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10.1177/0886109903257589 ARTICLEAffilia Winter 2003 Maiter, George

Understanding Context and Culture
in the Parenting Approaches of
Immigrant South Asian Mothers

Sarah Maiter and Usha George

This qualitative study of the parenting approaches of immigrant South Asian Cana-
dian mothers found that character formation and identity formation were the moth-
ers’ key goals of parenting. Internalized cultural values, beliefs, and norms and
external factors related to their social context and environment, such as collectiv-
ism, dual socialization, and environmental stress, guided the mothers’approaches to
parenting. Social service providers need to be aware that racial-minority mothers
think through their approaches to parenting to respond to social contexts that have
negative consequences for their children and should include this understanding in
their provision of services.

Keywords: parenting; cross-cultural; child-rearing practices

Over the past three decades, the United States and Canada have experi-
enced an unprecedented increase in the ethnic and cultural diversity of their
populations because of changes in their immigration laws, which have
allowed a greater number of immigrants from more diverse countries to
come to both countries (Dyche & Zayas, 1995; Maiter, 2003). The increase in
immigration from non-European countries has required social service pro-
viders to rethink their approaches to service provision because cultural
beliefs and traditions have been found to influence values, goals, and out-
looks (Strauss, 1992). An area in which cultural identification has an effect is
the dynamics within families and approaches to parenting. LeVine (1980)
noted that although parents everywhere share a common set of goals for
parenting, there are also cultural differences in parental goals, values, and
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behaviors that must be taken into consideration in understanding the mean-
ing of “effective parenting” in a society. Without this understanding,
parenting behaviors that one group considers to be effective and functional
can be easily construed as ineffective by another group. This concern has
resulted in research on the differential parenting approaches of specific
racial and ethnic groups so as to avoid misunderstandings and to provide
services to families within a framework that is meaningful to them.

Although studies have explored the parenting approaches of diverse
racial and ethnic groups, there is a dearth of studies about the specific
parenting approaches of women. This article reports on a study of immi-
grant South Asian Canadian mothers. The term South Asian has been
socially constructed to refer to persons from Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, the
Maldives, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka, but it also refers to individuals from
Africa, Mauritius, Fiji, the Caribbean, Guyana, Great Britain, and European
countries that trace their origins to the Indian subcontinent. This study
explored the parenting approaches and styles, values, preferred norms,
rules, and contextual issues that a group of South Asian mothers considered
and encountered in raising their children in their new country, Canada.

SOUTH ASIANS IN CANADA AND THE UNITED STATES

The 2001 Canadian census (Statistics Canada, 2003) estimated that 917,075
people of South Asian origin resided in Canada in that year. With the contin-
ued influx of immigrants, this population will grow rapidly, especially
because South Asian countries have been among the top 10 source countries
for Canada’s immigrants in recent years. The South Asian presence is partic-
ularly concentrated in Toronto and Vancouver, where South Asians easily
represent more than 15% of the populations of these large metropolitan
areas. Overall, South Asians constitute 3% of the Canadian population and
are the second-largest visible minority group in Canada. Of the total South
Asian population in Canada, 49% are female and 51% are male. In central
metropolitan Toronto, there are 163,525 South Asian women and girls, of
whom 25.3% are aged 0 to 14, 15.3% are aged 15 to 24, 34% are aged 25 to 44,
18% are aged 45 to 64, 4% are aged 65 to 74, and 1.5% are older than 75 years
(Ku, 2000). The number of South Asians in the United States is also on the
rise. The 2000 U.S. Census estimated that there were 1,678,765 “Asian Indi-
ans” in the United States (http://www.census.gov). This figure, however,
highly underestimates the number of South Asians in the United States
because it represents people only from the Indian subcontinent, not from
other South Asian areas, such as Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and those
originating from outside the South Asian region.
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REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

There have been few studies of parenting practices in ethnic minority com-
munities, and those that have been conducted have tended to neglect some
immigrant groups. The few studies that have been conducted have used
Baumrind’s (1968) conceptualization of parenting as authoritarian, authori-
tative, and permissive to understand the parenting approaches of various
ethnic groups. Baumrind conceptualized authoritarian parents as those
who evaluate children’s behavior and attitudes from a certain set of stan-
dards and attempt to control and shape the children’s behavior in accor-
dance with these standards. These parents value obedience and use puni-
tive and forceful measures to curb children’s behavior that conflicts with the
parents’ standards. In contrast, authoritative parents encourage verbal
give-and-take and direct their children’s activities in a rational, issue-
oriented manner, whereas permissive parents do not use external standards
to regulate their children’s behavior but allow the children to regulate their
own behavior to a large extent. An authoritarian parenting style has been
found to have mixed consequences for child development and functioning
in such areas as psychological health and academic functioning and motiva-
tion for European Americans (Steinberg, Lamborn, Darling, Mounts, &
Dornbusch, 1994), whereas authoritative parenting has been associated
with positive outcomes for European American children (Maccoby & Mar-
tin, 1983; Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 1992).

