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ABSTRACT 
 

 

“ONE HAN CYAAH CLAP”: UNDERSTANDING BIDIRECTIONALITY IN                                                       

JAMAICAN MOTHER-CHILD RELATIONSHIPS 

 
  
Taniesha Burke       Advisor:  
University of Guelph, 2016     Leon Kuczynski 

 
 

Previous research on Jamaican mother-child relationships has focused on parental roles 

as socialisation agents and selected discipline practices such as corporal punishment. This is a 

narrow focus that has obscured children’s contributions to parent-child interactions, as well as 

the domains of the parent-child relationship that explore relatedness and intimacy.  Moreover, 

there has been minimal research on the communal cultural context of Jamaican parent-child 

relationships. To address these concerns, the purpose of the present study was to examine 

Jamaican parent-child relationships more comprehensively to provide greater insight into the 

family dynamics and interactions.  

The research goal was to investigate how Jamaican mothers of school-aged children 

(middle childhood) perceived their relationship with their children. Three questions were asked: 

(1) How do mothers perceive the network of individuals who care for the children and their roles 

and responsibilities in these networks? (2) How do Jamaican mothers perceive their relationship 

with their children in the domains of authority and relatedness (closeness and intimacy) and; (3) 

Do mothers perceive their children as influential agents, and do they value their children’s 

agency?  



 

 

Qualitative methodology was used in this study. Thirty mothers (17 middle class, 13 

lower) participated in a one to one-and-a half hour open-ended interview.  The age of the 

children who were the focus of the interview ranged from 8 to 12 years. Thematic analyses 

indicated several themes: (a) the mother-child relationship was embedded in a collectivistic 

culture, with multiple members from the family, and the community actively involved in 

parenting; (b) Jamaican mother-child relationships consisted of strict control and intimate 

interactions. Mothers predominantly exhibited firmness in rule setting and strict enforcement in 

their discipline practices. They reported diverse forms of resistance from their children that were 

comparable with Canadian samples, but they were uncomfortable with children’s resistance, and 

mostly responded with punitive actions. Despite the strict nature of the mother-child relationship, 

Jamaican mothers reported frequent interactions of closeness and intimacy that were created by 

themselves and their children. Finally, mothers acknowledged children’s influence in the form of 

both constructive and resistant manifestations of agency. Implications for cross-cultural theory 

and social policy are discussed.
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Chapter One: Literature Review 

Childrearing in all societies has aspects that are universal in their form, but also have 

specific functions that are culture specific (Bornstein, 1995). The parent-child relationship, in 

particular, is usually the first context of social interactions that provides children with guidance, 

protection, and psychological support that prepares them to be competent members of society. It 

is parents, including all primary caregivers, who lay the foundations for their children’s 

subsequent interactions with the world outside the family.  The way these childrearing functions 

are implemented will differ because they are adapted to the specific needs, history, and setting of 

a given culture (Valsiner, 1987, 2000). For example, mothers and infants engaging in frequent 

proximal contact (form) may be prevalent in parent-child interactions in many countries, but the 

interpretation, purpose, and meaning behind the interactions may differ (function).Thus, 

developmentally creating different goals, values, and expectations in the dyad (Bornstein, 1995).  

It can therefore be expected that in a culture such as Jamaica, parent-child relationships may 

have culturally specific meanings and universal forms that are experienced in various types of 

interactions. 

Parent-child relationships evolve in a specific bio-ecological context that impacts the 

dynamics and experiences between parents and children (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). The 

relationship is embedded in a culture that influences the structure and functioning of the 

relationship (Trommsdorff, 2006; Trommsdorff & Kornadt, 2003). In the Jamaican context, the 

expectations of individual roles and responsibilities, interactions of parents and children, and the 

behavioural expectations of each in the dyad have been shaped by a complex set of historical 

factors, Christian religious practices, and differences in socialisation beliefs among the 
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socioeconomic groups that are a result of the island’s history of British colonialism, slavery, and 

independence (Barrow, 2001; Clarke, 2000; Jemmott, 2015). For example, strong cultural 

expectations that Jamaican children should submit to the authority of their parents are partly 

rooted in the Christian principles. This parenting ideology was originally forced on to enslaved 

Africans by their slave masters, as a control mechanism, but has now been readily accepted by 

descendants in the present day, who consider religion to be the foundation of moral development 

and traditional values (Burke & Sutherland, 2014; Leo-Rhynie & Brown, 2013). It is important 

to note that the prevalence of submissiveness varies by social class, with more lower class 

families placing value on obedience to authority than middle class families (Anderson, 2007).  

Research on the Jamaican family and parent-child relationships is relatively new and has 

tended to focus on the family structures, childrearing practices and forms of parental control that 

shape the relationship. Researchers have primarily explored a parent-centred approach, with a 

focus on the parents’ perspective, particularly in the role of disciplinarians and authority figure. 

This narrow focus is in contrast to contemporary relationship domain approaches that have 

proposed a broader assessment of parent-child relationships beyond discipline and control, and 

the role of the child as an agent and source of influence in the interactions (Grusec & Davidov, 

2010; Kuczynski & De Mol, 2015; Maccoby, 2000). The relational domain perspective, which 

guides this research, acknowledges parenting practices that prepare children for their future roles 

in society, but also recognises that the relationship is complex, having diverse domains including 

authority, attachment, and intimacy (Kuczynski & De Mol, 2015). The relationship is inherently 

bidirectional, that is, both parents and children are engaged in mutual influence over time 

(Sameroff, 1975). The domain approach emphasizes the importance of understanding the 
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relationship context to explain the phenomena of parent-child interactions and the overall 

development of the child.  

The purpose of this dissertation was to investigate how Jamaican mothers of school aged 

(middle childhood) perceived their relationship with their children. The following questions were 

asked: (1) How do mothers perceive the network of individuals who care for the child? How do 

mothers define the roles and responsibilities of individuals in this personal network? (2) How do 

Jamaican mothers perceive their relationship with children in the domains of authority and 

relatedness (closeness and intimacy) and; (3) Do mothers perceive their children as influential 

agents, and do they value their child’s agency?  

Organization of Dissertation 

 The dissertation begins with an overview of middle childhood, which is the 

developmental period of interest for the study. Chapter One continues with a review of the 

historical contexts that influence the structure and belief systems of parenting in Jamaica. This is 

followed by a critical analysis of Jamaican family structures and parent-child interactions, with a 

particular focus on mothers as the relationship context for understanding Jamaican families in 

general, and child development, in particular.  The chapter continues with an evaluation of two 

theoretical frameworks – cultural dimensions of parenting (Triandis, 1990) and the social 

relational perspective (Kuczynski & Parkin, 2007) of parent child interactions. Both theoretical 

frameworks set the foundation for understanding Jamaican parent-child relationships.  

Chapter Two of the dissertation, describe the methods and analytical strategies. The 

results are reported in three chapters. Chapter Three reports on the ecological foundation of 

Jamaican mother-child relationships, and describes the larger network of relationships that 

support children’s socialisation and development. The next two chapters focus on the mother-
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child dyad, and consider two domains of the mother child relationship: the authority domain in 

Chapter Four, and the intimacy domain in Chapter Five. The final chapter of the dissertation 

include a discussion of the findings, implications, limitations and suggestions for future search. 

Throughout this dissertation, mother-child relationships are viewed using the lenses of culture, 

social class, and developmental psychology perspectives on children’s development and the 

processes of socialisation. 

Parenting in Middle Childhood 

 Middle childhood is the period of development that ranges from the ages of six to twelve. 

Children at this stage of development are often referred to as school-aged children. During this 

period, children experience a rapid maturational shift in their cognitive abilities that impacts their 

interactions, and the meanings they construct of their experiences with their parents. The changes 

are not solely a biological or chronological process, but are also influenced by culture, such that, 

culture influences the behavioural expectation of each member of the dyad (Collins, Madsen, & 

Susman-Stillman, 2002). 

 The changes that occur during middle childhood prepare children to become more skilled 

as active agents in the parent-child relationship. As their cognitive abilities increase, children 

become more skilled at asserting rights to protect their autonomy in personal domains, which 

involves actions that are related to the private aspects of one’s life. Personal domain includes an 

individual’s preferences and choices that are not related to right or wrong issues (Ruck, 

Abramovtich, & Keating, 1998; Wray-Lake, Crouter, & McHale, 2010). Children also become 

more skilled in describing and explaining conditions and events in their environment (Whitehurst 

& Sonnenschein, 1981). Moreover, the manifestation of children’s agency becomes more evident 

as children learn to be more goal-oriented in initiating and maintaining cooperative relationships 
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with peers (Selman & Schultz, 1989). Other critical skills that become more apparent are the 

increased capacity for children to self-regulate (Maccoby, 1984) and self-evaluate their actions 

(Eccles, 1999). The increase in reasoning abilities, social skills and self-regulation compared to 

earlier years, suggest that children in middle childhood are better able to understand and describe 

how they perceive their environment. 

 Parents may not welcome some of the changes that occur during middle childhood. For 

instance, some parent-child relationships experience a decrease in maternal warmth and increase 

in conflicts (Shanahan, McHale, Crouter, & Osgood, 2007). There are possible explanations for 

the increase in conflict. Conflicts may be related to the maturational changes that are associated 

with the onset of puberty in some children (Buchanan, Eccles, & Becker, 1992). Also, more 

advanced cognitive skills and the confidence in their abilities to negotiate their needs with their 

parents may contradict parents’ expectations (Maccoby, 1984).  

Development in middle childhood suggests that parents have to adjust their interactions, 

cognitions and behaviour to accommodate the changing characteristics of the child (Maccoby, 

1992). For instance, the increase in reasoning abilities encourages parents to be more elaborate in 

their explanations and justifications, compared to earlier years when these parental actions were 

not critical (Collins et al., 2002). Moreover, Roberts, Block, and Block (1984)found that as 

children developed through middle childhood, North American parents placed less importance 

on discipline by isolation and physical punishment and more importance on rational reasoning, 

negotiating and appealing to the children’s sense of self.  

An examination of the Jamaican parenting literature revealed that there is an 

underrepresentation of studies that focus on middle childhood. Most of the studies investigated 

the effects of childrearing practices in early childhood (e.g., Leo-Rhynie & Brown, 2013; 
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Ricketts & Anderson, 2008; Samms-Vaughan, Williams, & Brown, 2005) and adolescence (e.g., 

Lipps et al., 2012; Smith & Moore, 2013; Smith, Springer, & Barrett, 2011) or focused on the 

parent-child relationship without targeting a specific developmental period (e.g., Barrow, 1996;  

Brodie-Walker & Morgan, 2011). Research on the Jamaican parent-child relationship during the 

middle childhood period is important because findings based on Caucasian Canadian families 

suggest that parents make numerous adjustments to changes in children's capacities as agents, 

including accommodating and supporting children’s growing autonomy (Kuczynski, Robson, 

Burke, & Song, 2015). It is unknown to what extent Jamaican parents make similar adaptations 

or whether they perceive their children’s autonomy and capacities as agents in the relationship as 

unwanted or inconvenient. 

Overview of Jamaica’s Historical Context 

The historical context of the Jamaican culture is crucial for understanding the structure 

and dynamics of parent-child relationships in contemporary Jamaican families. Jamaica is the 

third largest island of the Greater Antilles in the Caribbean. It is 10,991 square kilometres in size. 

The island is an English speaking Commonwealth country that gained its independence from 

Britain in 1962. The island had been discovered by Christopher Columbus in 1494, who claimed 

it for Spain. Jamaica was eventually captured by the British in 1655, and was ruled as a colony 

for the next three centuries (Black, 1983). The colonisation of the island resulted in a large 

importation of enslaved Africans from West African regions. This slave system still has its 

impact on the demographics of the population, as the 2011 census found that 92 percent of the 

population are of African descent, with 6 percent being of mixed raced and the rest being of 

Caucasian descent or unknown ( Statistical Institute of Jamaica., 2011). Economically, the island 
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is classified as a developing country and is currently experiencing challenges in human and 

economic development ( International Monetary Fund, 2011). 

Other Caribbean nations, particularly English speaking territories, the United States and 

Brazil share the similarity of slavery as the first form of economic activity in their colonised 

history. Despite the similar history of colonisation, all countries have taken different 

demographic, economic, and social trajectories that have resulted in diverse cultures and 

conditions of the parent-child relationship ( The World Bank, 2015; Valsiner, 1987). In spite of 

historical similarities among countries in the region, each consists of unique features. Therefore, 

it is important that a cultural perspective is used to take into account practices that are specific to 

Jamaica and those that are also present in other cultures (e.g., African American and Asian 

cultures). 

History of Jamaica’s Family System 

The Jamaican family system is deeply rooted in the African tradition of matrilinearity and 

collective parenting. In this tradition, fertility and motherhood were revered and seen as the 

women’s greatest gift; while barrenness was despised. This recognition of the significance of 

mothers contributed to women being the centre of the kinship group (Bush, 2010; Mair, 2007). 

The matrilineal structure placed great emphasis on women’s roles as mothers, in which they 

promoted a special and exclusive bond with their children. This influence extended to how 

mothers were treated in the wider society. The importance placed on the role of mothers is 

similar to those found in matrilineal cultures of Ghana and Nigeria – a region from which a 

majority of Jamaican descendants originated (Aborampah & Sudarkasa, 2011; Babatunde & 

Setiloane, 2014; Nyarko, 2014).  
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The Jamaican culture embraces strong interdependence and long term commitment across 

generations and social groups. Interdependence in the parent-child relationship is built on the 

notion of the extended family that teaches children how to interact with parents, family members 

and other adults in the community. It is from this collective agreement that the African proverb, 

‘it takes a village to raise a child,’ originates (Bush, 2010). The extended family not only serves 

as socialising agents of children, but ensures the economic stability, emotional support and 

psychological well-being of all members (Aborampah & Sudarkasa, 2011). 

The traumatic and disruptive effects of the Transatlantic Slave Trade and the centuries of 

slavery did not eradicate the African practice of community parenting. It has been argued that the 

conditions of slavery aided its survival. Clarke (2000) and Jemmott (2015) argued that 

matrifocality survived because the slave system did not accommodate the presence of fathers in 

the maintenance of the family and the development of the child. The paternal influence was lost 

with the deliberate removal of fathers from the family by slave masters and the discouragement 

of marriage among the enslaved. Borrow (2001) noted that in the slave system, fathers were 

more valued for their sexual virility and their ability to father many children. This resulted in 

mothers, grandmothers and other adults - biological and social- in the enslaved community 

collectively raising children. Moreover, orphaned children or those separated from their parents 

were accepted into their biological extended family or the wider slave community through the 

process of informal adoption for their survival (Brown & Inniss, 2005; Bush, 2010). This 

extended support network reflected the African heritage and highlighted the enslaved Africans’ 

ability to adapt their cultural norms to the social system of the plantation (Aborampah & 

Sudarkasa, 2011: Jemmott, 2015). 
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Although slavery was abolished almost 200 years ago, Barrow (2001) suggests that the 

matri-focal traditions are still influencing present day Jamaican family structures and parent-

child interactions. The importance given to mothers has resulted in great value being placed on 

motherhood and childrearing from a young age (Ricketts & Anderson, 2009). As a consequence, 

Sargent & Harris (1992) argued that childless women experience pity and contempt. Moreover, 

the  National Family Planning Board (2002) provided further evidence to the importance of 

motherhood in the Jamaican culture. The data suggested that 39 percent of young Jamaican 

women had a child before the age of 20. This, however, is class specific, as women with the 

highest educational attainments and from the highest socioeconomic groups postponed having 

children until after age 30 (National Family Planning Board, 2008).  Chevannes' (1999) study on 

gender socialisation also highlighted that pressure to prove fertility was also experienced by boys 

who demonstrated their sexual prowess and heterosexuality through multiple concurrent 

relationships. The social and cultural pressures of proving fertility may have contributed to 

different forms of family relations (e.g., kinship, nuclear, single parent) among Jamaicans. 

 Researchers from western industrialised countries have disproportionately focused on the 

benefits of the nuclear family because of the prevailing view of its predominance in those 

societies (Aborampah & Sudarkasa, 2011). Researchers have argued that the overemphasis on 

this western family model has resulted in less attention given to the importance of other types of 

family systems that are normative in ethnic groups in western cultures and other parts of the 

world, and include grandparents, kinship/extended and non-biologically related persons 

(Georgas, 2006; Sudarkasa, 2011). When alternative family types were investigated, usually in 

ethnic minority groups, there appeared to be a biased focus on economic hardships, deficits and 

the reduction of extended families in developing societies (Aborampah & Sudarkasa, 2011; Cain 
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& Combs-Orme, 2005). Therefore, an examination of Jamaican family structure from a Western 

lens may classify it as dysfunctional or having various deficits, because of fluidity in family 

structures that do not fit neatly into the stereotypical nuclear family image. The position of this 

dissertation is that all family structures have benefits that uniquely contribute to the socialisation 

of children.  

A review of the Jamaican literature indicates five family structures. These include the 

married union, cohabiting/common-law family, visiting relationships, single-parent family and 

kinship households. Married union is the first form of family structure. According to Clarke 

(2000) it has a history of being the preferred family system from as early as slavery, when it was 

professed by the slave masters and church missionaries as the only form of healthy family 

structure. Leo-Rhynie (1993, 1997) argued that even today, married union is considered to be the 

ideal family structure for Jamaicans, particularly those who are strongly committed to Christian 

religious practices and/or are from the middle and upper class of the society. Most women who 

are married are typically in the 35 to 54 age group (Roopnarine et al., 1995). Evans (1989) 

(1989) suggested that although married unions are mostly present in the more affluent 

socioeconomic groups, it is a union many low-income men and women also aspire to achieve, 

especially later in life when childbearing is over. Moreover, Clarke’s (2000) study found that 

some children who were born from previous relationships were not accepted in the home by new 

partners and were forced to live elsewhere. Ironically, although Jamaicans consider the married 

union to be the ideal structure for children, 84 percent of Jamaican children in 2002 were born 

out of wedlock (National Family Planning Board, 2002). 

 The second family structure, cohabiting/common-law, consists of couples who live 

together but are not married. This family structure accounts for approximately 20 percent of 



11 

 

 

relationships in Jamaica (Roopnarine, 2002). This family structure is most common in the lower 

socioeconomic groups and developmentally is the precursor for the married union (Evans, 1989; 

Leo-Rhynie, 1993). Women in these families tend to be older and have multiple children 

(Roopnarine et al., 1995). 

Visiting relationships is the third structure and serves as a meeting ground for sexual 

relationships. This structure involves a woman and her children, usually living in her mother’s 

household, while the father of her children, who she is still intimate with, visits on a regular 

basis. These fathers spend at least four hours per week interacting with their children and 

contribute to decision making relating to the children’s development. Approximately 30 percent 

of women up to the age of 25 are in this type of relationship (Leo-Rhynie1993; Roopnarine et al., 

1995; The National Family Planning Board, 2008). Some women in visiting relationships 

gradually transition into common-law relationships and then married unions by the age of 45 

(Leo-Rhynie, 1997). Brown and Johnson (2008) found that children from visiting unions were 

mostly present in the lower socioeconomic groups, particularly those living in inner city 

communities. 

 The fourth family structure is the single parent family, which appears to be the most 

dominant family structure in the Jamaican culture. Evans (1989) argued that this structure is 

primarily found among lower socioeconomic groups. The Jamaica Survey of Living conditions 

of 2002 found that 46 percent of all Jamaican households are headed by females and 75 percent 

of those households do not have a male spouse present, which has resulted in a high degree of 

female economic responsibilities with roughly one-third of children not having father figure 

resident in the home (The Planning Institute of Jamaica, 2012). These households have the 
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largest number of children, and thus, experience lower quality supervision and care (Brodie-

Walker & Morgan, 2011; Planning Institute of Jamaica, 2012). 

The final family structure identified in the Jamaican culture is kinship families. Kinship 

families can be diverse and may consist of maternal grandparents (Evans, 1989; Brodie-Walker 

& Morgan, 2011) or siblings (Ricketts & Anderson, 2009) as head of the household. In many 

cases, it is the grandmothers who assume the role of providing childcare support. This family 

structure is only possible because of the kin’s willingness to provide childcare (Chamberlain, 

2003). In general, kinship families are formed for the economic survival by pooling resources 

and common residence (Brodie-Walker & Morgan, 2011). Other reasons for its formation 

include maternal migration for employment purposes, maternal death (Chamberlain, 2003; 

Evans, 1989; Ricketts & Anderson, 2009), or the mother deciding to start a “new family” with a 

new partner who refuses to accept children from previous relationships in their home (Leo-

Rhynie, 1993). Previous research suggests that some adolescents living in these families are well 

adjusted (Brodie-Walker & Morgan, 2009). Although kinship family structure is a visible part of 

the Jamaican culture, there are limited studies on the dynamics of family members and their roles 

in the socialisation process.  

 The Jamaican family structure also has a unique characteristic called “child shifters”, or 

“serial parenting” (Jones, Sharpe, & Sogren, 2004; Russell-Brown & Norville, 1997). Evans and 

Davies (1997) described child shifting as an informal adoption process, similar to African 

kinship patterns, in which parents relinquish their childrearing responsibilities and authority by 

sending the child to another residence to live and be cared for by other adults. Approximately 15 

to 30 percent of children have been cared for by a substitute parent such as the maternal 

grandmother, neighbours, friends or other relatives. Reasons for this phenomenon include the 
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mother’s inability or unwillingness to care for the child, maternal migration (Evans & Davies, 

1997), and the mother starting a new family. The rejection of the child is described as a sacrifice 

by both the mother and the father, out of fear that the child may disrupt or destroy the new union 

(Clarke, 2000). Children who are child shifters are more susceptible to depressive reactions, 

withdrawal, anxiety, fear and insecurity (Crawford-Brown & Rattray, 2001; Leo-Rhynie, 1997). 

Added to the psychological pressures, child shifters have been documented as having to raise or 

care for themselves (Crawford-Brown & Rattray, 2001). Although child shifting is common in 

the Jamaican culture research, research on how the child feels about these experiences has been 

sparse.  

 This overview of the literature highlights the diversity of family structures that are 

present in the Jamaican culture. Some have elements of Eurocentric ideals of family (e.g. nuclear 

family), others are remnants of African history and slavery whereas others are created out of 

socioeconomic circumstances. Understanding these demographic structures provide the 

foundation for understanding familial relations in the Jamaican culture. However, a limitation of 

the literature is that there has been little research on the psychological aspects of family 

interactions and relationships. For example, there is a gap in understanding how family members 

represented by different family structures interact with each other or the meanings they construct 

within family life. Moreover, outside of the demographic structures, there is a lack of perspective 

on communal aspects of the culture that support parent-child relationships and the socialisation 

of children. For instance, we do not have a clear picture of the personal networks outside the 

established family structures that may support families, and the network’s willingness to actively 

participate in the childrearing. Furthermore, we do not know whether the members of the 

network differ by social class. 
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In order to begin to address these gaps, this study investigated the nature and meanings of 

family and family relationships as they pertained to children’s socialisation and development. A 

qualitative methodology was chosen to examine not only structures, but also the psychological 

attributes that are associated with family. Also of interest was the role and importance of the 

wider community in contributing to the rearing of children, and continuity of shared values and 

practices. This was achieved through two levels of analysis that were explored at the community 

level, and included the nature and purpose of personal relationship networks that support parent-

child relationships, as well as an exploration at a micro dyadic level, ehich included the 

dynamics of mother child relationships. 

Parent-Child interactions in the Jamaican Context 

 The complexity and dynamics of parent-child interactions are influenced by, and 

embedded in, the context in which the relationship exists. Some of these contexts include 

socioeconomic status (SES) (Gillies, 2005; Hoff, Laursen, & Tardif, 2002; Kohn, 1969), 

ethnicity and beliefs system (Pinderhughes, Dodge, Bates, Pettit, & Zelli, 2000).  

 Research on Jamaican parent-child relationships suggests that the interactions between 

parents and children are influenced by the values of the parents’ social positions. One aim of the 

study is to highlight the differences between the middle and lower classes, and provide evidence 

of similarities in how parents view the bidirectional influences that occur in the relationship they 

have with their children. Research suggests that parents in lower SES positions do not readily 

accept their children’s autonomy, but instead place greater value on obedience, respect, 

compliance and manners because these characteristics are considered to be necessary for social 

mobility (Anderson, 2007; Durbrow, 1999; Roopnarine, 2006). Researchers found that to 

achieve compliance and restrict autonomy, parents used punitive discipline strategies. In addition 
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to their desire to ensure compliance, parents in lower class promoted resilience in an attempt to 

assist children to survive the harsh experiences of poverty and violence (Brown & Johnson, 

2008). In contrast, Anderson (2007) found that middle class parents supported their children’s 

autonomy by encouraging self-direction, assertiveness, and independence in their children. 

Compared to lower SES groups, middle class parents interacted with their children in a manner 

that promoted openness and dialogue (Brown & Johnson, 2008). 

Environmental factors also impacted the frequency and quality of interactions in the 

parent-child relationship, and the expression of autonomy and relatedness across socioeconomic 

groups. In lower class families, parent-child interactions encountered several challenges that 

impacted the quality of the relationship. Evans (1989) argued that parents in the lower class spent 

limited time interacting with their children, because of long working hours in manual and often 

strenuous jobs. By the time most parents returned home, they were physically too exhausted to 

engage with their children in a meaningful way. Moreover, the physical space in the home was 

sometimes limited and crowded, which made it difficult for parents to stimulate and relate to 

their children through play activities and engage in frequent communication (Evans, 1989).  

Poverty and its associated stress is another environmental factor that impacts the parent-

child relationship in the lower class. Children living in some inner-city communities are exposed 

to high incidences of crime, general violence and gang warfare. The strain of these exposures 

predisposes children to psychological trauma, resulting in parents being overprotective or over 

indulgent (Samms-Vaughan, Jackson, & Ashley, 2005). Rickets and Anderson’s (2008) study on 

the effects of poverty and stress on parent-child interactions found that one in four parents in the 

lower socioeconomic group felt overwhelmed by their childrearing responsibilities. The study 

also found that parents when they were stressed experienced less parent-child relatedness and 
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interactions, and used harsher discipline strategies. Interestingly, although parents felt trapped by 

their childrearing responsibilities, they had positive feelings about being a parent.  

Lower class parents have been found to have fewer positive communications with their 

children. The practice has been argued to be related to the belief that there is little value in 

speaking to children outside of giving reprimands, or communicating insults (Barrow, 1996). 

Unfortunately, these parenting beliefs undermined children’s emotional development (Samms-

Vaughan, 2004). This gives the impression that parents do not value the influence of their 

children’s agency. Moreover, there is the possibility that the ambivalence lower class parents 

experience is embedded in a culture that values children as the future, but considers them to be 

social burdens (Leo-Rhynie & Brown, 2013).  

Although few studies that explored the environmental circumstances of Jamaican middle 

class families, the available research suggests that despite having more resources than the lower 

class, middle class parent-child interactions are also adversely affected because parents are also 

away from the home because of work commitments (Leo-Rhynie, 1997). Brown and Johnson’s 

(2008) study on parent-child interactions in middle childhood similarly found that children in the 

middle class were deprived of parental time, affection and interest, but also suggested that to 

compensate for their absence parents rewarded their children with material gifts. The study 

further documented the complex reasons behind parents’ limited presence in the home. 

Specifically, some middle class parents who were raised in the lower class environments were 

motivated to sacrifice quality interactions with their children, and work long hours to ensure a 

desired level of economic security for their families.  

Another environmental circumstance that may influence the parent-child interactions in 

middle class families is the presence of domestic helpers. Helpers are usually involved in the 
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day-to-day nurturing and care of children. Through frequent exposure to children, they have 

powerful influences on the attitudes and values that children internalised. Conflicts regarding 

culturally appropriate values may arise, because helpers are usually from the lower class, and 

may have views and parenting practices that contradict middle class parents’ values and 

expectations (Leo-Rhynie, 2006). 

For middle class families, Brown and Johnson (2008) found that parents valued 

communicating with their children and they encouraged them to be outspoken about their 

thoughts and feelings, especially during moments when family decisions needed to be made. The 

difference in communication between parents and children in the social classes indicates that 

children with higher socioeconomic status may be more expressive in their thoughts and actions 

and given more freedom to express their autonomy. Moreover, the difference in the quality of 

communication between parents and children among the social classes may have implications on 

how children perceive their relationships with their parents.  

An examination of the literature revealed that Jamaican parents are highly controlling in 

in their practices with a mixture of warmth and indulgence (Brown & Johnson, 2008; Lansford & 

Deater-Deckard, 2012; Leo-Rhynie & Brown, 2013; Samms-Vaughan, 2004; Samms-Vaughan, 

Williams, & Brown, 2005b). The discipline strategies used are described as punitive and include 

the use of humiliation, corporal punishment and rejection to gain immediate control of children’s 

behaviour (Barrow, 1996; Smith & Mosby, 2003). 

Research revealed that discipline strategies such as corporal punishment are the most 

prevalent discipline method across SES groups (Arnold, 1982; Brown & Johnson, 2008; Smith & 

Mosby, 2003). Leo-Rhynie (1997) described corporal punishment as the use of objects such as 

belts and tamarind sticks to beat a child for unacceptable behaviour. It is considered to be one of 
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the most effective tools to ensure children’s proper upbringing. UNICEF, a non-governmental 

organisation that fights for the universal rights of children, in their 2010 study found that 92 

percent of children in the 5 to 9 age group in Jamaica experienced corporal punishment 

compared to 90 percent of children between the ages of two and four and 86 percent of children 

between 10 and 14 years old. Boys, in comparison to girls, received more severe corporal 

punishment (Ricketts & Anderson, 2008; Smith & Mosby, 2003; UNICEF, 2010).  

Investigation of the practice of corporal punishment suggested that it was repressive, 

abusive (Arnold, 1982) and psychologically damaging to children (Crawford-Brown, 1999; 

Smith & Moore, 2013; Smith, Springer, & Barrett, 2011). For boys, in particular, corporal 

punishment increased their risk of developing aggressive behaviour or conduct disorder (Meeks 

Gardner & Powell, 2005; Meeks Gardner, Powell, & Grantham-McGregor, 2007). Furthermore, 

corporal punishment perpetuated the vicious cycle of violence and physical harm (Burke & 

Sutherland, 2014; Smith & Mosby, 2003). Parents used corporal punishment to ensure 

compliance (Arnold, 1982). Moreover, children were expected to understand that they received 

corporal punishment because they were loved, and because their parents cared for them (Leo-

Rhynie, 1997). This message was conflicting to children, because they viewed the act as 

unloving and parents’ way of rejecting them (Smith & Moore, 2013; Steely & Rohner, 2006). 

Clarke (2000) found conflicting evidence of the effects of corporal punishment in that although 

corporal punishment was harsh, children developed a loving and close relationship with their 

mother, because the punishment was usually preceded and followed by love and affection by the 

mother, which alleviated the negative effects.  

Although the literature on Jamaican families predominantly focuses on coercive 

strategies such as corporal punishment, there are some studies that suggested a change toward 
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more child-centred discipline practices among some parents. The findings suggested that parents 

who were older, affluent and had higher level of education were more likely to use alternative 

discipline strategies (e.g., removal of privileges and reasoning) than corporal punishment 

(Ricketts & Anderson, 2009; Samms-Vaughan et al., 2005b). Additionally, Burke and Sutherland 

(2014) in their qualitative investigation on the meanings Jamaicans associated with corporal 

punishment found that many parents recognised the benefits of focusing on the relationship; 

instead of control to persuade children to comply with parents’ wishes. Furthermore, Lipps and 

colleagues (2012) study on 1900 adolescents’ perception of parenting practices in four Caribbean 

islands including Jamaica found that adolescents reported a mixture of parenting practices (e.g. 

authoritative, authoritarian, neglectful, permissive). The adolescents from Jamaica predominantly 

reported authoritative parenting practices, which suggests that Jamaican parents are not as 

punitive as reported in earlier studies. These adolescents also described that they experienced 

high levels of monitoring and nurturance. 

 Gender socialisation is another aspect of the Jamaican culture that influences parent-child 

interactions. The understanding of this effect has been mainly studied in the lower social classes. 

Chevannes (2001) explored three low income communities in Jamaica and found that parents 

raised boys to be independent and more autonomous. Boys experienced less supervision than 

girls, which resulted in their emotional needs being unmet. Leo-Rhynie and Brown (2013) 

argued that parents believed lax supervision and the streets toughened boys and prepared them 

for survival, but the streets exposed girls to danger and disgrace. Close monitoring of girls 

contributed to girls being given more attention and educational opportunities. Moreover, parents 

believed that girls were easier to parent and were better able to move them into higher SES 

classes through education or marriage (Chevannes, 2001; Leo-Rhynie, 1997). One unfortunate 



20 

 

 

effect of limited monitoring of boys is that they become at risk for delinquent and aggressive 

behaviours (Meeks et al, 2005). Furthermore, Sargeant and Harris (1992) suggested that 

Jamaican parents’ preference for girls was related to the fact that parents who considered boys to 

be difficult, failed to make the connection between their unwillingness to provide adequate 

boundaries and consequences for inappropriate behaviour for boys, and the difficulty in raising 

them. Leo-Rhynie (1997) argued that the notable difference in middle class parent-child 

relationships compared to lower class relationships is that these parents interact with boys with 

the expectation that they will carry on the family name or inherit the property, which is related to 

parents' emphasis on assertiveness. 

