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■  ■ he three pillars of parenting which 
provide the structure which holds the 
house of parenting together, are knowl­
edge, love and discipline. These pillars 
rest on a foundation of values. The 
overarching roof is represented by the 
goals and objectives of parenthood. All 
these parts of the structure should be 
strong and mutually reinforcing.

���������

Parenting requires knowledge, which relates to questions such as:

• What do I expect of myself as a parent?
• What do I expect of my husban4/wife as a parent?
• Do I know what to expect of a child at different stages of development?

Answers to questions such as these are essential for effective 
parenting. It may be argued that most people muddle along well enough 
without confronting such complex questions. This may indeed be so; 
however, it needs to be asked whether this is good enough for such a 
vitally important task. Moreover, anything which increases the effective­
ness of a parent should simultaneously make parenting a less stressful 
task, because some uncertainties have been removed, some aims have 
become clearer, and some perspective has been gained. In turn, feeling 
more confident should increase the joys of parenting.

� � �� � � � � � � !"�#�� $#� �%

How one has been brought up will inevitably influence one's approach to
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parenting. Some people may wish to follow the example set by their own 
parents closely or, at the other extreme, may react strongly against it. For 
example, a person who resented a very authoritarian father and strict 
mother could later be a very permissive parent.

------------------------------------------------------------------ EXERCISE

At this point it might be useful to consider some features of yourself as a 
parent by answering the following questions. (Do this in writing first, then 
discuss the answers with your spouse or a group.)

1 My main goal as a parent is to ..................................................................
2 How have you come to decide on this as your main goal: what factors, 

experiences, observations or knowledge have influenced you?

3 How similar or different are your views from those of your husband/
wife?.........................................................................................................

4 The hardest part of being a parent is ........................................................
5 The best part of being a parent is .............................................................

Share your views with your partner or, if in a group, with one other 
person.

KEEP YOUR ANSWERS AND REFER BACK TO THEM LATER.

Knowing your child
Knowledge of one's child requires some sort of perspective, yet every 
parent knows how difficult it is to be objective because we are just too 
emotionally involved. Sometimes we see ourselves in our children, who 
may be a source of pride, exasperation or shame to us! What mother has 
not heard her child talking to its doll, the neighbour's child or family dog 
in words that sounded just like her own: and she did not like what she 
heard!

Parents may also lack perspective because a child is seen through the 
filter of their own expectations. They may have a tomboy daughter but see
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LOVE
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C S Lewis makes an interesting distinction between what he calls 
Need-Love and Gift-Love. 'The typical example of Gift-Love would be that 
love which moves a man to work and plan and save for the future well­
being of his family whereas Need-Love is the love which 'sends a 
lonely frightened child to its mother's arms (1971, p 7). Overtime, the 
relationship between these two kinds of love changes. As the child 
matures and becomes more independent, so the need element decreases, 
although it may surface again even in adulthood in times of crisis. When 
parents become elderly, we may see a complete reversal of this pattern.

� �- - ��� " #%�� �� � "�$#� �%#!� !�. 

Fromm says: 'Love is the active concern for the life and growth of that 
which we love' (1972, p 25). It is, therefore, an ongoing process which is 
linked to a sense of responsibility that initially focuses strongly on the 
physical care and survival of the infant.

In the animal world, such care seems to be entirely instinctive: the 
mother responds instinctively to the need of her newborn calf, kitten or 
monkey. In turn, the newborn animal responds with pre-programmed 
behaviour. Human babies are far more helpless at birth. So, from the very 
beginning the mother has to take full responsibility for the mere survival of 
her child. She is guided by love rather than instinct.

Parental love embraces #** $%#�* � of the child for what it is: even 
though Peter wanted a son, he can accept his daughter lovingly. It is this 
acceptance of the child which lays the foundation for the development of 
the child's self-image and self-respect. Moreover, recognising a child's 
uniqueness and respecting this acts as a 
domination and manipulation to suit the 
parent's needs. Parental love is, however, 
not an unchanging constant. At times it may 
be all tenderness and pride, and sometimes it 
may be allied to a sense of guilt and anxiety 
and when a child is truly at risk, it may be 
associated with almost unbearable pain. The 
very strength of a parent's love heightens the 
capacity for both great worry and joy.