The applicability of findings from studies of Baumrind’s (1968) conceptu-
alizations of parenting has been questioned with regard to diverse ethnic
and socioeconomic groups. Gorman (1998) noted that despite the authori-
tarian parenting style of Chinese American parents identified by research-
ers, Chinese students function at a high level academically. Some research-
ers have suggested that peer influences moderate the negative effects of
authoritarian parenting for these students (Steinberg et al., 1992, 1994). Oth-
ers have theorized that immigrant parents use what may appear to be an
authoritarian parenting style for the positive adjustment of their children;
Okagaki and Johnson (1993), for example, suggested that fostering confor-
mity to external standards leads immigrant children to be successful.

Indeed, the concept of authoritarian parenting may be ethnocentric and
may not accurately reflect the parenting practices of diverse cultural groups
(Gorman, 1998). Because an authoritarian parenting style is linked to a
greater reliance on external sets of standards to evaluate behavior, it is often
associated with collectivist cultures (Gorman, 1998). Collectivist cultures
have been described as those that organize their subjective experiences, val-
ues, and behavioral mores around one or more collectives—the family, the
extended family, the kinship network, the religious group, or the country
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(Pettys & Balgopal, 1998; Triandis, 1994; Triandis, Brislin, & Hui, 1988). The
internalization of group values, rather than individual independence, is
emphasized (Pettys & Balgopal, 1998), and identity is defined by group
membership.

Chao’s (1994) study appeared to confirm that collectivist cultures, such as
Southeast Asian cultures, use an authoritarian approach to parenting as she
found that the Chinese mothers in her study emphasized their children’s
relationships with others, rather than their children’s psychological attrib-
utes, and they seemed to be conforming to an established set of values. This
parenting approach differs from mainstream American culture, in which
individuality is stressed and individuals are viewed in terms of personality
traits. The Chinese parents also focused on respect of and obedience to par-
ents, which again indicates a style that is linked with authoritarian
parenting and collectivist cultures. Chao concluded, however, that the Chi-
nese concept of parenting as “training” (chiao shun and guan) is more appli-
cable to understanding Chinese parenting styles than are conventional con-
structs of European American parenting styles. Traditionally, researchers
have used the term authoritarian to describe strict codes of behavior that
emerge from a desire to subjugate children and a need for parental control.
The Chinese concepts of chiao shun and guan, in contrast, assume a parenting
style that emerges from parental care and concern for children’s well-being
and successful adjustment.

The concepts of authoritarian and authoritative parenting styles also did
not apply strictly in Gorman’s (1998) study of Chinese American mothers’
parenting styles. Indeed, aspects of both concepts were found in their
parenting styles. Of significance is Gorman’s (1998, p. 78) finding that
“these mothers’ restrictions on their children’s activities were due to their
care and protection rather than their need for domination.” Rudy and
Grusec (2001) also concluded that the concepts of authoritarian and authori-
tative parenting styles did not strictly apply in their study of Egyptian Cana-
dian parents. Their findings suggest that the best predictor of authoritarian
parenting for the Egyptian Canadian parents was collectivism, whereas the
best predictors of authoritarianism for Anglo Canadian parents were collec-
tivist values and the lack of warmth. Higher levels of authoritarianism were
not necessarily accompanied by overall lower levels of warmth, more nega-
tive attributions about children, or more automatic, maladaptive, and
inflexible processing of information for the Egyptian Canadians; for the
Anglo Canadian parents, however, authoritarianism was associated with
both collectivist values and overall lack of warmth. Thus, Rudy and Grusec
noted that there is a difference in the meaning of authoritarianism in collec-
tivist and individualist cultures.

