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Introduction


The assessment of parenting is a notoriously, and perhaps inherently, value-laden area of child welfare practice (Jones, 2000; Daniel, 2000; Budd and Holdsworth, 1996). Practitioners who are making judgements about other people’s parenting need a sound conceptualisation of parenting which is grounded in the best available research evidence and theoretical knowledge.  Such a conceptualisation has to be broad enough to embrace the dynamic nature of parenting tasks across a child’s lifespan, the challenges of and threats to effective parenting, and the processes and mechanisms that link parental behaviours and child developmental outcomes. It is therefore vital that practitioners are both alert to the impact of their own values and also ask themselves the following core questions at all stages of the assessment process: 
· On what am I basing my judgements about people’s parenting?

· What factors am I emphasizing?

· What are the implications of emphasizing these factors?

This chapter therefore seeks to help practitioners to develop an evidentially-sound conceptualisation of parenting and to offer some guidance as to how parenting can be assessed, exploring and building upon the notion of parenting capacity embodied in the DoH (2000a) Framework for Assessment for Children in Need and their Families. I start by discussing the concept of parenting capacity, before going on to explore the dimensions of parenting suggested by the DoH. I then offer an integrative model for the assessment of parenting capacity which builds upon the DoH triangular model. This includes a functional model of parenting assessment which encourages practitioners to examine the fit between parenting behaviours and child need. Attention is also given to research into parenting styles. In the final section of this chapter, the focus shifts to the process and content of assessments of parenting capacity, with practical guidance as to what to include in parenting capacity interviews and observations.

The concept of parenting capacity

One of the key concepts within the DoH Assessment Framework is the notion of ‘parenting capacity’. This is highlighted as one of the three sides of the Assessment Triangle, alongside the child’s developmental needs and family and environmental factors.  In my view, this is not merely a change in terminology, but embodies a fundamental conceptual shift in thinking in relation to the assessment of parenting issues. Surprisingly, the defintion of the term ‘parenting capacity’ is not, however, given a great deal of attention within the Assessment Framework document itself, nor indeed the accompanying Practice Guidance. However, it is perhaps most clear what is intended through the statement:

“children’s chances of achieving optimal outcomes will depend on their parent’s capacities to respond to appropriately to their needs at different stages of their lives” (DoH, 2000b, p. 9)

It is important to open up ‘parenting capacity’ and to explore some of the key elements associated with the term. In my view, it is a more helpful construction than the notion of ‘good enough parenting’ which has been a core  aspect of professional language and practice in this area previously. In essence, practitioners are now encouraged to move away from assessing whether someone’s assessed level of parenting is ‘good enough’ in any given situation to a broader and more dynamic view of their capacity to meet their children’s needs within their familial, social and environmental contexts. This conceptual shift has many important practice ramifications. 

One of the problems with viewing parenting as ‘good enough’ or ‘not good enough’ is that it suggests that parenting can be seen, and indeed assessed, outside of its environmental and developmental context. In other words, evaluating a person’s parenting as ‘good enough’ has tended to be used to imply that this is likely to be persistent over time and place. It may also suggest that being a ‘good enough’ parent is characteristic inherent to that person. However, it is clear that parenting is a much more complex, fluid and contextual endeavour.  A person can clearly offer good parenting to a particular child in one situation and less optimal in others. Indeed, a parent may offer very good level of care and attention to a child in one dimension of a child’s development, but highly problematic in another. The notion of ‘good enough’ parenting also implies that there is an identifiable and accepted level of parenting that is ‘good enough’, beneath which professionals should intervene. Whilst there are clear examples of parenting practices that do, indeed, fall well beneath what most people would consider acceptable, in practice most cases fall into a more difficult grey area where practitioners need to balance risks and strengths and contemplate the course of action most likely to enhance outcomes for the child and family. 

