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Children are more than the object of their parents' attention and love; they are also a biological and
social necessity. The human species perpetuates itself through children; cultural, religious and
national groups transmit their values and traditions through children; families maintain their lineage
through children; and individuals pass on their genetic and social heritage through children. The
ultimate value of children is the continuity of humanity. Arnold et al. 1975, 1.

For years anthropologists, sociologists and psychologists have been providing descriptions of how
children are raised within cultures around the world, including the beliefs and practices
surrounding pregnancy, childbirth and treatment of young children. We have information on
what children are being fed and how often. We know how children are socialized to pass on the
culture. We know where parents turn when a child is sick and what they do to restore their
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children's health. Yet we don't use that information when creating programs for young children
and their families.

Despite the extremely rich data that exist on traditional childrearing practices, patterns and
beliefs, it is only relatively recently that those involved in creating interventions have thought to
use these data as the basis for program development. Early Childhood programs have been based
primarily or exclusively on what is thought to be scientifically appropriate for young children,
without taking into account the traditional childrearing contexts within which the programs are
being developed. This often creates a gap between what the program providers think should
happen for young children and what parents are used to doing. One of the challenges faced by
those developing policies and programs to support young children and their families is how to
maximize what can be provided for the child by interweaving practices that "scientific" evidence
would suggest a child needs with effective traditional childrearing practices and beliefs.

During the past three years the Consultative Group on Early Childhood Care and Development,
with support from UNICEF, has organized a series of workshops on childrearing practices and
beliefs. The first set occurred during 1991 and 1992 and was focussed on Latin America. More
recently, in 1993, the Consultative Group conducted a comparable workshop in Sub-Saharan
Africa. Within the workshops there was an expressed need to have a better understanding of how
to assess childrearing. There was also a desire to share information and develop strategies on how
to use this information to develop appropriate programs for young children and families. In this
article we will discuss what was learned about ways in which scientific information can be
brought together with an understanding of traditional and evolving practices to develop programs
that serve young children and families. In the two articles that follow there is a presentation of
the specific childrearing practices and beliefs uncovered in the Sub-Saharan African and Latin
America Workshops, drawn from the reports on the workshops. (Myers 1992; Evans 1994)

Why is Knowledge of Childrearing Practices, Patterns and Beliefs
Important?

Today we have considerable knowledge about what makes programs for young children and their
families successful. We have understood the importance of community involvement in all steps of
the process, building on what already exists within a community, and creating partnerships to
help sustain efforts. However, even with this knowledge we sometimes miss the mark when
creating programs. We develop program activities that never seem to catch on, our messages are
misinterpreted, we find that people have no way of connecting what we are offering to their daily
lives, we find 'technologies' misapplied. Why is this so? One of the most basic reasons is that
frequently programs are designed without a clear understanding of the culture within which they
are being offered. Even programs based on a community-defined need may not be designed in
response to the community context. Unfortunately, ideas about practices to be promoted in a
program frequently come from individuals who are not part of the culture or group that the
program is intended to serve. A clearer understanding of childrearing practices, patterns and
beliefs would help us do our job better. More specifically, knowledge of childrearing practices
patterns and beliefs is important:
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! to understand, support and improve the childrearing process

The fields of health and developmental psychology suggest that there are actions taken by
caregivers that are supportive of children's growth and development. There are also some actions
that are detrimental. By detecting and understanding the effects of childrearing practices on
children's development it is possible to identify those practices which should be supported and
those which ought to be discouraged.

! to respond to diversity

Children grow up in a wide variety of different physical, social and cultural circumstances. Even
within cultures there is diversity. There is no "right way" to bring up children. Nonetheless many
programs intended to help young children are conceived of as if all children and circumstances
are the same. Too often there is a search for the one model that will serve everyone.
Understanding practices and patterns and incorporating that knowledge into programs is crucial
if programs of early childhood development are to serve the variety of children and families and
circumstances that any program is bound to encompass.

! to respect cultural values

Practices, patterns and beliefs define the ways in which children are socialized. The rhetoric of
most programs includes a plea to respect cultural differences. Indeed, the Convention of the
Rights on the Child indicates that children have a right to their cultural identity. If this is to
occur, a much greater effort must be made to define, describe and understand the reasons for
cultural differences in the up-bringing of children.

! to provide continuity during times of rapid change

Environments and practices are changing as a result of economic, social and political changes.
Sometimes these changes are very rapid and they can have a significant impact on children's
development. In the process, some practices are being lost that continue to have both cultural
and scientific value. Other practices, which appear to be "deviant", represent novel adaptations
to particular settings, and may be followed for good reasons and with good results. An attempt
should be made to understand rather than suppress them. Conversely, old practices are being
applied in new settings or new practices are being adopted that may not be appropriate to the
changing settings in which a child is growing up. Unless these changes in circumstances and in
forms of childrearing are identified and understood, policy and programs may take a misguided
view.

Traditional practices and beliefs have a particularly important role to play when children's lives
have been radically changed as a result of war, migration and other difficult circumstances, as
described in the article by Claudia Black.

Childrearing practices, patterns and beliefs are based on a culturally-bound
understanding of what children need and what they are expected to become.
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What is Meant by Childrearing Practices, Patterns and Beliefs?

Childrearing practices are embedded in the culture and determine, to a large extent, the
behaviors and expectations surrounding a child's birth and infancy. They also influence
childhood, adolescence and the way these children parent as adults. Childrearing consists of
practices which are grounded in cultural patterns and beliefs. Put in the simplest terms,
caregivers have a set of practices/activities available to them. These have been derived from
cultural patterns, ideas of what should be done, and constitute the accepted practices or norms.
These, in turn, are based on beliefs about why one or another practice is better than another. The
practices, patterns and beliefs affect the style and quality of caregiving. For instance, the practice
of constantly carrying a child has a different effect on the development of that child than the
practice of placing the child in a cradle or playpen. Further, a social and parental belief that
children are given by God, and therefore should be treated in a particular way, has effects that
are different from the belief that children are human creations.