An apparently restrictive parenting style may also be the result of par-
ents’ responses to negative social environments, rather than of a desire to
subjugate children (Denby & Alford, 1996; Jarrett, 1999). Denby and Alford
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(1996) suggested that what may appear to be restrictive parenting styles
among African American families may emerge from the need to socialize
children in two cultures: their native culture and the dominant culture. They
stated that “among the various cultural implications, paramount consider-
ation should be given to the element of dual socialization” (p. 90). They fur-
ther noted that many researchers (see, e.g., Clark, 1983; Young, 1984) have
examined dual socialization among African American parents and have
found that the intents of dual socialization can be seen in specific behavioral
patterns such as “behavioral reflexibility, control of emotions, early interde-
pendence, and resiliency in the socialization of children” (Taylor, 1991, p. 132,
as quoted in Denby & Alford, 1996). Over the past two decades, there has
been a slow shift from encouraging immigrant parents to help their children
to assimilate into mainstream society, to encouraging them to help their chil-
dren develop a bicultural identity. The advantages of a bicultural identity,
such as greater intellectual flexibility and the development of higher self-
esteem among children who have strong ties with their ethnic group but are
comfortable in the mainstream society, have been noted (Ramirez & Cox,
1980).

Aside from the need to ensure dual socialization of children, daily stress-
ors, like constantly being watched by store personnel when one is casually
browsing and enduring unnecessary concern when one is in contact with
social service personnel, also influence the parenting styles of African
American parents (Denby & Alford, 1996). Peters and Massey (1983)
reviewed the daily living experiences of this population and termed these
experiences “mundane extreme environmental stress (MEES).” They noted
that African American parents include approaches to parenting that pre-
pare their children for MEES in their daily lives. Thus, the parenting
approaches of African American families can be influenced by cultural
norms, the need to socialize children in two cultures, and the need to pre-
pare children for a harsh social environment.

The parenting style of South Asian Canadians may also be culturally and
contextually unique and hence requires a rethinking of the application of
such concepts as authoritarianism to the group. South Asian culture, like
Chinese culture, has been identified as a collectivist culture (Triandis, 1994),
and particular parenting approaches have also been noted for the group.
Obedience to parental rules, respect, and acceptance of the decisions of
elders are a few values that have been attributed to South Asian parents
(Hines, Garcia-Preto, McGoldrick, Almeida, & Weltman, 1992). Although
researchers have explored the parenting approaches of different ethnic
groups, few studies have examined the parenting approaches of immigrant
South Asians in general and immigrant South Asian mothers in particular.
Studies that address this gap in knowledge are undoubtedly important
because South Asians are the second-largest group of immigrants after the
Chinese in Canada and are a rapidly growing group in the United States.
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METHOD

The impetus for this study were social service providers who serve the
South Asian community in a large metropolitan city of Canada, who raised
concerns that they were encountering a greater number of South Asian
mothers who wanted a range of services related to parenting. The mothers
were experiencing considerable stress trying to balance a number of prob-
lems they confronted in raising their children. An exploratory, qualitative
research method was selected to gain a comprehensive understanding of
the topic from the perspective of South Asian mothers.

Research Design

We used a participatory research design to ensure that key informants from
the community would be on the research team and would help plan the
study. The research team was involved throughout the project and partici-
pated in formulating the research questions, developing the interview
schedule, and identifying strategies for data gathering. With input from the
research team and an exploration of the literature, we developed an inter-
view schedule that contained the following themes: rules for children
regarding school, homework, and household chores; actions of parents if
rules were not followed; persons the parents approached if they needed
help with child rearing and whether it was difficult to obtain this help in
their new environment; problems they encountered in raising their children
in Canada and how different these problems were from those in their coun-
try of origin; whether there were differences between their parenting style
and that of their Western counterparts; and whether they found it difficult to
raise their children in their new country.

Data Collection

Data were collected in focus groups. We used a semistructured interview
schedule to direct the focus-group discussions, which were audiotaped and
later transcribed. Each focus-group interview lasted about 2 hours and was
conducted by two trained researchers—the first author and a research assis-
tant. Both researchers are of South Asian background and speak a total of
four South Asian languages (Hindi, Urdu, Punjabi, and Gujerati). Although
they have more than 30 years of social work experience between them, they
still considered training for the interviews to be essential. Thus, they read
the current literature on conducting focus-group interviews and consulted
with other researchers on how to conduct the focus groups. The researchers
were aware that they should not pressure or prompt the focus-group partic-
ipants or predict their responses; they should allow the participants to dis-
cuss issues freely and to elaborate on the topics that they introduced. Hav-
ing two researchers conducting and taping the interviews increased the
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consistency and accuracy of the findings. The similarity of the researchers’
and participants’ backgrounds promoted rapport and facilitated discus-
sions in the focus groups. Furthermore, although the participants primarily
spoke English during the interviews, they also interjected comments in the
four South Asian languages to emphasize particular points. The researchers
thus had the advantage of capturing these nuances in the interviews.

