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Abgtract

This study emerged from concerns raised by providers of socid services to South Asans-
Canadians that many of thar clients experienced many problems with the Children's Aid
Society (CAS) during child wdfae interventions. These sarvice providers fdt that
problems arose because of a lack of understanding of the norms, values and parenting
goproaches of the group. A mixed-method exploratory study was conducted with 29
South Adan parents, 18 mothers and 11 fathers, to understand the discipline styles and
help-seeking approaches of South AsanCanadian parents, what they perceive as unique
about ther parenting gpproaches and the issues that they confront in raisng children in
Canada.

Findings from the sudy suggest that what South AdanCanadians consider to be
aoproprigte and inappropriate parenting does not differ subgtantialy from the standards
used by the Children’'s Aid Societies in Ontario. However, participants were fearful that
these families would be trested more harshly by the sysem and that they would
experience greater problems as their vaues would not be understood by the CAS. They
adso had a strong sense that their values are judged and invdidated by society generaly.
Parents identified the sressors on South Adan immigrant families in parenting their
children in a Canadian context and the ways in which they negotiate these stressors. The
findings are useful for child welfare and support prectitioners to better undersand the
culturd and contextud issues for South AganCanadian families so as to provide
culturally reevant sarvices to families tha come to ther attention.  Isues for
congderation for service providers is the reluctance on the part of South Asian-Canadian
parents to seek help outsde the family and to report concerns they may have about
families



Overview of Research Conducted
Background

The increesng diversty of the Canadian population has placed demands on mainstream
inditutions to ensure that services meet the needs of minority populations. A
consgderable chdlenge has been to Children's Aid Societies (CASs), which provide
mandated child protection services to families from diverse backgrounds.  Stll, many
immigrant groups ae finding the interventions of Children’s Aid Sociey very
problematic. They fed that current child protection standards used and the corresponding
interventions are not sendtive to culturdly diverse child rearing prectices. The large
numbers of dients on child wdfae casdoads who identify ther birth to be outside
Canada (50% for CAS of Metropolitan Toronto), differentia representation of minority
children on child wefare casdoads (Abney, 1996) and a dearth of knowledge about
minority groups despite a legd requirement for culturadly sendtive sarvices (CFSA),
makes it essentid to develop knowledge in the area.

Method

An exploratory mixed-method study was conducted with 29 parents — 18 mothers and 11
fathers — of South Asian background. This group was chosen as the focus of the research
for three reasons. (1) Providers of socid services to South Adan families involved with
the child welfare system, identified this as an area that needed attention. They requested
for collaboraion with the university to conduct research in the area. The CAS d Metro
Toronto also identified this an essential area of research. Their research director noted
that the agency provided child protection intervention to an increesng number of families
of South Asian background, yet there was a serious lack of knowledge available about the
group. Over a peiod of a year, joint meetings with community members, service
providers and academics had helped to better understand the nature of the problem and to
develop collaborative relationships. (2) Research has identified differentid rates of
ubgtantiation for different forms of mdtreatment for South Asans by the CAS when
compared to white families (Trocmé McPhee, Tam & Hay, 1994). (3) South Adans
confront barriers to services and are at risk for ethnocentric practice by mangream
agencies because of ther racid, culturd and linguidic diverdty. We were interested in
underganding the child-rearing norms and vaues of a diverse group, their help-seeking
behaviours, whether they percelve their child rearing approaches to be different to those
of the dominant community, issues they confront in raising children in Canada and ways
in which they negotiate these.

We chose a mixed-method research approach, with both a quantitative and a quditative
component to our study for severd reasons. Previous studies had used quantitative
techniques to record the differences in what parents from diverse backgrounds identified
as abusve (for examples see Rose & Meezan, 1996; Hong & Hong, 1991; Giovannoni &
Becerra, 1979) and used this informaion to demarcate differences in child rearing
gpproaches among diverse groups.  This approach however, did not provide a
comprehensve understanding of the group and the rationde for specific expectations of



children and parents, contextua issues that parents druggled with the hedthy ways in
which gdruggles were negotiated. The result was that the behaviours of groups were
evauated, either as better or worse than a normative center, that of the dominant group.