Practices: What and How

Practices include activities which:

! guarantee the child's physical well-being—keeping the child safe and free from harm,
providing shelter and clothing, preventing and attending to illness.

! promote the child's psycho-social well-being—providing emotional security, socialization,
nurturing and giving affection.

! support the child's physical development—feeding, bathing, providing safe places to play
and explore.

! promote the child's mental development—interaction, stimulation and play.

! facilitate the child's interaction with others outside the home—within the community, at
health clinics, at school, etc.

At a very general level all of these behaviors can be found in most societies.

At a more specific level, what is done to help a child survive, grow and develop merges with how
it is done to define and distinguish practices that vary widely from place to place. For instance, in
responding to the need for food, the practice of breastfeeding contrasts with the practice of
bottle-feeding. Feeding on demand contrasts with scheduled feeding. The practice of constant
carrying differs dramatically from the practice of placing a child in a crib, cradle, hammock or
playpen for prolonged periods. The practice of talking to a child about appropriate behavior
contrasts with an emphasis on non-verbal forms of communication in the socialization process.
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Patterns: What should be done?

The childrearing patterns of a culture are the childrearing norms. They include the generally
accepted styles and types of care expected of caregivers in responding to the needs of children in
their early months and years. The patterns define childrearing in a way that assures the survival,
maintenance and development of the group or culture as well as of the child. There are patterns
of behavior surrounding specific times in a child's life. For example, there are expectations in
terms of parental and community behavior in relation to a child's birth. There are norms in
relation to how a child is named. There are expectations in terms of how an infant's death is
handled. There are expectations in terms of how the child will learn to become a responsible
member of the society.

While the patterns govern the culture as a whole, these patterns may or may not be followed by
individuals; there are variations in the particular circumstances in which a child is raised and
individual caregivers differ in their beliefs and knowledge. Sometimes within a culture there is
considerable latitude in terms of adherence to cultural patterns. In other instances, deviation
leads to ostracism.

Beliefs: Why should things be done that way?

The explanation for why particular childrearing practices are used comes from the traditions,
myths and the religious systems that underlie the culture. The beliefs are a response to the
demands of the culture as well as the needs of individuals. The family and community implement
specific childrearing practices which they believe will:

! Ensure the survival and health of the child, including the development of the child's
reproductive capacity to continue the lineage and society.

! Develop the child's capacity for economic self-maintenance at maturity, to provide
security for the elders and younger members of the society.

! Ensure the survival of the social group by assuring that children assimilate, embody and
transmit appropriate social and cultural values to their children.

In some instances beliefs evolve as the needs of the people change. In other instances beliefs
restrict people's ability to respond to changing conditions.

In most societies, the family, however defined, is the primary unit given responsibility for raising
children. There is considerable individual variation in practice from family to family, depending
on the psychological make-up of the parents, including their own personality, the experiences
they had as children, and the conditions under which they are living. The role other members of
the society play in the raising of children differs depending on the specific cultural group. In some
settings community members play a significant role and in others they take on a more distant
role.
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When societies are more or less isolated from one another and there are few outside influences,
what one generation passes on is similar to the way the next generation raises its children and
there is a relative stability of values, practices and beliefs.

While some cultures have remained relatively isolated and intact, there are other cultures which
have been more vulnerable to change. This vulnerability is the result of increased exposure to
other ideas, sometimes through formal education, and increasingly through mass media. For some
societies the introduction of different ideas has resulted in a relatively easy incorporation of the
new, with maintenance of the traditional. For others, the juxtaposition of the traditional and the
new, along with economic changes which have threatened people's survival, have left cultures
disorganized and groups of people at a loss in terms of their values and beliefs. In the jargon of
present-day psychology, these cultures could be classified as 'dysfunctional'. They no longer
provide children with the grounding, stability, and vision that were found within traditional belief
systems.

In the struggle for identity and in the desire to be "modern", some have completely cast off their
traditions, or think they have. Yet the modern does not always work for them. As a result, people
are seeking to identify and recapture traditional values. There is an increasing awareness that
much of what existed within traditional cultures was positive and supportive of growth and
development, for the individual and for the society. Likewise there were practices that today we
recognize as harmful to a person's health and well being. It is this search to define and understand
the traditional in relation to what is known today that is the basis of current research and
programs in many parts of the world.

The Interface between Childrearing Practices and Scientific
Knowledge

While childrearing practices may be different across cultures, scientific knowledge would suggest
that there are basic needs that all children have and a predictable pattern of development during
the early years that is universal. Studies from different parts of the world reveal that all young
children need adequate nutrition, health and care from birth onwards. The lack of these supports
during the early years has permanent negative effects on later development. Not only are there
consequences for the child's physical well-being; in addition, these variables interact with and
have an impact on the child's social and cognitive development. While these factors are
influenced by the economic and political context within which the child lives, they are mediated
through the family's childrearing practices, patterns and beliefs.

The type of childrearing practices required at a given point in time depends to a large degree on
the child's developmental age and the health and nutritional risks the child is facing. For
example, influences on the child during the prenatal period and into the first few months of life
include the mother's pre-pregnancy health and how much weight she gains during pregnancy, her
dietary intake, how much energy she expends, and her emotional state. (Engle 1992) There are
traditional beliefs and practices that impact on the mother's health and preparedness to give birth
to a healthy infant. For example, in many cultures in Sub-Saharan Africa the practice is for
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pregnant women to observe food taboos that restrict their consumption of foods that are in fact
important to their nutrition and the growth of the foetus. In some instances these taboos
compound women's undernourishment and lead to high maternal and infant mortality rates.

At birth and during the first year of life the child is at the greatest risk of mortality. That may be
why there are so many beliefs and practices within traditional cultures that surround the birth of
a child. It is recognized as a critical time for both the child and the mother. Where a period of
confinement is a part of the tradition it allows the mother time to recover physically and to bond
with the child before she is required to assume her tasks. The negative side of this practice is that
it may keep the mother from getting medical care that she requires.