Seeing parenting as either ‘good enough’ or ‘not good enough’ for a child at least ties the notion of parenting to a child’s developmental outcomes, but this is in itself an incomplete conceptualisation. As a parent, it may be that my children are meeting or exceeding their developmental milestones. This might have something to do with my activities or behaviours, but equally it could mean that I have all the necessary material resources to give my children to enable them to thrive within the context of the cultural aspirations set for them within our society. On the other hand, it could mean that my children are easy to parent and do not have a range of particular needs which would test or exceed my own parenting resources. Thus, according to this conceptualisation, a parent in ‘easy circumstances’ could be considered to be a good enough parent yet have less well developed parenting skills than a highly skilled and emotionally responsive parent in difficult situation, whose children have multiple and complex needs. This is depicted in Figure One below.

Figure One. Illustration of the limitations of ‘good enough’ parenting conceptualisation 






The dynamic nature of parenting capacity

The notion of parenting capacity goes beyond the limitations of this ‘good enough’ conceptualization. Parenting capacity suggests that parenting is a dynamic process, involving a range of factors and influences. As made clear in the Assessment Framework (DoH, 2000a; DoH 2000b) there is no one perfect way of parenting children. Indeed, research shows pervasive differences in parenting practices and beliefs associated with socioeconomic class, race, ethnicity, religion and other human differences and these factors “do not exert direct effects on families resulting in ‘better’ or ‘worse’ parenting, but rather research suggests that people of different groups have different experiences which make them different people, both in their beliefs and values and in their behaviors” (Budd, 2001, p. 3). Furthermore, Rutter (1974) highlights how “good parenting requires certain permitting circumstances. There must be the best necessary life opportunities and facilities. Where these are lacking even the best parents may find it difficult to exercise these skills” (cited DoH, 2000b). Similarly, Cleaver (2000) identified that not all children are equally vulnerable to adverse consequences of parental problems. Thus, as suggested within the Assessment Framework, evaluating a person’s parenting capacity cannot be done without reference to the level and range of needs presented by the child/ren and the wider situational, environmental and cultural factors within which the parenting takes place. In short, the implications of moving to this conceptualisation of parenting capacity include an awareness that:

· A person’s capacity to parent a particular child can fluctuate according to a whole range of factors, which might make it more or less likely that the child reaches his/ her developmental outcomes;

· What we observe in terms of a person’s current parenting behaviours in respect of a child may not represent her or his overall capacity to parent the child. The emphasis therefore becomes how to enable the parent to develop his or her capacity and to translate this into specific and practical parenting strategies, skills and behaviours; and

· In order to parenting to be effective, there needs to be a functional match between the needs of a child and the parenting resources of the carer

The DOH dimensions of parenting capacity

In order to help in the assessment of children in need, the DoH has highlighted six dimensions of parenting capacity which are applicable to all children, irrespective of their age, specific needs and developmental status. As suggested above, it is clear that the kind of behaviours, standards, boundaries, skills and strategies required of a parent in respect of her or his children need to be considered as fluid over time. For example, to implement the rules with regard to road safety that are sensible and necessary to ensure appropriate safety for a toddler, would be developmentally inappropriate, if not developmentally damaging, for most teenagers. Thus, the dimensions of parenting capacity described in the Assessment Framework are very broad and need to be seen within the context of the developmental span of childhood and adolescence. Nonetheless, it is clear that  “basic competence in each parenting dimension is required throughout childhood and adolescence in order to meet the developing person’s needs.” (Jones, 2000, p. 203). The six core dimensions of parenting capacity are the provision of:

· Basic care, including food, drink, warmth, shelter, appropriate clothing, personal hygiene

· Safety and protection from harm and danger, including protection from unsafe adults/ children, self-harm, recognition of hazards and dangers associated with the home and external environment

· Emotional warmth, including the child’s needs for secure, stable and affectionate relationships, appropriate physical contact, comfort, warmth

· Stimulation, including appropriate levels of interaction, communication, facilitation of play

· Guidance and boundaries, including modelling appropriate behaviours and emotional regulation, effective discipline, behaviour shaping

· Stability, including continuity of care and stability of attachments, consistency of emotional warmth and of response (DoH, 2000a, p. 21).