Focus-group interviewing was the preferred method of collecting data,
because the aim of the study was to explore commonalities in approaches to
parenting, rather than to gain insights from each specific individual about
parenting. Focus groups are useful for understanding groups because they
allow for the discussion of conscious and semiconscious characteristics and
processes, the elaboration of different aspects of a topic, and the observation
of interactions among group members about specific topics (Berg, 1995).
The option of individual interviews with participants was also built into the
design of the study in the event that the participants were not comfortable
sharing information in a group. However, there was no need to conduct
individual interviews because the mothers welcomed the opportunity to
discuss a topic that was important to them.

Three focus groups, each consisting of 4 to 8 members, were conducted.
This number in the focus group is considered appropriate, because too few
members in a group can prevent enough variance for discussion, whereas
too many can make the discussion unwieldy (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990).
Focus groups with mothers were conducted separately to facilitate discus-
sion and to control for the influence of gender dynamics. Research has
found that gender differences in personality and interpersonal interactions
can influence the quality of the data obtained (Aries, 1976; Stewart &
Shamdasani, 1990). In his study, Aries (1976) found that in mixed-gender
groups, men had a greater tendency to address individual group members,
rather than the entire group, and spoke about themselves more often than
they did in same-gender groups. In contrast, women in mixed-gender
groups tended to be less dominant than in all-female groups.

Data Analysis

Aqualitative content analysis was used to analyze the data. Initially, the sys-
tem of classification was derived from the research question and the inter-
view schedule. Additional conceptual codes were developed as they arose
from closer examination of the data. Coded segments included long
exchanges, phrases, and sentences. Knodel’s (1993) guidelines for code
mapping were used to develop codes for the study. As the transcripts of the
focus-group sessions were being read, codes were noted in the margins. In
addition, quotations that signified the codes were highlighted. A grid that
tabulated the codes on one axis and quotations from the focus group on the
other was developed to provide a descriptive overview of the data. The
intent was to find quotations to illustrate particular themes or strands of
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meaning within the transcripts. The grid provided a descriptive overview of
the data and was useful in writing up the analyses. The transcripts were
then imported into NUD*IST 4 and were coded according to the coding
schedule established by the researchers. NUD*IST 4 was used to organize
the data and to validate the themes further across the focus groups. New
themes that were previously missed were also included.

Trustworthiness and Transferability

A number of steps, such as prolonged engagement, persistent observation,
peer debriefing, and member checking, were used to increase the credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability of the data (Lincoln, 1995;
Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Prolonged engagement and persistent observation
were achieved in two ways. The researchers were familiar with the topic
because of extensive practice experience with this population, interviews
with key informants, and information meetings conducted with members
of the community during the planning phase of the study. Key experts, who
were social service providers of South Asian background and provided ser-
vices to members of the group, reviewed the methods of data analysis and
initial themes, and the emerging codes and themes were reviewed with a
group of research participants, ensuring peer debriefing and member
checking. Considerable “thick description” is provided in the Findings sec-
tion of the study, which, according to Lincoln and Guba (1985) can enable
other researchers to make informed judgments about the transferability of
the findings. Nevertheless, nonrandom sampling and social desirability
(the participant’s desire to provide responses to please researchers) are two
of the limitations of the study.