During the post-partum and early infancy stages the child is completely dependent on others for
care. Generally the mother is the primary caregiver, sometimes with considerable support from
others and sometime alone. She is responsible for providing all the things an infant needs:
protection from physical danger; adequate nutrition and health care; an adult who can
understand and respond to signals; things to look at, touch, hear, smell, and taste; opportunities
to explore the world; appropriate language stimulation; and an adult with whom to form an
attachment. (Donohue-Colletta 1992, 65) The level of support the mother receives from others
in the family and from society plays an important role in the kind of care she is able to provide
during this time. Thus the cultural patterns surrounding the role of the father, other family
members and the community during this period is important for the child's survival and
development.

During late infancy (or when complementary foods are introduced), the child is at greatest risk of
growth faltering. While growth faltering may be the result of inadequate nutrition, there is clear
evidence to suggest that the feeding process itself is important in determining a child's later
development. (Evans 1994) Thus, not only is it important to know what kinds of foods are
available to children, it is also important to understand the context within which food is
provided.

Once again, there are traditional practices (positive and negative) that provide insight into the
factors affecting a child's nutritional status. These involve the kinds of foods that are
recommended for children, food taboos, and what kind of food is introduced and when. Also of
importance are feeding patterns within the family. In some cultures children are fed only what
remains after all other members of the family have eaten. Children may also eat only when adults
eat, which may be two times a day. Also of importance is who is doing the feeding? Is it only the
mother? Is her attention given to the task or is she involved in other activities at the same time?
Are older siblings the ones responsible for feeding the younger child? Are they paying attention
to how much the child is eating? Are they paying attention to the child during the process?
Answers to all these questions would provide important information related to the child's
nutritional status.

As children become toddlers and begin to move around on their own, environmental cleanliness
and vigilance in terms of the child's safety are of utmost importance. In addition to the kinds of
supports the children required as infants, when they become toddlers (1-3 years of age) they
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need: support in acquiring new motor, language and thinking skills; a chance to develop some
independence; help in learning how to control their own behavior; opportunities to begin to
learn to care for themselves; daily opportunities to play with a variety of objects. (Donohue-
Colletta 1992, 65) There is wide variation across cultures in terms of the extent to which parents
understand children's need for stimulation and their beliefs about what children are and are not
able to do. For example, in Thailand parents believed that infants could not see and therefore
could not respond to adults. Placing children in closed cradles seemed a reasonable thing to do.
Through videos and home visits parents saw infants responding to things in the environment.
They then began to see the importance of opening the cradles and interacting more with the
infant. (Kotchabhakdi 1987) In this instance, introducing the practice of playing games with your
infant without changing the belief system would have been futile.

While the mother remains the primary person responsible for the safety, care and feeding of the
child, it is during the toddler period that the child moves out from the mother. Over time others
in the family and community play an increasingly important role in the care of the child,
particularly in terms of socializing and teaching the child through direct instruction and
modelling. In some cultures "over time" means a few weeks after the child is born. In other
cultures this can mean several months or years later. The most common time for moving out is
when the child is weaned completely from the breast.

The preschool child (3-6 years of age) is more self-reliant. During this age children are socialized
into the culture. In some cultures they become quite independent and are required to take on
considerable responsibility, even to the extent of being responsible for the care of younger
siblings. In other cultures children are not encouraged to develop independence until much later.
They remain totally dependant on adults for their care and feeding. Again, the culture the child
is raised in determines the timing and the kinds of skills acquired in relation to self-care,
independence and the development of responsibility.

While in many cultures in the Majority World (the developing countries) children may be given
the role of caretaker for younger siblings, children ages 3-6 also have needs of their own. They
need: opportunities to develop fine motor skills; encouragement of language through talking,
reading, singing; activities that will develop a positive sense of mastery; opportunities to learn
cooperation, helping, sharing; and experimentation with pre-writing and pre-reading skills.
(Donohue-Colletta 1992, 65)

While there is continuity in children's development, both traditional belief systems and scientific
knowledge recognize that there are transition points that represent a real shift in children's
experience. For example, when the child is weaned from the breast, when new foods are
introduced, when the primary caregiver role expands to include others besides the mother, and
when the child takes on adult responsibilities, are but a few of the significant transitions. These
developmental shifts require adjustments by the child. Within traditional cultures there are
frequently practices and/or rituals which help mark these times, acknowledging the transition.

In sum, traditional societies have evolved ways to support the growth and development of
children in response to contextual needs. Many of these childrearing practices, patterns and
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beliefs are consistent with current scientific understanding of children's growth and development.
But, as the cultures are undergoing change, some of the childrearing practices and beliefs are
falling by the wayside. Parents are unclear about their goals and expectations for their children
and they are questioning the appropriateness of traditional practices. New demands and the
absence of traditional supports are forcing families to do things differently. Some parents are
aware that they are raising their children differently from the way they were raised. Other parents
are implementing alternative childrearing strategies in response to changing conditions without
being particularly conscious of what is being lost or retained from traditional practice. In both
instances, what the parents do impacts on how the child grows and develops. But families do not
live in isolation. They are part of a community and a larger socio-political system that defines the
context that shapes childrearing practices and beliefs. Thus any attempt to work with families to
support their childrearing practices needs to be done within the wider socio-political context.

The Context

Just as programs cannot be developed by looking at the child in isolation, neither is it possible to
define the impact of childrearing practices only in relation to the ways in which the family and
community function. The broader context which surrounds the family and community must also
be taken into account.

Understanding the context helps provide an understanding both of the ways in which
childrearing practices have developed and the ways in which they are evolving. The context is
composed of many things. It includes:

! the physical environment-the climate/geography of the area that determines the need for
shelter from the heat or cold, and the relative ease of raising food crops to sustain the family;

! the socio-political climate that determines whether families have security or a life
dominated by fear;

! the economic climate that determines a family's ability to survive and thrive;

! the philosophical and religious systems that provide a base for the values and beliefs of the
society and a cultural identity for the family;

! the past, which is presented to the child through legends, myths, proverbs, riddles and
songs that justify the existing social order and reinforce customs;

! the family and community who act as models of expected behavior;

! the village, which presents a variety of situations calling for prescribed behavior.