With the current sudy we sought to move away from such an gpproach. A two-part
exploratory descriptive procedure utilizing questionnaire and focus group interviewing
was employed. A/ Questionnaires that included case vignettes developed to dicit what
parentd behaviours ae conddered to be appropriate and inappropriate were
adminigered. Culture specific expectations of children were included in the vignettes to
understand how South Adan paents in Canada negotiate these expectations.
Information on the group’'s hep seeking behaviour when encountering child rearing
problems was sought and participants were asked to eleborate quditatively the reasons
for their reponses.  This section provided parents with the opportunity to digtinguish the
importance of culture specific expectations of children while dso assessng the responses
of parents to non-compliance by children to these expectations. The questionnare
helped to focus the study on child discipline issues while aso providing an opportunity
for parents to privately discuss issues that they many not want to discuss in persond
conversations. B/ Subsequent to completing the questionnaire parents were interviewed
in a focus group. The am of the focus group was to enrich the quantitative data
Paticipants were asked what they conddered to be appropriate and inappropriate
discipline, what community sanctions exisds for behaviour tha is congdered
ingppropriate, who they contact in dtuations where problems are encountered, whether
they fdt that ther parenting gpproaches were different to that of mainstream parenting
and issues they encounter in raisng children in Canada. Focus group interviewing was
the prefered method of collecting data as the am of the study was not to gain insght
from each specific individuad about their thoughts on parenting but rather to ascertan
how participants as a group thought about the subject matter being discussed.  Within
group differences as wdl as gmilaities were of interet as were aess that rased
discussons and understanding of how these were addressed in a group. Focus group
interviews provide certain advantages that other quditative data gathering techniques do
not. :Through discusson about conscious, semiconscious and unconscious psychologica
and socio-cultural characteristics and processes’ (Berg, 1995, p. 68), researchers can
learn about specific topics. Interactions between members can lead to the introduction of
and elaboration of different agpects of atopic.

Recruitment occurred through referds from loca service providers, lesflet postings,
presentations at community centres, English as a Second Language classes, and locd
gathering places of the group. Other interviewees referred severd respondents.  South
AdanCanadian parents who had been in the country less than twelve years were
included in the dudy. All individuds who had immigrated directly from the South Asan
region — India, Pakigan, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and so forth and who identified
themsdves as South Asian were included. South Asans from other parts of the world
were not included in the sample, as these groups would have additiona influences from
their countries of origin confounding the findings of the study. Many factors influence the
changes individuds and families experience as they sdtle in a new country, however, a
decison was made to st the limit of immigration to Canada & twelve years as it



provided a greater opportunity of diciting responses that are uniquely South Asan. This
time frame can dso highlight the contextua issues tha may be prevdent due to the
resettlement process.

Participants were chosen to represent gender, rdigion, education and Socio-economic
datus. In sdecting the mix for the focus groups, efforts were made to ensure that dl
paticipants in a specific group spoke a common language. Since the project manager
and the research assstant spoke four South Asan languages (Hindi, Urdu, Punjabi and
Gujerati) and English, the focus group interviews were conducted in one of these

languages.

Recruitment and interviewing was conducted by the project manager, a doctord student
of South Asan background, and the research assstant, aso of South Asian background,
who is planning to apply for doctora studies. These group facilitators were integra to
the project as they provided access to the community, developed culturally specific
vignettes, promoted grester openness during the interviews, provided language
interpretation during interviews and cultura interpretation during the anadyses.

Focus group discussions were recorded and transcribed.  The project manager and
research assstant conducted content analysis of the first two focus group discussons and
identified the themes that emerged. Additional themes were added as analys's proceeded.
By the fifth focus group no new themes emerged and it was clear that saturation had been
reached. SPSS was used to organize and andyze the quantitative data. Severd team
members reviewed the themes to assess if the interpretations were appropriate and
grounded in the data (Charmaz, 1983).

Results

Participants conddered persstent use of physcd discipling, use of physcd discipline to
the excluson of other methods of discipline, use of an indrument, leaving bruises,
gpanking in vulnerable areas such as the head and the face and use of physica force with
older children to be ingppropriate. Other actions of parents consdered inappropriate
were  both parents being very busy; not having rules for children; not teaching culturd
ways, parents fighting in the presence of children; reprimanding children in the presence
of others in a way that causes them embarassment and neglecting children. Neglect
included lack of supervison, ingppropriate clothing for the westher, lack of responding to
a dangerous dgtuaion and the lack of parentd involvement in assessng the safety of
children.  Paticipants identified a number of drategies used for disciplining children.
These included: taks with the child, asking father to intervene tdling the child dories
that capture acceptable behaviours in children; teking away privileges ignoring the
ingppropriate action of the child; being emotiondly unresponsve to the child; removing
onedf from the gdtuation if one is becoming very angry; withholding emotiondly from
the child; and telling the child of the shame they are bringing to the famiily.