Although there have been limited studies on relatedness in the Jamaican parent-child 

relationship. Earlier research on affection suggested that parents’ expressed affection to their 

children, albeit the public display of parent-child child affection was limited, and was mostly 

reserved for mothers (Evans, 1989). The level of parental affection that sons and daughters 

received from their parents differed among lower class families. Chevannes (2001) found that 

parents were more likely to reserve physical affection such as hugs and kisses for young girls, 

while withholding affection from boys. The decision to withhold affection from boys was to 

prevent them from becoming effeminate. Although girls received more affection from parents, 

parents reduced the level of affection as girls got older. The reduction of affection was most 

notable by fathers and stepfathers, because of the cultural belief that such affection is sexually 

inappropriate (Chevannes, 2001). There is also difference in how affection is perceived between 

boys and girls. Burke, Mayer, Trommsdorff, and Lipps (2015) found that Jamaican adolescents’ 

rating of their relationship quality with their parents varied by gender. Girls reported that 

maternal acceptance was important to the relationship more often than boys, and that emotional 
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rejection by mothers increased the level of conflict in the mother-daughter relationship than 

mother-son relationship.  

In summary, the literature on Jamaican parent-child interactions has highlighted that the 

Jamaican culture is not homogenous. Each socioeconomic group has its unique socialisation 

strategies that influenced the dynamics of the relationship. Although there are differences in the 

behavioural expectations of children and in gender socialisation between the social groups, there 

are shared similarities in their strategies, discipline practices and the length of time spent with 

children. At the same time, the review indicates that the overemphasis of previous research on 

parental control, parents’ restriction of children’s autonomy and corporal punishment may 

overshadow other important aspects of parent-child relationships that may be present in Jamaican 

families. These aspects include positive features such as relatedness, the circumstances under 

which parents support for children’s autonomy and agency, and the bidirectional influence in 

parent-child interactions. This study addresses these limitations by asking mothers to describe 

how closeness (relatedness), child agency and perception of authority influence their relationship 

with their children.  

Justification of Focus on Mother-Child Relationships 

Although there is a growing recognition of the role of Jamaican fathers in the 

socialisation and development of their children (e.g., Anderson & Daley, 2015; Anderson, 2007; 

Chevannes, 2001; Roopnarine, 2006), the focus of this study is on Jamaican mother-child 

relationships. They are more likely than fathers to constitute the parent in five types of family 

structure, and therefore are most likely to play a central role in children’s development, 

regardless of biological relationship. Moreover, Jamaican culture is built on the premise of matri-

focality and the reverence given to women who have children, which indicate the importance of 
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first understanding mothers’ influence on the developing child. Furthermore, developmental and 

cross-cultural perspectives, both consider mothers’ role as primary nurturers young children. In 

their role as primary nurturers, mothers spent more time with their children compared to fathers 

and thus, enjoyed a closer emotional connection with them (Barnard & Solchany, 2002; Georgas, 

Berry, & Kagitcibasi, 2006).  

Theoretical Frameworks 

The purpose of the current study is to understand parent-child relationships in middle and 

lower class families. The research is theoretically informed by concepts taken from cross cultural 

psychology and developmental psychology. Cross-cultural psychology provides initial ideas that 

allow the analysis of interviews with mothers in a culturally sensitive manner that highlight both 

similarities with other cultures, as well as features of the parent-child relationships that may be 

particular to Jamaican families. Developmental psychology provides frameworks for exploring 

Jamaican parent-child relationships in a more comprehensive way that can be found in the 

current literature, as well as to contribute a new focus on parent-child dynamics in Jamaican 

families. 

Theoretical Frameworks: Cultural Variability in Parent-Child Relationships  

To understand the relationship, it is important to examine its dynamics and structure as 

they are embedded in culture (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998).Culture represents the macro 

system or the condition of the wider society. It dictates the acceptable time to become a parent, 

the desirable characteristics children should possess, the behaviours parents accept and 

appreciate and determine how children are treated. Culture also influences the attitudes towards 

roles of each member of the family, the level of interdependence, the bidirectional interaction 

and the appropriate power relations in the parent-child relationship (Bornstein & Cheah, 2006; 
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Chao, & Tseng, 2002; Trommsdorff & Kornadt, 2003). One of the key areas to understanding 

parent-child relationship patterns across cultures is to examine the cultural value orientations that 

influence human development. Trommsdorff and Kornadt (2003) defined cultural values as 

“culturally shared orientations that give meaning to the person’s relationship with the 

environment and that serve as goal disposition affecting individual behaviour and thinking” (p. 

279). Cultural values, therefore, influence the belief systems, childrearing goals, parenting 

practices and parent-child interactions (Trommsdorff, 2006b). 

 The most influential approach to conceptualising cross-cultural differences in value 

orientations is the distinction between individualism and collectivism (Hofstede, 2001; Triandis, 

1990), independence versus interdependence (Markus & Kitayama, 1991) and egocentrism 

versus sociocentrism (Shweder & Bourne, 1982). Of these, individualistic versus collectivistic 

orientations are most widely used for understanding cultural differences in parent-child 

relationships. 

 The construct of individualism has been associated with Western societies such as 

Western Europe and North America (Rothbaum & Trommsdorff, 2007). Individualistic cultures 

place priority on fostering independence, a sense of autonomy, individual freedom and the 

maximisation of individual goals and personal achievements. In these societies emphasis is 

placed on the well-being of individual self than on the group’s well-being (Triandis, 1995). 

Relationships in these cultures are egalitarian, with conflict being viewed as normal and 

acceptable. The individual is seen as independent within a partnership that welcomes negotiation 

to achieve personal goals (Trommsdorff, 2006b). Individuals in these societies are expected to be 

self-assertive, competitive, make their own choices, feel good about themselves, and ultimately 

develop psychological goals that emphasise autonomy (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2008; Triandis, 
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1995). Autonomy “refers to individual’s independent decision making, personal rights and 

pursuit of happiness” (Rothbaum & Trommsdorff, 2007, p. 468). In social relational theory, 

autonomy is one of three forms of a more comprehensive approach to human agency that also 

includes interpretive capacities to construct meanings from social environments and interactions, 

and capacity to act proactively and intentionally in the environment to achieve one’s goals 

(Kuczynski & De Mol, 2015). An individual who is agentic also acts autonomously, which 

causes an overlapping of the concepts (Kagitcibasi, 2005). 

 The value orientation of collectivism can be found in Asian, African, rural and Hispanic 

cultures (Chao, 1994; Cortes, 1995; Fuligni, 1998). In broad terms, collectivistic cultures 

prioritise the good of the larger group or/community of which one is a member.  Thus, they place 

a higher value on cooperation, mutual respect, and feelings of emotional closeness and 

connection to extended family members and others. In collectivistic cultures, the notion of the 

self is merely an extension of the extended family or group, so that group goals supersede 

personal goals (Hofstede, 2001; Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2008; Triandis, 1995). Relationships in 

these cultures are based on hierarchical power relations where the young must comply with the 

elders’ wishes, and have a strong obligation of honour towards them (Triandis, 1995). On the 

psychological and behavioural level, goals are centred on relatedness, which encompasses 

interactions related to support, attachment quality, care, intimacy, and belongingness (Rothbaum 

& Trommsdorff, 2007). Schwartz (2004) referred to relatedness as embeddedness, a concept 

which implies an individual’s integration within the collectivity and the sanctioning of actions 

that disrupt harmony. 

 The individualism-collectivism dimension has met criticism from some cross-cultural 

theorists who argue that this dimension overly simplifies the complexity of cultures. Specifically, 
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it masks the influence of individual values and macro level changes (e.g., political climate, 

technology, economic trends), that have direct impact on the socialisation process (Kagitcibasi, 

1997; Smetana, 2002, Tamis-LeMonda, 2008). Using the individualism-collectivism dimension 

in isolation, and as a dichotomous concept suggest a mutually exclusive cultural reality (Tamis-

LeMonda et al., 2008). However, evidence suggests that within every culture there are varying 

degrees of collectivism and individualism that can be found in the behaviours and values among 

individuals or subgroups (Killen & Wainryb, 2000; Kwak, 2003; Oyserman, Coon, & 

Kemmelmeier, 2002). One psychological example is the value of autonomy. Based on the 

individualism-collectivism dimension one would assume that adolescent and child autonomy is 

valued primarily in individualistic societies. However, evidence from traditional collectivistic 

ethnic groups (e.g., Mexican, Asian, and African-American) show the universality of autonomy, 

wherein children in those contexts also value independence, although it may not be exerted in the 

same degree as in individualistic societies (Helwig, Arnold, Tan, & Boyd, 2003; Smetana, 2002). 

Other evidence can be found in individualistic cultures such as the United States that emphasize 

individual goals, but have the pervasive presence of group goals in sororities, sport teams, the 

military and other tightly bound groups, that are grounded in relatedness (Bugental & Goodnow, 

1998).  

In the parent-child relationship, individualism-collectivism dimension is demonstrated as 

as autonomy and relatedness, which may appear to be conflicting and incompatible socialisation 

goals. A dichotomous view of autonomy and relatedness assumes that parents either only 

embrace one or the other, but not both when interacting with their children. Empirical work, 

however, has found that parents accepted and practiced qualities from both ends of the 

dimension, depending on the contexts and objectives (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2008; Wang & 
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Tamis-LeMonda, 2003). For instance, European American mothers simultaneously have 

socialisation goals of independence and self-reliance and emotional dependency for their 

children (Weisner, 2001). The co-existence of autonomy and relatedness has also been found in 

cultures that are classified as collectivistic. In the Chinese culture, the Confucian philosophy is 

central to maintaining group obligations and loyalty, but children are expected to be autonomous 

through developing their innate abilities (Tamis- LeMonda et al., 2008). Similarly, Korean 

parents were found to embrace group loyalty and obligation (relatedness), but were conditional 

in that they allowed children’s personal development to have precedence over group goals that 

may be compromising to the well-being of children (Cha, 1994).  

Research on the effects of migration and children’s developmental stage on autonomy 

and relatedness have found that immigrant parents struggled when their children adapted 

individualistic goals of the new culture, which contradicted parents’ expectations of manners and 

respect (Suarez-Orozco, Todorova, & Louie, 2002). Moreover, researchers have found that 

during early childhood parents in Asian families exercised high levels of warmth and limited 

control, which was reversed after children transitioned into middle childhood (Rothbaum & 

Trommsdorff, 2007). Furthermore, Tamis-LeMonda et al. (2008) reported that when children 

transitioned to adolescence, some parents acknowledged and granted their children’s need for 

greater autonomy. Thus, the cross-cultural literature confirms that there is a co-existence and 

balancing of autonomous and related socialisation goals in parent-child relationships across 

cultures. How this coexistence is demonstrated is dependent of the contexts in which the 

relationship is embedded. 

It is the position of this paper, that culture is complex, and collectivism and individualism 

can only be regarded as loose dimensions to represent a society (Rothbaum & Trommsdorff, 
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2007), with the understanding that the dimensions may overlap considerably in specific cultures 

(Tafarodi, Lang, & Smith, 1999), especially when parents’ socialisation goals are considered. 

Despite the limitations of individualism-collectivism dimension, Oyserman et al (2002) meta-

analysis found that it is useful in predicting differences among cultures. Therefore, it will be used 

in the rest of the dissertation to understand universal and culture-specific characteristics of 

parent-child relationships. 

  Individualistic-collectivistic dimension in Jamaica. In assessing Jamaica on the 

individualism-collectivism dimensions, Hofstede (2011) categorised the culture’s dominant 

values as collectivistic, which suggests that similar to other traditional societies, Jamaica appears 

to have a culture that place importance on group goals and cohesiveness, obligation, a loyalty to 

egalitarian rules and honouring elders. Guerra, Hammons and Clutter (2011) confirmed 

collectivistic values in relation to groups such as political affiliations, neighbourhood groups and 

geographic locations. Interestingly, research that used Schwartz’s values inventory (1992; 1994, 

2006) found that instead of being predominantly collectivistic, there is a unique tension wherein 

Jamaica actually has the co-existence of collectivistic values, such as honouring parents and 

elders, family security, equality, loyalty, friendship, responsibility, and individualistic values, 

such as, independence, success, ambition, freedom, choosing one's own goals (Powell, 2009). 

Taking the latter findings into consideration, one of the main purposes of this dissertation was to 

consider the effects of culture on parent-child interactions as the equal presence of individualism 

and collectivism should uniquely influence that dynamics of the dyad.  

Parenting across Cultures 

The diversity in cultural and family systems and the varying degrees of individualism and 

collectivism suggests that parenting, the acceptance of child agency, and the expression of 
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bidirectional influence in the parent-child relationships may differ considerably across societies. 

The variations and similarities in patterns of parenting that have an influence on bidirectionality 

such as parental stimulation, responsiveness; closeness and parental control are most evident in 

comparative studies that focus on the cultural values of collectivistic and individualistic 

societies. 

In Japan, which is classified as predominantly collectivistic society, mothers when 

interacting with their children emphasized closeness through attention towards the mother and 

mutual dependence compared to European American mothers whose central value was 

individualism. European American mothers responded to their children’s needs for stimulation 

through emphasis on non-social stimulating activities such as attention towards objects and 

events (Bornstein, Toda, Azuma, Tamis-Lemonda, & Ogina, 1990). Even in stressful situations, 

Japanese mothers were found to be more accommodating, responsive and provided more 

encouragement compared to German mothers (Trommsdorff & Friedlmeier, 1993). Comparison 

of European American mothers’ response style to those of mothers in Africa also illustrated 

culture specific patterns. American mothers’ response to their infants’ behaviour involved more 

verbal interactions and visual stimulation, compared to Kenyan mothers (collectivistic culture) 

who used more physical interaction in an attempt to quiet and soothe their infants (Richman, 

Miller, & LeVine, 1992). These differences in maternal responses among the countries indicate 

cultural divergence in response styles to children’s needs. 

Differences in cultural beliefs and meanings around childrearing also influence mothers’ 

goals in character development and children’s expectations of parental behaviour. Chao’s (1995) 

comparative study found that Chinese immigrants in the United States valued loving a child in 

order to build closeness and endurance in the relationship. This goal was, however, different 
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from the value European American mothers had, which was to love their child as a necessity to 

building self-esteem. Both groups honoured the value of loving the child, which is an example of 

form, and can be considered to be universal. However, the Chinese immigrants stressed 

relational goals whereas the European Americans stressed individual goals (Chao, 1995).  

The structure of parent-child interactions in Chinese families is also different from the 

ideal nuclear family of western individualistic families. Urban Chinese interactions consist of 

communal parenting that is unique to their sociopolitical context. The structure includes three-

generational co-residence of elderly grandparents and their married child’s family (Logan, Bian, 

& Bian, 1998). In this collectivistic unit, an intergenerational coalition is formed between 

grandparents and parents in a collaborative effort to raise the child (Goh & Kuczynski, 2010).  

Although, the distinction between collectivistic and individualistic orientations in 

parental beliefs and practices is broadly useful, research has found that cultural meanings within 

each dimension differ between and within cultures. These differences may be the result of socio-

historical differences, as well as variations in the degree of modernisation that has occurred. For 

instance, urban compared to rural families or between different social strata in a culture. 

Examination of parent-child interactions in Germany and France, which are both 

classified as individualistic countries, found that there are differences in parental goals. French 

parents encouraged their children to be independent, but set limits and expected children to be 

obedient and compliant (Claes, Lacourse, Bouchard, & Perucchini, 2003; Sabatier & 

Lannegrand-Willems, 2005; Suizzo, 2004). German parents, on the other hand, encouraged 

independence, but they promoted self-actualisation in children, instead of obedience. The 

German parent-child relationship illustrated reciprocity more than authority (Keller & Lamm, 

2005; Laursen, Wilder, Noack, & Williams, 2000). 
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Differences in parents’ perception of the nature of children can also be found among 

countries that are grouped into the same cultural category. For example, the Netherlands and the 

United States are both Western industrialised nations with predominantly individualistic ideals of 

parenting. However, Harkness, Super and van Tijen (2000) found that American parents 

described their children as smart and confident, whereas Dutch parents described their children 

as strong-willed, sociable and enterprising. Moreover, when these parents described dependent 

behaviour, American parents described dependent behaviours as clingy and worrisome whereas 

Dutch parents perceived dependence as a normal part of being a child. These differences in the 

meaning of the nature of the child influence parental goals and expectations of children. 

West African Culture. The individualism-collectivism dimension can also be applied to 

African parenting contexts. The sociocultural contexts of parenting in West African countries, 

particularly Ghana and Nigeria, are of interest because of the large number of slaves sent to 

Jamaica originated from that region. Ghana and Nigeria are collectivistic countries in which the 

extended family plays a pivotal role in children’s socialisation (Aborampah & Sudarkasa, 2011). 

Some of the remnants of collectivistic values from these cultures may persist in the 

Jamaican culture and can be used as a guide in interpreting the findings. For example, in West 

African traditional or rural communities, members of the extended family may live on a common 

co-residential compound, a living structure which is also found in Jamaica, and is referred to as 

the yard or tenement yard. Members of the compound and members of the larger community, 

who may not be biologically related, practice joint responsibility and reciprocity by caring for all 

children like “their own.” In this collective childrearing environment, the parent-child 

relationship and the types of interactions are constantly under scrutiny from others compared to 

the isolated relationships found in nuclear families of Western societies (Nukunya, 1992; 
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Sudarkasa, 2011). Although collective responsibility is important to the West African family, 

many communities in the urban areas are experiencing a shift, as some young parents are now 

embracing the privacy and independence found in nuclear families (Nyarko, 2014). 

The expectations of children’s behaviours and attitudes reflect the collective values of the 

Ghanaian and Nigerian culture (Babatunde & Setiloane, 2014; Nyarko, 2014). Adults insist that 

traditional customs continue with children. Socialisation strategies that are used to guarantee 

internalisation of values include the practice of initiation into customary rites of passage, or the 

use of ancestral storytelling and lyrics that reflects the community’s success and values. 

Moreover, parents socialise children to respect elders, to be responsive to elders’ needs and not 

to interrupt adult conversations. Also, it is not uncommon for adults, regardless of biological 

relations, to correct or discipline children when their behaviours contradict the collective value 

system (Babatunde & Setiloane, 2014; Nyarko, 2014). In these contexts, corporal punishment is 

used as a discipline strategy (Twum-Danso, 2009). 

African-American Culture. One particular group which shares similar historical 

experiences with Jamaica is the African Americans in the United States. African-Americans 

comprise 13 percent (estimated 43 million) of the total US population (US Bureau of the Census, 

2011). Their evolution from the traumatic experience of enslavement, the destruction of their 

heritage and family ties and their continued experience of racial discrimination have shape their 

childrearing practices and expectations of children (McAdoo, 2002). 

African-Americans have a combination of collectivistic and individualistic values that are 

equally dominant and not found in the majority culture that emphasize individualistic 

characteristics. The patterns of collectivism are uniquely seen in the family interactions, beliefs, 

practices and actions of the African-American family (Coon & Kemmelmeier, 2001; Gaines et 
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al., 1997). Most African-American families have strong cultural values of filial piety, family 

reciprocity, and interdependence with a sense of mutual cooperation and duty to the survival of 

the group. These cultural values, which are similar to Jamaica’s and have their origins in Africa, 

are supported by the large network of extended family that exist, even in instances of upward 

social mobility. The network can be described as fluid with individual nuclear families that may 

or may not be biologically related (Blake & Darling, 2000; Dilworth-Anderson & Goodwin, 

2005; Garcia-Coll & Pachter, 2002; Little John-Blake &Anderson- Darling, 1993). 

Grandmothers, in particular those in low-income single-parent households, are integrally 

involved in the child-care responsibilities (Gibson, 2002). These characteristics of kinship 

relationships are similar to those found in the Jamaican and West African family structure 

(Aborampah & Sudarkasa, 2011; Evans, 1989; Ricketts & Anderson, 2009). The collectivistic 

culture of familial obligations, the dedication to the extended family and the shared history of the 

struggle for survival in the American culture, reinforce to children and adults the importance of 

commitment to the group over individual needs. 

Individualism in African-Americans emerged because of the racial prejudice and 

discrimination they faced and the need to navigate the negative stereotypes of the American 

social, political and economic system. The impact of this is that parents have to racially socialise 

their children in how to successfully negotiate their way through the majority culture that is often 

unsupportive, while balancing their ethnic traditions, values and identity and maintaining a 

positive self-image (Coard & Sellers, 2005; Julian, McKenry, & McKelvey, 1994). One way of 

surviving the negative stereotypical assumptions is to adopt an individualistic personality by 

exhibiting behaviours such as confidence and ambition, when they are in the majority culture and 

outside the African-American community (Coard & Sellers, 2005). This sense of individuality, 
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uniqueness and independence increases the chance of fitting into the majority culture, and 

reduces the opportunity to be characterised as being a representative of their social group (Steele 

& Aronson, 1995). The cultural complexity of different ethnic groups the United States is 

evidence that it is prudent to not encourage a narrative of parent-child relations that generalises 

the population; each group, particularly, ethnic groups need to be understood within their own 

historical and cultural context. (Trommsdorff & Kornadt, 2003). 

Theoretical Frameworks for Understanding Parent-Child Relationships 

Social relational theory (Kuczynski, 2003; Kuczynski & De Mol, 2015) provides a 

second framework of ideas for understanding micro dyadic social interactions and relational 

processes in Jamaican families. Social relational theory is a framework of concepts that are 

concerned with children’s socialisation and social development in the context of the parent-child 

relationship. In contrast with unidirectional socialisation theories that emphasise the products and 

outcomes of parental practices, social relational theory provides a set of concepts for 

understanding family dynamics that underlie the process of socialization in the family.  

In this dissertation, three assumptions of the theory are used to guide the research 

questions regarding parent-child relationships. These assumptions are that: (a) interactions occur 

within the context of parent-child relationships that are themselves embedded in culture; (b) 

parent and child are equally agents who influence each other constantly in a bidirectional 

manner; and (c) the relationship is complex with distinct domains that reflect different dynamics 

of bidirectional influence and power relations (Kuczynski & Parkin, 2007). Social relational 

theory’s principle that parent-child relationships are embedded in culture is used to analyse 

aspects of the relationship, and to guide sensitivity to aspects of family structure and personal 

networks that influence the child and the dyad in the Jamaican cultural context. The principle 
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that parents and children are equally agents in the relationship that is unequal in power, but 

nevertheless bidirectional and interdependent in influence was used to guide the assessment of 

mothers’ perceptions of their child’s ability to alter the dynamics of their interactions. The 

principle of relationship complexity provided a holistic approach to assessing mother-child 

relationships with a particular focus on the casual relationship between the authority and 

attachment domains (Kuczynski & De Mol, 2015).  

Parent-Child Relationships Embedded in Culture 

This study’s primary focus is on social relational theory’s principle that parent-child 

relationships are embedded in culture. This concept is compatible with the bio-ecological 

systems model that considers children as active agents, who bidirectionally interact with the 

environment that influence their biological, psychological and social development 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). To understand parent and child agency, and how they 

influence each other, it is important to consider the context in which the relationship is 

embedded. Relationship contexts are proposed by social relational theory to be a framework for 

family dynamics that is culturally universal. It argues that the specific form that these concepts 

take and how they are experienced depend on the cultural context. This principle was used to 

explore aspects of the parent-child relations in a novel way, and to guide sensitivity to aspects of 

family structure and personal networks that influence the child and the dyad in the Jamaican 

cultural context.  

Parents and Children are Agents  

A major premise of social relationship theory is that the parent and child are equally 

agents, even though they are unequal in power. In social relational theory, agency is a universal 

human capacity consisting of meaning construction, action and motives for autonomy. The 
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construction of meaning involves an “individual’s ability to transform, select from, resist or 

judge the appropriateness of others’ actions and messages” (Kuczynski, Harach, & Bernardini, 

1999 p. 27). Action is the capacity to initiate and act upon the environment intentionally to meet 

one’s goals (Kuczynski, 2003). Autonomy refers to the capacity of children, as well as parents, 

for self-determination and motives to protect their ability to be agents, resist blocks to goals and 

guard their own interpretation of events. This approach to agency challenges traditional 

unidirectional approaches to socialisation that focus on parental characteristics and practices as a 

unidirectional causal process (Baumrind, 1971; McMahon & Forehand, 2003; Patterson, 1982). 

The traditional perspective considers children as passive recipients who comply, obey, imitate 

and receive messages transmitted from parents, while neglecting children’s capacities to 

interpret, resist and transform parental messages in novel ways and to set their own goals and 

agendas.  

Social relational theory’s focus on children’s agency is consistent with contemporary 

approaches to socialisation and child developmental that acknowledge children are active agents 

engaging with and interpreting their environment (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2000; Grolnick et al., 

1997). They are active in protecting personal freedoms in various interaction domains and 

discriminate issues pertaining to morality and social conventions (e.g. Kohlberg, 2008; Smetana, 

2000, Smetana, Daddis, & Chuang, 2003; Smetana & Gaines, 1999). In the present study, social 

relational theory’s comprehensive approach to agency was used to guide the exploration of 

mothers’ agency and their perception of the child’s agency in the Jamaican cultural context.  

Parent-Child Relationships as Contexts 

A distinctive aspect of social relational theory is its argument that parent-child social 

interactions, including the dynamics of agency and bidirectional influence, must be understood in 
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the context of the interdependent long-term personal relationship that exists between parents and 

children. Key concepts of the social relational perspective on parent-child relationships that 

inform this research on Jamaican families are interdependence, relationship timeline and 

relationship domains. 

 Interdependence. The parent-child relationship is considered to be interdependent or 

causally connected in a bidirectional manner because each individual’s thoughts, actions and 

feelings influence the other (Maccoby, 2000; Kelley et al., 1983). How interdependence is 

expressed, however, varies by cultural context. For example, the parent-child relationship in 

Chinese culture is based on the Confucian concept of obligated reciprocity (Chuang, 2006). 

Similarly, in Japanese parent-child relationships interdependence is experienced as oneness, 

mutual trust and attachment (Trommsdorff & Kornadt, 2003). 

One aspect of interdependence documented in western research is “mattering” in parent-

child relationships. The perception that one matters in a personal relationship is “the 

psychological tendency to evaluate the self as significant to special other people” (Marshall, 

2001, p. 474). The development of this significance emerges from an individual’s interactions, in 

this case the parent’s and or the child’s, ability to construct meanings of emotional and physical 

engagements that occur within the interactions. The perception that one matters to the other 

influences the evaluation of the level of relatedness in the relationship (Marshall & Lambert, 

2006). Marshall (2001) documented that a sense of mattering in the parent-child relationship is 

important for adolescents and for parents (Marshall & Lambert, 2006). Adolescents believed 

they mattered to their parents when there was joint decision-making and parental support and 

acceptance. Parents felt that they mattered when their children confided in them, provided 

emotional support, initiated affection were noticed by their children.   
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Existing findings from collectivistic cultures can also be interpreted using the concept of 

perceived mattering. For example, adolescents in Asian cultures have been found to derive 

significance to parents’ involvement in their lives from their parents’ strictness, provision of love 

and care, quality of time spent and understanding the child’s needs (Chao, 1994; Xiong, Eliason, 

Detzner, & Cleveland, 2005). Similar to other cultures, it is expected that Jamaican mothers will 

describe interactions that evoke mattering, but the form of mattering may be culture specific. 

Relationship timeline. The timeline of parent-child relationships is also a source of 

dynamics in parent-child relationships. Parent-child relationships are built through frequent and 

diverse interactions over a long period of time, extending many years. According to Hinde 

(1979), relationships are formed through the accumulation of a history of interactions. As 

interactions accumulate over time, a relationship is formed. The relationship is the context for 

future interactions. Hinde and Stevenson-Hinde (1987) further elaborated this concept by stating 

that a relationship is formed: 

When two individuals interact on successive occasions over time, each interaction may 
affect subsequent ones, [which is] to have a relationship. Their relationship includes not 
only what they do together, but the perceptions, fears, expectations; and so on that each 
has about the other and about the future course of the relationship, based in part on the 
individual histories of the two interactants and the past history of their relationship with 
each other. (p.2) 
 
 The implication of the timeline of the relationship for parent-child dynamics is that 

parents respond not only on the basis of the immediate behaviours of their children, but also on 

the basis of their cognitive representations of the past and anticipations the future of the 

relationship (Lollis & Kuczynski,1997; Kuczynski & De Mol, 2015). The influence of past 

expectancies can be found in situations where parents’ adapt their childrearing practices to their 

knowledge of the child’s personality, probable responses and vulnerabilities formed during the 
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history of the relationship. Similarly, the influence of the future can be found when parents 

respond to the child on the basis of future goals for their children’s success and in order to 

maintain a satisfactory and rewarding future relationship with their children. 

Domains of the Parent-Child Relationship 

Parents’ and children’s frequent daily interactions over diverse contexts create a level of 

complexity that is unique to other personal relationships (Laursen & Bukowski, 1997; Maccoby, 

2000). Building on Bugental and Goodnow’s (1998) work on the domains of socialisation 

processes, social relational theory identifies three main domains of parent-child interactions 

(authority, intimacy and attachment) that have different rules, expectations and power dynamics 

(Kucynski & De Mol, 2015). Power in the authority domain is vertical, such that bidirectional 

interactions occur in an unequal power context with one person, usually the parent, using their 

greater power to influence the child. Power in the intimacy domain is horizontal such that, 

bidirectional exchanges that involve equal power between parent and child. Power in the 

attachment domain is complementary, with children seeking comfort from parents during 

distressful experiences while parents responding with protection and security. Only the authority 

and intimacy domains were used in this study as they provided a balanced approach in 

comparing and contrasting asymmetrical and symmetrical power interactions between mother 

and child.  

Authority Domain 

The authority domain considers situations when parents act as enforcers of rules and 

managers of children’s behaviour (Grusec & Davidov, 2007). In this domain, parents have the 

most resources, power and knowledge, which they use to exercise their authority to control and 

teach children about socially appropriate behaviours. Parents exert their power through 
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persuasion, coercion, reasoning and punishment (Grusec & Davidov, 2007, 2010). Although the 

hierarchical power structure in authority interactions indicates parental control, contemporary 

literature has increasingly shown that children use their limited power to circumvent parental 

actions and demands (Kuczynski, 2003). 

Parental control may be exhibited behaviourally or psychologically (Barber, 1996). The 

behavioural strategies parents may employ include monitoring, setting and placing restrictions on 

children’s behaviour (Crouter & Head, 2002). Conversely, parents’ use of psychological control 

strategies may include manipulation, withdrawal of love, instigating guilt or anxiety in the child, 

over intrusiveness, or expression of disappointment (Barber, 1996, Barber & Harmon, 2002). 

The use of coercion, whether behavioural or psychological, can be detrimental to the 

internalisation of socially appropriate values because they threaten the child’s autonomy 

(Grolnick, Deci & Ryan, 1997) and is associated with negative psychological and behavioural 

outcomes (Barber, 1996).  Psychological control, in particular, is associated with internalising 

problems such as depression, externalising problems (e.g. delinquency), low academic 

achievement and self-esteem (Aunola & Nurmi, 2004; Bean, Bush, McHenry, & Wilson, 2003; 

Plunkett, Henry, Robinson, Behnke & Falcon, 2007).  

Baumrind’s (1971) parenting practices concept is most commonly associated with the 

study of parental control and its influence on parent-child interactions. For Baumrind (1971), the 

dynamics of the relationship are influenced by the level of parental warmth and demandingness, 

with demandingness/control separated into restrictiveness and firm control (Maccoby & Martin, 

1983). The degree of these components determines whether parenting practices are classified as 

authoritarian, authoritative, permissive or indulgent. Authoritarian parents were found to be high 

in demandingness/control and low in warmth/responsiveness. This may be characterised by 
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parents being highly controlling and intolerant of inappropriate behaviour, being strict and 

expecting obedience and high maturity from their children. They exercise their power through 

the use punitive physical punishment and verbal hostility (Baumrind, 1978; Robinson, Mandleco, 

Olsen, & Hart, 1995). Authoritarian parenting practices were associated with internalising and 

externalising problems such as depression (Lempers, Clark-Lempers, & Simons, 1989), anxiety, 

conduct disorders and delinquent behaviour (Querido, Warner & Eyberg, 2002; Thompson, 

Hollis, & Dagger, 2003).  

Authoritative parents were classified as high in both responsiveness and demandingness. 

Parents in this category are less restrictive in their expectations of their children’s maturity level 

(Baumrind, 1978). Although authoritative parents are demanding, it is however, accompanied by 

clear communication of expectations, reasoning, democratic participation and pleasantness. 

Authoritative parenting practices have been linked to lower levels of depressive symptoms and 

other internalising and externalising problems in childhood and adolescence, as well as high 

levels of life satisfaction and high levels of academic and social competence (Liem, Cavell & 

Lustig, 2010; Steinberg, Blatt, Eisengart, & Cauffman, 2006; Suldo & Huebner, 2004).  

Investigations of parents who engage in permissive/indulgent practices found that they 

exhibit parental warm/responsiveness, were non-demanding and exercise limited control 

(Baumrind, 1971). The characteristics of permissive parenting are the lax or inconsistent parental 

discipline and a general lack of self-confidence in parental self-efficacy (Robinson et al., 1995). 