Despite tremendous challenges to it, parental love is probably the most 
resilient kind of love. There may be times when a parent does not

safeguard against parental
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particularly like his child, as when a rebellious teenager seems intent on 
breaking all the rules of the house, when a bright child refuses to put any 
effort into its schoolwork, when a son is quite unable to find the time to 
wash his father's car, but always finds time to wash that of his girlfriend! 
There may certainly be times when parents may want to divorce their 
children just as children would sometimes like to divorce their parents. 
However, in an otherwise loving home, such differences and conflicts are 
temporary and do not lead to mutual rejection.

Tough m ind and a tender heart
Martin Luther King (1969) said some very wise things about love. He 
stressed the combination of a tough mind and a tender heart. The tough 
mind helps us to guard against sentimental and over-indulgent parental 
love which does not foster a child's development.

Sarah is an overindulgent mother. Any problems her son Dennis had 
she believed were always caused by others, so she never encouraged 
him to take responsibility for his actions or their consequences. When 
he failed at school, it was because of poor teaching; when he was not 
chosen for the soccer team it was because he was not the teacher's pet; 
when he stole a car it was because his friends misled him; and when 
he assaulted an elderly person it was because he was provoked. Now 
at forty, an idle, unhappy person, he blames the world for his 
problems and his mother is still constantly covering up for him.

Tough-mindedness means that thought is given to the consequences 
of a child's behaviour, which sometimes demands that firm action be 
taken because it is in the long-term interests of a child and its 
development. Tough-mindedness becomes hard-heartedness when it is 
not motivated by concern for the child, but by selfish parental desires such 
as having a 'perfect child'.

Some mothers and fathers play complementary roles: the one may be 
more tough-minded, the other more tender-hearted. Provided they have 
common parental aims, they may achieve a good balance, but, in the 
absence of shared parental aims, confusion in the child is very likely.

In a nutshell, love involves the mind as well as the heart. It also 
involves effort and action. Peck (1990) says quite simply: '... love is 
effortful'. Expressing and sustaining love, be it between loving adults or
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DISCIPLINE, RESPONSIBILITY AND CONTROL�

Discipline and control
#�������� ����������� ��� ���� ����� �������� ������ ����� �������� ��� ������ ��� ���
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�����������������	��	�����"�%����������������������������������������������
��� %�������� �������� ��� 7E.H� ���� ��� 7EEH� ��� '����� ��������	"� +�� 7E.H� ����
��$����������������

3E



• talking out of turn
• chewing gum
• making a noise
• running in hallways
• queue jumping
• ignoring dress code
• littering.

Now compare these 
with those listed for 1990:

• drug abuse
• alcohol abuse
• sexual behaviour
• attempted suicide
• rape and sexual assualt
• robbery and theft
• physical assault.

12 3

(Quoted by Clem Sunter, 1996, based on the Congressional Quarterly, 1993.)

This is an alarming list of criminal activity and one has to ask: What 
has happened to values and to discipline?

�+ � $��$�� � � " �$#� �%#!� *��%��!

The purpose of parental control should be

• to foster their child's development
• to teach and encourage desired behaviour
• to develop a sense of responsibility
• to help the child to move from control by others toward self-control, a 

long and difficult process.

2������� ��� �������

Four different methods of training can be identified.
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Avoidance versus teaching
In the very young child, parents may have to take strong and fast avoiding 
action, as when preventing a child from putting its fingers into electric 
plugs or boiling water. A little child may also have to be distracted and its 
attention redirected when it insists on pulling the dog's ears or spitting at 
strangers. However, as a child gains in understanding so teaching should 
replace avoidant action to an increasing extent. The focus should be on the 
do's rather than the don'ts. Instead of saying: 'Don’t touch that vase!', a 
child could be helped to hold it gently, put its hand inside and feel its 
hollowness, stroke its shining surface and then be shown that it has a 
special place on the table. The point being made is that in teaching a child 
that an object, such as a vase, is interesting and precious, it is also learning 
what to do with it rather than damaging it.