Two themes that emerged strongly in our research were that of parentd respongbility and
of expectaions of children. With regards to parental respongbility parents consdered it
to be important to have routines for children and parents were to set examples for their
children. Teaching of culture and religion was aso considered to be extremdy important.
Participants viewed the teaching of culture and rdigion as both providing a mord base
for children as wel as acting as a shidd agang racism in society.  Important themes
regarding expectations for children was that of respect for dders, ligening to them and
being obedient to thar wishes Other themes in this respect were that children should
learn about culture, have an afiligtion to religion and have a strong work ethic.

Paticipants fdt that it was ided to access hdp firdly from family members. They
identified grandparents, brothers, ssters and other eders in the family. However, some
noted that they preferred help from close friends rather than family. Participants noted
sved problems in obtaining hdp from family members. They noted that since the
move to Canada, family members were not dways avaladle Even if there was family
here, often the closeness that existed between family members was no longer present
because of distance and the fast-paced lifestyle in Canada. Another issue in seeking help
from family members was that of privacy. Paticipants did not want others in the family
to know of ther problems. There was a sense of shame around experiencing problems,
epecidly problems with children. There was a concern that family members would
judge them for experiencing problems.

Religious leaders were dso consdered for help, dthough not as strongly as one would
have expected. Participants messed the ability to easlly access help from neighbours and
the support that they had from living in neighbourhoods where there was a smilaity of
vaues.

In the Canadian context family and community members were generdly rductant to
intervene if they found that parents were experiencing difficulties A few paticipants
reported that they would intervene and some have helped families both directly as well as
to access hep and community supports. Participants were reluctant to report problems in
a family to the CAS as they were concerned that these families would then face greater
problems rather than get the needed help. There was a sense that western society, of
which the CAS is a part, does not have an understanding of South Asian customs and
vaues and that socid workers would not be supportive of these when providing services.

Indeed, participants fet that South Asans had an approach that was different to the
maindream. They reported that for South Asians there was less focus on the part of
parents on their individual needs, there was a greater focus on the family as a group, on
al members working for the good of the family unit and parents remaning involved in
the lives of ther offspring even into adulthood. Some unique vaues tha participants
identified were respect for elders, acceptance of the decison of eders, modesty, privacy,
non-acceptance of premarita sexud rdationships and early dating and having religion as
an important guide for values. Participants also commented that there was a



commondity of vaues amongst South Adans despite dfiligion to different rdigious
groups.

Paticipants identified a number of issues, both culturd and contextud, that they
experienced in rasng ther children in Canada.  Although there have been benefits to
moving to Canada there have dso been difficulties. Culturd differences place sress on
parenting and in transmitting values. Parents sometimes have increased the practice of
religion and adherence to culture as it is one way of edablishing pride, combating
denigration in society and having some of their vaues transmitted to their  children.
They find that maindream vaues are pervasive, imparted a schools and other inditutions
placing dtress on parents in transmitting their values.  In addition there is a lack of a close
knit extended family/neighbourhood to support transmittal of values, South Asan vaues
are not validated in society and are in fact denigrated and there is greater emphasis on
materid goods in Canada. Still, as parents have immigraed to give therr children
advantages, they have the desire to give their children as much as possble. Lifestyle
differences in Canada due to the wesather dso makes parenting stressful.  There is a
greater need for parents to occupy children during leisure times. Lack of extended family
adds to these difficulties. Participants recognized that nonSouth Asan Canadian parents
are dso experiencing stress in child rearing because of changesin society.

Program, Policy and Research Implications

Although quditative studies are designed to be neither representative nor generdizable,
our findings do provide indghts for program development and indicate aress for future
research that may have important implications for policy development.

Program Devel opment

Program developers need to take a holistic gpproach to South Asian families and consider
both the contextual and cultura issues that are prevaent for South Asans in the Canadian
context. Clearly, this group does not conform with the directives issued in some training
programs that “some ethnic or cultura backgrounds may be more likely to condone
severe spankings or beatings as a form of discipling’ (Crawford, 1999). Participants
made a clear digtinction between appropriate and inappropriate actions and persstent use
of physca discipline is not condoned. What participants reported as being ingppropriate
would not differ from the digibility spectrum for service used by CASs in Ontario.
However, program developers need to include South Asan vaues and norms in service
provison.  Paticipants provided a wedth of information about ways to discipline
children that were not abusve. These should be included in services provided to South
Adan. Cetan core vaues may lead to tenson between service providers and South
Asan families, such as a high expectation of respect for dders, the importance of
listening to the advice of eders, srong adherence to religion and rules around dating and
premarital sex. If parents come to the atention of the CAS for abusve or neglectful
behaviour, it should not be assumed tha this behaviour is culturd. Paents may be
experiencing problemsin a number of areas. The action may result from an effort to