Participants

Recruitment. An important criterion for inclusion in the study was a com-
mon language among the participants because of the great diversity in the
languages spoken by South Asians. Therefore, each focus group included
only persons who spoke a common language so that the participants could
engage in discussions with each other. Yet each group was comprised of
South Asians from various backgrounds to obtain information that was
general to South Asians, rather than specific to a region. Mothers who had
emigrated directly from the South Asian region, who self-identified as
South Asian, who had come to Canada within the past 12 years, and who
were caring for children aged 12 and younger formed the sampling frame.
Although immigrants to a country may encounter greater settlement issues
in the earlier years in their new country than afterward, 12 years was chosen
as the top limit for immigration to Canada because the key informants noted
that parenting issues continue to be perplexing for immigrants even at later
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times and seem to become pronounced at children’s different developmen-
tal stages, irrespective of the length of stay in the new country. South Asian
mothers from other parts of the world were not included, because they were
deemed to have additional influences on their parenting approaches from
their countries of origin. In addition, all the mothers in the study were cur-
rently caring for children aged 12 and younger because the researchers
wanted them to be able to tap into their present experiences with parenting,
rather than to rely on memories of their experiences.

A convenience-sampling strategy was used that was typical of qualita-
tive, nonprobability samples. In other words, the sample was drawn not to
produce findings that would be generalizable but to elicit South Asian per-
spectives on parenting. The majority of the participants were recruited by
distributing flyers to religious and community organizations frequented by
South Asians, and additional participants were acquired through snowball
sampling.

Characteristics. The 18 mothers in the study ranged in age from 25 to 59
(mean age: 41.2). Of the 18, 16 were married, 1 was divorced, and 1 was wid-
owed. Most (75%) of the mothers had three or fewer children, who ranged in
age from 1 to 14 years. Eight mothers were from India, 5 were from Sri
Lanka, 4 were from Pakistan, and 1 was from Bangladesh. All the mothers
spoke English, although some were less fluent than were others, as well as
Hindi, Gujarati, Urdu, and Tamil. With respect to religious affiliation, 7 were
Muslim, 6 were Hindu, 2 were Sikh, 1 was Christian, 1 was Zoroastrian, and
1 was Buddhist. One mother had been in Canada less than a year, 3 had been
in Canada for 2 to 3 years, and the rest (14) had been in Canada for more than
3 years but fewer than 12 years. Eight mothers had university degrees, 6 had
a high school diploma, and 4 had college degrees. Half the mothers worked
outside the home. Only 6 of the 18 mothers reported their income levels,
which ranged from $900 to $47,000 per year. Although extended family liv-
ing arrangements are common in South Asian households, only 6 of the 18
women lived in such arrangements. The study sample captures the diver-
sity within the South Asian population with respect to age, marital status,
number of children per family, region of migration, languages spoken, reli-
gion, number of years in Canada, educational level, income status, profes-
sion, and type of household (extended or nuclear).

FINDINGS

The findings from the focus-group interviews indicated that immigrant
South Asian mothers have particular goals related to parenting their chil-
dren in their new environment. These goals can be captured in two themes
that emerged from the study: character formation and identity formation.
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The findings further indicate that the mothers’ parenting goals and ways in
which goals were transmitted to their children were influenced by their
internalized cultural values, beliefs, and norms and external factors related
to their social context/environment. What is significant to note is that
although cultural values were important to the mothers and influenced
their parenting goals, these values were not static but were mediated by the
social environment that the mothers encountered.

Goals of Parenting

Character formation. For these mothers, a key goal of parenting was to teach
their children certain personal qualities that contribute to the formation of
character. These personal qualities were part of the mothers’ internalized
cultural value system and hence were meaningful to them. Included in
these personal qualities were respect for elders, modesty, humility, hard
work, persistence, perseverance, and having a disciplined life, which, from
their perspective, was most likely to be attained through adherence to reli-
gion, as the following comments illustrate:

We have to teach them our discipline, our culture, and respect for the elders.
Only then they will go far in the world.
You must get up early in the morning, and you must have a bath and pray;
only then can you do your normal work.
They (children) must not show off about what they are doing. They must listen
and learn from their teachers and from the adults. That was the good way back
home.

The participants noted that although these personal qualities are impor-
tant cultural values, they will also help their children be useful and produc-
tive citizens of their new country; respect for elders, for example, is valued
not only as a South Asian cultural value but because it is viewed as resulting
in good behavior in society and ultimately in success for children. As one
mother stated,

To respect the elders is good behavior. That is the polite way. If they respect the
elders at home, they will also respect people outside the home. My son
behaved a little bit rudely with his aunt; he was then also a little rude in day
care. Then he will not do well in his schoolwork in the future. He must learn to
listen to his teachers.