The configuration of these dimensions determines the kinds of supports (or detractors) present as
families and communities raise children. One way to analyze possible configurations is along a
continuum. In 1990, Negussie completed an analysis of childrearing practices in Sub-Saharan
Africa (1990). She chose to represent these childrearing practices along a continuum related to
degree of modernization. At one end of the continuum are traditional cultures. These are defined
as cultures within which childrearing practices and beliefs are based on inherited and orally
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transmitted knowledge. The context is more or less stable and there are adequate resources to
support the traditional way of life. Negussie notes that, in general, traditional cultures are more
characteristic of rural than urban areas.

Societies that would be placed along the continuum between the two ends are characterized as
transitional. For these societies there is a shift away from traditional practices as they are exposed
to new ideas and/or there are changes in the environment which threaten their survival, forcing
them to make changes. Negussie suggests that those migrating from rural to urban areas and/or
living in marginal communities can be characterized as in transition. Within societies that are in
transition, childrearing practices and beliefs include a mix of the traditional and modern, and the
mix is different depending on what is required of families.

The other end of the continuum can be defined as modern. Cultures located at this point on the
continuum have access to and are using non-traditional (Western) health care and education in
place of traditional systems. Negussie found that those living in peri-urban and urban areas are
most likely to be placed at this point on the continuum.

This way of defining contexts is elaborated on below.

! TRADITIONAL: RELIANCE ON INHERITED AND ORALLY TRANSMITTED KNOWLEDGE

Many of the studies of childrearing beliefs and practices in Sub-Saharan Africa conducted earlier
in this century captured the childrearing practices found within traditional societies.1 In some
sub-Saharan African countries there are pockets where these cultures continue to exist, but these
are few and far between. In most countries, traditional childrearing practices, both positive and
negative, are changing as families are exposed to other beliefs and practices. Where traditional
practices have been interrupted the society may be classified as in transition.

! TRANSITIONAL: AS A SOCIETY THAT RELIED PRIMARILY ON TRADITIONAL WISDOM BEGINS TO ADOPT
ALTERNATIVE BELIEFS AND PRACTICES

If the goals set by the 'modern society' [are] different from those earlier set by the indigenous society, the
individual follows the former. The result is the disintegration of the earlier set of goals and values.
Nigerian society and culture is one undergoing such disintegration. The generally set goals seem to be
western, materialistic and individualistic. In the rural area though, there still seems to exist traditional
values, but these too are rocked by the waves of principles of democratization and modernization, the
vehicle of which is education-western education. (Akinware and Ojomo 1993, 40)

Many African and Latin American cultures can be characterized as in a time of transition as a
result of changes which impact family life. These changes indirectly affect childrearing beliefs and
practices and the growth and development of children. Families and communities are in
transition as a result of:

Changes in the traditional functions of the family. One particularly important support to
parents has been the community and the extended family system. In the past, close family ties
provided a built-in measure of economic, emotional and social security to children and families,
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but this traditional support for families has been disrupted as families are moving from the rural
to urban areas, as families are migrating in search of work, and as individual family members
leave the village in search of educational and economic opportunities. Many of the previous roles
of the community are being taken on by society or falling by the wayside.

Changes in the structure of the family. The size of families is declining. This is due partly to
the fact that people are having fewer children, but more significantly the decline in family size is
due to a move from multi-generational family groupings to the nuclear family, which, by virtue of
its limited number of adults, often fails to provide the care and support required by children. It is
also important to note that these smaller families are frequently not very stable units. There is
fluctuation in the numbers and members in a household as a result of seasonal and work-related
in-and out-migration.

Changes for the girl child. Women and girls have become the focus of international attention.
Childrearing practices which relied on the older girl child to care for younger children in the
family are being challenged. Girls who have traditionally been responsible for the care of younger
siblings are attending school at an increased rate and being encouraged to complete their
education. This has an impact on arrangements for child care within the family.

Changes in the nature of women's work. Women have always played multiple roles that
compete for their time and physical and emotional energy. Regardless of the context within
which children are raised, care of children, particularly young children, is still the woman's
responsibility. In addition, the woman is responsible for household management and operations,
and economic/productive activity. New economic pressures on and possibilities presented to
women mean that increasingly they work outside the home, often for long hours and following
schedules that limit their availability and thus the time they can devote to child care.

In rural areas women often work in the fields. While in many cultures women have historically
constituted a majority of the agricultural work force, in other settings the out-migration of men
who are seeking employment has increased women's agricultural role. In addition, in some
agricultural settings plantation economies and cash crop production have meant that women are
increasingly being exposed to the demands of rigid time and work schedules similar to those
common in urban environments.

In both urban and rural environments there is an increase in the number of women-headed
households. This necessarily impacts the woman's work load.

Changes in men's roles. Traditionally in many cultures men have been given a limited, but
usually clear, role in the upbringing of children during their early years. They are disciplinarians.
They are models for the young boys. But they are usually little involved in day to day upbringing.
In some cultures (the sierra of Peru and Bolivia, for instances) men are directly involved in rituals
related to the birth of the child. But, as societies change, men's role has been changing. In many
societies it is no longer defined by tradition. More and more it is being defined by changes in the
economic situation and configuration of the family.
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Within the cultures reported on at the workshop on childrearing beliefs and practices in Sub-
Saharan Africa, the movement of families from rural to urban areas has impacted both positively
and negatively on the role of the father. For example, in Nigeria it was found that as families
move to urban areas they lose the support of the extended family. Because the majority of the
families cannot afford to hire caregivers, the men became more involved in providing care for the
children. Quite the opposite was found in Malawi. There when families move to urban areas,
even the little interaction men have with their children is generally decreased.

Changes in migration patterns. Until recently men were the most likely to migrate in search of
paid employment. In recent years, however, with the creation of free market zones, more and
more women are migrating to these zones to obtain work. The potentially negative impact of this
migration on families and young children is of concern to many.