Commanding versus directing
'Do as you are told' is the style of the commanding parent who generally 
sees no need to give explanations. There may certainly be occasions when 
this approach is appropriate. If the curtains have caught alight there is no 
time to explain why a certain escape action should be taken. However, in 
general, directing is preferable to commanding because it encourages 
learning based on understanding. 'Try doing it this way, it might be easier' 
would be a directing response. It encourages further questions and 
discussion.

Positive versus negative control
The following statements show the difference between positive and 
negative control.

'STOP THIS MESS NOW, OR ELSE!'
'This is very messy, but if you tidy up when you are finished you can 
play this game again tomorrow.'
'Let's see who can clean up this mess the fastest, starting now.'

Clearly, the first statement is an example of negative control and the 
two subsequent statements reflect a more positive approach. Few parents
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Em otional reward versus material reward
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of justice in our children, then it must be seen to be fair. What is more, the 
effects of punishment will differ depending on whether it is seen to be fair

or not. This means taking account of the 
intention behind the action.

Little Joe, aged three, loved to observe his 
mother planting seeds and noticed how plants 
eventually grew big and numerous from the 
seeds that had been sown. So he decided that 
he wanted his daddy to have several watches 
and maybe even a bigger one. So he planted 
his daddy's best watch and waited for it to 
grow! Clearly his intention was good. Punish­
ment for mining his father's watch would 
surely have made no sense at all to little Joe.

EXERCISE

How would you have dealt with this situation?

Corrective action is preferable to punishm ent
Punishment only teaches a child that what it has done is not acceptable. It 
may teach very little about what is desirable or how to attain it. It can be 
more helpful to show a child how something can be put right. Even a two- 
year-old can 'help' its mother to mop up some spilt water. A teenager can 
help repaint a room whose walls have been spoilt by gummed-on posters 
and graffiti.

Consistency
Parents are not well-regulated machines that always perform in exactly the 
same way. A parent under pressure is likely to punish more than a relaxed
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Lenient Strict
1— 2— 3— 4— 5— 6— 7— 8— 9—  10

6 How similar is your rating to that of your spouse or other person raising 
your children?

7 If you differ quite a lot, is this a problem?
8 What do you consider to be absolute values and non-negotiable 

behaviour?
9 How would you describe helpful discipline?

���,� -#��  ��

'Manners maketh man' is an old proverb that guided social behaviour in 
the past. Taken to extremes, it placed excessive emphasis on the trivial 
niceties of behaviour which today may be regarded of lesser importance. 
Yet, at the core of good manners lies a very important social and 
interpersonal skill, namely showing consideration and respect toward 
others. Just how such respect is expressed may differ vastly from one 
culture to another, but the common factor is the avoidance of insult and 
hurt and promoting behaviour which makes living together more 
comfortable for all. Good manners are part of self-discipline. Ill-mannered 
children and adults are generally not popular.

Significantly, at the time of writing, the current ���������������  features 
an article: 'How to bring up polite kids in a mde world'. Reference is made 
to rudeness seen on television, elsewhere and in the home, and stressing 
the importance of teaching politeness at home.

�722����7�

Perhaps you are feeling somewhat anxious at this stage. This might well be 
the case if it is the first time that you have dealt with your feelings and 
actions as a parent in this way. All the more reason to go on to the next 
section to leam about skills which could help you cope better with this 
difficult task of being a parent. In the meantime you might try this recipe:
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CHAPTER 5

COMMUNICATION:
THE BASIS OF UNDERSTANDING
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words, their underlying meaning may differ in terms of culture, age, 
gender and personal life experience. To a person who had a caring, tender 
mother, the word 'mother' conveys something very different from what 
the same word means to a person who had a rejecting and neglectful 
mother. In other words, there may be a difference between the dictionary 
meaning of a word and the personal meaning it has for us.

Cultural differences
Linguistic differences between different cultures may be a rich source of 
misinterpretation. For example, according to Japanese tradition it is 
considered impolite to say 'No'. There are thus indirect ways of conveying 
a difference of opinion. Mikes (1970) explains that one should not phrase 
a question addressed to a Japanese in negative form. For example, 'Aren't 
you bored stiff with me?' might be replied to, to your astonishment, with 
'Yes!', because it is more polite to agree than to disagree.

Differences in cultural norms are revealed to us through knowing 
another language. It is thus a great help in understanding not only the 
meaning of the word, but possibly also the customs and values which it 
reflects. A few examples will illustrate this point.