Although discussions relating to many areas of modesty took place,
much of the discussion of this issue in all the focus groups revolved around
sexuality, indicating its importance to the parents. Furthermore, the moth-
ers were struggling with the inclusion of health and sex education in the
school curriculum. Not only did they consider these issues to be private
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matters to be discussed at home, rather than at school, but they also relied on
their personal experience of not having these topics included in the school
curriculum of their home countries, as a number of mothers noted.

Even at school, they tell children how babies are born, even show it on TV and
videos.
We don’t like to teach small kids about sex in the school. Every Asian parent
doesn’t like it.
We want education, but we were not taught about sex or about how babies are
born at school. We just learned gradually and after marriage, but here it’s
different.

Although the topic was contested, it was not rejected by all the participants,
which suggests both variance and flexibility in the thinking of South Asian
mothers regarding parenting issues. The following comment is an example
of parents mediating their value in response to their now-different social
environment:

On Friday, my daughter brought home the form to allow her to learn about
family planning from Grade 5. She said, “I don’t know what’s going to hap-
pen; this is going to be very gross.” I said, “No, darling, it’s not going to be
gross. I’m going to sign [the form], and you’re going to learn a lot of
things . . . you know, about periods. This is exactly what you’re going to learn,
about sexual life, and that’s not gross; that’s part of life. At the end, the form
says that parents and guardians are welcome. When my daughter realized I
was thinking of coming, she said, “You don’t have to come. I’ll come home and
tell you everything about it.” So, you know, I’m just encouraging my children
to be open.

The task of parenting in familiar ways was challenging because of the dif-
ferent social context that the mothers encountered in Canada, and the trans-
mission of values that were considerably different from those around them
could be especially difficult. As one mother stated, “In our country, if you
take your child somewhere—like on a bus—you’ll never see a boy and girl
kissing. Over here it seems the norm. Our children see it, and they think they
have to behave the same way.” Part of the parenting task for these mothers
with respect to character formation was to help their children learn to
respect group values, rather than to value individuality.

Identity formation. The mothers spoke at length of the importance of help-
ing children to develop a sense of identity. They expressed concern that if
children do not have knowledge of their culture, they will not have a sense
of belonging, without which life would be difficult, particularly later on
when they are away from home. Thus, imparting cultural values was con-
sidered essential for the healthy development of identity, as the following
comment illustrates:
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They must learn about our religion; then they will know that they are some-
body. It is hard for them in the world if they do not know about their culture
and their background. Others may not like them, and they will not know
about themselves also; then they will have no one.

The mothers perceived that this sense of belonging could help children
feel connected and have a sense of community. Their concern that their chil-
dren may feel isolated because of the lack of acceptance by mainstream soci-
ety contributed to the mothers’ need to help their children develop a sense
of identity. As two mothers said,

They would see other children of their age following the religious practices
and feel one with the other children. So they have a sense of belonging outside,
too.
If someone does not like them for any reason, who knows what this reason
may be, then at least they can have their own people to talk to.

Knowledge and awareness of the external environment and the social
context also contributed to the goal of identity development. The mothers
expressed an awareness of three contextual issues in this regard: the conse-
quences of migration, raising children in an environment that is different
from the one in which they were raised, and the lack of validation and
acceptance of South Asian values and norms. Because of their migration to a
new, unfamiliar environment, many families have lost the support of
extended family, kinship, and neighborhood networks. Living in an envi-
ronment where diverse values and norms are present challenges parenting
and the transmission of preferred values. The following comment from a
mother illustrates the difficulty that parents experience when they do not
have informal support networks to help them transmit cultural values:

Here it’s very difficult because we are alone; the mother and father have to
take care of the children, just two of us. Back home, [the children] have a whole
family, and they learn themselves and with them there are aunts, uncles,
everywhere, neighbors and all. Here, [there are] . . . just two of us, and if we are
working, [the children] are neglected. It’s difficult here—lots of work for the
parents.

In addition, despite the great diversity among South Asians, particularly
regarding religion, parents have a sense of comfort in the home country
because families have similar values for children. One mother noted, “In
our country, our neighbors also are very close, and they are helpful. They are
like our family members. But in Canada, we don’t have neighbors like that.”
Another mother stated, “Over there, we have so much interactions with rel-
atives; even in school, children will be from similar backgrounds. The fam-
ily influence is much stronger.”

In Canada, parents are generally more isolated in their responsibility for
transmitting their values and norms and do so in an environment that is not
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supportive of their values. The mothers said that in the new context, chil-
dren are encouraged to make their own choices and hence question their
parents’ authority. Within this context, parents are challenged to find new
ways of parenting, so that they maintain their responsibility but still
respond to the children’s questioning of authority.