One overall difficulty faced in assessing parenting capacity is the lack of a minimum standard of competency within the dimensions of parenting that have been identified. Although the dimensions above suggested within the Assessment Framework are proposed as elements of adaptive parenting -and by association the lack of these qualities would constitute a parenting deficit

- for the most part these broad qualities have not been translated into valid and empirically tested behavioural indicators (Budd and Holdsworth, 1996). The DoH has attempted to address this by offering examples within its Assessment Records of both positive and negative examples of parenting within each of the six suggested dimensions of parenting capacity, matching these to the proposed dimensions of child need at various developmental stages. Thus, for example, within the ‘emotional and behavioural development’ dimension of need for a child aged between 3 and 4 years old, the following four examples are offered with regard to parenting capacity in relation to ‘emotional warmth’:

· Child is comforted when distressed

· Child is exposed to frequent criticism/ hostility

· Child is encouraged to talk about fears and worries

· Parent takes pleasure in appropriate physical contact with the child

Practitioners are asked to tick ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to each of these statements and offer clarification of the strength or ‘issue identified’. However, it is difficult within this model to know how much weight to ascribe to each individual factor or how the individual factors might interact with others within the same or different dimensions of need to impact upon parenting capacity as a whole. For example, it is not inconceivable for a child to be routinely comforted when distressed (clearly an identified strength) and yet also subject to criticism and hostility (seen as an ‘issue’). What sense of this mixed picture are we to make? How strong would the level of ‘comfort when distressed’ need to be in order to compensate for the level of ‘criticism/ hostility’? Therefore, whilst the individual parenting factors to examine in assessment under this model are clearly stated, practitioners need to go beyond the framework to examine the mechanisms that might operate between dimensions and identified factors in order to influence the child’s development. 

Assessing parenting capacity: an integrative framework

As highlighted above, the notion of parenting capacity offers an opportunity to conceive of parenting as fluid and multi-dimensional.  The dimensions of parenting offered are helpful in organising the collection of information relating to parenting practices and linking these to the core elements of child need. A further step, however, is the provision of an integrative framework of assessment of parenting capacity which helps practitioners to consider the interactions between the identified factors and which assists practitioners in reaching conclusions and offering interventions to enhance parenting and to meet child need. 

Belsky (1984) proposes that competent parenting is multiply determined and suggests that influences can be categorised into three general categories of influence:

· The parent’s characteristics;

· The contextual sources of support (e.g. the partner or marital relationship, support from the wider social network, etc.); and

· The child’s characteristics (e.g. temperament and child’s behavioural responses to the parent).

Furthermore, Belsky maintained that these three factors exert a different level of influence, with the parent’s characteristics the most significant factor, followed by the context of support and with the child’s characteristics as the least influential factor. Whilst it has been presumed that parents influence children and that parenting strongly impacts upon children’s developmental outcomes, at times this has been seen to be a ‘one-way street’. There is, however, strong evidence that parenting practices can be powerfully driven by children, their temperaments, personalities and needs, etc. (Maccoby, 2000). Whilst the degree of influence is an ongoing matter of debate and further research, the clear message for practice is that assessment of parenting capacity has to involve assessment of the nature of the relationship between parent and child and the ‘relational fit’ between the child’s need and the competencies of the parent. Indeed,  ‘parenting’ does not exist outside of the context of a relationship. It is not just what parents have by way of attitudes, skills and behaviours, but it is about the relational fit they have with have with their child. This notion is supported by various authors, including Bogenschneider et al. (1997) who suggest adding to Belsky’s model a fourth category concerning the ‘goodness of fit’ between characteristics of the child and parent. 