In Spanish, the clock walks, whereas in English, it mns. Could this be 
telling us something about differences in time perception between the 
English and the Spanish? Cultural differences in family constellation 
and interactions may also be reflected in language. In Afrikaans no 
difference is made, linguistically, between cousins and nephews and 
nieces, who are all called 'neefs' (male) or 'niggies' (female). In 
African languages numerous, kinship relationships are detailed very 
fully. Certain customs may prevail in some groups but not in others. 
There is always vocabulary relating to various customs and traditions 
but the appropriate words may not exist in another language where 
they do not apply. Among the Zulu, for example, there is the 
���������  who is a negotiator on behalf of a young man who wishes 
to become betrothed to a certain young girl. The ��������  visits the 
girl's father and male relatives. The matter of ������  (what is offered by 
the intending groom) and the � ��� �  (demands of the wife's family) 
are discussed. There are no English equivalents for these terms.
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Gender differences
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ESSENTIALS OF GOOD COMMUNICATION

Volumes have been written about communication. But the basic essentials 
can be summed up in a few key words: look, observe, listen, confirm, 
accept and respond meaningfully. In technical terms, we speak of the 
sender of the message and of the receiver to whom it is addressed.

Look/observe

It is essential for good communication for sender and receiver to look at 
each other. If one person is trying to communicate with one eye on the 
newspaper, how can the other person's reactions be 
observed? Is it with a smile, with indifference, eyes 
flashing with anger or with complete surprise?
Important non-verbal cues will thus be missed. Non­
verbal cues include gestures, facial expression, 
posture, tone of voice, appearance, and actions.

• Gesture: A person emphatically wagging his finger 
is being very persuasive or determined. A girl biting 
her nails is conveying insecurity.

• Facial expression: There are obvious cues which 
are easily recognised: a frown, which may reflect 
concentration or puzzlement; a smile, which sug­
gests pleasure; tears, which signal acute distress.

• Posture: Assertiveness is suggested by a person 
drawing himself or herself up to his/her full 
height and facing the opposition directly, lean­
ing forward. Submission is shown by a bowed 
head and avoidance of eye contact.

• Tone of voice: A loud voice tends to be 
associated with strong feelings or with confi­
dence and assertiveness, whereas speaking very 
softly may convey timidity or uncertainty.

• Appearance: This may tell us something about 
a person's personality. Flamboyant dress may 
reflect an outgoing or imaginative personality.
A conservative, tailored suit tends to reflect 
conventionality. Note, for example, the differ­
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Confirm
One way to check that a message has been correctly understood is to repeat 
it. This is especially true of children. We need to confirm what the other 
person has said because we tend to filter what we see and hear through our 
own preconceptions and expectations, heavily laced with our feelings. So, 
what is said to us may be construed in terms of what we think and not in 
terms of what the sender was saying. Confirming what the other person 
has said implies a measure of acceptance. However, it does not necessarily 
imply agreement. It is possible to understand yet to disagree. Consider the 
following example:

'My boss had absolutely no right to take me to task because I used my 
initiative. He just saw this as an effort to upstage him. It leaves me no 
option but to resign.’

Several responses could be made to this indicating different degrees of 
confirmation:

'Don't be stupid. How can you think of resigning? Where's the money 
for our rent going to come from?'
'I think you are exaggerating. Maybe your boss was just in a bad 
mood.'
'You really thought you were doing your best, and your boss does not 
seem to appreciate this. You feel sore enough about this to want to 
resign.'

These three alternatives range from total lack of understanding to 
accurate confirmation of what has been said.

A non-confirming response usually closes the door to further 
communication, or it may deflect the discussion to an issue that may be 
irrelevant, or only partly relevant, such as who is going to pay the rent. 

Let us consider another example.

Anne, coming to sit close to her husband, Jim, says: 'I have had such 
a boring day with nobody to talk to.'
Jim, watching TV: 'Well, I wish my day had been more boring. 
Everybody in the office seemed to have a problem they wanted to talk 
about.'
Anne: 'Well, I wouldn't complain about that, at least it was 
interesting.'
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will be adopted more than a visit to the principal. If a visit to the 
principal seems necessary, explain this calmly to the child.