Within traditional societies the norms, beliefs and practices were relatively stable. Expectations
in terms of parental behavior were clear. For families in transition childrearing practices are not
clear. These families may lack the skills to live in the state of flux represented by transitional
cultures. In this situation parents may have a sense of powerlessness and be less self-confident in
terms of their parenting skills. This can lead to childrearing practices that are inconsistent and/or
overly restrictive (Werner 1979). For those families who have been living in urban areas for a
generation or two, they may well have incorporated more "modern" childrearing beliefs and
practices.

! MODERNITY: WHEN NON-TRADITIONAL HEALTH, EDUCATION, AND SOCIAL SUPPORTS ARE AVAILABLE
AND RELIED UPON MORE THAN THE TRADITIONAL

Technology has made a wide variety of supports available to families that are not available within
traditional cultures. While there are pros and cons on just about every technology that has been
introduced, the availability of these technologies has radically changed people's lives. For
example, bottle feeding has made it easier for women to enter the labor market. But the
introduction of bottle feeding and the decrease in breastfeeding has resulted in high infant
mortality and morbidity rates due to improper use of bottles and infant formula. Another
example is the introduction of a local primary school, facilitating the attendance of girls in
school. This may mean that infants are cared for by siblings older than the infant but too young
to go to school, putting both at risk.

In sum, in societies with limited exposure to outside influences, the context is relatively constant
and as a result childrearing practices remain more or less the same across generations. In societies
in rapid flux, there are dramatic changes from one generation to the next in the context within
which children are raised. These lead to differences in the type of care that is provided to
children. Families living under traditional beliefs will raise children in one way; families in
transition, or who consider themselves modern, will have quite a different set of beliefs and
patterns that determine their practice. Knowing this about families assists in the process of
creating appropriate programs.
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Strategies for Developing Appropriate Programming
The challenge lies in changing the negative things without changing the positive ones. Unfortunately
experience has shown that new changes bring new problems...It is therefore important to fully
understand the implications of any action before embarking on it. Kalemba 1993, 17.

The primary reason for looking at the ways in which traditional beliefs and practices coincide
with more recent thinking is for the purpose of creating programs which support the positive and
provide alternatives for the negative practices and beliefs. The following principles of
programming generated as a result of the workshops coincide with what is known as a result of
considerable programming experience and an accumulated knowledge about the kinds of
approaches that are most effective.

! GATHER INFORMATION TO GAIN AN OVERALL VIEW OF THE PRACTICES AND BELIEFS WITHIN A GIVEN
CULTURE

In order to build a program based on an understanding of childrearing practices, patterns and
beliefs, it is important to have a good understanding of what is already known. The question then
becomes: Where is knowledge on childrearing practices and beliefs located and how can it be
tapped? There are two main sources of data: the scientific literature and experience.

Science. The accumulated "scientific"2 literature available today includes basic research on child
development. These studies are often directed toward identifying universal principles of
development. However, that literature also includes psychological, medical, anthropological, and
sociological studies of how people in particular cultural and geographic settings care for their
young children.

Unfortunately, the literature dealing with traditional childrearing practices and patterns has
many limitations. First, access is a problem since the information cuts across many disciplines and
thus one must seek data from a variety of sources. Second, the information is often presented in
academic language and requires 'translation' into a form that is useful to program and policy
people. Third, for the most part, the existing literature is derived from a Western or Northern
conceptual base that can distort some of the findings. Fourth, some of the literature is outdated.
Nevertheless, this literature, placed in perspective, provides an important starting point.

It should be noted that literature searches should be extended to include information found
outside the scientific literature—in such sources as novels, biographies, traditional stories and
myths.

Experience. Another source of knowledge about childrearing is experience. This experience is of
two types. One is based on immediate, personal experience, reflecting the circumstances of
individuals in particular families and communities. A second type is accumulated experience,
which adds up to a "traditional wisdom." Usually, experience is not brought together in a
systematic way or written up. A major challenge is to capture current experience and to describe
"traditional wisdom" without making a prior judgement about its values.
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! IDENTIFY WHERE THERE ARE SIGNIFICANT GAPS IN KNOWLEDGE ABOUT CHILDREARING PRACTICES,
PATTERNS AND BELIEFS

In developing programs for young children and their families it is important to have an
understanding of the ways in which current practices and beliefs affect the child's overall
development. Many of the studies which have been conducted on childrearing practices and
beliefs have focussed primarily on health and nutrition issues. There is generally less information
available on practices that are related to psycho-social and/or cognitive development. For policy-
makers and planners interested in supporting children's overall development, this may well
represent a significant gap in information available. If so, then a specific focussed study should be
designed to gather the relevant information.

From the workshops there were several examples of focussed studies. In-depth studies were
conducted in Mexico, Mali and Namibia. In Mexico the focus was on the role of change agents.
In Mali, the focus was on understanding how traditional child care systems work. In Namibia the
researchers were asked to look specifically at childrearing practices that supported children's
cognitive and socio-emotional development. While these studies were focussed on providing an
in-depth look at a particular aspect of a culture, additional data were gathered that provided a
picture of the overall context within which children are being raised.

! SELECT A METHODOLOGY THAT WILL YIELD THE KIND OF DATA REQUIRED

One of the tasks of current researchers is to explore questions such as: What practices have fallen
by the wayside over time? Why? (Because they were practices that no longer served the culture?
Because they could not be maintained due to changes in caregivers? Because of the introduction
of "scientific" knowledge? As a result of changes in childrearing practices have some good
practices been lost? What practices have been maintained? How do they serve the culture of
today? Why are some practices that we know to be harmful still being maintained, such as the
circumcision of girls?)

To get answers to these questions requires a flexible methodology. Those who attended the
workshops agreed that questionnaires and interview schedules should not be used rigidly because
this inhibits responses and limits conversation. Rigid adherence to a format with a particular
order and categories does not allow important issues and practices to emerge that might not have
been included in the original instrument. It also increases the chances that respondents will say
what they think the interviewer wants to hear.

One strategy is to work with community "agents" (including, for example, community educators
and health workers, animators (discussion facilitators) of grassroots organizations, religious
leaders, educators) who have long experience in communities and who have presumably acquired
a deep knowledge of practices and patterns in the specific communities in which they have
worked. (It should not be assumed, however, that because agents are part of or work closely with
a community, they are necessarily knowledgeable about childrearing practices.)