Approaches to Parenting

The mothers generally used personal example, religion, and culture as ways
to achieve their parenting goals.

Personal example. Many mothers noted that they had to set a good exam-
ple for their children. They expected that their own good behavior would
lead to similar behavior in their children and could help deter unacceptable
behavior in the children and reduce the need to discipline them. They
thought that having clear structures and routines in their daily lives set the
stage for optimal child rearing and achievement of parenting goals, as the
following comment shows: “If I cover my head, then I can ask my daughter
to do the same thing; if I don’t, then how can I demand that of her?”

Religious and cultural activities. A number of mothers noted that religion
should be practiced every day because it is a transmitter of culture and pro-
vides guidelines for character formation. The acceptance of religion as a
guiding principle does not mean that all South Asians practice the rituals of
their faith to the same extent. Some mothers felt the need to adhere more
strictly to religious rituals in their adopted country than they did in their
countries of origin, largely because they sensed that otherwise their chil-
dren would not have sufficient knowledge of their religion or see their reli-
gion practiced. Others felt the need to be flexible about the extent to which
religion should be imposed on their children and were critical of those who
were not flexible. In this regard, one mother said, “Sometimes they pressure
and pressure to follow all the rules, and that is not good for the children; it
can push them away.” As with religion, participating in cultural activities,
having extended family, and having community supports were seen as
ways to achieve the parenting goals of character formation and identity
formation.

Cultural norms. The mothers relied on what they perceived to be their cul-
tural norms to achieve parenting goals. They perceived cultural differences
in expectations of parental responsibility between European American and
South Asian parents, as captured in the following quotes:

Our children are everything; they are our life. We don’t like to go away on our
own vacations or leave the children with a babysitter. We don’t have any per-
sonal life. Our life is our children.
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For Asian parents, children are their life; that way they take more responsibil-
ity for the children’s future. Even after our children are married, we continue
to suffer if they suffer.

The parent-child dyad is extremely important in South Asian culture, as it
is in many Eastern cultures. Because of the value placed on this dyad, moth-
ers’ expectations of themselves as parents are also extremely high, which
adds to the already complex and challenging mothering role.

DISCUSSION

Despite the increasing number of immigrants from diverse ethnic back-
grounds in Canada and the United States, there is a lack of research-based
knowledge to guide practitioners’ interventions. The qualitative data from
this study indicated that the parenting style of immigrant South Asian
Canadian mothers is different from that of mainstream parents. Specifically,
immigrant South Asian mothers confront not only generational factors that
are typically present in parenting but also issues of raising their children in
an environment that is vastly different from the one in which they were
raised. Furthermore, they are raising their children in a social context in
which their values are not reflected in the wider society and are open to den-
igration. Migration has led to the loss of social support networks and famil-
iar ways of seeking help. The need to help their children establish a sense of
identity, together with a focus on character development, guides the
parenting style of South Asian mothers. The South Asian mothers in this
study did not take a laissez-faire approach to parenting; rather, they consid-
ered parental intervention and active participation in the lives of children,
even into adulthood, as the keys to achieving their parenting goals.

Despite their adherence to external standards, such as religion and cul-
ture, the mothers were highly aware of the influences of the social context on
their children and used a parenting style that was responsive to this context.
And although they relied on external factors, such as religion and culture, to
socialize children, there was no indication that the mothers lacked warmth
toward their children. These mothers may seem to have a stricter style of
parenting than do mainstream parents, but the style is used to help their
children succeed in society, rather than to dominate or subjugate them.

As with parents from other ethnically diverse backgrounds, such as Chi-
nese Americans (Chao, 1995; Gorman, 1998) and Egyptian Canadians
(Rudy & Grusec, 2001), Baumrind’s (1968) conceptualization of authoritar-
ian, authoritative, and permissive parenting does not apply strictly to this
group. The mothers in this study had a great sense of responsibility toward
their children, and their parenting style emerged from a desire to provide
appropriate guidelines and boundaries for their children, to help them
develop their character, and to provide them with a sense of identity and
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belonging. The mothers also seemed to know intuitively that they needed to
help their children develop a bicultural identity, rather than to assimilate
into mainstream culture (see DeAnda, 1984; Falicov, 1995, 1996).