Permissive parenting practices are associated with less distress and more externalising problems 

in children (Steinberg et al., 1994). Maccoby and Martin (1983) expanded these categories to 

include uninvolved or/neglectful parenting practices that are characterised as exhibiting low 
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levels of parental warm and control. This parenting practice is also associated with depressive 

symptoms in children (Liem et al., 2010).  

The meaning and effects of parental behavioural and psychological control is embedded 

in whether the culture is collectivistic or individualistic. This is because the meaning of parenting 

practices as they relate to children’s development differs across contexts (Lansford & Bornstein, 

2011). For example, studies on the interpretation of parenting practices among Chinese and 

Chinese Americans proposed that authoritarian practices were most prevalent in those groups 

(Chao, 2000). When the emotional effects of parenting practices were examined, it was found 

that Asian immigrants had lower negative affect towards parental control compared to European 

American adolescents (Chao & Aque, 2009; Rudy & Halgunseth, 2005). Furthermore, 

differences were found among adolescents’ willingness to challenge parental authority. European 

American adolescents were more willing to challenge or disagree with parental authority 

compared to Filipino and Chinese adolescents, who were subtler and indirect with their 

disagreements, in an effort to maintain harmony in the relationship (Fuligni, 1998; Yau & 

Smetana, 2003). Authoritarian practices in Asian families appear to be complex in that, although 

parents exercise high level of control, they encourage independence in the form of self-reliance 

to gain necessary prosocial skills and responsibilities (Chao, 1995). The meaning associated with 

independence differed from European-Americans who considered it as individuality, self-

expression and separateness from others (Chao, 1995). An interesting finding in the cross-

cultural investigations of parenting practices is that Chinese parents were controlling and 

restrictive, but were more likely to promote independence and achievement in their children than 

European-Americans (e.g., Lin & Fu, 1990). 
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The differences in the interpretation of parenting practices are also present when other 

ethnic groups are considered. The investigation of African-American parents found that they 

used more restrictive and authoritarian practices than European Americans (Furstenberg, Brooks-

Gunn, & Chase-Lansdale, 1989). European American parents use of authoritarian practices were 

likely to elicit fear, hostility and other forms of maladaptive behaviours in their children; 

whereas similar parenting practices (e.g., parental monitoring) among African-American parents 

elicited more self- assertiveness and positive developmental outcomes (Baumrind, 1972; Gunnoe 

& Mariner, 1997; Pittman & Chase-Lansdale, 2001).  

In a review of specific parenting practices, physical punishment was found to be 

associated with externalising problems in European American children, but not in African-

American children (Deater-Deckard, Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 1996; Lansford, Deater-Deckard, 

Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 2004; for conflicting findings see Gershoff, Lansford, Sexton, Davis-

Kean, & Sameroff, 2012). The difference could be due to the fact that African-American parents 

used physical punishment to protect children from dangers in the neighbourhood (Hill & 

Herman-Stahl, 2002), and the negative effective of physical punishment is reduced by the 

presence parental warmth (McLoyd, Hill & Dodge, 2005). 

Differences in controlling effects on African-American and other ethnic children are also 

apparent. Research suggested that among African-American children, high parental 

psychological control predicted behavioural problems; whereas high behaviour control and 

moderate parental restrictiveness had positive outcomes (Mason, Cause, Gonzales & Hiriga, 

1996). Moreover, other researchers found that African-American parental control was perceived 

as a form of love and care compared to Hispanic and European American adolescents (Mason, 

Walker-Barnes, Tu, Simons & Martinez-Arrue, 2004). 
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The review of the cross-cultural literature on parental authority, particularly parenting 

practices, indicate that Baumrind’s concepts need to be interpreted as varying in their expression 

and meanings in different cultural and ethnic groups. These differences may result in varying 

developmental and behavioural outcomes among children, which reinforces the need to 

investigate the specific effects of parental authority among cultural groups. 

Children’s resistance to parental authority. Despite the hierarchical power structure in 

authority interactions, research has increasingly shown that children use their limited power as 

agents to resist or modify parental demands. In social relational theory (Kuczynski, 2003), 

unequal power in the parent-child relationship is conceptualized as an interdependent 

asymmetry. The interdependence of the parent-child relationship creates mutual vulnerabilities 

and receptiveness in the relationship that allows children to exercise their agency and influence 

in the relationship (Kuczynski, 2003). Similarly, other developmental perspectives such as social 

domain theory, consider children to actively challenge, negotiate or accommodate parents’ 

authority to achieve their personal goals (Ardila-Rey & Killen, 2001; Kuczynski, Parkin, & 

Pitman, 2014; Phinney, Kim-Jo, Osorio, & Vilhjalmsdottir, 2005; Smetana et al, 2003). 

Furthermore, evidence suggested that parents in fact did not adhere to strict standing rules and 

expectations of compliance, but were flexible in their approach regarding children’s behaviour 

(Grusec & Kuczynski, 1980; Kuczynski, Burke, & Robson 2013). 

Unlike the behaviourist or traditional authoritarian perspectives that expect children to be 

passively compliant and unquestioning in their obedience, social relational perspective 

recognises children as active agents who resist or negotiate parental demands. Parkin and 

Kuczynski’s (2012) investigation of adolescent strategies distinguished between overt 

behaviours such as using arguments and expressions of displeasure and covert cognitive 
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strategies, which included concealed transgression, partial disclosure and complicit omission. 

Other studies on children and youth indicated their compliance-resistance strategies can be 

classified as skillful and unskillful. Strategies used by children and were identified as skillful 

strategies included simple refusal, negotiation, and justification. Those who were unskillful in 

their resistance strategies used direct defiance (i.e., temper tantrums, whining and 

destructiveness) and passive non-compliance such as ignoring (Drabick, Strassberg, & Kees, 

2001; Goh & Hsu, 2013; Kuczynski, Konchanska, Radke-Yarrow & Girnius-Brown, 1987; 

Kuczynski & Kochanska, 1990). 

Research on Jamaican parent-child relationships have mostly focused on the authority 

domain, which is evident in the research on children’s participation in families (Brown & 

Johnson, 2008), authoritarian parenting practices (Smith & Mosby, 2003), and the reliance on 

corporal punishment in Jamaican parenting (Brown & Johnson, 2008; Ricketts & Anderson, 

2009). One purpose of the present study was to examine the authority domain of Jamaican 

parent-child relationships through the agency lens of social relational theory to explore parental 

socialization practices more broadly than previously. The goal was to explore mothers’ 

perceptions as socializing agents and their perceptions of their children’s agency when they 

resisted parental demands. The aim was to achieve a broadened understanding of the range of 

strategies used by mothers in the authority domain and to explore the psychological processes 

behind the authority decisions made by mothers.  

Intimacy Domain 

Close relationships have been studied by investigating mutual reciprocity (Grusec & 

Davidov, 2010), warmth (Kochanska, 2002), attachment security (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & 

Wall, 1978; Bowlby, 1979) and relatedness, which is encompasses a broad set of interactions 
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that include attachment, intimacy, loyalty, belongingness, care and support (Killen & Wainryb, 

2000; Rothbaum & Trommsdorff, 2007; for review see Kagitcibasi, 2005). Social relational 

perspective considers attachment and intimacy as core domains that influence relational 

processes in the parent-child relationship. This study investigates the intimacy domain that 

consists of a narrow focus on an explicit equal exercise of power between parents and children. 

These interactions may include mutually pleasurable moments and rewarding experiences that 

foster mutual interest and goals (Grusec & Davidov, 2007).  

The concept of intimacy has several meanings. Weingarten (1991) defined intimacy as 

repeated intimate interaction that occurs “when people share or co-create meaning and are able to 

co-ordinate their actions to reflect their mutual meaning-making” (p. 294). For intimacy to occur, 

it must be co-constructed or have shared meaning by each individual in the interaction. 

Therefore, intimate interaction is achieved when the partners clearly indicate that they 

understand each other’s verbal and nonverbal communication. Intimacy is absent in interactions, 

particularly in the parent-child relationship, when one person imposes or avoids shared meaning 

making that results in non-mutuality or non-reciprocity. This occurs when an individual actively 

engages in their authority role, which increases conflicts due to incompatible goals, mismatched 

moods, time constraints and child non-responsiveness. There are other definitions of intimacy 

that support the understanding of mutuality and equality in the relationship. For instance, 

Derlega (1984) conceptualised intimacy as an individual’s willingness to self-disclose, which 

means each person lets himself or herself be known by the other. Monsour (1992) focused on the 

emotional effect of relationships by defining intimacy as individuals expressing positive 

emotions and having a feeling of closeness (Monsour, 1992).  
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To understand the development of intimacy, it is important to acknowledge the integral 

role and influence of reciprocity. In the parent-child relationships, parents and children are active 

agents in a close relationship, with children having the tendency to reciprocate the actions of 

parents (Trevarthen, Kokkinski & Flamenghi, 1999). Reciprocity is achieved when both parties 

cooperate with each other, and parents are attuned to and take their children’s needs into account 

(Grusec & Davidov, 2010). This reciprocity promotes an environment for shared meaning 

making for intimate experiences to occur. For example, Parpal and Maccoby (1985) found that 

mothers who were trained to be responsive subsequently reported that their children were more 

likely to be compliant to their mothers’ requests. In contrast, since non-compliance is associated 

with lack of intimacy, it may be assumed that when children are compliant (shared goals), 

intimate interactions are more likely to occur. Furthermore, research has shown that the 

reciprocity as a by-product of intimacy, benefits the relationship by contributing to the 

socialisation process. For instance, Kochanska and Aksan (1995) found that when there was 

mutual positive affect in the relationship, internalisation of socialisation goals and compliance 

increase. Moreover, longitudinal research on the long-term effects of shared cooperation and 

mutual responsiveness found that children who experienced these forms of interactions 

developed conscience and influenced children’s eagerness to accept parental requests and rules 

(Kochanska & Murray, 2000).  

The study of intimacy in the parent-child relationship according to Weingarten’s 

definition has been mainly conducted with middle class Canadian families. Oliphant and 

Kuczynki’s (2011) study on parental perceptions of intimacy in the parent-child relationship 

found that intimate interactions involved a close coordination of behaviours that were often 

experienced as mutually enjoyable. Examples included shared positive affect, that were found in 
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interactions in which there were appreciation and enjoyment, shared projects such as homework, 

reading, household activities that focused on the development of the child. Interactions also 

included moments of mutual self-disclosure about significant and mundane events and about 

their private thoughts and feelings. Parents reported that both they and their children contributed 

to these interactions.  

Intimacy in the relationship not only involves efforts to create and maintain mutual 

enjoyment, but also includes efforts to repair a damaged relationship. Harach and Kuczynski 

(2005) found that parents reported that damage to the relationship occurred when they misused 

or overused their authority, or when children did not comply with parents’ wishes. Intimacy was 

repaired when parents used strategies such as communication and apology, while children used 

strategies such as withdrawing from the situation or complying with parental wishes. The study 

indicated that both parent and child actively work to maintain and or repair intimacy in their 

interactions. 

The intimacy domain of parent-child relationships has not been explored in the Jamaican 

context. This study attempted to understand how positive interactions in the intimacy domain 

were perceived by mothers, and some of the strategies used by mothers and children to create 

and maintain experiences of intimacy in their relationship with each other. Furthermore, efforts 

were made to determine whether mothers perceived children as using their agency to express, 

initiate and maintain intimacy during interactions. 

Research Questions 

Three major questions were used to explore the subjective experiences and meanings of 

Jamaican mothers’ family experiences and relationships their children. 
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Question 1: Is there a network of individuals who care for the child and how do 

mothers define the roles and responsibilities of individuals in these personal networks? The 

purpose of the first question was to understand the larger context of parent-child interactions 

beyond the dyad. It was expected that the collectivistic nature of the Jamaican family would have 

resulted in individuals beyond the nuclear family playing an active role in the socialisation and 

protection of children. 

Question 2: How is the dyadic parent-child relationship in Jamaica defined in 

relation to rules, resistance and mutual reciprocity? Jamaican parenting has been classified as 

authoritarian, which suggests that it is high in control and low in warmth. To explore the 

relationship beyond parental control, two relationship domains were investigated. First, the study 

investigated parental authority by focusing on the nature of rules and parents’ responses when 

their child resisted the rules. Second, intimacy was explored using closeness. The study focused 

on mothers’ description of one-on-one interactions in which they felt close to their children. This 

strategy of understanding the dyad from the authority and intimacy perspective enabled the 

exploration of parenting practices and responses, and child agency and children’s influence on 

the relationship.  

 Question 3. Do mothers perceive their children as agents, and do they value their 

children’s agency? Child agency was investigated by assessing children’s actions in the 

authority and intimacy domains. This included an examination of how Jamaican mothers 

perceived the ways in which their children exercised their goals and intentions and how their 

children protected their autonomy.  
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Rationale for Qualitative Methodology Approach 

 The position taken by the study is that knowledge construction dictates the methodology 

that is used to understand a phenomenon (Branco & Valsiner, 1997). The selection of a 

qualitative methodology was based on Valsiner’s (2000) methodological cycle. The cycle 

focuses on the centrality of a phenomenon and a broader conception to scientific inquiry. 

Methodology for knowledge construction is more than data collection and the testing of 

hypotheses. It begins with the intuitive experiences of the researcher. These experiences 

influence the research questions, the selection of theory, world view and methods, with the 

central aim of understanding the phenomenon (Valsiner, 2014). Valsiner (2000, 2014) noted that 

this process of knowledge construction is not static or final, but is recursive with new ideas 

contributing to the advancement, modification or emergence of theory. 

The Jamaican parent-child relationship was phenomenon of this study. The selection of 

the phenomenon was as a result of the researcher’s observations of the current depiction of the 

parent-child relationship in the literature. This depiction focuses primarily on the stressors that 

adversely affect the relationship, and punitive parenting practices that have lasting impact on the 

well-being of the child throughout their lifespan. This emphasis has resulted in a limited 

understanding of other aspects of the relationship.  

The cultural perspective was utilized to understand the complex dynamic of parent-child 

relationships in the Jamaican cultural, religious and historical contexts, which influence the 

behaviours of children and parental practices that are considered to be acceptable. On the micro 

level of analysis, the domain perspectives and social relational theory were selected to 

understand the bidirectional process of parent-child interactions, and the equally agentic 

positions of parent and child who construct, interpret and strategize actions within a culturally 
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embedded context. Moreover, the social relational theory meets Valsiner’s (2014) requirement 

for coordinating well with the basis assumption of the phenomenon that argues the importance of 

understanding complexity of the relationship, through investigating relational dynamics in 

various domains. 

The specific method that is used in the study is semi-structured interviews to provide a 

broader context for exploring the meanings of family, parent-child relationships and the 

influence of culture. The method is concerned with understanding the participants’ cognitive and 

emotional processes through the discovery of themes that are grounded in these experiences 

(Kuczynski & Del Mol, 2015). This method provides the opportunity to gain greater insight into 

Jamaican family processes in a holistic manner, and the meanings discovered from the data can 

be used as a blueprint for future discoveries.
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Chapter Two: Method 

Participants 

 Thirty mothers living in the urban areas of Kingston and St. Andrew, Jamaica, 

participated in the study. Their average age was 39.43 years (ranging from 29 to 50 years; SD = 

5.57 years). Of the 30 mothers, 17 (56.67%) were from middle class (MC) background and 13 

(43.33%) were from the lower class (LC). Mothers from both socioeconomic classes had on 

average of 2.5 children. Participants’ socioeconomic classification was determined by their 

education level, employment status, and the neighbourhoods in which they lived (see Table 1 for 

descriptive demographic characteristics). During the research process, each mother was asked to 

select one of their children between the ages 8 and 12 years old (Mage=10.47 years, SD = 1.43). 

There were 16 girls and 14 boys. Eight girls and nine boys were from the MC and eight girls and 

five boys were from the LC.  
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Table 1  

Description of Sample Characteristics 

Variables 

Middle Class 
Mothers 

n= 17 

Lower Class 
Mothers 

n=13 
Marital Status   
     Married 14 (82%) 2 (15%) 
     Divorced  1 (6%) 0 
     Common-Law 2 (12%) 5 (39%) 
     Single  0 6 (46%) 
Education Level   
    University 16 (94%) 3 (23%) 
     Community College 1 (6%) 1 (8%) 
     HEART-NTA 0 2 (15%) 
     Other Post-Secondary 0 3 (23%) 
     Secondary 0 4 (31%) 
Employment Status   
     Full-Time 13 (77%) 6 (46%) 
     Part-Time 3 (18%) 2 (15%) 
     Self Employed 1 (6%) 3 (23%) 
     Unemployed 0 2 (15% 
Living Arrangement   
     Tenement Yard 0 10 (77%) 
     Detached 17 (100%) 3 (23%) 

Note: HEART-NTA means Human Employment and Resource Training certification. Other post-secondary includes 
accounting school, cosmetology school and university continuing studies. A tenement yard is a multi-family 
housing arrangement or compound consisting of several substandard dwellings on the same property called “the 
yard”. The yard usually consists of multiple families that are biologically related. There are occasions where non-
biological families live on the same property. Tenement yards are situated in inner city communities, many of which 
are known as “garrisons”. Garrisons can be volatile with sporadic and unexpected moments of violence. 

Demographic Data  

Participants completed a demographic questionnaire that included questions about their 

age, gender, highest level of education, marital status, employment status, occupation, number of 

children and the age and gender of the child who the participant discussed during the interview 

(See Appendix A). 
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Jamaican Family Relationship Interview Guide   

The Jamaican Family Relationship Interview Guide was developed for the study 

(Appendix B). The instrument is a semi-structured, open-ended interview guide that consisted of 

five main sections. Section one focused on the mothers’ descriptions of their child’s personality, 

characteristics and attributes that they admired. These questions were used to build rapport and 

to make the participants more relaxed in the interview. Section two asked mothers to describe: 

(a) the characteristics that they believed best represented their personal family unit; and (b) 

individuals beyond the immediate family (e.g., extended family members, friends and members 

of the wider community), who provided support or care for the child. Mothers were encouraged 

to provide a detailed description of the roles and responsibilities of individuals in their personal 

network as they related to the child (see Appendix B).  

Section three focused on mothers’ perceptions of their relationship with their children 

during interactions that involved three domains of the relationship: authority, attachment, and 

intimacy. For the authority domain, mothers were asked generally about their rules for their child 

and how they enforced them. They were then asked to describe two specific instances where they 

applied a rule and child’s responses to those rules, and their own reaction if the child resisted. 

For the attachment domain, mothers were first asked to describe the ideal parental response to a 

child in distress. Mothers were then asked to describe two specific instances where they 

responded to their child’s experiences of distress. In the intimacy domain mothers were asked to 

describe two specific instances when they felt close to their child, and their reaction to these 

experiences.   

Section four focused on mothers’ strategies for improving their relationships with their 

children during periods of tension. Mothers were also asked to describe strategies they and their 



53 

 

 

children used to maintain and strengthen harmony in the relationship.  The questions in Section 

five focused on mothers’ general perceptions of Jamaican culture and family relations. This 

included mothers’ perceptions of the characteristics of the Jamaican family, noticeable strengths 

and limitations of the Jamaican family, and their opinion of the strategies that are required to 

improve family dynamics. All mothers were encouraged to recall or answer the questions in the 

manner they preferred and they were informed that there were no wrong or right answers to the 

questions. Probing was used to ensure participants answered the questions sufficiently (see 

Appendix B).   

For the purpose of this dissertation, only the sections of the interview that focused on 

description of family and personal networks and the authority and intimacy domains were 

included. The interview responses on family and personal networks were included to determine 

how family and culture, in general, influence the parent-child relationship. The inclusion of 

authority and intimacy domain was to compare and contrast interactions that involved 

asymmetrical and symmetrical power in the mother-child interactions and mothers’ perception of 

children’s agency in these contexts.  

Procedure 

Ethical approval for the study was granted by the University of Guelph Research Ethics 

Board as well as the University of the West Indies (Mona) Ethics Committee (Appendices C & 

D). Several strategies were used to recruit families. First, human resources managers of 

companies in the parishes of Kingston and St. Andrew were asked to share the announcement 

flyer with their staff. Second, community leaders such as pastors in local churches were 

contacted and those who agreed to the study advertised it to community members. Third, a 
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snowball approach was used when the researcher contacted potential participants who were 

recommended by mothers who were already interviewed.  

The researcher visited each participant at a mutually agreed upon location. Prior to 

beginning the interview, the researcher read the consent form and information sheet that 

described the nature of the study to each participant. Once participants declared that they 

understood the content of both documents, they were asked to sign the consent form and 

completed the demographic questionnaire.  The reading of the information letter and consent 

form by the researcher was necessary, particularly for LC participants, because of the low level 

of literacy that exists in that population. Each interview lasted for approximately one hour to one 

and a half hours. At the end of the interview, each participant was compensated with a JM$200 

(CAD $2) prepaid calling card or JM$200 (CAD $2) transfer calling credit depending on their 

registered cellular phone plan. 

At the end of each interview participants were given the opportunity to ask the researcher 

questions and make final comments. All interviews were audio-recorded with a digital voice 

recording device, and were immediately transferred to an encrypted laptop and external hard 

drive. The recordings were transcribed and all identifiable characteristics in the transcriptions 

were removed. For instance, the names of the participant and names mentioned during the 

interview were replaced with a fictitious name letter. Names of streets and communities were 

also removed. 

Building Rapport and Its Influence on the Interview  

As a qualitative researcher, I am aware that the value of qualitative data is influenced by 

the nature of the relationship between the researcher and participants (Popay, Rogers & 

Williams, 1998). Therefore, I began each interview by identifying myself as a Jamaican and 
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related to participants based on their environmental contexts. For LC participants, I mainly spoke 

in the Jamaican dialect, Patois. I spoke Patois to build rapport and lessen any power differentials 

that may have intimidated participants. Moreover, before commencement of the interviews, I sat 

on the concrete and stools in the yard like everyone else, and when possible engaged in short 

conversations with the youths on the corner. I adapted my approach for MC participants, who 

were interested in what I was studying overseas, where I completed my undergraduate degree 

and my career goals.  

 During each interview, I disclosed details of my childhood, and that I have a son to build 

rapport. I decided to self-disclosure because it has been found to foster dialogue that includes 

trust, honesty, openness and equality between researcher and participants (Hayman, Wilker, 

Jackson, & Halcomb, 2012). As a mother, I know that mothers get excited when they are asked 

to talk about their children, especially with other mothers. Moreover, the maternal connection 

resulted in mothers being comfortable enough to share their experiences. Mothers were 

particularly relaxed, because they felt that I would have not judged some of their parenting 

practices harshly, due to my own experiences of being raised in the Jamaican culture. The 

building of rapport provided me access to experiences and knowledge that may not have 

otherwise been revealed. Interestingly, many mothers made ‘discovery’ of themselves and their 

children through the reflection and probing process. These rediscoveries included the resilience 

of themselves and their families, the need to focus more on the positive attributes of their family, 

the mother-child interactions and children’s influence on relational dynamics. In the end, my 

influence on the interview process cannot be denied. As a qualitative researcher, I do not 

consider this to bias my results, but rather provided me with a vantage point to delve more into 
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the depth and richness of the findings are due in part to the connections I made with the 

participants. 

Theoretical Approach to Qualitative Method  

The theoretical approach that guided the qualitative methodology was phenomenology. 

Phenomenology attempts to generate knowledge and understanding of the quality and texture of 

individual experiences in relation to a phenomenon, rather than through abstract statements about 

the general nature of the world (Larkin, Watts & Clifton, 2006; Willig, 2013). Phenomenological 

approaches can be descriptive or interpretative. Descriptive phenomenology concerns solely the 

description of lived experiences, while interpretative phenomenology emphasises describing and 

understanding the meanings of individual experiences within various social, cultural, 

psychological and theoretical contexts (Larkin, et al., 2006). The study was guided by the 

interpretative phenomenological perspective.   

The interpretative phenomenological approach was most appropriate, because the study 

aimed to understand mothers’ subjective lived experiences with their child and their family 

support system. This was achieved by understanding mothers’ world through their description of 

the mother-child relationship; while conducting deep interpretative analysis of similarities and 

differences in mothers’ responses. The aim of interpretative analysis was to determine whether 

there was variability in experiences between social classes, because of their distinctive 

socialisation strategies and the overall historical background of the culture.  

Braun and Clarke’s Thematic Analysis 

 Braun and Clarke’s (2006) interpretation of thematic analysis was used in the 

interpretative phenomenology process to analyse the data. Thematic analysis is a “method for 

identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within the data” (p.79). The analysis began 
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with the researcher familiarising herself with the data by reading each interview line-by-line 

several times. Initial codes were generated from the recognition of potential patterns and 

interesting features in the data. An interpretive inductive framework was used to generate themes 

and subthemes in the data. Interpretive induction considers the experiences, presumptions, 

sensitizing concepts, pre-existing theories and the meanings of experiences that participants 

create (Daly, 2007). In this study, examples of sensitizing concepts included culture, child 

agency and influence, bidirectional influence, relationship as context, and the researcher’s 

knowledge of the Jamaican cultural context.  

The analysis was monitored closely through memoing to ensure that it did not 

prematurely constrain or overpower the analysis and interpretation of the data. I was alerted to 

themes that were not reported in the literature or differed from the initial sensitizing ideas. In 

such cases, new categories were created using the inferential process of abduction (Kuczynski & 

Daly, 2003). All coded themes were revised. Themes that were similar were merged, others were 

broken down into separate themes; while themes that were unclear were reintegrated into the 

data for further analysis or were removed. Themes were refined and definitions were finalised to 

ensure that they clearly represented the interpretation of the data. Regular meetings were 

conducted between me and an independent reviewer to review the analysis of the data and 

identify alternative interpretations. 

MAXQDA software was used for coding and analysis. The memo and logbook options of 

the software were used to document minutes of all associated meetings, the analysis process, 

discussion of problematic texts or codes and new concepts as they are developed (VERBI 

Software, 1989-2015). All decisions relating to the analyses were also recorded in the logbook. 
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Analyses also included the use of Inspiration software to visually represent the concepts and 

codes that emerged and to assist in interpreting the findings (Inspiration Software, 2012). 

Trustworthiness. In qualitative research there are various research methods, theories and 

paradigms which means that there are multiple forms of analysis that may impact how rigour is 

assessed (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2002).  Rigour and trustworthiness was achieved through the 

established criteria of assessing qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Rolfe, 2006; 

Schwandt, Lincoln, & Guba, 2007).  First credibility, determines whether the results 

conceptually fit the interpretation of the data. It was established through ensuring that the data 

collected was two different socioeconomic groups of Jamaican families to capture the 

multiplicity in the meanings and experiences of mothers and their children. Reflexivity was 

achieved through memoing of the researcher’s interpretation of the data based on her experiences 

as a Jamaican mother. Credibility was also established through memoing theoretical concepts 

that emerged in the data; the inclusion of quotations from mothers that represent each theme so 

that the reader can determine the credibility of the study; and the use of triangulation (the 

interpretation of the data verified by an independent review). Second, to enhance transferability, 

which is the degree to which the results can be applied beyond the sample, an audit trail was 

maintained. It included ongoing critical reflection of assumptions, procedures and decisions in 

daily logs. Third, an audit trail established dependability of the research, that is, the quality of the 

data collection and analyses can be trusted, by showing that the research was conducted in the 

way it is described through thick description of the research process; and fourth to establish 

confirmability. This was done by showing how the results are supported by the data. 

Confirmability was enhanced through memoing of interpretation of results, and the display of 

verbatim quotations that compared the researcher’s claims and participants’ reports. The 



59 

 

 

demographic data provided a description of the family structure, socioeconomic class, and the 

age range and gender of participants. 

Reflexivity: The Interview Process and My Position as a Jamaican Mother and Researcher 

There are multiple characteristics that draw a researcher toward or away from a research 

topic (Breuer, 2000). My journey as a scientist was developed out of my curiosity about the 

intricacies of adult-child interactions, particularly Jamaican parent-child relationship 

phenomenon, within a cultural context. This interest was primarily fuelled by my Jamaican 

heritage and reflecting on some of the unique parenting beliefs and practices in Jamaican 

households. Particularly, I wanted to empirically determine how the culture influences the 

socialisation strategies of Jamaican mothers; and, to highlight the influence of children in this 

process - an area that has received limited attention. One of the advantages in selecting a 

qualitative methodology is that it allowed me as the researcher to be an active participant through 

the construction and interpretation of meanings of participants’ experiences. 

As an active participant of the research process, I believed that it was necessary to be 

reflexive of my experience in conducting the interviews, and the influence of my personal 

background. To achieve this, I wrote short notes and reflexive memos to reflect on my thoughts, 

feelings, and biases and engaged in multiple discussions with my advisor, who is a Caucasian 

Canadian. He contributed a perspective that was less likely to be biased towards the Jamaican 

culture, because of his limited exposure to the parenting beliefs and practices of the society. The 

strategy of writing down ideas as they actually occurred has been argued by experts as the first 

point of analysis (Glesnes & Peshkin, 1992; Maxwell, 2005). Moreover, the process of 

documenting my thoughts and ideas and discussing them with my advisor, allowed me to 

discover and refine my thinking process on the topics under investigation (Woods, 1999), and 
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identify how my cultural experiences as a Jamaican limited my ability to detect subtle cultural 

nuances, and my assumptions of the universality of the Jamaican parent-child experience. 

Organisation of Results 

The results are presented in the three following chapters. Chapter 3: The Ecological 

Context of Jamaican Mother-Child Relationships reports the findings of how Jamaican mothers 

define the family that cares for the child. The chapter lays the foundation for understanding the 

culturally embedded network of relationships in which the sample of Jamaican mother-child 

relationship is embedded. Chapter 4: The Dyadic Mother-Child Relationship -The Authority 

Domain focuses on interactions where mothers’ greater power is salient through the setting and 

enforcement of rules, or issuing of commands with the expectation of a cooperative response 

from the child. Chapter 5: The Dyadic Mother-Child Relationship-The Intimacy Domain focuses 

on findings that involve interactions that are affiliative and mutually enjoyable. The findings 

regarding mothers’ perception of child agency are integrated into Chapters 4 and 5. 

For each question, the themes and subthemes will be presented first in tables. The tables 

serve several purposes. They provide a visual summary and organization of the major themes 

and subthemes that will be qualitatively unpacked in text. The quantitative representations also 

are intended to add to the transparency regarding the relative strength of each theme. In general, 

the themes reflect the order of predominance as reflected by the column for total scores 

representing the sample as a whole. Finally, separate scores for MC and LC mothers are included 

for readers who wish to compare how the two social class groups contributed to the composition 

of the themes. Because the samples for the two groups varied in size, frequencies of participants 

who expressed a theme are presented to aid comparison. It should be noted, however, that the 

analyses are qualitative and although suggestive trends are noted, these should be considered as 



61 

 

 

exploratory, and do not suggest statistical differences. Next, interpretations, illustrated by the 

mothers’ responses are presented. In order to preserve the authenticity of the participants’ 

responses, quotations are presented in their original form, preserving the Jamaican English and 

Jamaican patois or creole syntax in which they were expressed. 
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 Chapter Three: The Ecological Context of Jamaican Parent-Child Relationships 

The thematic analysis yielded three major themes that captured Jamaican mothers’ 

perceptions of the network of relationships that supported their family’s functioning and the 

socialisation of their children. The themes included: important others in the child’s life, extended 

familial relations and the influence of wider community.  

The theme, important others, included Jamaican mothers’ reports of biologically and non-

biologically related individuals who played an integral role in caring for their children. Extended 

familial relations referred to the perception of mothers regarding the fundamental values that 

guided the family and the quality of their relations. The influence of the wider community, 

accounted for the characteristics that mothers admired most about the community’s influence on 

their children, and their concerns regarding changes in values, that they perceived as adversely 

affecting their family and the community at large.  

Important Others in Children’s Lives  

All participants from the MC (17) and LC (13) indicated that the task of parenting was 

not done solely by them, but involved the assistance of others. As seen in Table 2, mothers from 

both social classes reported that individuals, who were involved in the socialisation of their 

children. These included fathers, grandmothers, other extended family members and the 

community. Other extended family members included the child’s aunts, uncles, cousins and 

older siblings; while community members included non-biologically related individuals such as 

helpers (female domestic staff who manages domestic duties and provide child care; some live 

with their employers), godparents, neighbours, parents’ friends, teachers, and members of a 

church community. 
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Table 2  

The Frequency of Reported Important Others in the Child’s Life 

Important Others 

Middle Class 
Mothers  
(n = 17) 

Lower Class 
Mothers  
(n = 13) 

Total 
Sample 
(N=30) 

Father 17 6 23 
Grandmother 15 7 22 
Other Extended Family Members 13 13 26 
Community Members 15 8 23 

 

With regard to social class, it was evident that all MC mothers frequently perceived 

fathers as involved in the raising of their children than LC mothers. This difference can be 

partially understood, as a consequence of differences in the family composition between the two 

samples. In the MC families that consisted of married and common law couples, all fathers were 

biologically related to the children and lived in the household. However, in LC families, five 

fathers who lived in the household were biologically related to the children and two were 

stepfathers. Only three of the six non-resident fathers in the LC actively participated in parenting 

their children.  