Another suggestion is to turn more directly to parents and other community members in a
process of discovering and describing local practices. More specifically, in the Latin American
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context, it was suggested that attention be given to the utility of a participatory method used by
the Roman Catholic Church in its planning, termed "The Study of Reality." This method, which
is similar to popular education approaches, involves community members in a process of 1) seeing
(collecting information), 2) judging (analyzing), and 3) acting (using the information to play and
carry out activities). It was felt that the method, with which the Church has had wide
experience, could be focussed on examining the condition of children, ages 0 to 6, and the
childrearing practices in a particular community. Doing so would not only provide knowledge
about childrearing but would also, presumably, provide a basis for action by the practitioners and
caregivers participating in the process.

In Ecuador, local health people were incorporated into the process of collecting
childrearing information. Along the way, they not only acted as collectors, but also as
observers and as processors of the information, internalizing it and discussing it in an
inter-disciplinary team. This led to some immediate changes in the form in which local
health centers operated. In this case, the information-gathering process had a direct
effect because the researchers were also the potential users. (Roloff et al. 1992)

! CHECK ON THE VALIDITY OF THE DATA

The suggested interview and questionnaires techniques rely on a verbal response. The validity of
such responses is sometimes questionable. What people say they do or believe is not necessarily
what they actually do or believe. While none of the studies in Latin America relied on systematic
observation, observations were used in the majority of studies conducted in Africa and were used
both to validate the verbal information as well as to complete the picture.

If observation is not possible, another way to validate the results is to compare what is obtained
with what is found in the literature, with opinions of local informants, and with opinions of
specialists in the field. Another good strategy is to discuss the results directly with the people
from whom the information was originally obtained.

In addition to helping identify incorrect interpretations and to look for explanations, this process
is intended to promote reflection and change. For example, results of a Jamaican study of the role
of fathers in childrearing were fed back to the same fathers from whom information was gathered.
The process of discussion of these results led to the formation of men's parenting groups.
Moreover, the research information has been converted into a discussion guide for use by groups
in church, school, community and other settings. The guide is titled "Men and their Families"
and is currently being used to train facilitators who will each use the information to work with
groups of Caribbean men. (Brown et al. 1993)

In addition to discussing the results with those who helped generate the data, a number of useful
techniques that can be drawn upon include:
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! Asking adults to reflect on their own childhood. Remembering childhood helps to
establish key themes, can identify continuity and change in practices, contributes to the
empathy of the parents with the child, and can provide an easy way of including men in the
conversation. This exercise seems particularly important because of the marked tendency for
parents to repeat practices applied to them when they were children, even if they do not
think those practices were appropriate or just.

! Comparing practices and beliefs across generations by seeking out older and younger
parents. This technique also helps to identify continuities or discontinuities in practices
across generations—the "generational matrix".

! Engaging in group dynamic exercises. Such exercises help to get members of a group
involved and serve also as a form of expression with respect to particular topics. An example
would be a role playing activity where participants act out giving positive and negative
feedback to children about their behavior.

! Constructing a "day in the life of a child." This technique helps to make observations
more systematic.

! Using data generated for other purposes (e.g., evaluations of current programs). This
makes maximum use of existing data.

An example of the latter comes from Mexico where information about childrearing practices was
included in an action research project intended to identify ways in which a parental education
program might be improved. As part of the project, the interview schedule about practices was
administered to a group of mothers who participated in the project and a group of mothers who
did not. There was an unexpected outcome of this process for the group of mothers who had not
participated in the project. These mothers, simply by having to reflect on their practices in
answering the questionnaire were obliged to reflect on their own practices. In the process they
began to wonder what they were doing well and might do better, and were motivated to seek
participation in the next round of parental education sessions. In fact, the attendance and
motivation of this group in the next course turned out to be higher than that of the
"experimental" group from the previous session. Given the success of this technique as a
motivating device, the program decided to print a series of very brief fliers, each one asking a
question about a set of practices. For instance, one flier asked, "what do you do to help your child
become more intelligent?" Another asked, "What do you do when your child does something
bad?" gets into trouble? This generated more interest in the course. (Duran et al. 1993)

! ASSESS THOSE BELIEFS AND PRACTICES IN RELATION TO 'SCIENTIFIC' KNOWLEDGE

In a project titled, "New Educational Spaces" in Mexico, the analysis of childrearing practices is
now built into a process of parenting education whereby community mothers who have been
trained as pre-school teachers in community-based programs are reaching out to parents. The
project, titled "New Educational Spaces", includes reviews of childrearing practices as part of the
information that each community pre-school teacher gathers from parents. A central purpose of
gathering the information in this case is to identify areas of congruence or divergence between
practices that are carried out in the home and those favored in the pre-schools. The method is
first applied with the pre-school teachers, asking them to look at their own practices in the pre-
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school in relation to what they identify as the most important values and skills they would like to
impart in the school. Then, the pre-school teachers ask parents to reflect on what kind of child
they would like their child to become. Pre-school practices are then viewed in relation to the
particular values and skills that parents say they would like their children to have.

The example from Mexico is a useful technique for assessing agreement between the traditional
and the more modern. In that instance, the pre-school teachers were being asked to assess their
practice based on parental goals and perceptions.

While some of the traditional practices and beliefs identified will be in accord with current
thinking, there will be others that are not. When the traditional and more modern practices are
at odds with one another (e.g. negative feedback to children that decreases their feelings of self-
worth), then the following strategy can be undertaken.

! IDENTIFY THE FUNCTION THE BELIEF/PRACTICE SERVES IN THE SOCIETY

It is important to ask, why is the practice what it is? How has it evolved? Most traditions have
evolved in response to changing needs within the environment and culture. It can be
hypothesized that some practices are held onto although they are no longer really functional for
the culture. But more needs to be known about whether or not this is true. The more that is
understood about a practice and/or belief, the more likely it is that a way can be found to
introduce changes.