The mothers in the study indicated that their sense of responsibility to
their children is different from that of Western parents. The sense of differ-
ence in parenting approaches is probably a result of differences in cultural
values and norms. Triandis (1994) noted that South Asians generally come
from a collectivist culture that tends to organize its members’ subjective
experiences around one or more collectives, such as the family, religious
group, or kinship network. A collectivist culture defines identity by group
membership (Pettys & Balgopal, 1998) and emphasizes the internalization
of group values, norms, and roles (Shor, 1998). The mothers in this study
exhibited their collectivism by emphasizing the importance of religion and
culture; of group values, such as respect for elders and their authority; and
of transmitting a sense of belonging to a cultural group. Still, it would be
incorrect to focus just on cultural values and norms when providing ser-
vices to South Asian families, as the mothers also noted contextual issues
that have influenced their preferred cultural values and norms.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE AND RESEARCH

The mothers in this study identified two goals of parenting: character for-
mation and identity formation. The study also identified certain parental
approaches—personal example, religion/culture, and cultural norms that
the mothers used to achieve their parenting goals. These findings suggest
that parenting is goal-oriented and context-specific and provides a frame-
work for practice intervention.

Traditional approaches to cross-cultural practice have emphasized the
importance of understanding cultural norms and values (Hines et al., 1992;
McGoldrick, Pearce, & Giordano, 1996). They have, however, tended to see
culture as static and unchanging, with individuals within the culture having
little personal agency or will to interact actively with their current environ-
ment. This approach has resulted in essentialized and stereotypical views of
members of diverse cultural groups (Razack, 1998). At the clinical practice
level, the findings of our study imply that social workers can engage with
mothers to understand their parenting concerns and to help them explore a
range of alternative parenting styles. However, they need to be aware of the
importance of dual socialization and bicultural identity development when
working with South Asian mothers. Thus, if cultural norms appear to be
getting in the way of parenting, then social workers need to explore this
issue further in relation to the goals of dual socialization and bicultural
identity, rather than to judge that the mothers and children are at different
levels of acculturation and are therefore experiencing conflict. If social
workers attempt to impose Western ideals of family functioning, such as

Maiter, George 425

 © 2003 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on July 19, 2007 http://aff.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://aff.sagepub.com


egalitarian relationships, independence, and the right of children to make
choices, they may find that their clients are reluctant to return to counseling.

Furthermore, because the family unit is widely accepted as the base from
which human development takes place (Garbarino, 1982), understanding
the collectivist ideals of respect for elders, the importance of group member-
ship, valuing connectedness in relationships, and the fact that South Asian
mothers want to achieve specific goals in child rearing can help social work-
ers to practice in ways that strengthen the family unit. Still, social workers
may find practice with South Asian immigrant families more challenging,
not only because of cross-cultural differences but also because studies have
found that immigration can significantly disrupt parent-child relations
(Cornille, 1993), intensify intergenerational conflict (Lau, 1986), and
increase high-risk behavior among adolescents (Brindis, Wolfe, McCarter,
Ball, & Starbuck-Morales, 1995).

Because immigration is widely recognized as a highly disorganizing
experience (Berry, Kim, Minde, & Mok, 1987; Ward, 1996), services should
also be explored at the group level. Support groups for mothers that explore
the consequences of migration and the loss of support networks will help to
strengthen parental functioning and foster the formation of new support
networks. Support groups that explore the value of a bicultural identity, that
combat stereotypes of South Asians in the society, and that help children to
balance the struggles of dual socialization are also needed.

The results of this exploratory study highlight the need for further
research on family dynamics and immigrant families in the following areas:

• Studies with mothers who have been in their new country for longer periods
can identify successful adaptation and settlement patterns of families and the
struggles that they confront.

• Studies with different immigrant groups can identify similarities and differ-
ences in parenting approaches and can result in culturally relevant services.

• This study explored the scope of the problem from the perspective of mothers.
In the future, the perspectives of mothers and fathers need to be examined to
gain a comprehensive understanding of their parenting approaches.

• Future research needs to focus on the perspectives of children and youths to
gain an understanding of their perceptions of parenting.

• The voices of children should also be sought to understand their feelings
about being immigrant, minority children.

• Studies are needed that explore the stresses experienced by mothers, fathers,
and children that are caused by the need for dual socialization and the devel-
opment of a bicultural identity.
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