Similar findings were found for grandmothers, in that most MC mothers reported 

grandmothers as being more active than LC grandmothers. Ten MC families lived in single 

family dwellings that consisted of only the parents and their children. Three families lived in a 

single family dwelling that had the parents, children and a live-in nanny. The grandmothers lived 

in the capital city and visited regularly. For the remaining families, one family dwelling was split 

into two separate houses. Specifically, the mother, her partner and children lived in one house 

and the maternal grandmother and the mother’s brother lived in the other house. Another family 

had a similar dwelling with the mother and child living in one section and the grandmother in the 
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other. One family shared a single dwelling with the maternal grandmother; and, another family 

shared a similar dwelling with the maternal grandfather. Although 10 LC mothers lived in 

tenement yards, only nine yards had the grandmother present. The other 3 LC families lived in 

detached dwellings. 

These results revealed that more MC mothers reported the assistance of non-biological 

members of the community compared to LC mothers. The findings, however, were reversed with 

regards to assistance from other extended family members, because all LC mothers described 

extended family members’ contributions to the child’s development. 

In sum, these findings emphasize that childrearing for these Jamaican mothers was not an 

isolated activity and that the majority of mothers relied on a network of immediate family, 

extended family, and community relationships to carry out the task of raising their children. 

Although the network of supporting relationships was important for both social classes there 

were indications that MC families had access to a more diverse group of individuals who were 

involved in supporting the development of their children, than LC families. 

The Roles of Important Others in Children’s Development 

Mothers described four forms of support that their network of relationships provided for 

their child (see Table 3). These were direct care, educational support, emotional support and 

financial support for the child. Direct care included: taking responsibility for the day-to-day 

needs of the child such as daycare, school drop-off and pick-ups, providing meals, and direct 

involvement in children’s socialization such as guidance, monitoring the child’s behaviour when 

parents were absent, and actively disciplining children for inappropriate behaviour. Educational 

support involved tutoring and assistance with homework and school projects. For many families, 

academic success, particularly the Grade Six Achievement Test (GSAT), was of paramount 
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importance because children’s performance created the possibility to attend a prestigious high 

school (Ministry of Education, 2015). 

Emotional support consisted of members in the support network, positively engaging 

with children, acting as confidants, mentors, and a source of encouragement. Financial support 

involved the purchasing school supplies and assisting with other daily, monetary needs of 

children. The nature of the support provided varied by network member. 

Table 3  

The Roles of Important Others in the Development of the Child 

 Important Others 

Middle Class 
Mothers 
 (n = 17)  

Lower 
Class 

Mothers 
 (n= 13)  

Total 
Sample 
(N=30) 

Fathers    
Direct Care 17 2 19 
Educational Support for Child 5 1 6 
Emotional Support for Child 11 3 14 
Financial Support 3 2 5 
Grandmothers    
Direct Care 14 4 18 
Educational Support for Child 5 2 7 
Emotional Support for Child 7 6 13 
Financial Support 0 2 2 
Other Extended Family 
Members    
Direct Care 7 13 20 
Educational Support for Child 2 4 6 
Emotional Support for Child 5 6 11 
Financial Support 0 6 0 
Community Members    
Direct Care 10 3 13 
Educational Support for Child 3 0 3 
Emotional Support for Child 2 1 3 
Financial Support 0 1 1 
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Fathers. Mothers’ description of fathers’ supporting roles in the socialization of children 

were only mentioned with regard to biological fathers and varied considerably in the two social 

classes. MC mothers reported that all fathers were actively involved in child rearing, whereas LC 

mothers reported that only six fathers, four of whom were residential and two were non-

residential were involved. The most important area of father support reported by all of the MC 

mothers and two of the LC mothers was direct care. One mother said, “He plays the same role in 

rearing our daughter. There is nothing I could say that I have done that (father) hasn’t done” 

(MC, 8-year-old daughter). Another mother said, “His father is the main person to make sure he 

brushes his teeth before he goes to bed” (MC, 10-year-old son). For other mothers, the father’s 

role included ensuring that general needs were met. One mother explained, “Well my husband he 

always makes sure… her needs are met, take care of her and always make sure food is on the 

table” (LC, 12-year-old-daughter). Only MC mothers described fathers as disciplinarians. For 

instance, “Disciplinary functions are mainly for Daddy, I must confess” (MC, 11-year-old 

daughter). 

 Fathers’ roles also included educational support, especially with assisting with their 

children’s homework. “If it is some new form of math or it is some homework where they have 

to go research things he’s involved” (MC, 8-year-old-son). Support of educational needs was not 

limited to academic education. Some mothers reported that fathers also wanted their children to 

be educated in day-to-day life issues that were essential for their future. One mother explained 

how she and her husband shared responsibility in teaching their child to be ‘street smart’, so that 

their child could achieve success in all areas of his life. She shared, 

We talk to the children about life. We talk to our children about the man on the road. We 
talk to them about drugs, and we talk to them about sex. We talk to them about 
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friendship. We talk to them about different things that happen in life” (MC, 11-year-old 
son). 
 
Mothers also described fathers’ support of their children’s mental and emotional well-

being, with 11 MC mothers reporting fathers as providing emotional support for the child, 

compared to three LC mothers. One MC mother described an example of a mundane but fun 

activity. She explained, “He will go and lie on the bed with his dad and they will talk about what 

is bothering him” (MC, 10-year-old son). Fathers were also described as providing 

encouragement and advice to their children. One mother disclosed how the father engaged with 

her daughter, “Like talking to them, encouraging them to behave or to you know listen” (LC, 12-

year-old daughter). 

 Some mothers reported that fathers’ role was confined to providing financial support, 

which was the least form of support mentioned across both social groups. Mothers described 

fathers’ financial support roles as, “He takes care of her financially” (MC, 10-year-old daughter) 

or “Moneywise, yes, he helps out” (LC, 12-year-old daughter).  

 Grandmothers. Grandmothers were also perceived as serving critical roles not only in 

raising their grandchildren, but also to support mothers in running the household. Almost all MC 

and less than half LC mothers reported grandmothers’ involvement in direct care. One mother 

explained, “She’s the head cook and bottle washer. She does everything. She will help with 

pickup, she is allowed to take care of them; and it is ok for her to discipline if we are not here” 

(MC, 8-year-old son). Although fewer LC class mothers identified grandmothers as providing 

direct role in childrearing, their contribution was described in a similar manner. For example, 

one mother described her child’s grandmother’s role as follows, “She helps in the rearing of the 

children and the discipline and caring for them in general” (LC, 11-year-old daughter). 
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 Five MC mothers and two LC mothers reported grandmothers’ support of their children’s 

academic endeavours. One mother said,  

She, you know, helps in terms of education. What he should be doing at this age…If I am 
at work and he is having end of year exams she would actually do stuff with him…she 
really plays a big part in that (MC, 9-year-old son).  
 

 Almost half of the mothers, regardless of social class, described grandmothers as being 

emotionally supportive to their children by providing encouragement and advice (see Table 3). 

One mother explained that the grandmother would share life experiences with her granddaughter, 

Encourage them, she will encourage them. And she will tell them about her days what it 
was like compared to now when they are living with the TV, the WhatsApp and the 
phone and all of that. She will talk to them, encourage them (LC, 12-year-old daughter). 
 

 Financial support was the least form of support identified as being provided by 

grandmothers. Although this support type was only mentioned by two mothers, both were from 

the LC. Financial care was related to assisting with children’s educational expenses. One mother 

said, “Sometime she will, maybe if a [I] don’t have any money to give my child for school, she 

will give her lunch money” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). 

 Other extended family members. Mothers also discussed the importance of other 

extended family members in raising their children. LC mothers especially relied on the support 

of extended family members. All 13 LC mothers and seven MC mothers reported that their 

extended family members provided direct care. Moreover, LC mothers reported more instances 

of emotional support and educational support than MC mothers. LC mothers were also the only 

ones to report receiving financial support from extended family members. These extended family 

members included aunts, uncles and cousins, who live in the tenement yard setting, which was a 

common living arrangement for the LC families in the sample.  
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In discussions of extended family support, LC mothers described their siblings as 

providing daily direct care for their child. One mother explained, “My sister, she will help me 

with my daughter, or sometime am not here she will send her to school and so forth for me. She 

looks after, like… she will make her breakfast and those things basically” (LC, 12-year-old 

daughter). Another mother described the role of the child’s uncle as follows, “Him have a [he has 

a] uncle [who] live down d [the] road which [who] take him to school. Sometime come pick him 

up back” (LC, 11-year-old son). In comparison, MC mothers reported that extended family 

members were available to provide occasional care when needed, “Her grandaunt would take 

care of them sometimes after school or on holidays” (MC, 9-year-old daughter).  

 A noticeable, generational difference was observed with regards to extended family 

members who were reported as providing educational versus emotional or financial support. 

When mothers described education support, it was mostly in reference to children’s cousins and 

or siblings. One LC mother, for example, described the role of the child’s cousin as follows, “His 

cousin, she goes to university. She helps him with his homework” (LC, 10-year-old son). In 

contrast, one MC mother reported that it was the older siblings who assisted the child when the 

parents were unavailable. She said, “They also play a part of homework completion and overall 

school work development when we are not able to” (MC, 8-year-old daughter). 

 When emotional support for children was discussed, all mothers reported that this role 

was fulfilled by aunts and uncles. Mothers reported that their children experienced emotional 

support via the ability to share their thoughts and concerns and, also, to receive advice. “In any 

situation he can talk to them [child’s aunts] about the situation” (LC, 12-year-old son); “His 

auntie in-laws encourage him to do well” (LC, 11-year-old son); “They call him [children’s 

uncle] for everything that is affecting them” (MC, 9-year-old daughter).  
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 Only LC mothers described extended family members as contributing financial support. 

The contributions, which were received from aunts and uncles, involved money for school and 

clothing. “They will help to give him lunch money and I don’t have to buy clothes for him 

because they take care of it” (LC, 12-year-old son). 

 Community members. Community members including family friends and god parents 

as well as professional relationships, such as teachers and helpers were also described as 

providing support for raising the child. The most frequent support in this category, particularly 

for MC families, was direct care. The type of direct care was dependent on whether the 

supporting person was a friend or a professional. Friends were most likely to provide support to 

daily child care needs, such as child supervision. “I have support from my girlfriends as well. 

They pitch in when they are needed to do pickups from school” (MC, 9-year-old son). For some 

mothers, the support was in the form of more direct supervision, while the parents were 

unavailable. “She [mother’s best friend] will keep them, she will watch them, and she will spend 

time with them. She do all dem stuff deh [all of those things]” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). With 

regards to professional relationships such as teachers, it was found that roles revolved around 

primarily monitoring children for appropriate behaviour. “When our children are at school and 

not performing, the teacher is there to say look here your parents have work too hard for you to 

be performing an ass of yourself” (MC, 11-year-old son).  

MC mothers also mentioned that they had the resource of paid household helpers. 

Helpers provided care for children when parents were not home. “Well basically the helper is 

here to ensure that he is eating his food, has a shower, and for safety” (MC, 9-year-old son). “She 

stays with helper until we get home” (MC, 11-year-old daughter). 
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Community members were less often mentioned as providing other forms of support. For 

example, several MC mothers described that their children’s teachers were partners in supporting 

their children’s academic development. One of the ways teachers supported the child’s 

educational development was to ensure that the child was academically well-rounded. “Well 

molding a well-rounded child the importance of umm academic and extracurricular activities so 

they really help in that regard” (MC, 10-year-old son). Mothers also welcomed the supportive 

role that teachers provided for in children’s character development. For example, one mother 

stated, “I would say the school too, you know her teacher teach her respect and manners” (LC, 

12-year-old daughter).  

 Several mothers mentioned that their friends provided emotional and financial support. 

For example, one LC mother said that her best friend acted as a “mentor” to her child (LC, 12-

year-old daughter) whereas another mother who regarded her friend as her children’s confidant. 

“They confide in her a lot” (MC, 11-year-old son). Only one mother reported on the financial 

support she received from friends. “If am down with school fee anything, they always see that 

they [mothers’ children] get back to school things and so on” (LC, 11-year-old son). 

Perceptions of the Quality of Familial Relations  

 In the perception of the quality of the familial relations theme, Jamaican mothers 

discussed the quality of their family dynamics, their beliefs systems and the extent to which these 

relationships were important to the strength and stability of their families. Three subthemes 

emerged from these discussions. These were relationship quality, religious values and family 

values (see Table 4). 
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Table 4  

Frequencies for Mothers’ Perception of the Quality of Familial Relations  

Themes 

Middle 
Class 

Mothers  
(n=17) 

Lower Class 
Mothers 
(n=13) 

Total 
Sample 
(N=30) 

Relationship Quality    
     Challenging 1 5 6 
     Supportive 12 6 18 
Religious Values 8 1 9 
Family Values 13 8 21 

 

 Relationship quality. In describing their family dynamics, many mothers commented 

about the quality of the familial interactions. Relationship quality focused on the perception of 

the relationship, based on the history of available support or responsiveness of another to the 

issues that were important to mothers. 

There was an apparent difference in the predominance of themes of support versus 

challenges that mothers from the two social classes described. The majority of MC mothers (12) 

more often described their relationships as supportive, with minimal reference to conflicts. 

Examples of supportive relationship quality included family members sharing responsibilities, 

agreeing to similar values and being responsive to each other’s needs. The following mother 

explained how shared responsibilities work in her family. “We, the family that we have, the 

chores or the responsibility of doing anything is not a woman thing to do alone, but both parents 

play the same role to ensure the household is run properly” (MC, 8-year-old daughter). Mutual 

agreement on values for relationships was also discussed. 

We share an equal responsibility in teaching him the right thing… I think my spouse and 
I are pretty much on the same level. We share the same principles. We share the same 
common spiritual beliefs that are very important for the family (MC, 12-year-old 
daughter). 
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 The level of support received from the mothers’ extended families was important for 

healthy interactions in the family. One mother described the support from her parents in guiding 

her husband in his business endeavours as follows, 

 Great actually, we don’t have those in-laws issues…my family loves S, S loves my 
family…we get along really well. My daddy is a mentor for S in his business life because 
my father has done well. [My parents] talk to him about his business and they guide him, 
and they help him, and they do whatever they can for him. They have a good relationship 
(MC, 8-year-old son). 
 

 Only one MC mother described her extended family interactions in a negative or 

ambivalent, way. She lamented, “Sometimes I wonder if I am related to them… but they’re 

really, they just grant me entry into this universe” (MC, 10-year-old son). 

 Less than half of the sample of LC mothers (6) reported that familial relations were 

supportive but more often, described challenging or conflictual interactions. The main concern of 

LC mothers was the level of conflict, the constant comparisons of personalities, and 

achievements that occurred during familial interactions. Many wished for a concerted effort to 

improve the quality of interactions. One mother expressed this desire as follows, 

My family overall a [I] wish it was way, way better. We don’t really get along 90% of the 
time. Yuh [You] have this minute yu wit mi [you are with me], the next minute yu not 
[you are not]. The up and down situation and if a [I] have something to give yu [you] I’m 
yuh friend [your friend], and if a [I] don’t have anything to give yuh [you] I’m not. So 
yuh [you] have to be on pins and needles and yuh have [you have] to watch it. And 
you’re better than me because you have a better education and you’re better than me 
(MC, 10-year-old son). 
 

 Although there were concerns about familial conflicts, there was also an appreciation for 

the support LC mothers receive from their families, which made them feel unique compared to 

other families. One mother explained, “We support each other, and if I am in a situation my 

sisters will assist me or my mom. The support that is there, it’s very unique. We give each other 



74 

 

 

support” (LC,12-year-old son). Another mother shared a similar sentiment as follows, “My 

family is okay, good. I have a good relationship with them” (LC, 12-year-old daughter).  

 Religious values. Although only nine of the mothers spontaneously mentioned the role of 

religious values, several of their narratives attested to the importance of religion in their personal 

and family lives. Five of the mothers (four MC mothers and one LC mothers) who discussed 

Christianity were particularly committed to their faith, and to fostering Christian values and 

practices in their children. One mother said, 

What I don’t think exists everywhere is the dependence on prayer that I also see in my 
children, especially my five-year-old where they threaten me with prayer, that is what 
they use. If something goes wrong, they will say they will pray. So, I admire them for 
that. I don’t know if any other family has that, but the fact that they believe so much in 
prayer is perhaps unique (MC, 9-year-old daughter). 
 
Another mother also reported how commitment to the Christian faith influenced the 

decisions her family made. For her, “A Christian, a God fearing family… my daughter she got 

baptise, got married. She centered her whole life is around Christ” (LC, 10-year-old son). 

  The remaining four mothers who discussed the importance of religion described the 

importance of Rastafarianism in their family life. These mothers described the importance of 

socialising their children to embrace Pan-Africanism. One participant remarked how critical it 

was to impart Pan-African ideology to her children as follows, “The Rastafarian beliefs system… 

we don’t necessary subscribe to every single order… but we have a lot of Pan-African views as 

well, so that is very essential to our family and important for our family” (MC. 8-year-old son). 

 Another mother described how she and her children’s father were evolving to embrace 

Rastafarianism and Pan-Africanism, which they were using as a foundation for their children’s 

value system. She remarked, 
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Their dad is, I call him a new age Pan-Africanist, and am right there behind him. He is 
Pro Africa and supports the building of his African people first and that’s what we give to 
our children as foundation. We are both non-traditional, what he would call “Rasta plus” 
and what I would call eclectic so we are not traditional, we are not Christians, so we are 
not Rasta alone we are a variety of different things, very much Pro Africa (MC, 9-year-
old son). 
 
Family values. Most MC and LC mothers spoke about the importance of reinforcing 

family values, which included nurturing open communication, support of their child’s autonomy 

and the importance of family time. Open communication was an avenue for providing an 

environment in which everyone in the family had an equal opportunity to share their thoughts 

and feelings. For one mother, it was critical to nurture open communication because it meant 

protection of children from undesirable outside influences. “We always say to her no matter what 

you don’t have to go outside and talk to anyone, she can talk to us. So she always does that” (LC, 

12-year-old daughter). It also indicated that this value was important because it allowed children 

to be connected to the family. As expressed in one mother’s comment, “One of the things that I 

love about the family is our openness in communication. As much as possible we try to be very 

open with the children and have them included and open with us in as much that goes on” (MC, 

9-year-daughter). 

A value that was discussed by only MC mothers was support of children’s expression of 

autonomy. “They are allowed to [speak their mind] …it is fine for them to say “I don’t think you 

were fair because of XYZ” That kind of stuff is ok” (MC, 8-year-old son). Another mother 

described her decision to allow her daughter to dreadlock her hair. “She’s the one who made the 

decision that she wanted to lock her hair, cause she only started locking when she was 7 [years 

old] ...that’s the decision she made. I sat her down and spoke to her about it and it took maybe 

three months, so I was like, okay” (MC, 9-year-old daughter). 
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Family time was important for both MC and LC mothers (see Table 4). It was described 

as spending quality time together in completing activities that were important to everyone. 

“What I admire most about the family is that we always try to find the time to have that family 

time… we always take the time out to ensure…we try as best as possible to enjoy each other’s  

company” (MC, 8-year-old daughter). “I enjoy that we live as one. Like cooking, we just cook 

one pot. We spend a lot of time together” (LC, 10-year-old daughter). In addition to enjoying 

interactions, mothers also ensured that all members were involved. For instance, “I would say 

whatever we are doing we do it together and we try not to leave anybody out of the experience” 

(MC, 12-year-old son). 

The Influence of the Wider Community 

The theme of the influence of the wider community emerged from mothers’ responses to 

the aphorism ‘It takes a village to raise a child.’ This aphorism is a popular expression of the 

socio-ecological model that is especially apt for childrearing in the cultural context of Jamaican 

family life. It expresses that the development of Jamaican children occurs, not only in the 

proximal context of the mother-child relationship, but also is embedded in, and interacts with, a 

community of individuals who are concerned with and take responsibility for the development 

and guidance of the child. Three sub-themes emerged from the analyses: (1) supports parenting 

role; (2) proxy parents; and (3) change in values (see Table 5). In general, mothers expressed that 

community members beyond the family, not only participated in supporting their efforts to raise 

their children, but also acted independently on the mothers’ behalf.  However, community 

involvement and influence in childrearing was only beneficial if community members shared the 

same beliefs and attitudes. The findings indicated that MC mothers more frequently expressed 

their views on the wider community’s influence than LC mothers. Although was unclear whether 
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MC mothers were simply more articulate than LC mothers, it could also be speculated that the 

community context of MC families was more cohesive and safe than the community contexts of 

LC tenement environments.  

Table 5  

The Influence of Wider Community Frequencies 

 Themes 

Middle 
Class 

Mothers 
 (n=17) 

Lower Class 
Mothers 
(n=13) 

Total 
Sample 
(N=30) 

Support for Parents 13  2 15  
Proxy Parents 9 3 12  
Change in values 10 1 11  

 

Support for parents. Mothers perceived that their individual efforts as a parent were 

insufficient and commented favourably about group support in raising their children. Thirteen 

MC mothers commented on the ways the wider community supported parents, compared to only 

two LC mothers (see Table 5).  This support type was described as a source of information, 

assistance with childcare and provision of a safety net for the child. 

Some mothers described the community as a rich resource of knowledge needed to raise 

children, and that it was vital to tap into this reservoir to complement their limited knowledge 

and experience. One mother explained it like this, “I support that idea. No one knows everything 

and has all the answers, so we’re happy when someone can make an input. As long as it is not 

detrimental to the child or to the family” (MC, 12-year old son). Another mother reported on 

how fortunate she was to have different perspectives in caring for her child, “I have been very, 

very lucky to have lots and lots of people who have been part of me in raising my children and it 

helps because it’s brought different perspective to the table.” (MC, 9-year-old son). LC mother 
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said that there was a lot she did not know about parenting because of her limited education and 

she was grateful for the guidance received from a more knowledgeable member of her 

community. She stated,  

ST [family friend] plays a major role in my kid’s life. Like 100%, things I used to do, 
because a she [of her], me nuh do dem nuh more [I don’t do them anymore], regarding 
where they are concerned, cause you know you not educated about certain stuff and how 
to treat your children (LC, 12-year-old daughter). 
 
The community provided a safety net of other adults standing as guardians for the 

protection and safety of the child, especially where parents may have missed, or were blindsided 

by their children’s manipulations.  Mothers explained that this was necessary in order to keep 

track or monitor their children’s behaviour outside the home. One mother described it in detail,  

I wish we would do it more, because your child at home is not your child at school, and is 
not your child at church, and is not your child at somebody else’s house. So, if all these 
parties are not communicating then, you know, then that is where the children will have 
opportunity to go astray and blindside you, because they will know when to, where to, 
and how to, do things (MC, 8-year-old son). 
 
It was also suggested that even vigilant parents may overlook a problem that others in the 

engaged community will notice. One mother expressed this as, “It [the community] has also 

given them different personalities on which to interact and through that it’s a safe balance. And if 

I can’t catch something someone else can, and that’s what the village is about” (MC, 10-year-old 

son). Another explained that the community was a safety net because all adults therein, were 

protectors of children’s well-being. “It’s [the community] important. We all are parents whether 

or not it’s your personal child and we must protect them” (LC, 12-year-old son). 

Proxy parents. A particular direct connection to the “village that raises the child” 

analogy was expressed by mothers who spoke about adults in the community acting as proxy 

parents who play a role in children’s socialisation. More MC than LC mothers considered 
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community members as proxy parents (see Table 5). Proxy parents included unrelated or 

unfamiliar community members, who directly interacted with the child, and were willing to take 

on parental responsibility, when appropriate.  This role leaned towards counselling and 

mentoring the children, as nicely alluded to by one mother who described herself as an ‘honorary 

auntie’.  

I become a village as much as possible…I take care of other people’s children one way or 
another; the honorary aunty. Strangers too, even though you don’t want to impose… 
especially when I see kids and all of that…even big guys. Guys who look like my 
children... When you see guys cussing bad words and I’m passing them I would say 
“come here young man” you know, don’t insult them and they always listen, so I believe 
in that (MC, 10-year-old daughter). 
 

 The general belief, therefore, was that assistance from proxy parents was important in 

ensuring the future success of children because they helped to prevent problematic behaviours, 

which might have impeded children’s development.  

All that help that you get from that various sources make a difference…When I look at 
for instance people, I know who have been troubled in one way or another. The ones who 
make it and even the ones who are successful, the ones who really make it often times… 
are the one [that have] been supported. So if you’re troubled whether it’s with drugs, 
behavioural issues, whatever, the children who have that support of a Grandmother, aunt 
behind them even a close family friend really do some reinforcement on behalf of the 
parents. It makes a difference (MC, 10-year-old son). 
 

 Mothers also noted favourably that others in the community assumed the right to 

discipline children when mothers were absent. An interesting feature of the village analogy was 

that disciplining of children was a collective responsibility that was not confined to parents. 

Others, in the community, held this right when the need arose. “Whenever your child is on the 

road someone must be able to scold that child; as well as to inform you when that child is out of 

place. A child will also learn to respect others, whether or not its guardian is around” (LC, 12-

year-old son). “If a child is out of order, they did something that you [the parent] are not aware 
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of, at least somebody will see and know that the person [parent] is a no-nonsense person and help 

and mold that child. I would feel good if somebody helps to correct him” (LC, 10-year-old son). 

 Both classes of mothers had communal expectations of adult-child interactions. They 

believed that the safety, care and discipline of children should not be left only to the parents. Any 

adult could intervene if necessary.  

Change in values. Notwithstanding mothers’ positive views on the benefits of 

community’s involvement in childrearing, mothers also voiced some concerns. MC mothers, in 

particular, perceived that values within their community were changing in a way that did not 

support what they wished to accomplish as parents. Mothers reported that they perceived a 

declining consensus regarding the ‘right’ values. Concerns centered on the reduction of shared 

values, the threat of diversity on the shared values, the reduction of reverence for the elderly and 

the reduction of relational interdependence. Some lamented about the fact that positive role 

models were no longer in the community, which resulted in a loss of shared values. They 

reflected on the fact that in the past they could have anticipated that their neighbours shared the 

same values, which is presently not the case.  

What is unfortunate is we don’t have enough positive role models in the village so 
therefore as parents we have to be so much more cautious than we used to be when we 
was growing up. A neighbour today is not a neighbour yesterday (MC, 9-year-old 
daughter). 
 
Moreover, concern was voiced about the threat of globalisation on traditional values. This 

perceived threat resulted in mothers reducing their child’s interactions within the community. 

See we're separated by the era of time eno [you know] and I grow up hearing that 
comment, ‘it takes a village to raise a child,’ umm how I personally see things, values 
have really broken down in society now and it’s really about diversity and culture and to 
be honest I don’t want a village to raise my child, because the values have really broken 
down (MC, 10-year-old son). 
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One major concern, alluded to above, was a reduction in respect for elders as advisors 

and gatekeepers of knowledge. For some mothers, the role of the elders was being replaced by 

mental health professionals.  

The reason why psychologists are needed is because of this breakdown. Typically, the 
system would be set up in a way that the family would have been the psychologist. The 
elders…were really the psychologists. So these were the people you go to for guidance, 
wisdom, helping, working through, the elders had their place, but now our elders are not 
perceived in that manner. They may be perceived as weak, as people that were made to 
be in [retirement] homes; things like that. So some of that has shifted, so the whole 
function and role of the elder has diminished and so we have to find other ways to 
provide that very critical function for people, for families (MC, 8-year-old son). 
 
For some mothers who mentioned change in the community, the focus was mainly on the 

shift of shared family values, particularly the reduction of interdependence in the family.  

I think back then, [parents] have more values than the parents now, because back then, 
even if your mother gone to work you would have your grandmother at home, so you are 
still sure of your home cook meal, and all a dem stuff deh, {all of those things}. Now, 
now parents like we, we are on the go parents, so we spend less time, preparing meal, 
having our kids in the kitchen and stuff like that (LC, 12-year-old daughter). 
 

Summary  

 Mothers' reports on the network of family and community relationships that supported 

the care and socialisation of their children suggested that there was a strong collective dimension 

to childrearing in Jamaican society. For MC and LC mothers, child socialisation was the 

collective responsibility of immediate and extended family members and individuals within the 

wider community. The type of involvement from relatives or community members differed 

between the MC and the LC. For MC children it was the father, grandmothers and non-

biologically related individuals from the community. Conversely, extended family members 

were more involved in the socialisation of LC children. 
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 The quality of familial interactions was important to mothers of both socioeconomic 

classes. MC mothers experienced more supportive interactions, whereas LC mothers described a 

mixture of non/supportive interactions. Nevertheless, both classes of mothers placed importance 

on family and religious values that included spending quality time with each other.  

 The influence of community members beyond the immediate family was discussed 

mainly by MC mothers who considered the community as supporting parents, whether through 

child supervision or behaviour monitoring, respectively. Additionally, adults were viewed as 

proxy parents, albeit only when there was a shared communal value system. Differences in 

communal value systems were expressed by some mothers, as the result of a continual attrition 

of shared generationally transmitted values and, that this continuing process had them 

considering withdrawing from the collective parenting structure. The low frequency of LC 

mothers’ description in the influence of the community could be related to the fact that quality of 

the community and its members may be below the standards of LC, which makes them less 

reluctant to welcome support. 
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Chapter Four: The Dyadic Mother-Child Relationship-The Authority Domain 

This chapter represents the findings of Jamaican mother-child relationships in the 

authority domain. In this domain, mothers and children interacted in contexts where the mothers’ 

greater power was salient, through the setting and enforcement of rules, or issuing of commands, 

with the expectation of a cooperative response from children. Despite the differences in power, 

children were agents who exerted their own influence and resisted parental control. The data 

consisted of the mothers’ responses to two interview questions. The first was concerned with 

general beliefs and attitudes toward rules and discipline. The second focused on two specific, 

recent incidents when mothers disciplined their child. The findings indicated mostly harsh 

discipline patterns, as well as evidence of limited openness to children’s expression of agency.  

Five major themes were identified: First, general approach to setting rules, which 

captured mothers’ descriptions of how and why they establish. Second, content of mothers’ rules 

and expectations, which involved description of specific for which rules are established. Third, 

perception of child’s non-compliance and resistance which described mothers’ perceptions of 

how their children resisted their attempts of parental control. Fourth, appraisal of children’s 

resistance addressed mothers’ emotional response to resistance. The last theme, mothers’ 

behavioural response to non-compliance and resistance, indicated that mothers from both classes 

used a combination of child-oriented and power assertive enforcement strategies to gain 

compliance.  

General Approach to Setting Rules 

 When mothers were asked about their parenting philosophy for setting and enforcing 

rules two themes emerged: (1) strict expectations with firm consequences; and (2) flexibility in 

setting and enforcing rules. The majority of mothers (24) said that they communicated clear 
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expectations for their children’s behaviour and firmly enforced compliance to them. Only six 

mothers said that they were willing to be flexible when setting and enforcing rules (see Table 6). 

The findings of predominance of strict rules with firm consequences laid the foundation for 

understanding mothers’ interpretation and reactions to their children’s resistance. 

Table 6  

Frequencies for Themes in Mothers’ General Approach to Setting Rules 

 Themes 

Middle Class 
Mothers 
(n=17) 

Lower 
Class 

Mothers          
(n=13) 

Total Sample 
(N=30) 

Strict Expectations & Firm 
Consequences 14 10 24 
Flexibility   3 3 6 

 

Strict rules with firm consequences. The majority of mothers stated that they set clear 

rules and expectations for appropriate behaviours and attitudes. This was achieved through 

communicating the effects of non-compliance and the consequences for not abiding to rules. 

More than half of MC mothers (14) and LC mothers (10) described their rules as grounded in 

strict expectations and firm consequences (see Table 6). 

Most mothers discussed the importance of communicating to children what was expected 

of them and the consequences of noncompliance. “My rules are not necessarily written but they 

know them, and they know they’re supposed to abide by them. Rules for both inside and when 

we go on the street, and there are rewards and there are consequences for each” (MC, 10-year-

old son). Another mother described that once she explained her expectations, they became 

standing rules that children were expected to follow in the future. “I will explain it to you, and I 

will explain why is it important, but once I state that then I just want you to work with it” (MC, 
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10-year-old daughter). “I like, explain and talk to my child about why it is important and I expect 

my child to hear” (LC, 11-year-old son).  Some MC mothers reported that rules and 

consequences were not arbitrarily set, but were a result of a negotiation process where children 

were given the opportunity to have a say in the rules that were set. “How do we set the rules? 

We, they have a list in there… and there is also the rules and the consequences and we, it was 

decided together that the four of us, the four of us sat down and we signed it” (MC, 8-year-old 

son). 

Flexibility. A minority of mothers expressed ideas that involved a democratic philosophy 

for establishing rules. The theme, flexibility, captured mothers’ reflection on the importance of 

not being rigid with rules. The primary reason for embracing flexibility was rooted in their 

opposition to their own childhood experiences, which were perceived as overly strict. “I try to set 

rules, but I try not to be rigid because I found that when I was growing up, you know, I was in a 

very rigid environment. And I thought there were times when my parents could have bended a 

little” (MC, 9-year-old daughter). Another reported, “I don’t really set rules… it is because of 

how I grow up… that thing, you that must follow or you must do as I say is not me.” (LC, 12-

year-old daughter).   