• Sarcasm, as when a child's remark that it won a competition is 
responded to with 'Some competition!'. Children are unable to deal 
with this kind of comment.

Constructive com m unication w hich  builds 
understanding and trust
• Listening is particularly important when dealing with children. Ginott 

(1965) pointed out that children's messages are often in code which 
needs deciphering. He gives the example of the little boy who on his 
first visit to the nursery school asked who had made the ugly pictures on 
the wall, much to his mother's embarrassment. However, the teacher 
understood the meaning behind the question and told him that it was 
OK to paint ugly pictures, thereby reassuring the little fellow that his 
difficulty with drawing pretty pictures would not be a problem.

Not only do parents need to decode their children's messages, they 
sometimes need to help them to communicate with themselves. A 
young child may often feel and sense more than it is able to express in 
words. A tearful, irritable four year old may be missing his older brother 
who has just started attending school but may not be able to actually 
express this in words.

• Statements of understanding (confirming) should precede discus­
sion of a problem and how to deal with it. If a teenager has just had a big 
fight with a best friend it is helpful to first acknowledge the feelings of 
hurt and anger. 'You must be feeling really mad right now.'

A remark such as 'Well, thank goodness that friendship's over', 
reflects a parent's relief, not the teenager's feelings. Discussion may 
follow more readily if we sense that our feelings have been understood. 
This applies equally to adults.

• Seeking solutions should be the purpose of communication about 
problems. Sometimes the understanding conveyed is enough. Some­
times definite action needs to be taken. What is important is to remain 
focused on the specific issue. If there is a problem with maths then this 
is what should be dealt with. It may be quite irrelevant to see this as a 
problem with the school as a whole. The child should also be given the 
opportunity to come up with solutions of its own.
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• Choose time and place well. Communicating about controversial or 
emotional matters is best avoided when mshed, exhausted, hungry or 
ill. It is also important to choose a quiet place where one is least likely to 
be be interrupted.

• Praise and encourage effort, even if it was not successful.

POINT TO PONDER

What has been said implies that honesty about feelings 
and ideas is an essential ingredient of good communica­
tion. It is an honesty that will only develop in an 
atmosphere of love and trust. It is an honesty allied to 
sensitivity and understanding. It is not being 'brutally 
frank'.

Com m unicating love

Love may be expressed in different ways. It can be 
communicated physically by touch, hugging, 
kissing or moving closer. A baby's first 
experience of love is linked to being held, 
supported, fed and comforted. The need for 
physical expression of love remains with us 
throughout life. In adulthood it may be 
expressed in the intimacy of sex, though 
sex does not necessarily mean love.

Love can be communicated verbally: 'I 
love you', 'You light up my day' or 'I can't wait 
to be with you'.

Love may be expressed in subtle ways, 
by a knowing look, a special smile, words of 
encouragement, tears of shared sadness or joy.

Love can be shown through action: a thought­
ful gift, a bunch of flowers, the interest taken in a child's 
activities, making time to be together, or working hard at a disliked job to 
support the family.
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/ CHAPTER 6

PARENTS AS PEOPLE AND TEAM MATES

Parenting as a growth experience

The quest for psychological maturity

Mothering and fathering

Parents as team mates

Support

Parenting: who does what?

Summing up



PARENTS AS PEOPLE AND TEAM MATES

|n  old German proverb says 'It is easy to become a parent but hard to 
be one'. One of he reasons that it is hard to be a parent is simply because 
people are human, yet they think they should be super parents.

As humans we tend to be rather selfish, demanding creatures and 
generally like our comforts. We seek recognition and self-fulfilment and 
would like life to be as trouble free as possible. We want our needs to be 
satisfied sooner rather than later, and 
would prefer things to be done our way.
Children challenge all this. Remark­
ably, parents may become willing to do 
things for their children they would not 
dream of doing for anyone else. Dad 
takes Jonathan to the circus even though 
he dislikes animal acts intensely. Mum 
stays at home and forgoes a reunion with old 
friends to comfort her daughter whose first
broken romance has left her totally distraught. Ernest postpones early 
and eagerly desired retirement to send his daughter to medical school and 
his son overseas for postgraduate training.