It is also clear that the degree of influence exercised by parents over outcomes for children varies according to the child’s developmental stage. For very young children, parents are usually the primary influences on biologically driven developmental change. As children grow, and particularly in adolescence, parental influence tends to decline and the influence of peers and the external world becomes more significant. Additionally, and also in favour of assessments of parenting capacity which examine the notion of ‘goodness of fit’ between parent and child, it is clear that children with different predispositions elicit correspondingly different reactions from their parents (Maccoby, 2000). Thus:
“there is reason to believe that there are forces motivating children to differentiate themselves from their siblings, and these may counterbalance, or transform, the effects of parental inputs that might otherwise function to make them the same. Of course, some of the differentiation between siblings can come directly from differential treatment by the parents, or it can stem from differential reactions by different children to the same parental inputs” (Maccoby, 2000, p.17)

Maccoby (2000, p.3) therefore suggests that assessments of parenting should seek to address the three following core and interlinked elements:

· Familial risk factors (in other words, aspects of family functioning related to the development of internalising or externalising behaviours or poor developmental outcomes in children)

· Social conditions that affect parenting practices (i.e. how well the child is monitored, etc.)

· Parenting behaviours as mediators of the connections between societal risk factors and children’s adjustment (e.g. how well a parent’s behaviours help cushion the impact of a child of living in poverty)

The following model seeks to take the frameworks offered by both Belsky and Maccoby and to transpose them into the Assessment Triangle in order to produce an integrative framework for assessing parenting capacity. Thus, I have depicted the notion of the parent-child fit as the product of both the child’s and adult’s characteristics, influenced also by the context of environment support or risk. This integrative model, represented in Figure One, is offered as a guide for the practitioner in relation to areas to cover within assessment alongside the six specific dimensions of parenting capacity offered in the DoH Framework. 

Figure Two: Assessments of parenting capacity: an integrative framework 




Understanding the interaction between factors within the integrative model:

Having identified a conceptual model within which to assess parenting capacity, it is important to look at the mechanisms operating between the proposed dimensions. Van Bakel & Riksen-Walraven (2002) used Belsky’s conceptualisation to examine the links between parenting and development of one year old children. They investigated the
 inter-relationship between the three domains of parental characteristics, the context of stress and support and child characteristics in a sample of 129 Dutch families. They found that where all three domains were intact, there were almost always positive outcomes for children. However, interestingly, where one domain was weak, the other two appeared to buffer the level of parenting. In other words, parenting competence in the face of a child with complex needs or difficult temperament may remain intact if the parent’s own support needs are met and if the parent’s own characteristics are positive. Similarly, where parental characteristics are problematic, (for example where parents have unresolved issues from their backgrounds), outcomes can remain positive if child and environment characteristics are positive. However, crucially in van Bakel and Riksen-Walraven’s study, where any two (or more) of these three domains were weak, this was a strong predictor of poor outcomes for children. This suggests that, in conducting parenting capacity assessments, we should look carefully not only at the individual dimensions of parenting capacity suggested, but at the interactive effects of the combination of identified factors. 

Another important message concerns the relative effectiveness of different kinds of support as a factor influencing parenting. In van Bakel and Riksen-Walraven’s (2002) study, as in previous research, there was 
considerable evidence that high levels of marital support and satisfaction were associated with skilful parenting. This appeared to hold true for mothers and fathers, as well as in culturally diverse populations and remained the case even after parental characteristics had been controlled for. Thus, the quality of marital or partner support was consistently found to be a stronger predictor of parenting competence than network support, and wider network support was not found to fully compensate for a lack of spousal support and satisfaction. The clear message, therefore, is that we need to look very carefully at the context of any marital or partner relationship within the course of parenting assessments as this is likely to be an important factor in influencing overall parenting responses. This may require practitioners to go beyond the Assessment Framework and its recording forms, where the emphasis appears to be very much centred on the parent-child dyad and the wider environmental or social context. In my view, the quality and nature specifically of the parents’ relationship (of course where there are two parental figures) should be included as a core element of the assessment of parenting capacity. 