! IDENTIFY HOW VULNERABLE THE PRACTICE/BELIEF IS TO CHANGE

Once a practice is understood more completely, then it is possible to determine whether or not it
is amenable to change. The best strategy is to begin with a practice that appears to be vulnerable
to change. If people are beginning to question the practice, then it may be open to change.
Questioning can lead to discussion. This provides an opportunity for people to receive new
information. Alternatives can be discussed and perhaps tried. Once one behavior or practice has
been changed, people may be more willing to look at some of the practices that at the outset of a
project appeared to be intractable.

If the practice appears to be malleable, then it is possible to move to the next step.

! IDENTIFY WHAT WOULD MOTIVATE SOMEONE TO CHANGE THE CURRENT PRACTICE

What is reinforcing the current practice? Given the reinforcers in the current situation, what
might be used to motivate someone to change? An example comes from the Malawi study where
traditionally children were not bathed very often. Rather than telling people they had to bathe
their children to make them healthier, the strategy was to find a way to motivate the women to
bathe their children frequently. The answer came when a childcare program was created. A rule
was made that in order for children to participate in the program they had to arrive bathed and in
clean clothes. As a result mothers began to keep their children cleaner because they wanted their
children in the child care. Child care was something the mothers valued. There was no need to
'preach' to the mothers about the value of keeping children clean. The desire to have the child in
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the program was what changed the mother's behavior, not the abstract concept that this would
help keep the child healthy. (Kalemba 1993, 16)

If the process does not stimulate change, then a more direct approach can be taken.

! DEVELOP THE INTERVENTION IN LINE WITH THE BEHAVIORS YOU WANT TO CHANGE

The strategy so far has provided data on the problem, as defined by the community. It has also
allowed those involved in planning the program to understand the childrearing practices and
beliefs associated with the problem. This groundwork will provide a basis for determining project
goals and actually putting a project in place. In actually designing an intervention there are
several principles that it is useful to remember.

First and foremost it is important to remember that there are no formulas. No one program
model will be satisfactory in all settings. While the program being introduced can draw heavily
from programs that have worked in other settings, it should be recognized that adaptations will
have to be made.

Second, the presentation of practices derived from scientific and/or ecumenical ideas ought to be
seen as the source of themes for discussion and dialogue rather than messages that have to be
delivered. Too often "dialogues" are used as a way to convince people to accept certain practices
or patterns or beliefs originating in science or church doctrine. They do not allow for the
identification, valuing and appropriation of current practices to meet the same goals.

Third, there may well be a tension between a "global vision" in which everything seems inter-
related and important and necessary, and the necessity of developing goals that are specific and
achievable within a realistic time frame. One way to overcome this tension is to distinguish short
term and long term actions, focussing on areas of priority in the short run and working with the
integrated vision for long term plans.

Fourth, a "constructive" vision is needed. It is important to maintain a positive and constructive
vision of the community and families. Accordingly, emphasis should be placed on recognizing
good practice rather than on focussing on and punishing bad practice.

Fifth, demystify the services. Professionals frequently feel that extensive training and an in-depth
understanding is required to perform a function well. Yet, many of the tasks that lead to a better
quality of life can be simplified and made accessible to people with little formal education. Again
the example comes from Malawi where, as a result of simple technologies, people have developed
safer birth practices, provided the community with water, created pre-school centres, and
undertaken growth monitoring and the treatment of common ailments. (Kalemba 1993, 16)

! PROGRAMS FOR CHILDREN SHOULD BE FOCUSSED ON THE FAMILY AND COMMUNITY

Programs seeking to have a positive impact on children's growth and development should not be
directed only at children. Attention should be given to the role of mothers, fathers, grandparents,
extended family members and siblings. Parental education programs are one vehicle for focussing
on the family. An understanding of childrearing practices and beliefs can provide the content for
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such programs. For example, in Chile, a study of childrearing practices was integrated into a
program designed to educate and empower parents. (UNICEF 1994) Data from the study was
used to identify specific areas that should be stressed in the program, and to develop "positive
parenting" modules dealing with:

– The family unit
– Attachment and love for children during pregnancy and the first year of life
– Self-esteem and self-reliance in development of children
– How to enrich home interactions with children and home learning environments
– The father as a participant in childrearing practices
– Discipline strategies based on respect and love
– Support systems for parents.

Programs that have a positive impact on children do not necessarily need to have a child
development or parent education focus. By uplifting the lives of family members, particularly
mothers, and the community there are indirect benefits for children. Programs which give women
additional income that is at their disposal have indirectly affected children in that women tend to
use these new resources to benefit children's health and education. (Engle 1994)

! PROVIDE INTEGRATED SERVICES

People's lives are not as fragmented as government social services. We know that multi-sectoral
supports are more effective than mono-focal efforts. In the early years development is closely tied
to health and nutrition. Supports for children in the first three years must take a holistic
approach, including attention to mental, social, as well as physical development. Alliances should
be sought among institutions seeking to better the welfare of young children. Neither the
government nor non-governmental institutions, nor the church can expect the desired results
working alone.

! BUILD ON EXISTING PROGRAMS

An effective way to keep costs manageable is to build child care and development components
into existing programs. Options that have been tried include incorporating early childhood
development actions into on-going adult education, community development, child care, health
and/or nutrition programs. This strategy avoids the need for the development of an expensive
new infrastructure. Although not without cost, experience shows that such integration can be
efficient and produce a synergism that benefits the original program.

The rich diversity of the studies presented at the various workshops is difficult to capture in a
summary. The breadth of conditions and contexts, and the variation encountered in practices,
patterns and beliefs confirms the general conclusion that programs of early childhood care and
development need to be adjusted to local variations and realities. If not, it will be impossible to
respect cultural differences and to "begin with the knowledge of the people."
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Related Research

Outside of the countries covered by the Latin American and Sub-Saharan African workshops
organized by the Secretariat of the Consultative Group, UNICEF country offices in other parts of
the world are also undertaking research on childrearing practices, patterns and beliefs and using
the information gathered as the basis for programme development. What follows is a description
of the experiences in two countries: Egypt and Lao PDR.