POINT TO PONDER
Parenthood is a most demanding role. It can also be 
immensely rewarding. As a growth experience, it is 
unequalled.

PARENTING AS A GROWTH EXPERIENCE
The kind of person we are, the beliefs and values we cherish, the way our
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Realism

A feature of maturity is the ability to assess oneself with a fair measure of 
objectivity and to see things as they are, rather than as one would wish 
them to be. It implies a willingness to recognise one's strengths and 
limitations. It also means accepting responsibility for one's mistakes 
instead of projecting them onto others. This kind of honesty is an essential 
ingredient of maturity -  and of parenting. The realistic parent does not try 
to be a perfect parent, whatever that may mean, but strives to be a good 
one. Moreover, parents who are realistic about themselves are also more 
likely to be reasonably realistic about their children's abilities, personal 
strengths and limitations than those with too high or too low an opinion of 
themselves.

A positive self-im age

We all have definite ideas about our personal 
characteristics such as our looks, level of intelli­
gence, personality, what others think we are like 
and what we would ideally like to be. This is what 
is meant by our self-image. Susan says, 'I need to 
lose weight.' Peter says, 'I'm as competent as my 
boss.’ Mary moans, 'I'm stupid at budgeting.'
Mark laments: 'I wish I could keep my cool when I 
get angry.' All these are self-evaluative remarks 
which tell us something about how Susan, Peter,
Mary and Mark see themselves.

In general, our self-image tends to be a mixture of the positive and the 
negative. However, if a self-image is too negative, when our shortcomings 
feature too strongly, it is likely to impair our functioning because of 
anxiety, and persistent doubt about our own worth and our ability to cope 
with the demands of life. By contrast, a positive self-image tends to be 
linked to self-confidence and higher self-esteem because it recognises 
certain strengths. In turn, this generates faith in our ability to cope 
reasonably well. It does not mean being being self-satisfied, smug, or 
unwilling to leam.
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love of a parent should comprise a tender heart, a thoughtful mind, and 
should be expressed in caring actions.

Sense o f responsibility

A sense of responsibility towards oneself and others is a feature of 
maturity. The current emphasis on self-fulfilment and human rights needs 
to be counter-balanced by accepting one's responsibility for the wellbeing 
of others in the family and community.

Com m itm ent

Commitment means believing in the importance of what one is doing and 
to be fully involved in doing it well. It embraces enthusiasm and 
perseverance. Enthusiasm implies an underlying spirit of joy and pleasure. 
Perseverance means persisting with a task despite difficulties and 
setbacks. It is the quality which often makes the difference between 
success and failure.

Commitment means wholeheartedness, of which parenthood de­
mands plenty. Moreover, there can be little personal development without 
it.

Life balance

It is not always easy to achieve a good balance between the different 
spheres of one's life -  that is between family, work and leisure. But in 
general the mature person strives for a reasonable balance, trying to spread 
his/her energy and commitment across these different spheres.

Another kind of balance may be between change and stability. 
Stability is important to give continuity and consistency to our behaviour. 
However, as we live in a rapidly changing world we also need to be flexible 
to adapt to changes of various kinds, including our way of parenting. As 
our children grow older so our interaction with them needs to change.
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to the other.' This often forms the basis of prejudice and discrimination, 
yet 'the optimal development of both men and women can be achieved 
only when psychological similarities as well as differences are understood 
by all concerned with human development such as parents ...' (Gerdes, 
1988, p 15).

Although some features tend to be more dominant in one sex, this 
does not mean that they are exclusive to it: it is more a question of 
preference, style, and priority. As an analogy, one can think of the 
masculine/feminine dimensions of personality as akin to the warp (thread 
running lengthwise) and the weft (thread running across) of woven 
material. Both threads should be of high quality if the material is to be 
strong. Applied to parenthood, it is suggested that mothering and fathering 
together provide a strong parental fabric.

The question of whether these differences are genetic or due to social 
factors, or both, is a highly complex issue, which will not be discussed 
here. Whatever their origin, they are malleable and subject to modification 
should circumstance demand this. For example, fathers who have custody 
of their children tend to become gentler in their interaction with them, and 
single mothers often expect more independent behaviour of their children.