Other mothers stated that even though they had rules they did not enforce them reliably. 

“There isn’t much structure. I try to maintain structure, but it doesn’t work that way” (MC, 11-

year-old son).  

Content of Mothers’ Rules and Expectations 

 An important function of parental practice of setting and enforcing rules is to equip 

children with the necessary tools to take care of themselves, and function effectively in society 

by providing guidelines and restrictions for acceptable behaviour. The analyses of the content of 
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the rules described by Jamaican mothers provided an indication of the kinds of goals that they 

emphasized for their children. Mothers’ rules were concentrated in six areas - interpersonal 

behaviour, chores and responsibilities, personal safety, self-care/hygiene, politeness and respect 

and general deportment.  

Table 7  

Frequencies Themes in Content of Mothers’ Rules and Expectations 

 Themes 

Middle Class 
Mothers 
(n=17) 

Lower 
Class 

Mothers           
(n=13) 

Total Sample 
(N=30) 

Interpersonal Behaviour 13 5 18 
Chores & Responsibilities 17 12 29 
Personal Safety 7 10 17 
Self-Care/Hygiene 12 6 18 
Politeness & Respect 16 7 23 
General Deportment 7 6 13 

 

 Interpersonal behaviours. Expectations regarding appropriate interactions with peers, 

siblings and others were mentioned by the majority of MC mothers and less than half of LC 

mothers (see Table 7). Both groups expressed a necessity for their children to avoid physical 

aggression. “He is not to fight them or bully them around” (LC, 12-year-old son). “No fighting” 

(MC, 9-year-old daughter). Several mothers also discussed the importance of treating others with 

kindness, whether with words or actions. “When you speak your mind, more than ever be 

mindful of your tone” (MC, 8-year-old son).  Or, “I always tell him say when him mean to 

people it always come back to you… I always instilled in them how to treat people” (LC, 10-

year-old son). Another said, “Try to be kind and in a communication don’t say ill about people. 
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Be considerate of other’s feelings” (MC, 12-year-old son). “Treat other people that the way she 

would want them to treat her” (MC, 11-year-old daughter). 

 Chores and responsibilities. Almost all the mothers from both classes sought to develop 

their children’s instrumental competence by expecting children to perform chores and take on 

responsibilities that benefitted the family. Mothers discussed the importance of learning 

responsibility through assignment of routine chores, to ensure proper functioning of the 

household. “They water the garden. They feed the fish. They have dog duty…There’s someone 

on kitchen duty, but kitchen duty doesn’t mean that person has to wash everything and what 

everybody else use” (MC, 10-year-old daughter). Another mother demanded of her child, “Tidy 

up, them take turns cause all a [of] them in a one room” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). 

 Success in academic endeavours was also, passionately, discussed. This resulted in 

mothers setting strict rules related to study and completion of homework. “She knows she has to 

do her homework. If homework was not given to her I will give her homework” (MC, 12-year-

old daughter). Others described academic homework as a priority. “First schoolwork have to be 

done. Homework have to be done” (LC, 12-year-old son). 

 In addition, mothers also ensured that their children learned to be responsible, by taking 

care of their personal space and belongings. This management of belongings was separate from 

assigned chores and was mainly described by MC mothers. “He is supposed to tidy up his area 

when he is finished working and if he is playing he should pack away the things and leave the 

place neat” (MC, 11-year-old son). The management of belongings was slightly different for LC 

mothers. They referred to it as the care of communal items. One LC mother insisted that her 

child be conscientious of the expense associated with certain things in the household. “Opening 
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of the refrigerator too frequent because you know the light expensive” (LC, 11-year-old 

daughter). 

 The final area of chores and responsibilities involved care of siblings. Children were 

given daily supervisory and assistive responsibility for younger siblings.  

I would say “okay S you’re going to be the marshal tonight for the bedtime okay.” You 
have to ensure that everybody is in bed by that time which means he has to be in bed by a 
certain time, so I have to do things like that just to kind of make him recognize of how 
much of an influence he is on them (MC, 9-year-old daughter). 
 
Personal safety. An important goal of parental rules and restrictions was to ensure 

children’s personal safety. The majority of LC mothers and less than half of MC mothers 

considered rules regarding personal safety as important (Table 7). LC Mothers spoke candidly 

about the nature of the dangers their child faced in their communities. LC mothers were 

particularly concerned about protecting their children from dangers inherent in the garrison 

community in which they lived. “Like stay in the yard... she can’t come out the yard. If I am not 

here” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). “He cannot go out my gate without informing somebody in the 

household that he is going somewhere, and that is very important and if he doesn’t, I get really 

mad at him” (LC, 12-year-old son).  

For mothers who lived in a tenement yard consisting of non-biologically related families, 

being inside the house was an important safety concern. “We live inna [in] a tenement yard, so 

basically dem [they] stay inside, period” (LC, 11-year-old daughter). Conversely, MC mothers 

spoke of the importance of educating their children about more general strategies for personal 

safety. For example, encouraging their children to not speak to strangers; and, knowing the 

difference between appropriate and inappropriate touching. “Don’t talk to strangers; umm don’t 

leave the school premises. I don’t care if it’s not your regular person who comes to pick… don’t 
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leave. Cause if I’m changing who is picking you up I will call the school (MC, 9-year-old 

daughter). For one mother, in particular, it was the importance of teaching her child about sexual 

abuse and the need to communicate if ever she experiences it.  

I am very blatant with my daughter probably exposing her too much… I go as far as 
[saying] do not let anybody touch you there, you don’t touch anybody there. Do not put 
any male organ or any female organ in your mouth. Do not put your in their mouth. I just 
tell her everything, and I tell her if you are forced to do an act then when you see us 
please tell us (MC, 8-year-old daughter). 
 
Self-care and personal hygiene. Rules for self-care and personal hygiene were also an 

important emphasis of parental socialisation efforts discussed by 12 MC mothers, compared to 6 

LC mothers. A variety of rules regulating children’s practice of personal hygiene were discussed. 

“Your hygiene is important. You reach home from school and you must wash your hands and 

you have a bath to get rid of where you are coming from, before you start to interact with 

everybody in the house” (MC, 9-year-old son). “Well yes, she needs to take care of herself, make 

sure she is clean, smell clean, carry herself properly you know because she is a young lady so she 

must put her stuff together” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). Another mother said, “Hygiene yes, 

they have to bathe themselves twice a day. Brush your teeth twice a day. It’s understood that the 

hair is wash every week, trimming of the hair cut of the nails” (MC, 10-year-old son).   

Politeness and Respect. The theme politeness and respect, represented mothers’ 

expectations that their children master social conventions such as manners and courtesy shown 

towards others, particularly elders and those in authority. All but one of MC mothers and about 

half of LC mothers discussed the issue.  

 There were differences in how MC mothers and LC mothers discussed politeness and 

respect. MC mothers spoke about respect in general. “Treating people with respect and kindness” 

(MC, 9-year-old son) and reverence for the elderly and authority figures. For another it involved 
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proper communication with elders. “If the person is older and is Mummy and Daddy’s friend you 

can say uncle or aunty, if it is a friend but we are not close…it is Mr. or Mrs.” (MC, 8-year-old 

daughter). This reverence also included how children should respond to elders. “In Jamaica we 

have this thing you don’t talk back to your elders” (MC, 8-year-old daughter), “No interruption 

when you hear two adults speaking. He has a way to ‘but’ into conversation, so I will say, “you 

can’t keep butting into the conversation when two adults are speaking” (MC, 11-year-old son). 

LC mothers focused primarily on general behavioural expectations. “He must speak to especially 

adults with manners. He address them properly you know the proper thank you, excuse me, and 

pardon me” (LC, 12-year-old son). Reverence for elders also extended to interactions with 

strangers and passers-by, “Like when she is going on the road and she passes someone I always 

say to her ‘you must say Good Morning’, or ‘Good afternoon’ (LC, 12-year-old daughter). 

General deportment. General deportment entailed the manner in which children were 

expected to conduct themselves in public. Less than half of MC mothers (7) and LC mothers (6), 

respectively, expressed the need for their child to deport themselves in an acceptable manner. For 

LC mothers, their children’s reputation was important. “Well you live inna di [in the] ghetto so 

you have certain people you don’t want your daughta amongst [daughter to be with] so yuh [you] 

teach har [her] to protect her reputation” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). “Yuh [your] pants 

supposed to wear a certain way cause him have this drop unda [he has this under] bottom style 

these days dat [that] a don’t like… yuh not advertising nutten [you’re not advertising anything]” 

(LC, 12-year-old son). MC mothers were more concerned about the nature of the friends with 

whom their children associated. “We have rules as it relates to the type of friends we would 

expect them to have” (MC, 12-year-old daughter). 



91 

 

 

Mothers’ Perceptions of Children’s Non-Compliance and Resistance   

Mothers’ descriptions of the way their children resisted requests and demands for 

compliance, provided insight into their perceptions of their children’s expressions of agency, 

when responding to parental control. The analyses of MC and LC mothers’ narratives indicated 

that children used a variety of resistance strategies, varying in assertion and social skill 

including: direct resistance, indirect resistance and negotiation (Table 8).   

Table 8  

Frequencies for Themes in Mothers’ Perception of Children’s Non-Compliance and Resistance 

 Themes  

Middle Class 
Mothers 
(n=17) 

Lower 
Class 

Mothers          
(n=13) 

Total 
Sample 
(N=30) 

Direct Resistance    

   Assertive Refusal 12 8 20 
   Defiant Refusal 11 7 18 
Non-Confrontative Resistance 11 9 20 
Attitude 10 8 18 
Negotiation: 13 8 21 

 

Direct resistance. The majority of mothers reported that children directly and assertively 

challenged their requests and demands by refusing to perform an action. Two patterns of direct 

resistance were found: (1) assertive refusal; and (2) defiant refusal.  

More than half of both MC mothers and LC mothers described their child as using 

assertive refusal (see Table 8). Assertive refusal was a form of resistance in which the children 

refused in a simple assertive manner saying ‘no’ in response to a demand without displays of 

negative affect or verbal coercion. For instance, “Daughter do this for me?”  ‘No, no I am not 

doing it’ and she carry on with what she was doing” (MC, 8-year-old daughter). “You just tell 
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her to move something…she tell me no straight out” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). Another mother 

described an incident when the child was told to complete their assigned chores. “I say to him J 

do this, tidy up the kitchen or straighten up your room. Go and have a bathe… he would say no 

am not” (MC, 11-year-old son).  

Defiant refusal refers to verbal confrontation in which the children were argumentative, 

or talked back to the parent when they resisted requests. More than half of mothers from both 

classes (11 MC mothers and 7 LC mothers) described their children as using defiant refusal. One 

of the major concerns mothers discussed regarding defiant refusal was their children’s use of 

‘back talking’, which involved verbally challenging a statement made by the mother. “Yes man, 

the bag of back chatting” (MC, 11-year-old son). “I was saying something to her and she 

answered back” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). Mothers also described their children as being 

intentionally argumentative, as a way to avoid completing a request. “I have mentioned of him 

being argumentative. It isn’t even talkative it is argumentative. He will just test everything” 

(MC, 9-year-old son).  

Non-confrontative resistance. Non-confrontative resistance refers to unassertive 

resistant strategies where mothers perceived that their children pretended not to hear their 

demands, ignored, or delayed completing tasks. Most reports of children’s delay were in 

response to requests to complete chores. “She kind of tests you. She takes a little longer to 

respond” (MC, 12-year-old daughter). Another example, “I will tell him to sweep off the veranda 

he will take long to do it” (LC, 12-year-old son).  

Other mothers perceived their children’s resistance as children pretending not to hear 

their requests and mothers having to repeat them multiple times before children complied. For 

example, “Could you put your plate in the sink? You might have to say it two or three times, 
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because it will move from there, but it will not end up in the kitchen. It will end up somewhere 

else” (MC, 8-year-old son). Mothers also described how children avoided compliance by 

inserting other priorities into mothers’ requests. “She is preparing for her GSAT, and so she had 

gotten a number of quizzes that she need to complete on her ...It was a very, very busy and 

chaotic holiday… But she knew she had them to do and she kept trying to go around them (MC, 

12-year-old daughter). Children also used verbal confirmations that indicated that they would 

complete the request, but at a more convenient time. “Basically, you when you give them chores 

to do and suh [so] she will say, “Mommy, me soon come do it” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). 

Attitude. More than half of MC and LC mothers reported instances where children 

complied with expressions of attitude. Attitude was considered as an indirect form of resistance 

because, although children complied, they communicated displeasure with the mothers’ use of 

authority, by displaying disapproving facial expressions, body language, gestures, sounds and 

tone of voice.  

Most examples of attitude described by mothers concerned their daughters. “You know 

as usual she began pouting” (MC, 11-year-old daughter).  “She tends to puff when she does not 

get her own way” (MC, 8-year-old daughter).  “I talk to her and she a makeup her face …and she 

a huff and a puff” (LC, 10-year-old daughter). “I left her for a little while, that was a 

timeout…was not really talking to me. She was sulky” (MC, 11-year-old daughter). “She just 

vexed” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). 

 A characteristically Caribbean expression of attitude mothers described was the “hissing 

of the teeth”. Only LC mothers reported this attitude as a form of resistance. In Jamaica, hissing 

of teeth is also referred to as ‘suck teeth’ or ‘kiss-teeth’. This is the “gesture of drawing air 

through the teeth and into the mouth to produce a loud sucking sound. In the basic [hiss]- teeth 
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gesture, the back of the tongue is raised toward the soft palate and a vacuum created behind a 

closure formed in the front part of the mouth” (Rickford & Rickford, 1976, p. 302-303). For 

example, “She will kiss her teeth and dem likkle [those little] way, you know” (LC, 12-year-old 

daughter). “Hiss her teeth when she ready” (LC, 12-year-old daughter).  

In general, the use of various expressions of attitude can be interpreted as the ways in 

which children were said to express resistance, indirectly, when direct forms of expression were 

unwise, because they would likely elicit punishment from mothers. 

Negotiation. Most mothers (see Table 8) reported children’s use of negotiation, which 

has been conceptualized as a skilful form of resistance that attempts to accommodate mothers’ 

wishes or persuade mothers to modify the nature of their demands. Mothers reported both 

cooperative and uncooperative forms of negotiation.  

Cooperative negotiations involved children’s communications of willingness to do the 

task, but argued for better terms for compliance or attempted to reason with their mothers by 

explaining their actions or requesting mothers to justify their requests. Some mothers described 

children as only complying with demands after negotiating a more convenient timeframe. 

“Sometime she needs to go to the hairdresser and she doesn’t want to go and she might tell you 

tomorrow and the tomorrow it doesn’t work out” (MC, 9-year-old daughter). Others simply 

described strategies used to complete requests at more convenient times. “She will like tell me 

say “mommy alright then, mummy give me five more minutes pon [on] the TV then we finish 

that or do that” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). Another mother said, “Him say, “Alright gimme 

some time,” [give me some time] and mi gi him di times [and I gave him the times] and him get 

up and guh dweet [and he does it] (LC, 12-year-old son). 
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Mothers also described children as providing explanations for their resisting, or 

requesting justification for requests or demands. One mother sarcastically described how her 

child continuously provided reasons for resisting her request. “He telling me the reasons, the one 

hundred different reasons why he didn’t do his homework” (MC, 8-year-old son). Another 

reported on how her child challenged her to provide explanation before he complied. “He will 

challenge you. Ask you questions why, so you have to explain and once you explain everything 

is fine “(LC, 10-year-old son).  

Non-cooperative negotiations were described as coercive or illegitimate, because they 

involved nagging, complaining and whining to avoid carrying out the task. “He whines and 

complains when I asked him to go and get stuffs or to go do stuff” (MC, 9-year-old son). One 

mother explained that her child, “She nag mi” (LC, 12-year-old daughter).  

Mothers’ Appraisal of Children’s Non-Compliance/Resistance 

The theme of appraisal of children’s non-compliance was generated from the mothers’ 

spontaneous evaluations of children’s resistance to parental requests and commands. Two themes 

arose: (1) non-acceptance, which implied that mothers regarded the behaviour negatively and as 

an illegitimate response and; (2) acceptance, which implied that children’s resistance was as a 

legitimate or normal expression of children’s autonomy (Table 9).  

Table 9  

Frequencies for Themes in Mothers’ Appraisal of Children’s Non-Compliance and Resistance 

 Themes  

Middle Class 
Mothers 
(n=17) 

Lower Class 
Mothers          
(n=13) 

Total Sample 
(N=30) 

Non-acceptance 13 10 23 

Acceptance 4 3 7 
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Non-acceptance of resistance. Thirteen MC mothers and 10 LC mothers described 

children’s non-compliance/resistance as unacceptable. Mothers who described children’s 

resistance as unacceptable, experienced negative emotions of being annoyed, angry, upset and 

disappointed when children did not comply immediately with their requests. Some felt 

disappointed because of the non-compliance. “Disappointed, because usually she is the one I 

look to of the two to be more focused and so when that was not happening with her I was a little 

bit maybe disappointed (MC, 12-year-old-daughter). Some felt upset. “I get very upset with her 

because appearance means a lot to me; you are coming to my office nothing is supposed to be 

showing (MC, 9-year-old daughter). Others reported experiencing anger when their children 

broke rules relating to pro-social behaviour. “I felt like… I was angry because he knows right 

from wrong. Then because of peer pressure, I think because of peer pressure, why he didn’t 

obey” (LC, 12-year-old son). “The emotion is anger. It makes me feel very angry, angry at him” 

(MC, 10-year-old son). 

Some mothers blamed themselves for not doing enough, or for making wrong decisions 

that resulted in their children’s non-compliance. One mother described the emotional challenges 

she faced in confronting her choices as a parent, when her child was non-compliant. “He also let 

me think ummm was there something that I didn’t do or I didn’t reinforce; something strong 

enough for him to falter in that area… Sometime it makes me feel, where I went wrong” (MC, 

10-year-old daughter). Another explained how she was emotionally devastated because her child 

did not follow her rules.  

Hurt, in the midst of it you’re supposed to be training your child, your different steps and 
measures are not working. Things are going to be extreme…I felt hurt to my most, my 
inner most being, and am trying to raise my son in the way that I think is the best way 
and he needs to understand that there are consequences (MC, 10-year-old son). 
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 Some mothers questioned whether they had the ability to influence their children’s 

behaviour. “Sometimes I feel like I can’t manage her” (LC, 10-year-old daughter). One 

questioned her status a mother, because of her child’s reaction. “Him make me feel bad as 

mother that day” (LC, 12-year-old son). 

 Some mothers who described resistance as unacceptable thought it was important for 

them to control their emotional reactions to their children’s resistance. Such mothers explained 

that they attempted to control their negative emotions to avoid hurting the child. “I was really 

getting annoyed and I didn’t want to hit him so a [I] just ride through it …” (LC, 10-year-old 

son). Another described her concerted efforts to control her negative emotions so as not to hit her 

child. “Like I say, me get ignorant, but sometimes I try to control it because I don’t want to hit 

her and anything because I don’t like to hit my kids” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). The 

evaluations revealed that mothers’ reactions and disapproval of resistance were complex. They 

experienced adverse emotions in conjunction to evaluating their abilities to parent effectively. 

Acceptable Resistance. Only four MC and three LC mothers, respectively, considered 

resistance as acceptable. These mothers reported non-compliance and resistance as part of the 

normal process of the development of children’s autonomy. Others reported that resistance was 

expected, even though it was an inconvenience. “You know I expect this in life, so it don’t make 

me feel no way. Sometimes it can get a little bit on your nerve” (MC, 12-year-old son). “I don’t 

feel no way; I was saying to myself that because she getting big she feel like seh [that] you don't 

understand [that] she is changing. Everything is changing, she is getting big now. She don’t want 

to do this, she don’t want to do that” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). 

Some mothers reported that their objections were not to children’s resistance, but to the 

way resistance was expressed. These mothers were comfortable with their children resisting, 
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verbally, if it was done in a socially appropriate manner. “A [I] think it’s a good thing when she 

is articulating more as long as the articulation is not disrespectful” (MC, 10-year-old daughter). 

“I don’t have a problem with it; it always has to be the tone. I always talk to him about the tone, 

put up your argument, but watch the tone” (MC, 9-year-old son). “Well mi nuh feel nuh [I do not 

feel any] way” (LC, 12-year-old son). These mothers appeared to accept their children’s 

autonomy, but focused on improving their children’s social skills for expressing autonomy 

appropriately. 

Mothers’ Behavioural Responses to Children’s Non-Compliance and Resistance  

Mothers’ responses to children’s non-compliance took two forms: autonomy support and 

power assertive responses. Autonomy support responses were “reasoned, negotiable outcome-

oriented and concerned with regulating the child’s behaviour” (Baumrind, 2012, p.36). In this 

context both mothers and children were equally powerful and vulnerable to each other, 

regardless of legitimate power, material resources, or individual capabilities. Autonomy support 

strategies were expressed as reasoning and accommodation.  

The second sub-theme, power-assertive strategies, focused on responses that were more 

in line with the asymmetrical or hierarchical nature of the mother-child relationship. The 

responses were classified as coercive power. Baumrind (2012) defines coercive power as 

“discipline strategies [that] are arbitrary, peremptory, domineering, and status oriented” (p. 38). 

In these interactions, mothers expected immediate compliance and they used external controls to 

manage children’s resistance. The findings indicated that mothers primarily responded to 

resistance with coercive control strategies. These included physical punishment, psychological 

control, forced compliance and threats and deprivation of privileges. MC mothers were more 

likely to use autonomy support strategies, or the power assertive strategy of deprivation of 
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privileges. Conversely, LC mothers were more likely to use physical punishment, psychological 

control, forced compliance and threats (Table 10). 

Table 10  

Themes in Mothers’ Behavioural Responses to Children’s Non-Compliance and Resistance 

 Themes 

Middle Class 
Mothers 
(n=17) 

Lower Class 
Mothers          
(n=13) 

Total Sample 
(N=30) 

Autonomy Strategies    
   Reasoning 11 2 13 
   Accommodation 5 5 10 
Power Assertive Strategies    
   Physical Punishment 6 9 15 
   Psychological Control 4 6 10 
   Forced Compliance 9 10 19 
   Deprivation of Privileges 13 5 18 

 

Autonomy Support Strategies 

Reasoning was the process by which mothers provided children with rationales for their 

expectations. An important feature of reasoning was that mothers, in a non-power assertive 

manner, appealed to their children’s thought processes, by engaging them in dialogue, which 

gave the children the opportunity to express their perspectives. Eleven MC and only two LC 

mothers used this approach in response to non-compliance or resistance (Table 10). “I spoke to 

her about the situation and she explained, “Mommy he hit me first” he started it and she was just 

reacting. We spoke about the situation and we both came to a resolution” (MC, 11-year-old 

daughter). Another mother described her strategy by stating, “If he does something wrong am not 

going to rough him. Am going to reason with him and explain why it was wrong” (LC, 10-year-

old son).  
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Reasoning was used as a means of teaching children the importance of self-regulation 

and the need to control negative emotions when interacting with adults. This need for self-

regulation also encompassed the need to maintain respect at all times. “I said, you can’t be like 

that. I understand that you are upset and disappointed that we are here earlier and it is less time at 

the nursery to play games etc., but then we are adults you can’t be speaking to us like that” (MC, 

8-year-old daughter). 

The use of reason and explanation was also employed to teach children the consequences 

of breaking rules that were in place to protect them from danger. One mother described her 

‘matter of fact’ approach in explaining the dangers of unregulated internet surfing as follows, 

Dangers of surfing the internet I figured what I needed to do was to have a discussion 
with him about why it’s not a good idea because I was explaining to him you are using 
my account to search for things and when using my account to search for things the 
internet is not a private place and people do track you through the internet they observed 
what you watching (MC, 9-year-old son). 
 
Accommodation is also a non-power assertive approach in which mothers relaxed their 

rules to accommodate children’s needs. Accommodation was expressed through allowing 

children to negotiate the nature of parental expectations and set their own timeframe for 

compliance. This was one of the least reported forms of behavioural responses (5 MC mothers 

and 5 LC mothers).  

In many instances, mothers did not see the need to insist on rigid obedience to authority. 

They responded in a flexible manner that gave children choices over how they responded to 

rules. “I allow them to jump, allow them to play. It is seven o’clock in the evening, let them play, 

run around and scream” (MC, 9-year-old daughter). “Like if she said, like during the day, if she 

wants to watch television I will let she do it. I don’t have a problem with that (LC, 12-year-old 

daughter). One mother explained that while it was important to have manners, it was not 
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something that has to be rigidly adhered to. “I think it is important to apologise but, sometimes I 

think it is okay. It’s kind of like saying please and thank you; you don’t have to do it a hundred 

percent of the time (MC, 11-year-old daughter).  

Power-Assertive Strategies 

 Power assertive strategies referred to mothers’ use of their parental power to enforce 

compliance. These parent-centred approaches focused on mothers’ needs, and in some cases, the 

need to keep children safe.  

 Physical punishment. Physical punishment was reported by half of all mothers, 

regardless of SES (see Table 9). LC mothers used a variety of physically coercive consequences 

for children’s non-compliance or resistance. Some pinched. “A pinch him up” (LC, 10-year-old 

son); some had their child continuously write lines, until their fingers hurt. “He had was to write 

discipline lines in a book about hundred lines” (LC, 12-year-old son). Others slapped their child 

on various parts of their bodies. “So me just gi har [I just to give her] three decent left han across 

har back [hand slaps across her back]” (LC, 11-year-old daughter). “Me did have to slap har 

[her]. Yeah, I did have to beat, actually slap har [her] up (LC, 12-year-old daughter).  

MC mothers employed a more euphemistic terminology to describe corporal punishment. 

These included smacks such as, “I smacked her on her real hard on leg though” (MC, 9-year-old 

daughter); slaps, “I call her put her in her room and slap her” (MC, 10-year-old daughter); and 

spanks, “The last resort of punishment is spanking with a belt which I do occasionally but I try 

not to do it too much because I know it will cease to have effect” (MC,11-year-old daughter). 

Psychological control. Psychological control included mothers’ attempt to intrude on 

children’s thinking processes and self-expressions. It also involved the withdrawal of love, 
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inducement of guilt. More LC mothers (6) than MC mothers (4) reported using psychological 

control.  

This control technique involved inducing guilt, fear and shame or withdrawal of love. 

The use of guilt ensured children felt bad about resisting or exercising their autonomy. “Me a the 

woman a [of] the house and a me a pay the mortgage, so…you see tomorrow make sure you 

have the money to give me for the house because it look like say a your house” (LC, 9-year-old 

daughter). One mother described using a severe threat with psychological implications when her 

child refused to clean up their toys. She said, “I go, alright well; you know mommy is going to 

take up all these stuff and they’re going to the orphanage or throw them in the garbage (MC; 9-

year-old daughter).  One strategy reported, only by LC mothers, was the use of shaming. “Mi [I] 

call her couple names deh weh nuh [that are not] lovely” (LC, 12-year-old daughter); “That’s 

what I say. I have to shame him on the road and I am sorry I did it” (LC, 12-year-old son). 

The mothers also explained that they were aware of the distress withdrawal of love 

caused their child. “I watch to see how else he is doing and how he is taking it and depending on 

how he is behaving in his calling I will strategize and for about a week I didn’t talk to him and he 

said daddy mommy not talking to me” (MC, 10-year-old son). 

Forced compliance. Forced compliance involved the use of force or verbal threats of 

force to achieve compliance from children. More than half of the mothers, in both social classes, 

reported using this technique (MC mothers 9 and LC mothers 10). 

The intensity in the use of forced compliance differed by class, with LC mothers 

reporting more intensity. One mother described how she had to be forceful with her child to 

comply with hygiene rules: “You have to carry him all in d bachroom [the bathroom]. “Listen, 

brush yuh teet [your teeth] now. Not leaving until yuh [you] finish” (LC,10-year-old son). Others 
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described insisting on a request being fulfilled, regardless of the child’s objection, “A [I] say, but 

nothing, go and spread the bed now even though you soon go to your bed. Go spread it now!” 

(LC, 12-year-old son). 

LC mothers were also more likely make threats of physical punishment. “Me get mad and 

me start shout and I was going to hit her and I tell her if I put my hand on her today it nah go [not 

going to be] pretty (LC, 10-year-old daughter). Another explained,  

Sometime him like to mumble. As you are getting older you’re supposed to learn how to 
wash the dishes. Am not giving you any pot to wash, wash the dishes and a [I] hear a 
little sound and a say excuse me and he said am sorry. And a [I] said don’t do it again 
because you will lose you front teeth (LC, 12-year-old son).  
 
Mothers from both classes reported the use of ‘shouts’ to gain compliance. Although 

some were uncomfortable with resorting to ‘shouts’, they argued that it was effective. 

“Sometimes I will just shout. I know I shouldn’t do it, but if a do it once he hears” (MC, 12-year-

old son). Shouts were also used when the child’s resistance became emotionally frustrating. 

“Sometimes I will shout at her if I am really, really upset. If it is getting to me. If I am getting 

upset I will shout at her” (MC, 10-year-old daughter). “She lie dung dere [down there] couple 

minutes pon [on] her phone until I have to shout and tell har seh mi a come [her that I am 

coming] in dere fi har suh [there for her so] when she actually get up. It’s frustrating” (LC, 12-

year-old daughter). 

Deprivation of privileges such as enjoyable activities or use of possessions was the only 

power assertive strategy, mostly used by MC (13) mothers compared to LC (5) mothers.  “So, 

school was ending at that time so she didn’t go to the school Fair” (MC, 9-year-old daughter). “I 

think it’s some party thing or some school thing and I never send her” (LC, 10-year-old 

daughter). Other mothers used the strategy of removing material objects. “We take away his 
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stuff” (MC, 9-year-old son). “I had banned him like a week from the internet, from the 

computer” (MC,10-year-old son). 

Summary  

  The findings suggest that Jamaican mothers were mostly strict in setting rules and 

boundaries for their children. The small numbers of mothers who employed flexibility in setting 

rules were driven by their desire to move away from their overly strict childhood experiences 

and to promote their child’s agency. 

Jamaican mothers emphasized that rules were related to interpersonal behaviours, chores 

and responsibilities, personal safety, self-care/hygiene, politeness and respect and general 

deportment. There were, however, class differences regarding the importance of specific rules. 

MC mothers emphasized rules related to interpersonal behaviour, self-care/hygiene and general 

deportment. In contrast, LC mothers were more concerned with rules related to personal safety, 

especially in their neighbourhoods, and general deportment. General deportment for LC mothers 

was connected to children’s perceived reputation in the community. 

A new finding is that Jamaican children, regardless of class, were agentic and used their 

influence in the relationship to challenge rules and demands. Children’s resistant strategies 

included direct resistance in the form of assertion and defiant resistance, indirect resistance 

strategies (e.g., passive resistance and attitude) and negotiation. The frequency of mothers’ 

responses suggests that MC children were more likely to use all forms of resistance, except for 

one aspect of attitude, the hissing of teeth, which was only used by LC children. 

Mothers’ narratives regardless of class indicated that Jamaican mothers overwhelmingly 

objected to their children’s resistance. Resistance made them angry, upset and ambivalent; some 

even questioned their ability to parent effectively. Only a few, from both classes, considered 
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resistance to be a normal part of development. These mothers responded to resistance with 

autonomy support techniques (e.g. reasoning and accommodation) and power assertive strategies 

(e.g., physical punishment, forced compliance and threats). More MC mothers reported using 

reasoning, accommodation and the removal of privileges. Conversely, more LC mothers reported 

the use of physical punishment, forced compliance and threats and psychological control. This 

suggests, as alluded to above, that Jamaican mothers are mostly authoritarian in their behavioural 

responses to child resistance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



106 

 

 

Chapter Five: The Dyadic Parent-Child Relationship – Intimacy Domain 

This chapter focuses on the intimacy domain. The present findings regarding the intimacy 

domain were inferred from mothers’ responses on their description of specific instances when 

they felt a sense of closeness with their children. Allowing Jamaican mothers to define closeness 

in their own terms created the possibility to understand close connection in culture-specific 

forms. Three themes emerged from the analyses: (a) Jamaican mothers’ experience of closeness; 

(b) the context of mother-child intimate interactions; and (c) non-intimate experiences: barriers 

to intimacy.  

Mothers’ Experiences of Closeness 

 Two major themes captured Jamaican mothers’ experiences of feeling a close connection 

with their children: (1) parent-child intimacy and; (2) parent-child nurturance. Parent-child 

intimacy captured mothers’ experiences in which they perceived that they engaged in 

interactions of mutuality with their children. Parent-child nurturance captured mothers’ 

experiences of felt closeness with their children during situations where mother or child provided 

care or comfort to each other.  
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Table 11  

Frequencies for Themes in Mothers’ Experiences of Closeness 

 Themes 

Middle Class 
Mothers 
(n=17) 

Lower 
Class 

Mothers           
(n=13) 

Total Sample 
(N=30) 

Parent-Child Intimacy 
   Child's Self-Disclosure 10 6 16 
   Mutually Shared Positivity and          
   Enjoyment 17 11 28 
   Shared Physical Affection 11 5 16 
   Shared Projects 6 2 8 
Parent-Child Nurturance 
   Child provides care  11 10 21 
   Mother Provides Care 9 8 17 

 

Parent-child intimacy  

Parent-child intimacy had four subthemes: (1) child self-disclosure; (2) shared positivity 

and enjoyment; (3) shared physical affection; and (4) shared projects. In each subtheme, mother 

and child actively influenced the relational dynamics. Although most subthemes were expressed 

by the majority of mothers in both classes, MC mothers reported more intimate experiences than 

LC mothers (Table 11). 

