Unit 4: How Do Social Scientists Explain Families?
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Here are some perspectives that social scientists use to understand families, and to describe patterns of behaviours in families.   Each theory has a specific focus, and can be used to explain different components of the family.  Each theory has its own strength, as well as weakness.   These theories are models for understanding the family in society, and cannot be proven or disproven. 

Social Learning Theory: this theory explains how families teach their children the attitudes and beliefs that are part of the family culture.  Parental ideas and behaviours are especially powerful lessons.  Children are socialized as they live within and learn from their family system.  

	Children learn their first lessons about life and society within their family unit


Structural Functional Theory: this perspective considers families as one of many social institutions that function to meet the physical and emotional needs of its members.  The purpose of families is to prepare individuals to become contributing members of society through the transmission of acceptable values and norms.  Emphasis is placed on the strengths of the nuclear family, which is considered normal.  Cultural and family form variations are not recognized, and are considered deviant.  Family dysfunction, such as violence and abuse, is not explained by this theory as it is considered a social problem, not a family one.

[image: image5.jpg]0w



Systems theory: is a focussed structural functional perspective that emphasizes the interrelationship of family members.  Dysfunction is explained as the result of individual failure to fulfill role responsibilities, or of unrecognized roles.
Developmental Theory: organizes the life span of the nuclear family unit into stages that each contain predictable milestones that prepare the family to succeed in the next phase.  Dysfunction is explained as the result of failure to accomplish developmental tasks according to schedule.   Gender variations in experiences are not recognized.  This theory recognizes new start stages of divorce and remarriage, and allows social scientists to compare characteristics of family units in various cultures. 
Symbolic Interaction Theory: emphasizes the importance of relationship dynamics between and among family members, and their history of family interactions.  Individual identities and role expectations are developed through interactions with other family members. This theory does not explain the influences of individuals on their larger context outside the family, or of other social factors.

Social Exchange Theory: an economic model, individual family members are valued for their assets, such as appearance, personality, and abilities.  Members are expected to make contributions to the family, in exchange for received benefits.  This theory best explains the marital relationship, but assumes all individuals are motivated to serve their own interests.

	Conflict Theory: this theory focuses on various power inequalities between and among family members, and the changes in families and society that result.  Conflict theory explains the transmission of family values from one generation to the next, but does not explain the evolution of societal family values.  Conflict theory is limited in its ability to explain the contributions of the family to society.  Conflict theory is related to Marxist, Feminist, and Political Economy models.  
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Power inequalities between parents, and between children and their parents, cause family dysfunctions


 Why are parent-child relationships important?    
	The parent-child relationship is the child’s most important relationship. Factors that may influence this relationship include parental characteristics, the stability of the parents’ marriage, and the child’s characteristics. 

The perceived competency of the parents affects the effectiveness of their parenting. Older, more experienced, confident individuals are more competent parents. 
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Parent-child relationships are formed early in the child’s life.

	The child's sex, temperament, and physical appearance may affect the parent-child relationship. Parents who are disappointed in their child’s attributes may be inclined to reject the baby. 
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Parents may have difficulty developing a strong bond with a fussy baby.

	Socialization first occurs in the individual’s primary group, within the parent-child relationship. Physical, emotional, psychological, and social development occurs through socialization. Families contribute to the development of their children’s self-esteem, personality, and negotiation skill set. In the context of their families, children learn their gender roles. 
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Father who read to sons sends a powerful message about the importance of literacy

	As the child`s primary agent of socialization, the parents’ most important contribution is to the child`s sense of secure attachment. First described by John Bowlby, attachment theory explains the infant’s need to be close to another person, and the security that results when this proximity is accomplished, as a normal, biological expression of social beings. 
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Babies hold their mothers’ gaze to ensure their close proximity.


Developmental psychologist Mary Ainsworth described three types of attachments that result from early emotional traumas, such as abuse, neglect, inconsistent caregivers, maternal depression, or substance abuse. Avoidant attachments are formed when a child develops superficial independence in order to avoid an emotionally rejecting parent. The ambivalently-attached child is anxious and insecure, the result of inconsistent parental messages. Children develop disorganized attachment when their relationships with their parents have been traumatizing, and their emotional needs have not been met. 
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As attachment influences the child’s developing brain and affects all aspects of human development, attachment disorders create many learning, emotional, physical, social, and mental issues for the child, as well as limit the child’s later ability to engage in significant relationships. 
	
A strong parent-child relationship is essential to normal human development


Early parent-child relationships establish the pattern for how a child experiences interactions with others later in life. Children develop and gain independence with the encouragement and care of their families. Children learn appropriate behaviours from the explicit teaching of their parents, but they also learn implied lessons through observing people`s interactions to others and their reactions to various situations. 

Families prepare young children to participate in other socializing institutions, secondary groups, such as schools, peers, media, organizations, and institutions. 

What Are Some Influences on Parenting Styles? (powerpoint)
 What kind of parent will you be? Take this quiz to find out your parenting style!
 What Are Some Models of Parenting Styles? (powerpoint after reading)
	1. Diana Baumrind is a psychologist who identifies three parenting styles and their outcomes. 
Authoritative parents have high expectations of compliance, and are firm but fair with their children. Their children are allowed to debate with them, and tend to have high self-esteem and independence. 
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Authoritarian parents are strict, controlling, and demanding. These parents do not explain their discipline, and may use physical forms of punishment. As a result, their children may be insecure, withdrawn, or lack effective social skills. 
Permissive and neglectful parents send mixed messages, or none at all. Their children may become risk-takers in an attempt to find boundaries for their behaviours. In addition to the effects of parenting on children’s development, Baumrind also acknowledges the influences of genetic, environmental, cultural, and temperament factors.