Assessing the notion of the child-adult fit

Budd (2001) emphasises a functional approach to assessment of parenting which focuses on:

· The current and potential functional capabilities of the parent to meet the needs of the specific child; 

· The nature of the relationship between parent and child
· The developmental needs of the child

· Wider social ecology of the family and environment

This is a helpful model which emphasises everyday behaviours and skills that make up parenting or “what the caregiver understands, believes, knows, does and is capable of doing related to childrearing” (Budd, 2001, p.3). This approach, she maintains, has the advantage of focusing constructively on identifying parenting strengths and areas of adequate performance in contrast to deficit models. Budd conceptualises parenting adequacy as the fit between the parent’s functioning and the child’s needs on two distinct levels:

· the connection between a child’s developmental needs and the parent’s caregiving skills; and

· the connection between the parent’s competence to care for his or her own needs and for the child’s needs (2001, p. 5)

She develops this into a matrix which is designed to offer practitioners a working framework for organising and integrating information both about parenting functioning and the nature of the parent-child fit. The model:

“focuses on the link between the parent’s independent functioning in particular domains and his/her competence in caregiving functioning. Deficits in a parent’s adaptive skills in, for example, the cognitive domain may affect childcare abilities in the same domain (e.g. ability to teach the child) or in another domain (e.g. ability to read medicine labels and care for child when ill).” (2001, p. 5)

Both areas are considered in relation to the broad domains of physical, cognitive and social/emotional development. The matrix is depicted below in Figure Three, together with illustrative examples taken from Budd (2001, p.6). 

Figure Three:  Assessing the parent-child fit

	Dimensions of child need
	Examples of functional parenting skills
	Examples of functional parenting deficits

	Physical care
	e.g. takes child for injections
	e.g. fails to gain medical treatment for head lice

	Cognitive
	e.g. provides activities or toys for child
	e.g. leaves child alone and in cot for long periods of time

	Social/ emotional
	e.g. shows warmth and affection towards child
	e.g. loses temper at child for minor accidents or mistakes


	Area of parent competence
	Examples of adaptive skills/ deficits in parent’s independent functioning
	Examples of how deficits in independent functioning may impact upon parenting

	Physical care
	e.g. shops and prepares regular meals/ often goes hungry 


	e.g. feeds child irregularly because of lack of food in the house



	Cognitive
	e.g. exercises judgement/ fails to consider the consequences of actions
	e.g. has unrealistic child-rearing beliefs

	Social/ emotional
	e.g. has a social network/ is isolated and mistrustful of others


	e.g. prevents child from having social contact with peers


Parenting styles research and its use in parenting capacity assessment

A useful addition to the ideas on parenting capacity described in the Assessment Framework is the wider research evidence on overall parenting styles. This is important for practitioners assessing parenting, as well as for those seeking to intervene to enhance parenting capacity. For example, as well as helping to address one particularly problematic parenting response, it is vitally important to keep the broader parenting picture in focus. Indeed, this is consistent with a strengths approach to assessment. A parent may have difficulties in one or two micro level areas, but the overall parenting picture may be generally positive. 

A significant amount of work in the developmental psychology field over the last four decades has been done to research overall parenting approaches and styles which may contribute to optimal developmental outcomes for children. This work consistently identifies that parental acceptance, non-punitive disciplinary practices based on reasoning, and consistency in childrearing are each associated with positive developmental outcomes in children. This constellation of factors, characterised on the one hand by high levels of parental involvement in a child’s life and of behavioural monitoring, whilst at the same time parental acceptance, trust and allowing the child psychological autonomy, has become known as ‘authoritative parenting’. This has been envisaged as the most positive and helpful of one of four broad parenting styles (Baumrind 1971; 1989 and Maccoby and Martin, 1983) which can be conceptualised on two dimensions:

· demandingness- the extent to which parents show control, maturity demands and supervision in their parenting; and

· responsiveness- the extent to which parents show emotional warmth, acceptance and involvement. 

Figure Four describes the relationship between these two dimensions and the four parenting styles. 