Child’s self-disclosure. An important context of close connection reported by 10 MC 

mothers and six LC mothers was children’s self-disclosure. Mothers said they experienced a 

positive sense of closeness when their children initiated a connection by disclosing to them their 

private thoughts, feelings and personal information about mundane or significant aspects of their 

lives.  

Child self-disclosure contributed positively to the dynamics of the relationship because it 

allowed mothers to gain insight into their children’s inner life while providing the children with 
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the opportunity to communicate what was important to them in an affectively positive social 

interaction. “The moment of closeness is like when he is talking about something that might have 

happened at school or he is relaying some kind of experience” (MC, 12-year-old son). Or, “She 

is a child like this…if things happen she will come and say “Mommy so and so and so,”. “She 

not afraid to share things with me” (LC, 12-year-old daughter).  

He will share his thoughts about just any random thing. ‘You know I saw this today?’ ‘I 
don’t think that this makes sense.’ Or ‘You know there is this joke I heard. Listen to this, 
you might think it is not funny, but I think it is funny.’ (MC, 8-year-old son). 
 
Mothers reported that when their children initiated self-disclosure, they felt positive 

emotions, and gained psychological significance from the perception of mutuality with their 

children. “I really like the fact that she can talk to me about everything. I mean the moment they 

pick me up at work she come and say ‘Mummy you know what happened to me today?’ (MC, 9-

year-old daughter). Or “I feel good, it make me feel good and like say to myself yes we have a 

close relationship” (LC, 11-year-old daughter). 

Mutually shared positivity and enjoyment. All MC and 11 LC mothers reported 

interactions that included mutually shared positivity and enjoyment. Mothers’ narratives of 

mutual enjoyment consisted of feelings of mutuality during every day mundane or leisurely 

activities that may include conversations. “An experience is that, as I said, sometimes we take 

little dates, my daughter and I and we sit and talk” (MC, 8-year-old daughter). “We sit and watch 

TV, and discuss about the movie” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). In some instances, mutual 

enjoyment was achieved when mothers intentionally got down to children’s level and 

communicated with them in a way that gave their children pleasure.  

I feel close to her most times but at nights when we’re reading stories, bed time stories or 
when we’re watching a movie together, or when we go out on our dates. Most of the 
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stories, sometimes we read but most times I make up the stories as we go along and she 
loves those kinda stories (MC, 10-year-old daughter). 
 
Some mothers’ reported deriving an intense sense of their own significance during 

moments of connection with their children, “It’s just the joy, the joy, of having a child. When she 

is here you know, you sit around the table and talk” (MC, 8-year-old daughter). 

The competitiveness of the Jamaican education system and the limited spaces in 

prestigious secondary schools, meant that children must consistently achieve above expectations. 

Mothers described that when their children succeeded academically, they felt a sense of pride in 

children’s accomplishments.  

When she had passed [GSAT] and I see how she put out so many Saturday classes, 
Sunday classes. Sleepless nights, sometime she go to her bed so late. She not even eat 
sometime because of the studying…When I heard the results I was at work…when the 
phone ring and me see say a the teacher a call, now you know me so scared to answer the 
phone so me give me co-worker the phone and said “Talk to him, talk to him.” Me hear 
she scream out and me just feel proud because even that day me cry, you know (LC, 12-
year-old daughter). 
 

 Mothers also reported that they felt close when they shared in their children’s 

accomplishments in extra-curricular activities. “He had karate grading the other day …he did so 

well he skipped a number of belts (MC, 10-year-old son). “Well, graduation time when I saw her 

up on the stage, because they performed. Dancing to a Christian song and I saw her up there, you 

know, confident, smiling and she know exactly what she was doing. That made me feel very 

proud” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). 

  Shared physical affection. Mothers of both classes reported that they felt close to their 

children when they shared positive physically expressed affection that both mother and child 

relished. MC mothers (11) more frequently reported experiences of shared physical affection 

than LC (5) others. Mothers described the behaviours as involving kisses and hugs that were 
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primarily initiated by their children. The gestures experienced through shared physical affection 

communicated nonverbally the mutual construction of intimacy. “He will come in the kitchen 

and if I am cooking he come and hug me up and I will stop what I am doing to hug him” (MC, 

11-year-old-son). Another mother described a similar experience, “Well most times she will just 

come and hug me up, you know. My other daughters don’t really do that, you know, but she do 

that” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). Shared physical affection also included experiences in which 

mothers created a relaxed atmosphere for their children. “In the evening after she bathes she 

wants me to still do everything - lotion her, put on her clothes and sometimes she lie down 

beside me and fall asleep, so I feel close to her at that time” (MC, 9-year-old daughter). 

 Shared projects.  A smaller number of MC and LC mothers reported that they 

experienced a sense of closeness with their children when they engaged in shared projects that 

were intended to support children’s development of academic, spiritual and social competence in 

various areas of their lives (see Table 11). Although these projects were educational in nature, 

they involved a close coordination of actions and thoughts toward a mutual goal. Several 

mothers described that they experienced a special connection with their children when they 

guided and assisted children’s academic progress. “I feel close to her when we are doing 

homework together in the evenings” (MC, 12-year-old daughter). Others spoke about the 

intimacy they experienced, when they worked together on parental tasks that had lasting benefits 

on their children’s competence. “When we do things together like sometimes we will cook 

together, we cook and bake together” (MC, 8-year-old son). Another mother reported, “We 

would be in the kitchen together. She would assist me, she is very helpful...We would do the 

laundry together and she help me to pin clothes on the line and stuff like that” (LC, 11-year-old 

daughter). For some Christian mothers the act of engaging in spiritual activities created a sense 
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of intimacy. “We always read together, we read devotion we always read the bible and explain it 

to them” (LC, 10-year-old son).  

Parent-Child Nurturance  

Parent-child nurturance had two subthemes: (1) receiving care from child; and (2) 

providing care to child. In each narrative, mothers experienced closeness in situations in which 

they perceived themselves and their children as engaging in a complementary interaction, where 

mothers were either the recipient or initiator of caregiving. Mothers felt that they gained 

significance from children, such as feeling mattered, from the act of giving and receiving care. 

Although closeness was experienced in the context of parent-child nurturance by majority of 

parents, the findings indicated that in sample proportion, LC class mothers reported more parent-

child nurturance interactions than MC mothers. 

Child Providing Care. Eleven MC mothers and 10 LC mothers reported experiences of 

closeness when their children were providing emotional and instrumental care. Mothers 

described emotional care as children using their agency in an attempt to alleviate the mother’s 

experiences of emotional hurt or frustration. One mother explained the happiness and positive 

emotions she felt when she realised that she mattered to her child during a time that the mother 

was emotionally overwhelmed. She said, 

There was one particular incident…where I was actually in for a job and because of some 
paper works…the offer was rescinded and I felt really crush because…I had just resigned 
from the other job…So in that period…I had no income and like I was depressed… for 
like awhile…and she just came to me and she said ‘mom…I hear you crying’…she hug 
me and say it’s going to be okay and she pat my head like it’s going to be fine. You’re 
my mommy. You always take care of me so it’s okay. (MC, 9-year-old daughter). 
 
Another example of emotional care involved a child’s attempt to reduce her mother’s 

anxiety regarding the commencement of her menstrual cycle. “My reassurance really came from 
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her… Mummy, don’t worry about it. The guidance counsellor said that some people period come 

early, but guess what? It might go away and not come back for two years” (MC, 10-year-old 

daughter). 

 A unique aspect of LC children providing emotional care was that they comforted their 

mothers when their fathers behaved coercively. Although children may have been experiencing 

pain, they found it important to focus on their mothers’ emotional need. “Him [He] would say 

“Mummy nuh [don’t] worry yourself we nuh have nuh [do not have a] Father, because if we did 

have a Father him woulda [would have] play a role inna [in] mi life” (LC, 12-year-old son). 

Another mother shared her son’s attempt to reassure her that all will be well in the future. She 

said, “On a regular basis when his father disappoint mi an him seh [me and he says], mommy a 

[I] soon leave school enuh [you know] and going to work, and you’re going to be fine” (LC, 10-

year-old son).  

Another mother described how her child assumed the parenting role by consoling her 

after the mother lost custody of her other child. The mother derived significance from the 

interaction which corresponds with mattering. “I guess when my four year old daughter left and I 

was crying for weeks and days and weeks and days. She was always there saying ‘mommy I love 

you and you know I am not going to leave you’. And always a kiss-kiss me up” (LC, 10-year-old 

daughter).  

 Mothers also reported that they felt close to their children when their children showed 

sensitivity to and appreciation of them, particularly during illnesses and when their children 

expressed kindness or compliments. These interactions communicated to mothers that they were 

a significant other to their children. 
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When I said I was sick…I had to do surgery and I took out all four of my wisdom tooth at 
one time...there was a time when I was just in the room and lying down and the pain was 
so bad… he just came up he saw and he was like “Oh my goodness it is really bad” and 
tried to make me comfortable (MC, 9-year-old son). 
 
Another mother recounted a similar experience of feeling mattered when her child 

invested the time to ensure that she was comfortable when others ignored her need of assistance: 

When I wasn’t feeling well because I have [illness] and I had to go to the hospital to do a 
surgery and him couldn’t come up there to look for me, but when I came back if I was to 
get up he would come and help me even though him caah [can’t] manage me and that 
was so sweet (LC, 10-year-old son). 
 
Instrumental care was also experienced as compliments or offering to treat the mother to 

something that the mother liked. For example,  

He will notice stuff about me. So, he will come and he notices everything. He will notice 
if I don’t, if I change the colours of my toes…I didn’t think anybody or a child would 
notice. He notices and would say ‘that looks nice’. He notices every little thing I do. If I 
change my hair colour…Yea, people would see you and don’t comment, but he thinks it 
is important to comment (MC, 9-year-old son). 
 
Children made their mother feel good when they expressed kindness. “Sometimes she 

will like do certain things for me she would get up and say mommy am gonna straighten up the 

room for you yuh [you] hear” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). All mothers were appreciative of the 

care that they received from their children. 

Mother providing care. More than half of MC mothers LC mothers (Table 10) reported 

closeness when they provided care to their children. Mothers comforted their children during 

moments of vulnerability resulting from illness or general distress. This gesture of providing 

comfort communicated the shared meaning of love and support that existed in the relationship. 

Mothers who reported these experiences discussed the importance of maintaining a strong 

emotional connection with their children. For example, 
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When he had his surgery…He had…his tonsils removed and he didn’t want, like 
everybody else was in the hospital. But like I had to stay and I had to be on the bed with 
him. It was fine for everybody else to be in the room, but I had to be right beside him 
(MC, 8-year-old son). 
 
Intimate experiences were created from distressful events that resulted from failures. 

Mothers who thought that recovery was better achieved through the provision of emotional 

support became emotionally close to their children. “When she do her GSAT. She didn’t get the 

school of her choice and she was very sad, so I didn’t want it to mess up her brain or anything so 

I got really emotionally close to her that time” (LC, 12-year-old daughter).  

Contexts of Mothers’ Intimate Experiences 

Analyses of mothers’ experiences of intimacy provided insight into the specific situations 

in which intimacy occurred. Mothers reported four contexts where intimate interaction 

spontaneously occurred: (1) success and achievements; (2) leisure activities: (3) child initiated 

affection; and (4) family routines. In general, all contexts were reported by the majority of 

parents, but MC mothers numerically reported more experiences relating to success and 

achievements and family routines while LC class mothers reported mostly child -initiated 

affection. 

Table 12  

Frequencies in Contexts of Mothers’ Intimate Experiences 

 Themes  

Middle Class 
Mothers 
(n=17) 

Lower 
Class 

Mothers           
(n=13) 

Total Sample 
(N=30) 

Success & Achievements 11 5 16 
Leisure Activities 9 6 15 
Child Initiated Affection 12 10 23 
Family Routines 16 4 20 
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Success and Achievements. Success and achievement served as contexts for sharing 

positivity (e.g. pride) in the relationship. The majority of MC and less than half LC mothers’ 

responses (Table 12) were related to success and achievements. When mothers saw their children 

achieved a goal they experienced a sense of pride, and were motivated to support their child’s 

effort. 

She’s head girl of her school so she had to go to a function to present the school and she 
was dying of nerves even though she wasn’t going to do anything…they had to pick me 
up at work and I had to come home and get her dressed and then I had to go and I had to 
sit with her to provide support (MC 12-year-old daughter). 
 
Other mothers described their experiences when their children succeeded in achieving 

their academic goals. “At school at the end of the school year when we had prize giving and just 

to hear his name being announced for the awards that he is getting. It, you know, I really feel that 

sense of like wow! umm my heart!” (MC, 10-year-old son). “If he did something good at school, 

he achieves his goal, the maths or pass anything he would come home and be so excited and say, 

once you did well in school” (LC, 11-year-old son). 

Leisure Activities. Leisure context represents mutually shared enjoyable interactions. 

Nine MC mothers class and six LC mothers reported that leisure activities provided opportunities 

for intimate interactions. MC mothers described leisure activities as travelling and shopping, 

going on regular dates and mundane activities outside the home. “We took a trip to Florida, what 

year was it now? 2012. So, we were away from Daddy for a few weeks. So it was just daughter 

and I everywhere, so you know so just with the time alone with my daughter” (MC, 8-year-old 

daughter). “I said I have an idea so I made an appointment a said tomorrow let’s to do your nails 

and I surprise her and a said get ready we a have surprise. We went and got our toe nails done” 
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(MC, 10-year-old daughter). Leisure activities for LC mothers were almost exclusively activities 

within the home, “We watch TV together” (LC, 12-year-old son). 

 Child-initiated affection.  Mothers reported that children often spontaneously expressed 

affection and this became the context of a mutually enjoyable interaction. As indicated in Table 

11, the narratives suggest that children initiated affection provided a context for children 

providing care and a context for child self-disclosure. “She just crawled in bed and I was lying in 

bed. I remember distinctly and she said “Mummy you know what? My period is here” (MC, 12-

year-old daughter). The theme was also related to the context of mutually shared positivity. “She 

also prepares her meal herself, so then sometime she will come and say mommy you want me to 

make pancake? And she will ask and say mommy can you make French toast” (MC, 11-year-old 

daughter). Finally, mothers’ descriptions of physical affection experiences were child initiated, “I 

will be sitting there and him come…mommy a wah [I want to] talk to yuh [you] an him put him 

head inna yuh [in your] lap” (LC, 10-year-old son). 

 Family Routines. Intimate experiences occurred during family routines were reported by 

mostly all MC mothers (16) and only a few LC mothers (4). Family routines included bedtime 

routines, morning routines, daily tasks, family routines and travel routines. 

Bedtime routines represented the context of mutually shared positivity. For example, 

“Well I guess number one is bedtime routine, when I do have the energy, but it happens more 

often than not, the reading and putting them to bed” (MC, 9-year-old daughter). Morning 

routines also involved mutually shared positivity and enjoyment experience. “In the morning 

depends on who sends him off, we pray together” (MC, 10-year-old son). Daily tasks consisted 

of planned or unplanned. These activities served as a context for child initiation of affection or 

shared projects. “It’s like when he carries out his responsible chores, when he gets involved and 
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he takes up initiative to do something in the house” (MC, 10-year-old son). Homework routines 

appeared to be a family activity, which served as a context for shared projects. One mother said, 

“Doing homework. Most times homework is a family thing” (MC, 8-year-old daughter). 

Transportation routines involved mothers taking and picking up their children from school. 

Mothers spoke about how those minutes in the vehicle provided an opportunity for them to 

connect with their child. Travel routines provided the context for child self-disclose. “When I 

pick her up from school we will have our chit chat how your day was she tell you who trouble 

her from who don’t trouble her” (MC, 12-year-old daughter). The routine also included elements 

of mutually shared positivity and enjoyment. “When he leaves out the car and a say be good and 

he say bye mommy a feel close to him” (LC, 11-year-old son). 

Barriers to Intimacy  

Mothers also described situations when they did not feel intimate or close to their 

children. Barriers to intimacy consisted of interactions or circumstances that impeded intimacy 

between the mother and child. The findings indicated that consistent with our interpretation of 

barriers to intimacy, Jamaicans mothers disclosed instances in which there were refusal to 

participate in meaning-making sequence, imposing meaning and rejecting meaning making. 

Three themes emerged from the analyses: (1) feelings of rejection, (2) relational conflict; and (3) 

violation of parental expectations. 
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Table 13  

Frequencies in the Themes of Barriers to Intimacy 

Themes  

Middle Class 
Mothers 
(n=17) 

Lower Class 
Mothers          
(n=13) 

Total Sample 
(N=30) 

Perception of Rejection 5 4 9 
Relational Conflicts 6 2 8 
Violation of 
Expectations 13 6 19 

 

Perception of Rejection. Mothers perceived rejection during instances in which they felt 

their children showed preference for another person in their life thus indicating a failure of 

mutuality. Only a few MC and LC mothers reported experiences of rejection (see Table 13). The 

rejection mothers experienced was related to their children’s preference for another family 

member. “When she is ill she trusts my brother” (MC, 9-year-old daughter). Another mother had 

a similar experience, but when the child chose the other parent, “When they, he and his father, 

team up against me… He takes sides I guess” (MC, 9-year-old son). Mothers’ descriptions of 

rejection also included incidences of when their children did not initiate or make attempt to 

communicate with them: “Well if she wants to go somewhere and I tell her no she vexed with me 

for the whole time probably won’t talk to me” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). For another mother, 

rejection occurred when she did not receive enough attention from her child: “When he don’t 

come and say “Mummy what you want me to do for you?” (LC, 12-year-old son). 

Relational Conflicts. Relational conflicts occurred where there were differences in 

opinion, or mothers had to discipline their children. These interactions were also perceived as 

barriers to intimacy. Six MC mothers and only two LC mothers described relational conflict. “I 

guess the natural thing to say is when we disagree we are not close” (MC, 11-year-old son). 
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Thus, intimacy was disrupted when mothers had to exercise their power through the use of 

discipline strategies. The asymmetry of power reduced the chance of equality, which was needed 

for closeness to occur. “When we don’t seem close is usually when she doesn’t get her way and I 

have to discipline her. And she just thinks I’m being too strict, or I’m being over bearing” (MC, 

9-year-old daughter). Another mother reported a similar experience, “When I have to change out 

the gear and get really stern at him and punish him” (LC, 12-year-old son).  

 Violations of parental expectations. Mothers did not feel close to their children when 

they violated parental expectations regarding the children’s character or behaviour. The majority 

of MC (13) and less than half of LC mothers (6) reported experiences of parental violation of 

expectations.  One mother explained, “I don’t feel really close to him is that when I know he has 

the potential to do better and he doesn’t do it” (MC, 10-year-old son). Some mothers also 

expected their children to display prosocial skills and when those did not occur, it created a loss 

of intimacy “When he is being selfish, hard for me to tolerate” (MC, 9-year-old son). Moreover, 

relational expectations were violated when the child practiced non-disclosure or kept secrets. 

“When I don’t feel close, was like the other day - I was feeling a little down because her period 

start and she didn’t say anything” (LC, 12-year-old daughter). 

Non-compliance to rules was a barrier to closeness for some mothers. Children’s 

noncompliance represented a withdrawal from shared meaning. “Of course, I don’t feel close 

when he is being disobedient and wants to have his own way” (MC, 10-year-old son). “When she 

misbehaves, or if she disappears out of the place and mi nuh [I don’t] know which part she gone” 

(LC, 12-year-old daughter). 
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Summary 

The findings suggest that Jamaican mothers valued experiences of closeness with their 

children. Closeness was experienced as parent-child intimacy and parent-child nurturance. More 

MC mothers reported parent-child intimate experiences that included child self-disclosure, 

mutually shared positivity, shared physical affection and shared projects. LC mothers reported 

more experiences of mother-child nurturance in which the mother was the recipient or the giver 

of emotional or instrumental care. Mothers also reported instances of closeness that involved 

being recipients and givers of nurturance.  

Although mothers appreciated close interactions, they reported that there were 

experiences in which they did not feel close to their children. These instances included when 

mothers felt rejected, when there were relational conflicts or when children violated their 

mother’s expectations. The findings suggest that Jamaican mothers perceived their children as 

actively contributing to the construction of intimate experiences in the relationship, indicating 

bidirectional contributions of both mother and child to experiences of close connection.  
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Chapter Six: Discussion 

This study contributes a broadened perspective on Jamaican mother-child relationships as 

a context for children’s socialisation and social development. Empirically, the study makes two 

contributions. First, it provides an insight into the collective nature of childrearing and 

socialisation in Jamaica by exploring for the first time, the network of family, extended family, 

and community relationships that support the efforts of Jamaican mothers to raise their children. 

Second, it provides a more comprehensive perspective on the dyadic mother-child relationship in 

Jamaica, beyond the narrow focus on discipline and control that was previously emphasized in 

the literature on Jamaican parenting. This was accomplished not only by exploring the authority 

domain of mother-child relationships more broadly than previously investigated, but also by 

contributing a new frontier through the exploration of domains of the relationship that concern 

affiliation, relatedness and intimacy. This study also makes theoretical contributions to the 

investigation of Jamaican families by exploring a framework that included both micro and macro 

lenses on cultural aspects of Jamaican family life by the use of sensitizing concepts from cross-

cultural psychology. Moreover, the study contributes to the micro lenses on dynamics of mother-

child relationships contributed by concepts from developmental psychology. What emerged is a 

complex view of Jamaican mother-child relationships, shaped by culture and social class and 

insights into the strengths, not only deficits of Jamaican mother-child relationships.   

Communal Nature of Jamaican Parenting 

Mothers’ descriptions of their children’s environment revealed the collectivistic values of 

the Jamaican family. They regarded parenting to be a collective activity wherein, socialisation 

was not solely the responsibility of parents, but included the crucial roles of extended family and 

members of wider community in the support and care of children. The findings add to the 
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literature by confirming the continuation of the influence of extended family and the community 

in the socialisation of children as found during the period of slavery (Bush, 2010; Brown & 

Innis, 2005).  

Moreover, the study found similarities in the Jamaican socialisation process with other 

collectivistic cultures in West Africa (Babatunde & Setiloane, 2014; Nyarko, 2014). As was 

found in these societies, a network of community members including fathers, grandmothers, 

extended family members and non-familial community members form part of the parenting 

network. The commonalities between Jamaica and African societies indicated that although 

Jamaica is influenced by different historical and environmental conditions, and has been 

separated from the West African culture post slavery, there is a strong retention of some 

socialisation patterns, although they appear to vary by social class. These socialisation patterns 

include the significance of the community’s influence, the various roles and responsibilities of 

members of the network, and the importance of values in the socialisation process. The retention 

of socialisation patterns may not only be related to intergenerational transmission of values, but 

also may be heavily influenced by the economic realities of Jamaica. For instance, living in a 

developing country with limited financial resources may guide families to maintain the tradition 

of collective socialisation (Brodie-Walker & Morgan, 2011).  

Significance of the village. Mothers in the current study discussed the value of collective 

parenting through the lens of “the village that raises the child.” Surprisingly, it was mostly MC 

mothers who identified with this concept of the community as a form of social support for 

childrearing. MC mothers discussed how the network of relationships formed a collective system 

that assisted them in childrearing efforts or acted as proxy parents on their behalf. The formal or 

informal agreement of community members to be involved in the child’s development is a form 
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of collective socialisation. Collective socialisation acts as protective buffer from incompatible 

values, behaviours and individuals who may harm children (Brody et. al., 2001). Moreover, it 

promotes child development and maintains the positive attributes of the community (Nicotera, 

Rankin-Williams, Anthony, 2013).  

Because of the greater economic challenges LC mothers faced, it was expected that they 

would have benefited more from and embraced a collective parenting network that extended to 

the wider community. However, it was MC mothers who reported a larger and more diverse 

personal support network, which appeared to have made them more invested in community 

members supporting their children’s development (Cochran & Walker, 2005). The differences in 

personal networks may be due to the greater isolation from social resources that has been found 

in families of lower social classes. This isolation reduced the influence of the community on LC 

families (Crochan & Walker, 2005). Furthermore, fewer LC mothers may have discussed the 

importance of the wider community beyond their extended family because support from 

community members is not effective against the chronic stressors that are prevalent in LC 

communities. For example, community members may, themselves, be experiencing similar 

stressors, which render support ineffective (Ceballo & McLoyd, 2002). The findings suggest that 

future research needs to explore the contextual differences that exist between the social classes in 

Jamaica to further understand the families’ social networks. 

Mothers described the support of the parenting role as the community providing child 

care support, informational resources and a safety net. Previous research has found that the 

community’s provision of childcare was a form of instrumental support; while informational 

resources acted as informational support, and the safety net represented the protective aspect of 

the community for children (Cochran & Walker, 2005).  The findings suggest that similar to 
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previous studies, children and mothers, directly and indirectly benefited from these various forms 

of support because they reduced anxiety, promoted healthy parenting behaviour and improved 

parenting efficacy and overall psychological well-being (Cochran & Walker, 2005; Green, 

Furrer, & McAllister, 2007; Izzo, Weiss, Shanahan, & Rodriguez-Brown, 2000).  

Mothers’ description of proxy parents suggests that both they and community members 

disciplined children when necessary. This act can be described as an extension of parental 

monitoring in that everybody in the community had an informal consensus of acceptable 

behaviour. The community then monitored children’s behaviour and constrained inappropriate 

ones (Patterson, DeBaryshe, & Ramsey, 1989). The success of extended parental monitoring is 

dependent on trust and social cohesion (Bursik & Grasmick, 1993). 

Roles and responsibilities. Mothers in the study identified various roles and 

responsibilities performed by members of their support network. MC fathers were described as 

actively involved in direct care and educational and emotional support, whereas LC fathers had 

limited involvement. Fathers were more often residing in the homes of MC families, and their 

easy and frequent access to children was a likely contributor to their involvement in childrearing. 

These findings are consistent with those of Anderson and Daley (2015), and Brown and Johnson 

(2008), who reported that it was important for fathers to provide childcare, educational and 

emotional support. Many also thought it was critical to deliberately socialise children to 

internalise personal values that were important to the family. Jamaican MC fathers, therefore, 

appeared to be similar to Brazilian (da Cruz Benetti & Roopnarine, 2006), African-American 

(Gadsden, Davis, & Johnson, 2015), Malaysian (Hossain, et al., 2005), and Indo-Caribbean 

fathers (Roopnarine, Krishnakumar, & Xu, 2009) who were actively involved in childrearing.  
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The absence of fathers in the home, reported by the majority of LC mothers in the 

sample, may have contributed to their non-fulfilment of their parental roles. Interestingly, 

Roopnarine’s et al. (1995) study of Jamaican fathers’ involvement in child rearing, suggested 

that there was a strong socio-cultural belief that it was the responsibility of fathers to “mind”, 

that is, provide economically, for their biological child, whether in common-law or other forms 

of relationship contexts. However, most LC mothers did not report fathers providing financial 

care, possibly because biological fathers may have formed new relationships. Research suggests 

that fathers’ financial support of, and visitation with, noncustodial children decreased after the 

birth of a new biological child within a new relationship (Edin, Tach, & Mincy, 2009; Gadsden 

et al., 2015; Manning & Smock, 2000; Manning, Stewart, Smock, 2003).  

 Grandmothers’ involvement with children was important to both MC and LC class 

mothers, but there were indications that grandmothers played different roles in their families.  

Grandmothers in MC families were reported to have had a direct role in the nurturance, 

discipline and emotional care of children, whereas grandmothers in LC families were described 

as providing an indirect or supportive role that included limited parenting responsibilities 

(Mueller & Elder, 2003). These findings were surprising, because LC grandmothers lived in 

closer proximity to their grandchildren, within the tenement yard context and, presumably, were 

more available to provide support. This finding contrasts with studies on grandmothers and 

childrearing in other cultures that reported low income grandmothers as more involved (e.g., 

Bachman & Chase-Lansdale, 2005; Gibson, 2002; Goodman & Silverstein, 2006) and 

grandmothers who did not live in close proximity, had lower involvement (King & Elder, 1997).  

The difference between the involvement of grandmothers in MC and LC families maybe culture 

specific, in that, although LC grandmothers live in close proximity to their grandchildren, they 
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have less free time to dedicate to socialisation and child care, because of the need to financially 

provide for themselves and their extended families. This is because as a developing country, 

Jamaica does not have well-established national social services or pension programmes as in 

more developed countries, to cover the needs of its citizens. MC grandmothers, however, are 

likely to be more financially stable, which allows them to retire and have more opportunity to 

spend time with their grandchildren. 

 The results are consistent with previous research that identified extended family members 

in Jamaican, West African (Aborampah & Sudarkasa, 2011; Bush, 2010; Brown & Inniss, 2005; 

Clarke, 2000) and African-American (Kotchick, Forehand, Armistead, Klein, & Wierson,1996) 

families as socialising agents who provided physical, emotional and financial care. The results 

suggest that LC mothers, in particular, more readily relied on this support system. The reliance 

on the extended family is likely related to the need to practice reciprocal assistance for economic 

survival, to maximise scarce economic resources and reduce the effects of poverty (Brodie-

Walker & Morgan, 2011). In contrast, the assistance in MC families may be related to 

maintaining and sustaining emotional familial connections (Aborampah & Sudarkasa, 2011; 

Chamberlain, 2003).  

An interesting finding of the study was that MC mothers reported a personal support 

network that consisted of non-biologically related individuals, which included friends, helpers, 

teachers and church community members. In contrast, few LC mothers reported non-familial 

support for childrearing. The expanded networks of MC mothers are not surprising because 

previous research suggests that the more income and education an individual attains, the larger 

and more active his/her non-kin, social network. Further, he or she is more likely to initiate non-

kin relations beyond their immediate community (Cochran & Walker, 2005; Fischer, 1982). 
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Fischer (1982) explained that the large non-kin network is possible, because high education 

levels increase social skills and resources needed to build and maintain network ties. The benefit 

of a large support network is that it provides child care options, emotional support and others 

resources that increase positive parenting and help reduce the effects of adverse life events. 

Unfortunately, LC mothers’ lack of resources and limited educational levels might have 

restricted them from building large networks beyond the family (Cochran & Walker, 2005). 

Alternatively, LC mothers may not have seen the need to seek support beyond the extended 

family because extended family members were in close proximity to provide immediate 

assistance. MC mothers on the other hand, lived in dwellings away from the extended family 

which may have encouraged them to gain assistance from others. Based on these finding, future 

research needs to further clarify the importance of specific roles of individuals in the personal 

network in families of the two social classes. 

As it relates to the connection with the church community, MC mothers were similar to 

families of the African-American communities, where the church was reported as an important 

source of emotional support, to ensure children’s self-regulation and the transmission of moral 

values (Lincoln, & Mamiya, 1990). Further research is needed to determine why more MC 

mothers rely on the church community for value transmission compared to LC mothers. 

Values and socialisation. In discussing the collective parenting experience, mothers 

described the importance of familial relationship quality, religious and family values as central to 

the family and the socialisation of children. These discussions also included mothers’ concerns 

about the decreases over time in the consensus of appropriate values that they considered as 

essential to maintain a successful collective parenting arrangement. Familial relationship quality 

was discussed in the context of support. Support varied by class, specifically, most MC mothers 
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reported supportive familial interactions, whereas LC mothers reported interactions that were a 

combination of support and conflict. The differences in responses were likely to be associated 

with the living conditions of the classes. Previous research on the effects of economic hardships 

and negative neighbourhood conditions on the family suggested that as these conditions 

worsened the emotional and instrumental support that a family usually received from friends and 

the extended family (Ceballo & McLloyd, 2002; Conger, Conger, & Martin, 2010). The result is 

a lack of reciprocity, because of the lack of resources. The lack of resources occurs when 

everyone has so little resources that they are only able to minimally contribute to the family, but 

they take as much as needed from others to survive. This creates an imbalance that can lead to 

resentment and conflict (Garbarino & Sherman, 1980). Moreover, the enormous challenges of 

raising children in a poverty stricken environment and the disproportionate exposure to 

threatening conditions increase family instability (Ceballo & McLloyd, 2002;). Despite the 

challenges LC families faced, some LC mothers stated that their families were unique because 

although there were continuous bouts of disagreement, they had good familial interactions, 

which suggests that they appreciated the positive aspects of their familial interactions. 

 Only a small number of mothers from both social classes identified religious values as 

important in the childrearing process. This finding was surprising because the Statistical Institute 

of Jamaica (2011) found that 71 percent of Jamaicans were affiliated with and practiced some 

forms of Christian denomination and approximately one percent practiced the Rastafarian faith. 

It is possible that mothers did not mention religion as important because it may be an individual 

value that is not explicitly related to childrearing. Alternatively, it could be that some mothers 

may be affiliated with a church for social reasons, but do not find religious values to be salient in 

their daily lives. Notwithstanding this, mothers who considered religious values as important 
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were mostly from the MC. This finding is consistent with previous research on religiosity and 

social class difference among African-American families (Thomas, 2000). The findings in this 

study therefore provide a glimpse, though limited, into the possible effect of class differences on 

religiosity in Jamaica. 