A Rapid Appraisal of Early Childrearing Practices in Egypt, UNICEF, 1992

The main objective of the research on early childrearing practices in Egypt was to identify and
comprehend existing practices, beliefs and perceptions concerning childrearing and child
development in selected communities. The focus was on communication with the most
disadvantaged groups, particularly women and the poor.

The research process was meant to be practical and to build on local strengths and knowledge
while at the same time developing the capacity of local NGOs to collect research data.
Consequently UNICEF decided to rely on the experience and efforts of actual community
developers from the very inception of the project. Accordingly, Egyptian NGOs were invited to
participate in the project. There were 6 NGOs ultimately involved.

The individuals involved in collecting data were trained in Participatory Rapid Appraisal (PRA)
techniques. The training was both theoretical and practical. By the end of the training process
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the group had selected a number of basic PRA research tools which they thought most
appropriate for their task. In the gathering of data they were encouraged to employ a mix of
research techniques (semi-structured interviews, observation, secondary sources and key
informants), to work in multi-disciplinary teams, and to use more than one source of information.
A process of data-collection by triangulation was employed. This involved using different
techniques and sources to gather data on the same issue. This allowed for the cross-checking of
information and getting a more in-depth understanding.

Rather than trying to cover a large sample, it was decided that researchers would compile case
studies of family practices on a limited number of families. Households to be included had to
have at least one infant, a child under three years of age and a child between the ages of 3 and 6.
Selection of families was determined by the degree to which researchers felt they could establish a
relationship with family members and make them feel enough at ease to willingly participate in
the project. Five to nine families were chosen in each of seven sites.

The results yielded information on: the physical conditions/environment, feeding/eating
practices, daily routine for the child, playing, children's interaction with the mother, parental
perception in terms of expectations for the child, children's behavior, etc., how children learn,
children's interaction with others (peers and adults), and the use of TV and other media.

The data generated were then used as the basis for the development of a curriculum on Early
Childhood Development. The curriculum was designed to "provide caretakers with the
confidence to sustain constructive/positive practices and the knowledge to correct other practices
which are detrimental to the physical, intellectual, and/or emotional growth of children."

For more information on the programmes actually developed, contact: UNICEF - Egypt 8,
Adnan Omar Sidki St., off Mussadak St., Dokki - Cairo, EGYPT.

 

Traditional Childrearing Practices Among Different Ethnic Groups in Houphan Province,
Lao People's Democratic Republic, UNICEF, Somporn Phanjaruniti, 1994

Taken from the Executive Summary of the UNICEF Report

The Lao Women's Union, with support from UNICEF, has since 1992 been implementing the
Women's Development Programme - a village based community development initiative working
in five provinces of the Lao PDR to improve the well-being of women and their families. A
particular concern in initiating this programme was the status of Lao children -- their very high
rates of infant mortality and overall health education, and developmental situation. WDP staff
have recognized that their work related closely to child survival and development issues but have
lacked both specific information on traditional Lao attitudes and practices towards child-raising
and a strategy to incorporate these issues directly into the programme.

Thus a study was conducted to gain better knowledge of these traditional practices and attitudes
toward child-raising and the overall developmental situation for children growing up in rural
areas of the country. The focus was on analyzing some of the strengths and weaknesses of
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traditional practices and the factors that lead to child development problems such as high infant
mortality rates, low levels of girls' education, and delayed development.

The study was conducted in six villages representing the three main ethnic groups in northern
Lao PDR (Lao Loum/Tai Daeng, Khmu and Hmong). It was carried out by a 7-person team who
stayed in each village for 5-6 days and used techniques of Participatory Rural Appraisal to learn
from and with villagers about issues and practices that impact on the lives of young children.

Many different aspects of childcare and childrearing practices were covered -- including
traditional maternal and child care practices, attitudes and behavior of parents towards raising
children, traditional play and toys for children, and other issues impacting on child development
and survival.

Many positive factors were present, such as the presence of voluntary childcare providers
(grandparents and other relatives), positive attitudes and spiritual beliefs towards children,
availability of good traditional toys and play, strong self-help skills among children, a reliance on
breastfeeding and a good availability on traditional medicines and knowledge, and strong
traditions of mutual support and cooperation within the villages.

There are also areas for concern. These include inappropriate traditional knowledge and
practices and a lack of knowledge about essential child care and development concepts. There
are low overall levels of knowledge of child development, especially in terms of cognition and
physical growth, a lack of knowledge about proper nutrition and supplementary feeding, and
traditional attitudes of preference for male children that result in girls losing the opportunity to
attend school beyond very low levels.

The very difficult economic situation in some villages and families also severely impacts on child
welfare by limiting the parent's available time (due to labor requirements), inadequate food in
some cases, and a lack of access to outside health care and education services. The situation for
children varies widely among the three ethnic groups included in the study. Khmu children are in
an especially precarious situation which deserves special attention.

Based on the findings of the study, the team recommends that UNICEF and the Lao Women's
Union make Early Child and Family Development (ECFD) an integral component of the
Women's Development programme and that other agencies implementing village development
projects in Lao PDR also consider similar initiatives. It is argued that ECFD is a strategy for
working with children, their caregivers and the whole family and that it should be implemented
as part of wider rural development activities that address root issues of child development
problems. Further, it should be implemented using a participatory approach, building on the
traditional strengths and knowledge of villagers.

The report recommends specifically that ECFD activities focus on training and include: caregiver
education, strengthening the system of traditional home-based childcare, child-to-child activities,
integration with wider development initiatives, and advocacy aimed at policy makers.

Since the report was just issued, these recommendations are under consideration.
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For more information contact: Ms. Somporn Phanjaruniti, c/o Bruce Shoemaker, B.P. 820,
Vientiane, Lao PDR.

Endnotes
                                                          
1 However, it must be recognized that many of these 'studies' may well be telling us more about
the biases of the observer than they do about the etiology and value of the practices being
observed. (Evans 1970)

2 "Scientific" is in quotes because it is recognized that today's scientific knowledge may well be
tomorrow's quaint beliefs of yesterday.
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