2. Barbara Coloroso is a well-known and respected parenting expert. She is an internationally recognized speaker and author who has written a number of popular books on issues related to parenting.  She believes that good parenting begins with treating children with dignity and respect. Her approach is based on three principles: 

· Kids are worth it - parent love is not conditional. Children don't have to prove their value or earn love, they have it simply because they are our children. 
· Children should not be treated in a way that we would not want to be treated ourselves. If I wouldn't want it done to me, why would I do it to my child? 

· If it works and leaves a child's and my own dignity intact, do it. Consider the impact of your actions on a child’s self-esteem and worth. Just because it works, doesn’t mean it is a good approach. 

Coloroso believes that we need to empower our children. We do this by providing a secure, safe, nurturing environment, age appropriate responsibilities, and decision making opportunities. Children should be given power in their lives to make age-appropriate decisions, take responsibility for their actions, and learn from their mistakes and successes. This is best done through a backbone approach to parenting.

Barbara’s work appeals to parents because of its practical approach to common parenting issues. She presents her ideas in a clear, understandable way and she uses the terms brickwall, jellyfish, and backbone.

3. Attachment parenting model: developed by pediatrician William Sear’s. It is based on the attachment theory and developmental psychology. Sears encourages the development of a strong, secure emotional bond between parents and their children in order to ensure later healthy social relationships in adulthood. 
	Parent-Child interaction is an approach designed to reduce confrontation between children and authority figures.


4. Parent-Child Interaction: initially developed by Sheila Eyberg. It is a therapeutic approach to conduct disorders, a combination of behavioural therapy and social learning theory. Parents are explicitly taught skills to develop a strong relationship with their children, one that affirms positive behaviours, in order to reduce misbehaviour.
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5. Conscious parenting: is associated with Laurence Steinberg’s authoritative parenting. It is an approach that reflects the awareness of the magnitude of parents’ influences on children, and advocates honouring children’s innate curiosity. The principles of Conscious Parenting include: providing children with attention, emotional support, communication, and boundaries; helping them develop a sense of independence and community; encouraging their curiosity, and assisting them to make responsible choices.
6. Nurturant Parent Model: developed by linguistic philosopher George Lakoff. It is premised on the belief that children understand their own needs, and should be allowed to explore with their parents’ protection and guidance. According to Lakoff, children who are confident that their needs will be met will face challenges with confidence. Discipline is connected to respect and compassion, which are modelled, not obedience. As a political metaphor, Lakoff likens this model to a progressive government ensuring the well-being for its citizens with strict environmental laws and provided health care.
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7. Strict Father Model: developed by psychologist James Dobson’s. It values discipline as an essential component to survival in a demanding society. Discipline is learned through principals of operant conditioning, as a way to avoid punishment and earn rewards for good behaviour. Ideally, the children of strict parents, primarily strict fathers, will internalize the discipline and become more independent. According to Lakoff, the Strict Father Model can be thought of as a conservative government that does not encourage individuals to look to the state for assistance, but is prepared to reward economically-productive behaviour.
Thomas Phelan’s parenting style aims to shape behaviour. Thomas Phelan is a registered PhD clinical psychologist. He often appears on radio and television. He has been engaged in private practice since 1972. Dr. Phelan’s most renowned book is called 1, 2, 3 Magic.
His approach focuses on a number of different behavioural aspects:

1. To Stop undesired behaviours such as whining, arguing, tantrums, and sibling rivalry parents use the 1, 2, 3 counting method. Parents count to three and if the behaviour doesn’t stop by three then a consequence is applied. This most often is an age-appropriate timeout. 

2. When dealing with stop behaviours Phelan believes that parents should adhere to the “No Talking, No Emotion” rule. During the counting process parents should count to 3 without explaining, getting angry, or upset. If parents show emotion when dealing with misbehaviour, children will have gained power over the parents.
Parents can encourage good behaviour by using several effective methods. To encourage children to Start doing what you do want them to do such as cleaning their room, going to bed, and doing homework, praise, positive reinforcement, and sticker charts can be used.
Ron Morrish has been an educator and behaviour specialist since 1972. He was a teacher with the District School Board of Niagara in St. Catharines, Ontario for 26 years. In 1997, he became an independent consultant. In addition to presenting at conferences, Mr. Morrish speaks to parent groups and childcare providers. Mr. Morrish has written and published three books. His first book, Secrets of Discipline discusses twelve keys for raising responsible children without deal-making, arguments, and confrontations. 

Mr. Morrish titles his approach “real discipline". The goal of this approach is to teach children to be respectful, responsible, and cooperative. He expresses concerns about many of today’s popular discipline techniques as he feels they are producing children who are manipulative and defiant. One area where Morrish differs in his approach is in the area of childhood choices. He feels that children are given too much freedom to make choices they are not ready to make and in turn adults find themselves negotiating with children. Adults should have the authority to make choices for children until they are ready to do so on their own.
Real discipline has three parts to it:

1. Training:  these are the techniques taught to children so they will obey the rules and limits set by those in authority (i.e. parents and teachers). 

2. Teaching: children are taught the skills and attitudes for being responsible and cooperative. 

3. Managing:  as children get older and learn to be independent adults provide children with more and more choices. 