The desire to have an effective, functioning, family meant that the majority of MC and 

LC mothers expressed the importance of family values such as open communication and 

expression of child agency. The value of open communication among family members involved 

open expression on a range of feelings, which support earlier findings of Jamaican mothers 

allowing their adolescents to express their opinions (Ferguson & Iturbide, 2015), and suggests 

that similar to western families (Galvin, Braithwaite, & Bylund, 2015), Jamaican mothers have 

an interest in their children acquiring necessary social and coping skills that are important for 

development and maintenance of healthy family interactions. Moreover, the acceptance of 

children’s agency through the expressions of thoughts could be an adoption of values such as 

self-expression and assertiveness from the United States, which earlier research suggests were 

not widely accepted as part of the traditional Jamaican parenting practices (Barrow, 1996).  

One possible reason for the presence of this style of Americanised parenting is the 

process of remote acculturation. Ferguson and Iturbide (2015) referred to remote acculturation as 

the “process by which non-immigrants acculturate towards a geographically and historically 

distant/remote culture to which they are exposed indirectly and/or intermittently (p.45). In their 

study Ferguson and Iturbide (2015) found that the acculturation process was largely mediated by 

greater access to US media and reduced exposure to local media, consumption of US food 

products and frequent transnational communication with friends and family. There is a 
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possibility that mothers in this study learned about and implemented open communication style 

of parenting through these mediating factors.  

An important aspect of the findings is that only MC mothers reported their willingness to 

allow their children to exercise their autonomy in the relationship. This adds to the growing 

literature on children influencing the dynamics of their family through their ability to create 

meaning, being action oriented and protecting their autonomy (e.g., Kuczynski & De Mol, 2015; 

Lahat, Helwig, Yang, Tan, & Liu, 2009; Oliphant & Kuczynski, 2011). There are many potential 

explanations for why there are social classes differences in the expression of autonomy. An 

important consideration given the difference in the urban environment in this sample is that the 

differences in MC and LC maternal responses to children’s autonomy is likely related to MC 

families not having as many environmental dangers that may force them to curtail the display of 

autonomy for their child’s protection (Goodnight et al., 2012). Alternatively, there may be social 

classes differences in exposure to globalisation and remote acculturation that have led to changes 

in childrearing values. For instance, MC families may have been more Americanised in the sense 

that they had higher European American value orientation and lower Jamaican value orientation 

compared to LC families. A higher orientation towards European American values may 

encourage MC families to support of the development of the autonomous self in children. Future 

research is required to determine whether mothers’ willingness to allow children’s expression of 

autonomy is related to environmental dangers or the influence of American values. 

Although the village metaphor may be apt for most mothers in ensuring the socialisation 

of appropriate values, MC mothers discussed concerns with what they perceived as changing 

values in their community, which to them, indicated a weakness in the social cohesion of the 

members. Mothers expressed concerns about the influence of globalisation, which some 
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perceived may lead to children’s adoption of values that contradict parents’ goals for them. The 

noted pattern of concern being higher among MC mothers is likely related to them having a 

wider and more diverse community network, which meant they had the most to lose when social 

cohesion was weak (Crochan & Walker, 2005). The effects of globalisation, specifically, 

Americanisation on the Jamaican family was documented by Ferguson and Iturbide (2015). In 

their study they found that some Jamaican mothers refused to integrate the American values into 

their lives. For them, the effects of globalisation resulted in the loss of cultural appreciation and 

cultural identity. The findings in that study suggested that those mothers preferred to adhere to 

traditional Jamaican values and practices (Ferguson & Bornstein, 2012). The interesting aspect 

of the findings in the current study is that although MC families promoted open communication 

and autonomy which are American parenting practices, they preferred to have collective 

agreement for transmission of values, which indicates that some mothers favoured the 

interdependent dimension of Kagitcibasi’s (2005) family change model in which families are 

materially independent, but emotionally interdependent. Alternatively, MC mothers may have 

been more aware of different value systems than LC mothers, and thus were knowledgeable of 

the effects of the change in collective values.  

Overall, all mothers in the study acknowledged the collective nature of parenting in the 

Jamaican culture. They appreciated and accepted the input of extended family members and 

members in the wider community. Mothers also recognised the importance of maintaining 

family, religious and collective values for the benefit of children.  

The Dyadic Mother-Child Relationship 

This study explored the dyadic mother-child relationships in Jamaican families in a more 

holistic manner than in previous research. The transactional model of parent-child relationships 
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within social relational theory (Kuczynski & De Mol, 2015) proposes three separate, but 

interacting domains in parent-child relationships: the authority, attachment and intimacy 

domains. Each domain entails distinctive bidirectional dynamics in parent-child interactions. 

Thus, while influence is always bidirectional and reflects both parental agency and child agency, 

social interactions reflect unequal power dynamics in the authority domain, complementary 

power dynamics in the attachment domain and equal power dynamics in the intimacy domain. 

For the purposes of this dissertation, findings were reported for the contrasting domains of 

authority and intimacy. What emerged was a perspective on Jamaican parent-child relationships 

that considered both control and relatedness as well as mothers’ perceptions of both their own 

contributions, and those of their children to the relationship. 

Authority Domain                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

 The analyses of mothers’ narratives in the authority domain shed light on three aspects of 

interactions where mothers pursued socialisation goals for their children.  These aspects were the 

nature of mothers’ rules and regulations, mothers’ perceptions of children’s resistance to their 

rules and mothers’ enforcement of their expectations when children resist. The analyses 

suggested that Jamaican mothers made strong demands and set high expectations for their 

children and enforced them firmly. However, mothers also recognised children’s agency in 

resisting their demands. Mothers’ expectations of rules and reactions to children’s resistance to 

those rules varied by class. However, children’s resistance to rules were almost the same 

regardless of social class. The findings on parent-child relationships in the authority domain in 

some respect are consistent with previous reports that Jamaican parents tend to use punitive 

practices such as physical punishment (e.g. Smith et al, 2011). It also supports previous findings 

that some Jamaican mothers use non-coercive discipline practices (Brown & Johnson, 2008). 
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The findings of this study make a novel contribution to the literature on Jamaican parenting by 

highlighting the different ways children resisted parental requests and the emotional conflicts 

some mothers experienced when they responded to children’s resistance.   

Nature of rules. The findings suggested that Jamaican mothers believed that rules were a 

necessary tool for the instilling of acceptable norms. Mothers had strict expectations and clear 

consequences for children if they failed to comply with them. They expressed the importance of 

having firm control over their children’s actions and attitudes and they were largely inflexible 

with their positions. Mothers’ attitudes about firm control and expectations were in accord with 

the unilateral framework of parents’ use of power to achieve their goals (Baumrind, 2012). 

Mothers explained that they provided clear descriptions of behavioural expectations and the 

consequences for not meeting them. This is similar to findings in other arguments on parenting 

and internalisation of values (Farkas & Grolnick, 2010; Forehand & McMahon, 2003).   

 Only a few, mostly MC mothers were flexible in their expectations or allowed their 

children leeway to change or evade their rules, or encouraged them to participate in the decisions 

about the nature of their rules. Moreover, some mothers who were flexible with rules, stated that 

they did not have explicit rules, or even if they did, the rules were not always followed. This is 

evidence of mothers accommodating children’s agency by providing leeway (Goodnow, 1997) 

and resembles Robson and Kuczynski’s (2013) findings that apart from bottom line expectations 

concerning moral values and safety, Canadian mothers often allowed children to express their 

agency by negotiating the nature or timing of their cooperation with requests, and adjusted their 

expectations regarding rules according to their children’s emotional state. Also, the findings of 

providing leeway and flexibility supports Lipps et al. (2012) findings that found that adolescents 

perceived their parenting practices as predominantly authoritative instead of authoritarian. 
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Analyses of the content of mothers’ demands and expectations provided a snapshot of 

mothers’ goals for children and the socialisation pressures that may be experienced by children. 

The results demonstrated that Jamaican mothers had rules to encourage children to develop 

competent behaviours, awareness of personal safety and health, and mastery of prosocial skills 

that not only benefitted them, but also contributed to the family and community as a whole. 

Mothers encouraged the development of competent behaviours that instrumentally 

benefited their children and others in the family, by insisting that children perform household 

chores. Both social classes had similar high expectations regarding chores. The findings suggest 

that mothers had socialisation goals that communicated the need for children to not only develop 

life-long competence and instrumental skills, but also to internalise values regarding the 

interdependence (relatedness) of family members through shared responsibilities. The findings 

are in line with social domain theory’s conventional reasoning domain that emphasize parent-

child interactions that include cultural and familial rules and routines (Smetana, 2006).  Jamaican 

mothers’ expectations regarding chores parallel previous work on families in the United States 

(Hafford, 2010; Fasulo, Loyd, &Padiglione, 2007) and Mexico (Coppens, Alcala, & Mejia-

Arauz, 2014). Moreover, mothers’ insistence on chores reinforces the collectivistic values of 

obligation and contribution to the family (Rothbaum & Trommsdorff, 2007).   

Mothers also considered rules regarding children awareness of personal health and 

hygiene. These rules are consistent with the prudential domain that involves the regulation of 

acts that result in negative physical consequences to the self (Smetana, 2006). Mothers in this 

study had strict rules regarding personal hygiene, particularly regarding bathing, oral health and 

the importance of reducing the transference of germs by not wearing clothes worn outside in the 



135 

 

 

home. These rules were non-negotiable and mothers from both social classes frequently 

monitored children to ensure compliance.  

The importance of personal hygiene could be related to the influence of Christianity. 

When enslaved Africans were converted to Christianity, they had to accept the beliefs of the 

religion. One such belief was that “cleanliness is next to godliness,” which communicates 

respectability and moral virtue; an aspect of character that some mothers insisted their children 

internalise. Another explanation could be related to the climate. Jamaica is situated in the 

Caribbean and has a tropical climate that can be very hot, humid and dusty. The weather 

conditions require individuals to be diligent with their hygiene. 

An interesting aspect of the findings suggested that rules relating to personal hygiene 

were more important to MC mothers as they exercised greater control over their children’s 

autonomy for these rules. These findings are consistent with other studies that found higher 

occupational status and affluence of parents (Maes, Vereecken, Vanobbergen, & Honkala, 2006) 

and, higher maternal occupations (Verrips, Kalsbeek, & Eijkman, 1993) increased the 

importance of personal hygiene. On the other hand, divorced and single parent families (similar 

in structure to most LC families) had lower instances of importance placed on hygiene because 

of the decreased likelihood of monitoring or discipline (Simons, 1996).  

Mothers’ discussion of personal safety rules varied by social class, such that LC mothers 

strict rules and monitoring were focused on the neighbourhood in which they lived. The rules 

were established to protect children from the negative elements of their community. These 

findings are consistent with to studies on parental behaviours in impoverished neighbourhoods, 

which found that parents exercised greater control and had more stringent rules in at risk 

neighbourhoods (Hill & Herman-Stahl, 2002; O’Neil, Parke, & McDowell, 2001). MC mothers’ 
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interests in safety were related general personal safety issues. Differences in concern with regard 

to safety could be explained by the fact that for LC families, the immediate dangers in the 

neighbourhood may be more important than other forms of safety issues. 

Another set of expectations emphasized by Jamaican mothers were that children develop 

prosocial skills to ensure that their children were able to live cooperatively with others. These 

rules were centred on appropriate interpersonal interactions and reverence for authority. 

Mothers’ prosocial skills goals involved educating their children on treating others the way they 

wanted to be treated and understanding that their actions had consequences. The goal of 

indicating to children the effects of their actions on others may be one way to teach empathy, 

which has been found to be a key component for prosocial skills (Ensor, Spencer, & Hughes, 

2011; Knafo & Plomin, 2006). More MC mothers favoured interpersonal skills, which may be 

related to the fact they have a larger personal network that requires relational skills for 

maintenance. 

A cultural component to prosocial skills that emerged from the findings was the 

importance of children being polite and showing reverence to elders and authority. The 

significance of these prosocial skills is a characteristic of collectivism, and is akin to the 

behavioural expectations of children in West Africa. In these societies, children were expected to 

be loyal and humble towards elders and to respect them, especially elders’ connections to the 

ancient spirits and their advice on life (Babatunde & Setiloane, 2014; Nyarko, 2014; Twum-

Danso, 2009, 2009b). The expectation of being respectful and polite represents the hierarchical 

power structure of the adult-child relationship in the Jamaican culture. Mothers expected 

children to suppress their autonomy, personal opinions and beliefs regarding authority and adults 

to maintain interdependence and to successfully integrate into the collective group. The findings 
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are similar to collectivistic ethnic groups (e.g. African-Americans, Asians and Latinos), that 

emphasize children’s reverence for elders (Dixon, Graber, & Brooks-Gunn, 2008; Fuligni et al., 

1999; Maiter & George, 2003). 

Overall, Jamaican mothers’ strict enforcement of rules is consistent with the cultural 

perspectives that collectivistic societies provide precedence to the needs of the group over the 

needs of the individual (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2008; Triandis, 1995). Moreover, the strict 

behavioural expectations may be related to mothers feeling the need to prepare their children for 

bias, such as the promotion and awareness of prejudice (Gracia Coll & Pachter, 2002). Also in 

Jamaica, classism and colourism are a cultural phenomenon (Brodie-Walker & Morgan, 2011). 

Therefore, how one looks and behaves, where one lives and the school one attends are an 

indication of success. Therefore, mothers may insist on children strictly following rules to avoid 

stereotypes and to gain acceptance. Alternatively, there is the possibility that mothers insisted on 

adherence to rules as a way of increasing children’s success in school. 

Mothers’ perception of children’s resistance strategies. Jamaican mothers’ description 

of the diverse ways that their children resisted their rules and demands is a new contribution to 

the literature on social interactions in Jamaican families. The findings documented the 

prevalence of resistance and non-compliance as a phenomenon, mothers’ perceptions of 

children’s repertoires for expressing their agency through resistance, and mothers’ attitudes 

toward children’s resistance. The findings suggest that despite mothers’ strict rules and 

consequences, children protected their autonomy by exercising overt and covert resistance. 

However, the majority of mothers did not appreciate their children resisting their demands as it 

went against the cultural value of obedience and compliance. 
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Although resistance has not been previously documented in Jamaican families, children’s 

resistance to parental efforts to control them has been explored in western families (e.g., 

Kuczynski & Kochanska 1990, Parkin & Kuczynski, 2012) as well as in the collectivistic 

cultures in Asia (e.g., Goh & Kuczynski, 2008; Yau & Smetana, 2003) and African-Americans 

(e.g., Smetana et al., 2003).  

This study is also the first to explore the various forms of childhood resistance in 

Jamaican mother-child relationships. Consistent with research with children and adolescents in 

Canada (Kuczynski et al., 2015; Parkin & Kuczynski 2012), mothers reported that their 

children’s resistance to their requests was expressed overtly and assertively, as well as covertly 

through direct resistance and negotiation and subversively through non confrontative displays of 

attitude which indicated children’s non-acceptance of parental expectations.  

Mothers reported direct resistance, which is an overt resistance strategy. In this study, it 

was expressed as assertive refusal and defiant refusal. Assertive refusal is a self-assertive 

strategy that involves simple verbal refusal. Evidence from previous studies in other cultural 

contexts, suggested that this form of resistance was sophisticated and skilful and indicated 

competence in protecting autonomy (Dix, Stewart, Gershoff, & Day, 2007; Grunzeweig, Stack, 

Serbin, Ledingham, & Swartzman, 2009; Kochanska & Aksan, 1995; Kuczynski & Kochanska, 

1990). Defiant refusal, which was described in a culturally specific way as ‘back-talking’, is 

considered to be unskilful form of resistance that gradually reduced with age. In other contexts, 

defiant resistance was reported as temper tantrums (Goh & Hsu, 2013).  

 Children from both social classes were reported to have used non-confrontative 

resistance, which is a form of passive non-compliance. In using this strategy, children ignored 

requests or delayed their completion. Non-confrontative resistance is considered to be a 
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relatively unassertive form of expressing agency because children resist by passively ignoring, 

delaying or otherwise not directly acknowledging that they are resisting. Such unassertive 

strategies have been documented as decreasing with age (Kochanska & Aksan, 1996; Koenig, 

Cicchetti, & Rogosch, 2000). Most mothers from both social classes similarly experienced non-

confrontative resistance, which suggests that in the Jamaican culture it may be frequently used 

by children in middle childhood. This warrants further research, so as to determine to what 

extent non-confrontative resistance is present at this development stage of Jamaican children. 

This is because, it is important to note that although non-confrontative resistance is considered to 

be unskilful, it is still a form of agency, in which children work to modify parental requests 

(Collins, 1995; Steinberg, 1990) 

This study updated the literature on compliance by demonstrating a culturally specific 

form of covert resistance classified as attitude. Attitude is the non-verbal meta-communication of 

non-acceptance of a parent’s request (Kuczynski et al., 2015). Mothers from both classes 

described children’s attitude through expressive facial reactions and gestures. The use of covert 

resistant strategies may indicate that children may have complied behaviourally, but 

communicated that they did not cognitively accept their mothers’ demands. Only LC mothers 

reported hiss-teeth as a form of attitude. Previous research suggested that it communicates 

emotions of annoyance, displeasure, resentment, scorn, impatience or disdain. It is also a gesture 

of rudeness and disrespect. The intensity of the sound communicates stronger and overt 

objections, or negative emotions (Figueroa & Patrick, 2002).  Possible reasons for the use of 

hiss-teeth among LC children are that the cost of overt resistance outweighs the benefits 

(Ashforth & Mael, 1998), and children may consider it too risky to overtly respond to parents 

who they feel are overly controlling (Rubenstein & Feldman, 1993). An interesting aspect of the 
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findings is that hiss-teeth has managed to survive as a resistance strategy within the African 

diaspora in Jamaica, which is an example of African cultural continuity, regardless of 

geographical location (Figueroa & Patrick, 2002). 

 Mothers described negotiation as the final form of resistance. It is the synthesis of “two 

opposing causal forces, the parent’s demands and the child’s resistance as constrained by the 

relationship context” (Kuczynski & De Mol, 2015 p. 351). Previous research classified 

negotiation as the most sophisticated form of resistance that is increasingly used as children age 

(Kuczynski, et al, 1987; Parkin & Kuczynski, 2012), and it implies mothers’ willingness to grant 

or concede to children, particularly in relations to personal domains that are matters of personal 

preference related to control over one’s own body (Smetana. 2011). The general purpose of 

children’s negotiations is the assertion of personal choice in social interactions (Nucci & Weber, 

1995). Negotiations in the present study were cooperative or non-cooperative in nature. 

Cooperative negotiation included negotiations of timeframe for completion of tasks and or 

justification for requests in the first place. It can be described as a bidirectional process of give-

and-take between mother and child. An interesting aspect of the study is that children were 

described as getting concessions from their mother, even though mothers described themselves 

as very strict. Non-cooperative negotiation (e.g., whining and complaining) was also employed 

to ensure mothers conceded but, this was unsophisticated and annoying to mothers. The use of 

non-cooperative negotiations may be an indication that some children in middle childhood had 

not quite mastered to art of cooperative negotiation. Nevertheless, the mothers admitted that they 

conceded when forms of this strategy were used and thus were vulnerable or receptive to 

children’s influence. 
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The findings on Jamaican mothers’ perceptions of their children’s resistance strategies 

expand the cross-cultural literature on child agency, and the actions children take to protect their 

autonomy in the parent-child dyad. The findings also highlight the emergence of negotiation 

practices in middle childhood (Chuang, 2006), which sets the stage for the strategy being used by 

adolescents. The use of negotiation has been similarly found in other collectivistic cultures. For 

example, African-American adolescents have been documented as having conflicts with parents, 

and using negotiations to protect their autonomy (Smetana et al., 2003; Smetana & Gaines, 

1999). The literature on Chinese children and adolescents confirmed that they asserted autonomy 

through reasoning and negotiations, during disagreements with parents, though they were 

minimal compared to other ethnicities (Chen-Gaddini, 2012; Goh & Kuczynski, 2009; Helwig, 

2006; Yau & Smetana, 2003); the same was found among Singaporean (Goh & Hsu, 2013), 

Korean, and Armenian families (Phinney, Kim-Jo, Osorio, & Vilhjalmsdottir, 2005). 

The perception of co-existence of high resistance, despite strict discipline and the value 

of obedience in Jamaican culture, in general, makes a very interesting contribution to the 

Jamaican literature on parenting and child development, and the collectivistic perspective, in 

particular. As a collectivistic culture, it is expected that there would be harmony, communalism, 

obedience and great interdependence in the mother-child relationship, which would minimise 

children’s resistance. However, this study presents a more complex and multi-dimensional 

picture of relational dynamics. Specifically, children were described as being just as concerned 

with maintaining their autonomy, as in cultures that score high in individualism, rather than 

primarily preserving expected harmony or obedience. The explicit presence of resistance is 

consistent with and confirms Powell’s (2009) findings of the equal coexistence of collectivistic 

and individualistic goals. Moreover, the fact that children expressed resistance directly and 
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indirectly despite mothers’ disapproval also has implications for the universality of children’s 

autonomy (Smetana, 2002). 

Mothers’ emotional reaction to resistance. In their narratives of children’s resistance, 

mothers described their children’s agency as purposeful and strategic, similar to the findings of 

parent-child relationships in western industrialised countries (e.g., Kuczynski, et al., 2013; 

Smetana, 2006).  However, in contrast to the findings of Kuczynski et al. (2013), the majority of 

Jamaican mothers, regardless of social class, considered children’s resistance as unacceptable 

and expressed disapproval when it occurred. Instead, Jamaican mothers stated that they expected 

obedience to their requests and they believed that children should comply without complaints or 

challenges. Conceptually, the attitudes of Jamaican mothers toward children’s conformity are 

consistent with behavioural theories of parenting (MacMahon & Forehand, 2003; Patterson, 

1982; Patterson, Reid, & Dishon, 1992) as well as authoritarian parenting practices (Baumrind 

1991) that advocate immediate, exact and unquestioning compliance. Only few mothers 

considered children’s resistance to be acceptable and regarded children’s resistance as a normal 

sign of the development of autonomy. This position is common among Caucasian Canadian 

parents who accepted children’s resistance as part of their personal domain and a normal aspect 

of the parent-child relationship, even though it was annoying (Kuczynski et al., 2103). It is also 

consistent with developmental theories that view children’s resistance as normative expression of 

children’s developing autonomy (Kuczynski & Hildebrandt, 1997; Smetana, 2006).     

Mothers Enforcement of Rules. This study provides details of diverse discipline 

strategies employed by Jamaican mothers in response to children’s resistance or non-compliance, 

which were not documented in previous research. Power assertive strategies and autonomy 

support were the two main forms of discipline strategies. Although there was evidence for both 
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power assertive and autonomy supportive discipline in both social classes, it was clear that 

power assertive and coercive control practices were predominant in mothers’ reports, particularly 

for LC mothers. Autonomy support was mostly reported by MC mothers, some of whom were 

concerned or ambivalent about overuse of control strategies and allowing children to have a 

voice in the parent-child relationship. The findings provide support to Ricketts and Anderson’s 

(2009) findings that there are social class differences in the parenting practices of Jamaican 

parents. 

The findings confirm that instead of compromising, retreating or accommodating, most 

mothers reported that they confronted resistance using power assertive strategies. Physical 

punishment, psychologically controlling tactics, threats of punishment and deprivation of 

privileges were all frequently reported by MC and LC mothers. The findings confirm the 

pervasive use of power assertive strategies in the Jamaican culture (Smith & Moore, 2013), 

which has implications for children’s socialization and development. 

Consistent with previous research, physical punishment was one of the most discussed 

means of suppressing resistance and asserting parental power (e.g., Brown & Johnson, 2008; 

Lansford & Deater-Deckard, 2012; Smith et al, 2011, Smith & Moore, 2013; Smith & Mosby, 

2003).  Although such findings suggest that the use of physical punishment is rooted in Jamaican 

culture, there were indications of social class differences. LC mothers reported using physical 

punishment more often and expressed less ambivalence in its use than middle class mothers. 

Middle class mothers’ tendency to use euphemistic terms for corporal punishment such as 

“spanking” or “smacking”, while LC mothers used unalloyed terms such as “beating” to describe 

their actions.  
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Also of concern was mothers’ use of psychologically controlling strategies (Barber, 1996; 

Barber & Harmon, 2002) such as inflicting guilt, shame, fear or threatening withdrawal of love; 

all of which are characteristic of authoritarian parenting practices and detrimental to children’s 

outcomes (Barber, & Harmon, 2002; Mason et al., 1996). Like physical punishment, LC mothers 

tended to report harsher examples of psychological control than MC mothers. This pattern was 

also noted across various other studies which found that lower social status was associated with 

psychological control, whereas higher status and intact families were more associated with 

parental monitoring (Hoff-Ginsberg & Tardif, 1995; Pettit, Laird, Dodge, Bates, & Criss, 2001; 

see Smetana & Daddis (2002) for conflicting findings). Similar to LC mothers’ use of shaming to 

achieve compliance, Chinese parents used it extensively to ensure children embrace cultural 

expectations, avoid misbehaviour and develop empathy (Chen, Sun, & Yu, 2015; Fung, 1999).  

Withdrawal of privileges was the final form of parental response to resistance. Almost all 

MC mothers and only a few LC mothers reported the use of this strategy. The difference in 

frequency of report could be due to the fact that MC mothers had more resources that were of 

value to children, which made removal effective. There is the possibility that MC mothers were 

more aware of the effectiveness of this strategy. The use of withdraw of privileges may also 

indicate the Americanisation of the parenting practices of the MC as this form of parental 

response is not part of the traditional parenting practices (Ferguson & Iturbide, 2015). This 

finding contributes to the Jamaican parenting literature as it supports Ricketts & Anderson’s 

(2009) findings, which suggested that there were class differences in parental discipline 

strategies and it expands the cross-cultural literature as it highlights similarities with findings 

among African-American and Caucasian Americans (Lansford, Wager, Bates, Dodge, & Pettit, 

2012). 
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Autonomy-supportive strategies provided children with an appropriate amount of control, 

a desired amount of choice, acknowledged children’s perspectives, and provided children with 

meaningful rationales when choice was constrained that engaged and supported children’s 

agency (Grolnick et al., 1997). Jamaican mothers responded to children’s resistance with two 

forms of autonomy support- reasoning and accommodation.  

Mostly MC mothers used reasoning to resolve resistance issues, which is consistent with 

Ricketts and Anderson’s (2009) research on discipline and social class differences among 

Jamaican parents and similar to patterns noted in African-American families (Hill & Sprague, 

1999; Landsford et al., 2012). Reasoning was used predominately by MC mothers. Their 

justification was in line with various research that showed that the use of reasoning during 

parent-child conflicts taught children to become introspective about their experiences 

(Moshmann, 1994), helped with conflict resolution and taught mutual regard for others (Koemer 

& Fitzpatrick, 2002; Stein & Albro, 2001). Moreover, this kind of engagement with children 

enhanced their socio-communicative competence (Steinberg, 2001), problem-solving skills 

(Koemer & Fitzpatrick, 2002) and evaluative skills (Chng, Wild, Hollmann, & Otterpohl, 2014).  

 Accommodation appears to be one strategy that was not been previously documented as 

part of Jamaican parenting strategies. However, few mothers reported this response.  Unlike 

reasoning, the frequency of responses from MC and LC mothers were the same. The findings 

suggested that accommodation as a cooperative response was chosen by mothers and not coerced 

by their children. The use of this strategy communicated to children that their voice had been 

heard and that there was a willingness by mothers to coordinate their own agendas and goals 

with those of the children. Accommodation, in essence, conveyed a willingness to support 

children’s agency (Kuczynski & De Mol, 2015). 
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A novel finding that emerged from the study is that mothers’ responses to resistance were 

somewhat complex. Mothers not only responded behaviourally to their child’s resistance, but 

found themselves interpreting, rejecting or rationalising these responses. Mothers from both 

social classes experienced ambivalence, emotional turmoil and regretted when they misused or 

overused their power. They also experienced ambivalence regarding their parenting skills when 

children resisted. From the social relational perspective this reaction is normal, as it is the 

catalyst for change in relation to future maternal reactions to resistance because contradictions 

make the mother want to resolve tension and improve the interactional outcomes in the parent-

child relationship (Kuczynski & De Mol, 2015). Moreover, the adverse cognitive reactions 

suggested that mothers had concerns about the long-term consequences of their parenting skills 

on the quality of the relationship with their children. Furthermore, their focus on evaluating the 

self may be the result of societal expectations, which stipulate that compliance and appropriate 

behaviour are determined by successful parenting.  

Although the bidirectional dynamics of the authority domain emphasize unequal power, 

parental exercise of unequal power can be hierarchical or democratic, which determines the 

nature of children’s resistance and contribute to how much autonomy support they receive. An 

implication of Jamaican mothers’ use of firm and sometimes coercive enforcement is that 

Jamaican children may be more inclined to use covert strategies to express their autonomy. In 

contrast, parental responses that accommodate autonomy may communicate to children that they 

have some leeway to object or negotiate demands from their own points of view. Also, the 

interactions in the authority domain have implications for the parent-child relationship in the 

intimacy domain specifically, and in the relationship as a whole, particularly the parent-child 

interactions where parents are coercive and mostly unilateral. 
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Intimacy Domain  

 Mothers’ narratives regarding occasions when they felt emotionally close to their 

children provided insight into aspects of the Jamaican parent-child relationship that was not 

previously investigated. The inclusion of the intimacy domain in mothers’ interviews allowed a 

holistic view the mother-child relationships that balanced the parental role of socialising agent 

and caregiver with mothers’ affiliation and emotional connection with their children. 

Conceptually, the intimacy domain provided insight into social interactions with a more equal 

power dynamic than the obvious power asymmetry at play in the authority domain when 

mothers’ roles were to control, and their children’s options were to comply or resist. In the 

intimacy domain, the bidirectional dynamics highlighted how mothers and their children 

voluntarily engaged each other to create relational contexts conducive to co-construction, mutual 

openness and emotionally significant feelings of relatedness and mattering to each other 

(Kuczynski & De Mol, 2015).  

Although Jamaican mothers reported strict and often coercive parenting practices, it was 

evident that they also loved their children and enjoyed intimate and nurturing experiences with 

them. Jamaican mothers reported two qualitatively different contexts - intimacy and nurturance - 

in which they experienced closeness with their children. Mothers’ reports of mother-child 

intimacy were consistent with Weingarten’s (1991) conception of transient interactions, 

characterized by co-constructed moments of shared meaning. Mothers reported that they felt 

close to their children when they perceived that they or their children engaged in coordinated 

interactions which were experienced as shared, mutually enjoyable moments of connection 

throughout the day. These interactions, which included shared emotions/positivity, shared 

projects, conversations in which children disclosed their inner life and shared physical affection 
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are similar to those reported in Caucasian Canadian parent-child intimacy studies (Harach & 

Kuczynski 2005; Oliphant and Kuczynski, 2011).  

Although mothers from both social classes were equally likely to report moments 

characterized by mutual enjoyment and shared positive emotions, MC mothers reported a wider 

array of shared close experiences including intimate conversations following children’s self-

disclosure, working together with children on chores or homework, and physical affection. A 

potential reason for this difference between social classes is that MC mothers had more time and 

resources to dedicate to one-on-one interactions with their children than their LC counterparts. 

Alternatively, children’s willingness to self-disclose to mothers may be associated to exposure to 

the American culture. For instance, in Ferguson and Iturbide’s (2015) study Jamaican mothers’ 

attributed their children’s self-disclosure to their exposure to certain types of American media 

(e.g., television programmes) that influenced their children to freely communicate their thoughts 

and feelings with mothers. 

  Mothers’ discussions of interactions in which closeness was temporarily damaged are 

also consistent with Weingarten’s (1991) account of non-intimate interactions, which she argued 

involved the rejection of meaning making, imposition of meaning or withdrawal from mutual 

meaning making by one partner in the interaction. Similar to the findings for Canadian parents 

(Harach & Kuczynski, 2005; Oliphant & Kuczynski 2011), Jamaican mothers experienced a loss 

of closeness when they perceived rejection, conflict, non-compliance and violation of parental 

expectations when children resist their instructions. The various causes of the disruption to 

closeness demonstrated that the mother-child relationship cycled through different forms of 

interactions, and mothers were adversely affected emotionally when the intimate connection with 

their children was disrupted. 
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Mothers also reported feeling close to their children during nurturing interactions where 

they either provided care to their children or received care from their children. During the 

provision of care mothers experienced a sense of mattering (Marshall & Lambert, 2006). 

Mothers felt that they were a significant other to their child especially when children provided 

emotional comfort.  

This context for closeness has a different power dynamic than the construct of parent-

child intimacy, and was not reported by parents in a Canadian study using a similar methodology 

(Oliphant & Kuczynski 2011). Conceptually, the bidirectional dynamics resemble the 

complementary power relations of the attachment domain. Kuczynski and De Mol (2015) argue 

that in the attachment domain, the goal is to provide security through responsive care when the 

recipient is vulnerable. In nurturing interactions, the dynamics consist of complementary power, 

such that one person displays a need for care and the other provides care. The prevalence of the 

theme of nurturance in the reports of Jamaican mothers needs further research.  However, two 

explanations can be proposed. The bidirectional process of giving and receiving care may be 

associated with the sense of relatedness that is present in collectivistic cultures, which insists on 

every individual, including children, caring, supporting and maintaining loyalty for members of 

the family or community (Rothbaum & Trommsdorff, 2007). Moreover, in some collectivistic 

cultures children are socialised in understand the reciprocal nature of the parent-child 

relationship. They are taught that the care they receive from parents is a pay-off, in which they 

are obligated to return the care when parents are in need (Twun-Danso, 2009b).  