It is also possible to find a reversal of gender patterns. In some 
couples, the father may be more nurturant and empathetic whereas the 
mother may be the more assertive, or even domineering parent.

Nevertheless, the following are fairly general differences in mothering 
and fathering:
• Mothers tend to be the main caretakers, especially during their 

children's infancy. Fathers often become more involved once their 
children are mobile and able to take part in games like playing ball and 
romping in the bath, and are able to communicate to some degree.

• Mothers are concerned more with nurturance and interdependence. 
Fathers tend to encourage independence. A mother, on seeing her child 
climb a tree, is likely to say, 'Don't go too high -  be careful.' A father 
might say: 'Well done, check your foothold before you go any higher!'

•  Mothers respond strongly in terms of a child's needs and feelings. A 
little boy who is scared of going into a dark cave is likely to be picked up 
and cuddled by his mother concerned about his fear. By contrast, his 
father might take him firmly by the hand, assuring him that he will be 
safe.

• Both mothers and fathers are protective towards their children. A 
mother's protectiveness is often aimed at soothing hurt feelings. For
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home so late. He would like to see much more of them, but his economic 
position makes this difficult, because his business must be his first priority 
for the survival of the family.

Support
Role strain and role conflict can be reduced if sufficient support is 
available, especially in times of pressure and stress. Such support is one of 
the strengths of the extended family with its strong ties with siblings and 
kinship folk, often living nearby. In the nuclear family, such support is 
often lacking because of its emphasis on self-sufficiency and indepen­
dence. Moreover, family members may be living far apart. To some extent, 
childcare facilities have come to replace the extended family, but they are 
not always affordable or accessible. Sometimes self-help groups provide 
backup for people finding themselves in similar situations, such as an 
association for mothers of multiple births, or a neighbourhood group of 
single parents.

Parenting: w ho does what?
The question of who does what in the home concerning household and 
parenting tasks has generated much debate and research. On the whole, 
research findings indicate considerable variation, which is not surprising 
in view of the many factors implicated. Nevertheless, certain trends can be 
briefly summarised.

• Not unexpectedly, the most general finding is that women perform far 
more parenting tasks than men.

• Interestingly, mothers and fathers view their own and each other's role 
fulfilment somewhat differently. Both tend to estimate their own 
contribution as higher than their partner gives them credit for.

• There are less clearly defined roles for fathers in urbanised technological 
societies than in rural areas. A South African study found urban black 
fathers more involved in family responsibilities than their rural 
counterparts or those in transition from mral to urban living. This 
suggests that urbanisation has a particularly important effect on 
changing parenting roles (Edwards, Borsten & Kunene, 1986).

• The extent of a father's participation is not generally much affected by
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• How close or different are the final scores? What have you learnt from 
this exercise? Is this work division reasonable, bearing in mind your 
special circumstances? In other words, take account of the time each 
parent has, his or her state of health and energy, and ability to deal with 
certain tasks.

• What tasks would you like to be involved with more, or less?
• If you are feeling very overworked is this a temporary situation or an 

ongoing one? Is some renegotiation of tasks required?

It may also be helpful to complete a similar table for household 
activities because the time and energy available for parenting will also 
depend on the extent of one's involvement in household activities.

These exercises may leave you feeling over- or under-worked! The 
point is not only how much is done, but whether it is done with enjoyment 
or resentment. For example, Esther loves cooking and spends a great deal 
of time in the kitchen but really enjoys it. Her sister, Lucy, dislikes cooking 
and spends as little time as possible in the kitchen, and never stops 
gmmbling about it. Mike enjoys preparing special dinners, but won't make 
breakfast.

Some renegotiation of roles may be required or sources of support be 
enlisted if there is acute role strain or conflict. But it also needs to be 
remembered that family situations change with time and that some 
demanding and difficult periods do not last for ever.

SUMMING UP

This chapter has gone well beyond parenting as such because parents are, 
after all, individuals with their own needs, role commitments and 
preferences. Parenthood has to be woven into the fabric of their lives in 
a meaningful way in the interests of their child's development and their 
own.

The flexibility of work distribution in the family and home these days 
should be seen as a challenge for each couple, testing their ingenuity and 
allowing for the expression of their individual talents and skills.
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