Figure Four: Parenting Styles










Authoritative parenting:

This form of parenting is characterised by demandingness and responsiveness on the part of parents. Thus, typically authoritative parents have a high level of involvement in the life of their children, communicate actively and openly and have clear expectations of their children, including relatively high levels of behavioural control and monitoring. However, at the same time, they encourage psychological autonomy, are trusting and display acceptance. This mixture of firm and clear expectations and boundaries has been strongly linked to the development of a whole range of developmental competencies, including childhood s
ocial adjustment, high level of school performance and strong engagement in school and other networks (Weiss and Schwartz, 1996), as well as positive attitudes, empathy and high levels of self-esteem (Thompson et al., 2002). In particular, the use of ‘positive’ or ‘gentle’ reason based strategies in disciplining and managing children’s behaviours has been seen to increase the level of child compliance and decrease behavioural problems (Gray and Steinberg, 1999). Gray and Steinberg (1999) examined the independent and joint contributions of three core dimensions of authoritative parenting (parental involvement, autonomy granting and structure) in a large sample of 8,700 14 -18 year olds.  They found that these three components not only function independently to positively influence developmental outcomes in young people, but that there is also a significant interactive effect between them. They conclude that “teens report the healthiest psychosocial development when they also perceive that their parents grant a high level of psychological autonomy, stay actively involved in their teen’s life, and establish firm standards for behavior” (1999, p. 584).  Whilst there have been some suggestions that authoritative parenting is a white, middle-class conception, the evidence in support of the concept appears compelling. Gray and Steinberg (1999) claim that no large-scale studies have indicated that non-authoritative parenting has more beneficial effects on adolescent development than authoritative parenting, regardless of the population studied. 

Authoritarian parenting:

This style of parenting is characterised by parents who are demanding, but not responsive towards their children. Parents who are authoritarian place a high level of control and demands upon their children, but are generally less trusting and less engaged with their children than authoritative parents. As opposed to authoritative parenting, parental controls are more adult than child focused (Maccoby and Martin, 1983) and open communcation between parent and child is limited. Frequently discipline is physical and based on confrontation. This approach to parenting has been linked to a range of potential outcomes for children, including impaired learning and problem-solving abilities and increased dependence on adult control and guidance (Hess and McDevitt, 1984) and decreased psychological autonomy (Barber, 1994). The over-use of confrontational strategies based on the assertion of parental power has been seen to be ineffective in promoting internalised compliance in children (Grusec and Goodnow, 1995), especially if such strategies are imposed without discussion. Aunola et al. (2000) found that adolescents who had experienced authoritarian parenting were more likely to deploy maladaptive strategies, particularly passive behaviour and a lack of use of self-enhancing attributions, which are indicative of learned helplessness. 
Permissive parenting:

This approach to parenting is characterised by parents who are responsive but undemanding. Parents who are permissive, like authoritative parents, are warm, accepting and have child-centred attitudes and approaches. However, unlike authoritative parenting, permissive parenting is characterised by non-demanding parental behaviour and a general lack of parental control. Parents operating using such an approach frequently do not require mature behaviour from their children, but allow them to behave autonomously and independently. Again, a number of possible child outcomes have been linked to permissive parenting  approaches. As there are fewer maturity and control demands placed on children, their
 s
elf-regulatory abilities may be under-developed and they demonstrate  higher levels of impulsivity. Experiencing this parenting style has also been linked to academic underachievement in children (Onatsu-Arvilommi and Nurmi, 1997). 

Neglectful parenting:

Neglectful parents are those who are neither
 responsive to, nor demanding of, their children. In general, they tend not to support the child’s self-regulation and this is combined with an overall lack of monitoring and supervision. Whilst such parents have a non-controlling attitude, this is combined with overall under involvement in their children’s lives. Emotionally and practically, such parents are often absent when needed. Such a parenting approach has been linked to a range of problematic outcomes for children, including high impulsivity, particularly low levels of academic achievement and poor levels of self-esteem and self-regulatory abilities (Maccoby and Martin, 1983; Aunola et al. 2000). 
Using the parenting styles model within assessment of parenting capacity:

The categories of parenting style described above can provide a useful reference point for practitioners engaged in parenting capacity assessments, however, a number of caveats are needed. 