Another explanation is suggested by the finding that LC mothers reported receiving 

nurturance from children as a context for feeling close more often that MC mothers. The 

narratives relating to children providing care is particularly interesting, because they indicated 
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that children assumed roles normally ascribed to adults by providing emotional support, and 

comfort to their mothers. Such interactions could be understood as examples of children’s 

“parentification.” Boszormenyi-Nagy and Spark (1981) defined parentification as “the subjective 

distortion of a relationship as if one’s child were his parent” (p. 151). Thus, parentification has a 

detrimental connotation because children are assumed to prematurely take on parental roles and 

responsibilities before they are developmentally equipped to do so (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Spark, 

1981). These findings were not entirely surprising, because previous studies have found that 

child parentification, or role reversal, was more prevalent in single-parent families, 

environmentally stressful conditions and in contexts where parents were overtaxed (Barnett & 

Parker, 1998; Chase, 1999; Jurkovic, Thirkield, & Morell, 2001; Mayseless, Bartholomew, 

Henderson, & Trinke, 2004). Thus, the LC mothers in this study, who were mostly single-parents 

living in volatile, and psychologically and emotionally taxing communities may more frequently 

display vulnerability to which children responded by providing support.  However, recently 

researchers have argued that the phenomenon of young children intervening to provide care for 

their mothers should not be viewed using the problem-focused lens of parentification (Chee, 

Goh, & Kuczynski, 2014).  Instead, children’s provision of nurturance to their distressed 

mothers, or children’s interventions to protect mothers who were in a vulnerable state can be 

considered as constructive acts of children’s agency. Such children act with competence and 

responsibility to the best of their ability on behalf of the family in which they have a mutual 

stake (Burnett, Jones, Bliwse, & Ross, 2006; Chee et al., 2014; Katz, 2013). 

Consistent with the social relational perspective of parent and child as equal agents who 

mutually influence each other, Jamaican mothers acknowledged their children’s influence on 

their intimate interactions (Kuczynski & De Mol, 2015). For the intimacy domain, mothers both 
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recognised their children’s positive contribution to the relationship and perceived their children’s 

agency as legitimate and constructive. This is in contrast to the authority domain, where mothers 

recognised, but did not condone or encourage their children’s expression of agency through 

displays of autonomy and resistance. 

The theme of relatedness also has implications for the socialisation outcomes of Jamaican 

children. The importance of relatedness has long been recognised in major approaches to 

socialisation. For example, in Baumrind’s (1971) conception of parenting practices it is not 

merely firm control, but the combination of parental firm control, with high degrees of parental 

warmth that provides the catalyst for children’s positive social development. Although parental 

warmth has not received the same degree of conceptualisation as firm control (e.g., Baumrind 

2012), warmth is a stand in for relational processes that may include parental responsiveness and 

intimacy. More recently, there has been a growing theoretical and empirical literature 

highlighting relational processes in socialisation that focus on the interdependent, enduring 

relationship context on the bidirectional influences underlying parental socialisation efforts 

(Kuczynski & De Mol, 2015; Laible, Thompson, & Froimson, 2015).  This focus of research, 

suggests that the foundations for children’s social development and receptivity to parental 

requests stem not from parental power assertive discipline, but from relationship characteristics 

such as security in attachment (Matas, Arend, & Sroufe, 1978), parental responsiveness 

(Maccoby & Martin, 1983; Parpal & Maccoby, 1985), and mutually positive parent-child 

interactions (Aksan, Kochanska & Ortman 2006; Kochanska, Foreman, Aksan & Dunbar, 2005).    

The implication stemming from evidence of positivity and closeness in Jamaican mother-

child relationships is to suggest a constructive balance in the relationship to culturally rooted 

coercive practices that were also documented. As a direction for future research, more studies are 
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needed on the intimacy domain for Jamaican parent-child relationships both to enhance scientific 

understanding of an under researched area of strength in Jamaican families, as well as 

potentially, to inform alternatives to coercive discipline in troubled families.  Moreover, research 

is needed on the interactions between the different domains of Jamaican parent-child 

relationships.  A tenet of social relational theory is that what happens in one domain in the 

relationship has implications for the other domains (Lollis & Kuczynski, 1997; Kuczynski & De 

Mol, 2015).  For example, it is possible that enhancing positive mutuality in the intimacy domain 

may promote children’s cooperation with parental socialisation efforts.  As well, parental goals 

for a positive mutually enjoyable relationship in the intimacy domain may constrain parents’ use 

of coercive power in the authority domain (Harach & Kuczynski, 2005).  

Towards an Afro-Caribbean Model of Parenting 

The findings of the present research support some aspects of the collectivistic nature of 

the Jamaican family life, and some authoritarian characteristics of parent-child interactions. 

However, the findings also shed light to features of the Jamaican family that have not been 

captured by current theories. Therefore, researchers may need to consider developing a theory or 

parenting model that more accurately captures the unique nuances of the Jamaican culture, 

particularly in how they vary by social class. Without considering this direction, the country’s 

policy makers and clinicians may continue to provide policies and care that may not be fully 

sensitive to the social and cultural needs and complexities of the Jamaican family. 

One key area of family life that has not been explicitly explored by current theoretical 

frameworks is the influence of Jamaican parents’ personal family network. Based on the 

findings, these networks consist of multiple generations of individuals, related or otherwise, who 

influence children’s socialisation and internalisation of values, which confirm the collectivism of 
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Jamaica family life. As evidenced by the findings, intergenerational community coalition 

benefits both mother and child in a number of ways. These benefits include the sharing of 

informational resources vital to the successful socialisation of children, the monitoring of 

children’s behaviours, with allowance of disciplinary actions from other adults in the 

community, the continuation of shared values, the availability of multiple individuals to protect 

and maintain the emotional well-being of children and the reduction of maternal stress. A culture 

specific theoretical model that is sensitive to the influence of social class will allow researchers 

to more accurately define the coalition, their specific responsibilities and their mediating effects 

on children’s developmental outcomes, and how the coalition constrains or supports the bilateral 

experiences of parent and child, within the dyad or other types of interactions. 

The findings broaden our knowledge of the dynamics of mother-child relationships 

beyond strict control and coercive discipline methods to the inclusion of other parental responses 

that support children’s autonomy. Moreover, the findings shed light to the presence of intimacy, 

which may be similar to parental warmth or relatedness. Some researchers have argued that the 

combination of firm control and parental warmth, which is characteristic of authoritative 

parenting practices is an optimal environment for children (Liem et al., 2010; Steinberg et al., 

2006; Suldo & Huebner, 2004), and this may be the case for Jamaican families. The findings 

regarding firm and coercive control in which mothers were mostly inflexible and restrictive, 

coupled with warmth and intimacy in Jamaican parent-child relationships suggest that Jamaican 

mothers did not fit perfectly into practicing authoritarian or authoritative parenting. This suggests 

that future research and a potential parenting model to fit the Afro-Caribbean context will be 

needed to determine a deeper meaning of the coexistence of coercive practices and intimacy. 

Potential guiding questions to ask may include whether coercive practices in childhood adversely 
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affect mother-child intimacy in later life; or determine whether mothers are focusing too much 

on short-term goals when they use power assertive strategies to contain children’s resistance; or 

how intimacy and autonomy should be categorised. Future research will also need to consider the 

influence of the child on the dyad. 

One area that is also central to the development and interpretation of a future Afro-

Caribbean parenting model, is the under studied historical effects of slavery and the associated 

potential lingering effects of intergenerational trauma on Jamaican parents’ beliefs, expectations 

of children and parenting practices in present day relationships. One example of the relevance of 

history is the continuous use of physical punishment such as spanking, as a form of discipline. 

DeGruy (2005) argued that prior to slavery, African parents did not use punitive disciplinary 

methods. This practice began during slavery. In that context, some enslaved African parents 

volunteered to physically discipline their children in place of the overseer or slave master, who 

inflicted more severe damage. Physical punishment, in that context, was therefore adapted for 

survival. However, the continuation of the practice to present day may be considered to be 

maladaptive and psychologically damaging. This is more so because the same practice is 

reinforced, as was the case during slavery, within the strong Christian Jamaican ecology, by the 

belief that, “He who withholds his rod hates his son, but he who loves him disciplines him 

diligently” (Proverbs 13:24, NIV Bible); or, as expressed generation after generation across all 

family types in Jamaica, “do not spare the rod and spoil the child.” Furthermore, the maladaptive 

nature of physical punishment is attributed to the fact that the original meaning and purpose 

behind the act has been lost to memory and now parents use physical punishment without 

understanding the psychological ramifications. Future theoretical frameworks, therefore, need to 

consider such strongly entrenched, generationally transmitted practices into consideration, so as 
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to fully grasp the cognitive processes involved in, and traditional views behind all parenting 

practices. 

Developing a culture specific model of parent-child relationships has been successfully 

achieved for Chinese parent-child relationships, because of the inadequacies of western concepts 

described by Baumrind (1971) to fully capture the parenting goals and behaviours in the dyad. 

As an alternative, Chao (1994) coined the framework called training.  This encompasses the 

Chinese concept of chia-shun (organisational control), which consists of self-discipline, family 

honour and obedience and guan (parental involvement and investment), which entails praise or 

expression of affection. These features make ‘training’ distinct from authoritarian and 

authoritative parenting practices (Chao, 2001). Although there have been empirical studies for 

and against the applicability of the training concept to the study of Chinese parenting, in 

comparison to other cultures, it provides a blueprint for understanding the culture-specific 

nuances of Chinese parent-child relationships (see review by Sorkhabi, 2005) and also alludes to 

the fact that there is a need to make considerations in regards to culturally-specific child-rearing 

principles, beliefs and approaches. The findings in the current study may be used as a starting 

point to develop a similar model for the Jamaican parent-child dyad with special consideration 

given to the bidirectional influence of authority and intimacy in the relationship. 

This dissertation illustrates the usefulness of applying social relational theory to cultures 

beyond the Canadian contexts in which it was originally developed. The findings of the cultural 

uniqueness in personal networks and parent-child interactions in the authority and intimacy 

domains, confirm that the parent-child relationship is strongly embedded in culture. Moreover, 

the dissertation documents that Jamaican mothers and children are continuously engaged in a 

dialectical relationship. Each defines and influences the interactions based on their own internal 
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working models of the dyad connected to the larger ecological context (Kuczynski, Marshall, & 

Schell, 1997). The effects of this dialectical process are the constant qualitative change in the 

dyad. Parenting, consequently, is not unidirectional, but instead is bidirectional.  

The findings indicated that Jamaican children were described as purposeful in both 

authority and intimacy based interactional domains. This finding requires an update in theory, to 

reflect this phenomenon. Specifically, acceptance of child agency in both domains and its 

influence on the relationship requires a move away from the unilateral perspective of linear cause 

and effect and active-passive paradigm to a bilateral perspective of active agents. This shift 

requires a change in the language used in research, which describes parents as unilaterally 

teaching, shaping, controlling and transmitting values and children as resisting, complying to, 

submitting to and imitating these values (Kuczynski, Lollis, & Koguchi, 2003). This new 

language, within the Jamaican and wider Caribbean literature, would focus on accommodation, 

negotiation, mutual construction, mutual shaping and mutual cooperation. 

Implications for Clinical Practice 

 The current research focused on non-clinical family mother-child interactions. The 

findings suggest the existence of a network of support that is beneficial for both mother and 

child. Moreover, the parent-child relationship, as described by mothers, consisted of challenges, 

but also had deep love and affection. In regards to clinical intervention programmes, these 

findings suggest that intervention should not include the use of hierarchical power to prevent 

non-compliance, and restore or maintain the relationship. Instead programmes should have 

appropriate levels of positive exchanges and behavioural limits (Cavell, 2001). Jamaican 

practitioners may consider parent-training programmes such as the Responsive Parenting 

Training (Cavell & Strand, 2003) and Strengthening Families Programme (Kumpfer, Alvarado, 
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Smith, & Bellamy, 2002), which are grounded in relational frameworks. These programmes have 

been documented as being more successful in reducing behavioural problems and non-

compliance along with increasing positive interactions (Couch & Evans, 2012). 

 Relational Parenting Programmes aim to equally understand the needs, wants, challenges 

and the long-term development of both parents and children (Couch & Evans, 2012). For such 

programmes to be effective in Jamaica, it would be necessary to modify them to accommodate 

the cultural context. Such programmes would have to consider the influence of members of the 

intergenerational community coalition on the parent-child dyad. There would also be a need to 

consider building on culture specific aspects of closeness, such as parent-child nurturance, while 

continuously encouraging the increase in shared intimate experiences. Any potentially successful 

intervention programme would also need the active participation of parent and child. It would be 

necessary to include a module geared towards understanding that resistance and contradictions 

are a normal form of human development. As part of this model, parents can be taught how to 

anticipate resistance and be provided with helpful strategies to respond to non-compliance. 

Therefore, both parents and children could understand that differences should not be feared, as 

they can lead to positive changes in the relationship.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

 Limitations 

Several limitations to this this study should be noted. First, the study used a single 

informant method, including only Jamaican mothers. This results in an incomplete picture of the 

bidirectionality between the Jamaican mother and child has been created. Children may have a 

different perspective on the mother-child dyad and on individuals in their families’ personal 

social networks. Second, the study focused on families residing in the parishes of Kingston and 

St. Andrew. The sample size of only 30 mothers, in addition to the lack of data from families in 
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rural Jamaican communities reduces the generalisability of the findings. Third, the sample of 

mothers comprised informants from non-clinical families, without severe childhood behavioural 

issues, which makes the transferability of findings to a clinical group questionable. Last, the 

father-child relationship was not investigated, and previous studies have shown that the 

relationship that a child has with his/her mother and father is different (Bradley, Pennar, & Iida, 

2015; Paquette, 2004), which means a richer picture of the Jamaican parent-child relationship 

can likely be established in the future via a similar study on the Jamaican father-child dyad. 

Future Directions  

Notwithstanding the above mentioned limitations, the results of this study suggest several 

areas for future research. There needs to be a concerted effort to develop a parenting model that 

captures the culture-specific findings of the co-existence of collectivism and individualism and 

the coexistence of firm control, coercive discipline strategies and the presence and appreciation 

of intimate experiences. Moreover, as Bugental (2000) suggested, the parent-child relationship 

cycles through three interaction domains - authority, attachment and intimacy. Therefore, it is 

important that future research investigate the relational dynamics in the attachment domain to 

determine similarities and differences between Jamaican parent-child dyads’ experiences of 

attachment and dyads in other cultures. Also, it is necessary to investigate children’s perceptions 

of parent-child interactions in the three domains because it cannot be assumed that they perceive 

the relationship in similar ways. Further exploration is also needed, as it regards the cognitive 

processes of mothers who have decided to break from tradition, to implement more autonomy 

support parenting practices as opposed to traditional strategies. The influence of child agency, 

specifically during parent-child nurturance, also warrants further investigation to determine, in 
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greater detail, circumstances in which the child is parentified and the benefits and drawback of 

this role reversal.  

This study documents Jamaican mothers’ perception of resistance in middle childhood. 

To date, no study has investigated resistance in Jamaican children during early childhood and 

adolescents. This area of investigation is important for understanding child development of 

resistance across the lifespan and, also for comparison of the development of resistance within 

other cultures. With regards to a specific form of resistance- hiss teeth, it would be theoretically 

interesting to further investigate the cognitive processes behind this culture-specific action and 

whether children are aware of their motivations for expressing resistance in this way. 

Furthermore, it would also be interesting to compare and contrast father-child relationships in 

intimacy and authority based interactions, to determine the similarities and differences with 

mother-child relationship. 

The findings of this dissertation may prove helpful to clinicians, social workers and 

mental health professionals because it demonstrates some of the positives attributes of the 

Jamaican mother-child relationship that they may consider emphasizing when planning future 

intervention and prevention programmes for families that may be struggling with understanding 

the dialectical tensions that are inevitable in the relationship. Also, the results may be used as a 

framework for helping parents and children focus on the positive aspects of the relationship 

because previous research confirms that positive interactions increases compliance (Kochanska 

& Kuczynski, 1990).  
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Appendix A: Parent-Child Relationship Study Demographic Information 
 

Identification No: 

Date of interview: 

Family Name: ________________________ Name: ________________ 

Date of Birth: __________ Gender: _______ 

Please read the next set of questions carefully and mark an X beside the options that most 
accurately describe you 

Marital Status: 

__ Single 
__ Common-law union 
__ Married 
__ Divorce 
__ Separated 
__ Other: ________________-  

Education Level: 

__ High School or less (incomplete) 
__ High School or less (completed) 
__ Trade school/vocational qualification/HEART NTA (incomplete) 
__ Trade school/vocational qualification/HEART NTA (completed) 
__ Undergraduate college/university (incomplete) 
__ Undergraduate college/University (completed); Level completed: ____________________ 
 

Occupation: ______________ 

Employment Status: 

__ Not employed outside the home 
__ Employed part-time  
__ Employed full-time  

Who is the primary caregiver in the home? 
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__ Mother 
__ Father 
__ Both 
__ Other:___________ 

Number of children: Male: __________ Female:  _________ 

Age of children: _________________________ 

For the next set of questions we want to know more about the child you will be discussing 
in the interview. Please mark an X beside the answer that most accurately describe your 
child 

 

Gender: Male _____ Female ____ 

Year of Birth ____________ Current Age __________ 

Birth Order of Child _______________ 

What kind of school does your child attend? 

__ Primary 
__ Preparatory 
__ High School 
__ All- Age 
__ Home schooled 
__ Other: _________________ 
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Appendix B: Parent Interview Guide 

Before I begin I would like to tell you a little bit about myself. As mentioned in the 

consent form, I am a student at University of Guelph in Ontario, Canada.  I was born and raised 

in Jamaica and left for Canada in 2009. I was raised by my grandparents in Moneague when I 

was younger and later returned to Kingston where I lived with my mother. I am also a mother of 

an 8 year old boy. As a Jamaican mother, I have always been curious about the uniqueness and 

strengths of the Jamaican parent-child relationship. This curiosity is the foundation of my 

research.  To get an understanding of the relationship I am interviewing Jamaican parents about 

their relationship with their children.   

During this interview we’re going to talk specifically about your relationship with 

________________, and the questions that I am going to ask will be about different aspects of 

your relationship experiences of with ______________ and about family life in general. Let me 

assure you that there are no right or wrong answers. Every family and child is different and 

parenting a child can be very hard. I know because I am also a parent. I just want to get a better 

understanding of how Jamaican mothers think about their relationship with their children, and 

your answers will be part of a larger group of about 30 parents that I am interviewing. It may be 

a difficult task to answer these questions right away, so feel free to ask me if you do not 

understand what I am asking. Later, I will be asking you how I can improve the interview 

especially if I am missing anything you feel are important about your situation. 

The interview should take between one hour and 1 ½ hour, and I will be audio- recording 

it so that it may be transcribed at a later time.  If there are any questions that you do not feel 

comfortable answering, you do not have to answer them.  Do you have any questions before we 

begin? 
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Section 1: The Child: This sections aims to build rapport and to s 

1. I thought we might start by talking a bit about ____________ (child’s name).  Can you 

tell me a bit about _______________?   

PROBES - Tell me a little bit about your child’s 

• Personality – what is _________ personality like? 

• What are ____________ strengths? 

• What are _____________ challenges? 

• What do you like most about ___________? 

• Are there things about ___________ you wish were different? 

2. What are your hopes and dreams for ___________ future? 

Section 2: Intergenerational family coalition  

For the next set of questions, I will be asking you about your family situation. Remember there 
are no right or wrong answers for these questions.  

1. How would you describe your family? Is there anything that is unique or special about 

your family? 

2. Who are the family members that live in your household?  [get age, sex, position in the 

family] 

3. Who are the other family members you have regular contact with who live elsewhere?  

4. I am interested in which family members besides you are important in your child’s life. 

This is linked to the concept that “it takes a village to raise a child” 

• Who else besides you play an important role in raising your child?  [WRITE 

DOWN ACCURATELY EACH MEMBER …HAVE A FORM … goal: assess 

intergenerational coalition in the family] 
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• What is _____ role in the ______________life? Ask for each member 

o What does each do for _________? 

• Who is responsible for childrearing or daily care of ____________? 

• Think of all the persons you have mentioned, what is the interaction between 

these persons like? Do they get along well? Are there any challenges/conflicts? 

• Who is the child close to? {use bulls eye method or ask parent to rank persons} 

• Do you have any additional comments that you would like to make about your 

family life or situation? 

Section 3: Parent-child relationship questions 

Now I want to ask about parent child relationships. 

1. Parent child relationships in general 

First a general question. The relationship between parent and child can be described in 

many ways. In general, what comes to mind when you think about a relationship a parent 

has with their child….? 

2. Specific Mother-child relationship 

a. Can you describe to me what your relationship with ____________ is like?   

b. What do you like about your relationship? 

c. What are some of the challenges in the relationship? 

3. Areas of the relationship 
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Now, I will be switching gears and will now ask you questions about different parts of your 

relationship with _____________? We will be focusing on  

• Interactions where you feel close to your child 

•  Interactions where your child is upset worried or needy 

• Interactions where you provide guidance, rules or discipline 

• Interaction where your child resists or opposes your wishes (or tries to influence your 

decisions) . Remember there are no right or wrong answers. Try to answer in as much 

detail as you can 

Intimacy/Reciprocity Domain Questions (Interactions where you feel close to your child) 

General conception 

1. All parents experience times when they feel close to their children and other times when 

they don’t feel as close.  Can you describe your relationship with __________ in terms of 

some of these ups and downs? 

 -Probes:  When do you feel close to your child?  When do you not feel so close? 

Specific Incidents 

2. I’m interested in hearing more about specific times when you felt especially close to 

__________.   First I’d like to hear about the everyday kinds of moments where you felt close to 

____________, and then I’m going to ask you about the times that do not happen as often, but 

stand out as being memorable. So, to start I’d like you to think about the moments when you feel 

close with __________ that happen on an everyday sort of basis. 
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I’d like you to think of two (2) recent examples and what I’ll do is ask you about each moment 

separately.  What I’d like you to do is describe each moment in as much detail as possible. 

Incident 1 Let’s start with the first example. 

 -Who initiated it? 

 -What happened? 

 -What you and your child did? 

-What are the specific aspects of this moment that made you feel especially close? 

-For this incident, how did you know that you felt close?  (How could you tell?   

-How did you feel? 

Incident 2 - Describe another occasion? 

 -Who initiated it? 

 -What happened? 

 -What you and your child did? 

-What are the specific aspects of this moment that made you feel especially close? 

-For this moment, how did you know that you felt close?  (How could you tell?  How did 

you feel?) 

Memorable moments 
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So we’ve talked about some of these everyday kinds of moments of closeness that you’ve had 

with _________, but I’m also interested in hearing about experiences that might be unique or 

don’t happen as often ,perhaps during the past year, but that are especially memorable for you. 

I’d like you to try to think of one example of an incident from the past that was especially 

memorable for you.   

Incident 1 Let’s start with the first example. 

  -What happened? (What you and your child did?) 

 -What are the specific aspects of this moment that made you feel especially close? 

-For this moment, how did you know that you felt close? (How could you tell? What did 

you feel?) 

 - Incident 2 Can you think of another incident where you felt close that was especially 

memorable to you?  

 -What happened? (What you and your child did?) 

 -What are the specific aspects of this moment that made you feel especially close? 

-For this moment, how did you know that you felt close? (How could you tell? What did 

you feel?) 

Incident 3 ( Optional).  Is there another memorable incident that you want to describe? 

 -What happened? (What you and your child did?) 

 -What are the specific aspects of this moment that made you feel especially close? 

-For this moment, how did you know that you felt close? (How could you tell? What did 

you feel?) 

II Interactions where your child is upset worried or needy (attachment security) 

Now, I would like to talk about incidents where your child has been upset worried or needy.  
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General conception:  In general what are your personal feelings about how parents should 

handle a child who is upset, worried or needy? Does it depend on the situation? 

Specific Incidents 

Similar to the previous set of questions I am going to ask you to describe 2 examples of when 

_______was upset or worried? 

Incident 1 For the first incident: 

• Tell me about the incident?  What happened?  How did you find out about it? What did 

your child say or do? 

• How did you respond or react to that? 

• How did you think or feel about that incident? 

Incident 2 Tell me about another incident in as much details as you can.  

• What happened?  How did you find out about it? What did your child say or do? 

• How did you respond or react to that? 

• How did you think or feel about that incident? 

III Hierarchy/Authority Domain Questions  

Now we are going to switch gears again and talk about discipline and rules. Every household and 

parent-child relationship is different. Because of this difference the types of discipline and rules 

may be very different. 

General Question 
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Tell me about your approach to setting rules and disciplining ______________? How important 

is disciplining ____?  

What are some of the rules that you have for…?  

• Home (e.g. chores, siblings) 

• Outside the home (School, friends) 

• Self-care 

Can you tell me how the rules are different today than they were when ___________ was 

younger?  

Specific Incidents 

Incident 1 Think of a recent time when you had to discipline ___________?  

• What happened? What did ___________ do for you to discipline him/her? 

• What did you do? 

• How did your child react to your reprimand or discipline? 

• How did you think or feel about the incident? 

Incident 2 Think of another recent time when you had to discipline ___________?  

• What happened? What did ___________ do for you to discipline him/her? 

• What did you do 

• How did your child react to your reprimand or discipline? 

• How did you think or feel about the incident? 
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IV   Interactions where your child resists or opposes your wishes or tries to influence your 

decisions (Child resistance and Agency) 

General question 

All parents experience times when children complain or resist your requests or rules.   

• Have you noticed any change in the way ________ responds to your requests and 

rules as he/she got older? 

• How do you think or feel about your child’s resistance or the way he expresses 

resistance? 

Specific incidents. 

Incident 1 

• What happened? 

• What did your child say or do that was resistant? 

• What did you do? 

• How did you think or feel about the incident? 

Incident 2 

• What happened? 

• What did your child say or do that was resistant? 

• What did you do? 

• How did you think or feel about the incident? 

V  Relationship Maintenance/Child Agency Questions 
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Purpose: To explore the actions taken by parents and children to maintain and or repair their 

relationship. 

1. What are some of the daily things you and __________ do to create harmony or 

improve your relationship with your child?  

2. What are some of the things your child does that improves his/her relationship with 

you?  

3. Sometimes things happen that create tension or temporarily damages the relationship.  

What are some of the things you would do to repair your relationship with 

_____________ when there is tension in the relationship?? 

4. What are some of the things your child__________ do to repair your relationship 

when it has been damaged? 

Social Construction of the Jamaican Family 

The last topic is very general….I would like you to take a step back and think about Jamaican 

culture and Jamaican Families  

Do you think that there is something special and unique about Jamaican Families compared to 

families in other cultures? 

3. What are Jamaican families like? 

4. What are the strengths of the Jamaican family? 

5. What are the challenges of the Jamaican family? 

Is there anything that you would like to see improved about Jamaican families in the 

future? 
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Concluding question 

1. At this point I would like you to take a couple of moments to reflect on the questions that 

we have addressed in the interview. Can you tell me what your general impression or 

feelings were while you were thinking about the questions? 

2. Is there anything that you would like to add that you did not get a chance to talk about? 
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Appendix C: University of Guelph Research Board Certificate 
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Appendix D: University of the West Indies Ethics Committee Approval 
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Appendix E: Parent Consent Form 

 

 

 

 

You are asked to participate in a research study conducted by Taniesha Burke, PhD Candidate, 
from the Department of Family Relations and Applied Nutrition at the University of Guelph, 
Ontario, Canada. The results of this study will contribute to Taniesha Burke’s dissertation 
requirements for a Doctor of Philosophy Degree. 

If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact Taniesha 
Burke: Investigator: Telephone 876-970-6339, Email: burket@uoguelph.ca or Dr. Garth Lipps: 
Local Supervisor, Telephone: 876-970-6339, Email: garth.lipps@uwimona.edu.jm or Dr. Leon 
Kuczynski: Faculty Supervisor, Telephone 519-824-4120 ext. 52421, Email: 
lkuczyns@uoguelph.ca 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study is to develop an understanding of the perspectives of Jamaican mothers 
and their biological children in middle childhood on family and parent-child relationships.  Of 
special interest are how mothers and their children describe family in general, how they describe 
their own family and the family members that influence the child’s development, and how 
mothers and children describe their relationship with each other during moments that are 
mutually satisfying.  

Procedures  

If you volunteer to participate in this study, we would like you to do the following: 

1. Agree to participate in a semi-structured interview with the researcher, either at your 
home, at a designated laboratory at the University of the West Indies, Mona or at another 
mutually agreed upon location.  
 

2. You will be interviewed individually, and the interview will take 1 to 1 ½ hour complete. 

 

Understanding Bidirectionality in Jamaican 
Parent-Child Relationships 

During Middle Childhood 
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During this interview you will be asked questions about your views on the family, how 
you describe your own family and how they influence your child who will also be 
interviewed and how you perceive your experiences with this child. 

 

3. You will complete a short questionnaire for you and your child who will be interviewed. 
The questionnaire consists of demographic questions such as gender, age, education 
level, and marital status, for example.  
 

The interview will be audio-taped and transcribed to ensure accurate transcription of your 
responses and for the purpose of data analysis. You may leave your contact information with the 
researcher if you wish to receive results of the study. If you wish to receive results, the 
researcher will send them to you upon completion of the study in approximately one year’s time. 

Potential Risks and Discomfort 

When completing the interview, some of the questions deal with personal details and experiences 
and you could feel discomfort when answering them. The interview may help to identify any 
emotional issues you may have in relation to your child. We have attached a list of service 
providers in the incentive package should you need to speak with someone about these feelings 
after the interview is completed. You may choose not to answer a particular question if you wish, 
by telling the researcher that you do not wish to answer that question.  

You should be aware that should your child disclose instances of serious physical harm to self 
and others or should the researcher believe there are circumstances of serious harm to your child 
the researcher will be obligated to make a report to her local research advisor, the Centre for the 
Investigation of Sexual Offenses and Child Abuse (CISOCA), and the research ethics boards at 
the University of the West Indies and University of Guelph. 

Potential Benefits to Participants and/or to Society  

We believe you will find the experience beneficial in terms of sharing your experiences as a 
parent and helping to inform future research. We intend to publish and disseminate the results of 
the study so that the scientific community, organisations that focus on the needs of the family 
and the general public benefit from the additional knowledge on the topic area that has so far 
received little attention. Also, the general society may benefit from this study through a better 
understanding of the mutually satisfactory components of parent-child relationship which may be 
promoted to increase the strength of the relationship.  

Remuneration Information  

As a thank you for participating in this study, you will not be paid money for your participation; 
instead, you will receive one JM $200 (CAD $2) prepaid Lime or Digicel phone card or a 
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transfer of credit of JM$200 (CAD $2), depending on the phone carrier you are with and your 
service contract.  

Confidentiality  

Your responses will be confidential. Every effort will be made to ensure confidentiality of any 
identifying information that is obtained in connection with this study. All data will be kept on an 
encrypted laptop and external hard drive with a password that only the researcher has access to.  
All names will be changed in the transcription of the audiotapes or presenting the data so that 
participants’ names will not be connected with their data. You may review the audio tapes upon 
request. All audiotapes will be destroyed within 5 years of the completion of the study. 

Participation and Withdrawal  

You may withdraw your consent at any time and discontinue participation without consequence. 
You are not waiving any legal claims, rights or remedies because of your participation in this 
research study.  This study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance through the 
University of West Indies, Mona and the University of Guelph Research Ethics Boards. If you 
have questions regarding your rights as a research participant, contact: 

Professor Horace Fletcher   Telephone: Tel: (876) 927-1297 
Dean, Faculty of Medical Sciences  
University of the West Indies, Mona  Email: medsci@uwimona.edu.jm 
Mona Road, Kingston 7    

Research Ethics Officer   Telephone: (519) 824-4120, ext. 56606 
University of Guelph    Email:sauld@uoguelph.ca 
437 University Centre    Fax: (519) 821- 5236 
Guelph, ON, N1G 2W1 

Signature of Research Participant  

I have read the information provided for the study “Understanding Bidirectionality in Jamaican 
Parent-Child Relationships” as described herein. My questions have been answers to my 
satisfaction, and I agree to participate in this study. I have been given a copy of this form. 

 

_______________________________ 

Name of Participant 
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_______________________    ___________________ 

Signature of Participant    Date 

 

SIGNATURE OF WITNESS 

_______________________________ 

Name of Participant 

 

_______________________    ___________________ 

Signature of Participant    Date 

 

Please sign here to indicate that your family received the JM$200 prepaid card or JM$ credit 
transfer. 

________________________________________ 

 

If you are interested in receiving the results of this study, please print your email or mailing 
address below. 

Email Address:  ____________________________ or 

 

Mailing Address:  ____________________________ 
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Appendix F: Research Announcement 

 

 