trangmit vaues in an environment that denigrates such vaues as wdl as a number of
other factors such as persondity of individuds in the family, problems in finding
employment and so forth. Taking an ecologica perspective, South Adans face a
particularly harsh environment and program developers must make dl efforts to provide
sarvices in ways that do not exacerbate this environment. However, as with parents fom
the mainstream some best efforts may not help to resolve problems and this may be due
to avariety of reasons.

Policy and Research Implications

Although the Child and Family Services Act currently specifies that services should be
culturdly sengtive, there needs to be greater efforts by service providers to develop
policies a the locd levels to operationdize the concept. Policy should be developed to
carify the concept further and then require socid workers to take training to learn to
goply the concepts. Paticipants in this study provided a wedth of information that could
be used by service providers to develop policy and training.

Further research should be conducted to continue the knowledge base in this area, not
only with other South Asans but aso with members of other diverse groups.

South Asian Canadians are now living in a context that is different to the context they left
behind. This new environment has advantages as well as chdlenges One of the
chdlenges may be the disruption caused to families when they move and the gep crested
by this disruption. The study has provided information on how parents are negotiating
and managing in the new context. Efforts need to be made to develop programs that
support newcomers who are struggling with these issues and funding is needed to support
such programs.

Resear ch Outputs
Two Conference Presentations
Maiter, S;; Trocmé N. & Shakir, U. (May, 1999). Fabricating tools of resstance: Mora

and ehicd dilemmas in cross-culturd research.  Quditatives '99 conference, Universty
of New Brunswick, Fredericton, New Brunswick, Canada.

Maiter, S.; Trocmé, N. (August, 1999). Understanding South Asian-Canadian approaches
to parenting: Findings from aresearch project. Conference presentation for OCASI.

Work in Progress

Maiter, S.; Trocmé, N. & Shakir, U. (May 2000). Understanding South Asian-Canadian

approachesto parenting:  Findings from a research project. For the peer reviewed journd,
Child Matreatment.



Dissemination Activities

In addition to the academic publications and conference presentation there will be severd
other forms of dissemination. Findings from the study will be presented to socid workers
in Children's Aid Societies as well as to socia workers in other settings such as hospitals,
schools and children's mentad hedth agencies. The socia workers a both collaborating
agencies have requested tha findings be presented to their saff and plans are underway
for these. The Hospitd for Sick Children has dso requested that findings be presented to
them. Pans are underway to have this occur in March 2000. Findly, a handbook is
being written by team members for use by child wdfare professonds. Findings are dso
being presented at the CERIS conference in Toronto in March, 2000.

Nature of the Resear ch Collaboration

The CERIS grant helped to srengthen links with local service providers. The research
addressed an issue of direct concern to the community partners involved and thereby
edablished credibility about the vadue of academia and locd service providers
collaborating to conduct research that is meaningful for practice.  Without community
partners identifying the need for the research, having a participatory voice in various
dages of the study and facilitating recruitment this sudy would not have the rich data
that it produced.

Training Opportunities

Both research assstants played key roles in the project. One was a doctora student while
the other had plans to apply for doctora studies but needed current research experience to
enhance her gpplication for the program. Under supervison of the principd investigator
and the co-investigator they developed their skills in conceptudizing research, linking the
appropriate research method to the research question, recruitment, question development,
andyds and writing. While both are co-presenters at a conference, one, Sarah Maiter,
has dso presented independently a a conference.  Her proposa to the American
Professona Society on the Abuse of Children has also been accepted for July 2000.
There are further plans for her to present at loca hospitals, schools and socia service
agencies. Ms. Maiter is currently writing an article from the research for submisson to a
peer-reviewed journd’s specid issue on culturd diversty.  She will dso be induding
aspects of the findings in a chapter that she has been asked to write for a book on cross-
cultural social work prectice.  The experience gained on the project has helped Ms.
Maiter to conceptudize and refine her doctoral research contributing to her progress in
the program. As a result of her work on the project she is conducting research that will
contribute to better services for South AsanCanadians. The research assigtant, Ms.
Uzma Shakir has been hired as the executive director for the Council of Agencies Serving
South Asans. Experience on the project contributed to her gaining this employment.
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