Continuum of Structure in ParentingRelationships

In the midrange, a constructive parenting zone is created,where balanced parenting occurs. The further
wemove towards both ends of the continuum, the more dysfunctional the interventionsmay become. The
two central parenting characteristics,namely,NonnegotiableRules andNegotiableRules, are
patterns that support developmentof appropriate structureand self regulation and are the most helpful
to both children and parents.ConstructiveCriticism and appropriatePermissivenesscan occur
depending on context and the developmental stage of the child.

The pairsof parenting styles at the two opposite ends of the continuum—Rigidityon the left and
Abandonment on the right—do not provide childrenwith healthy structureand are considered to have
negative effects. (Figure 2–1).

The visualmodel was created by Gerhardt,C., in Bigner& Gerhardt (2014, p. 85). Loosely based on conceptsdiscussed
by Clarke, J. I., & Dawson, C. (1998).GrowingUp Again: ParentingOurselves, ParentingOur Children (2nd ed.).
Minneapolis,MN:Hazelden.

Parenting
FAQ 2–1

We would like to take a formal parenting course.Any suggestions?

In reviewingparenting programs, an estimated 15,000 different parenting programs are availableworld
wide and in many languages.Narrowing it down to programs in English still leaves an overwhelming
number of choices,adding up to hundreds of options,many of them not reputable. The following deci
sion treemay help:

■ The outcomesof a number of parenting programs have been assessed, and a brief selection is tabu
lated in Table 2–1 Evidence based ParentingPrograms.These programsmeet stringent standards and
have been tested in variouspopulation groups. There are about 50 programs thatmeet these require
ments, and the list is growing.

■ Determine the age of the child or the needs of the target group. Programs can be quite specific in
addressing content areas and age groups.Among the choices are the following:
◆ Programspresented by trained group leaders.
◆ Programs requiring formal training and for professionalsworkingwith certain groups, such as
youths with addiction and related disorders.

◆ Programs intended for parentswithin the family context.
◆ Programs requiring group sessionswith other parents. These can be beneficial in forming a support
group and in understandingwhat other parents are experiencing.

◆ Programs that can be studied individually,usingDVDs and print.
◆ Programsbased on different theoretical approaches.

■ Non evidence based parenting programs vary tremendously in quality. Some advicemay be outright
harmful. For that reason, it is important to choosewisely. Look at the context of the program, check
online reviews from reputable sources, and become an informed user.

■ Seek guidance frompeople who, through their training and background, are knowledgeableand well
informed—for instance,CertifiedFamily Life Educators (CFLEs), Licensed SocialWorkers (LSWs),
Licensed ProfessionalCounselors (LPCs), educators, and licensed psychologists