Firstly, it is important not to ‘pigeonhole’ parents into one category, or expect that their responses at all times and in all circumstances will be indicative of a particular parenting style, thereby writing off their potential to develop an alternative approach to parenting issues. Many of us would like to claim that we are authoritative parents, but know full well that there are examples of our parenting behaviours that fall within the permissive, authoritarian or neglectful styles. In other words, despite our ideas about how best to parent children, we often fail to live up to our own expectations in the face of a whole range of pressures and difficulties. However, the research evidence does indeed suggest that parents’ responses to their children broadly fall within one of the four categories described (Aunola et al. 2000; Thompson et al., 2002). For example, Thompson et al. (2002) investigated behaviours indicative of authoritative and authoritarian parenting in a group of mothers with 10-year-old children and found a complete lack of overlap between the use of physical punishment and use of reasoning, with only one person mentioning both responses. Therefore, whilst these very general and broad groupings should not be seen as either inborn or necessarily fixed character traits of parents, they do appear to be useful in articulating some key and broad-based differences between parents in relation to their parenting approaches and beliefs, and indeed, these differences do appear to be linked to differential outcomes for children.  

A second caveat is that the model could be used to promote a unidirectional view of the influence between parenting practices and outcomes for children. There is, however, as has been discussed above, compelling evidence that parenting practices may be substantially influenced, if not determined, by children. 

A third caveat, relating to the difference between authoritative and authoritarian parenting, is that there is some evidence to suggest that the potentially negative impact of a number of ‘non-ideal’ disciplinary practices can be mediated by the degree of consistency and emotional responsiveness offered by a parent. In Thompson et al.’s (2002) study, authoritarian parents who used physical punishment were no more likely to have children with behaviour problems. Authoritative parents who used reasoning were no more likely to have children without behaviour problems. But crucially, parents who failed to follow up on threats were more likely to have children at greater risk aged 8 years than those who did not. This appears to give some important messages about diversity in parenting approaches in that in this study a range of parenting responses was linked to outcomes within the normal developmental range for children, yet this diversity was not represented on individual level as parents tended either to engage in authoritative or authoritarian practices. Given this, the use of praise appeared to provide a buffer for the use of physical discipline. Thompson et al. conclude that “parental inconsistency, a characteristic often linked to childhood problems, rather than physical punishment may be the key factor in the development of problems” (Thompson et al. 2002, p. 154). They hypothesise that the damaging effects of parenting style on children may not be the use of a particular strategy, nor the strictness of its use, but the emotional context within which the strategy is conducted. 

In summary, the parenting styles model is limited in its ‘diagnostic’ ability. However, the evidence associated with the benefits of the cluster of factors within the authoritative type is such that the model is a powerful way of assessing and articulating how parenting behaviours can be amended to the benefit of both the parent and child. It is all too easy for parents to fall into counter-productive or negative patterns of behaviour towards their children, often based on the parenting models that they themselves experienced as children. Practitioners can use knowledge of parenting styles to anchor and link the individual factors they identify through attention to the DoH dimensions of parenting capacity, in order to identify how a person’s overall approaches to parenting can be enhanced. Derived and adapted from the work of Thompson et al. (2002), Table One below offers some ideas about the range of indicators which can be used to distinguish parenting typologies. As with any behavioural checklist, this list should be used with caution and with regard to context, age of child, child’s specific needs, etc. 

Table One: Assessment of Parenting Style Checklist

	AUTHORITATIVE PARENTING:

Look for examples where the parent:
	· Praises the child for good behaviour

· Reasons with the child after misbehaviour

· Explains consequences of child’s behaviour

· Gives child expectations before activity

· Shows patience with child

· Apologises if he or she is wrong
· Channels child’s negative behaviours into acceptable alternatives

	AUTHORITARIAN PARENTING:

Look for examples where the parent:
	· Uses physical punishment

· Screams at child

· Uses punishment more than reason

· Tells off child as an attempt to improve child’s behaviour

· Responds with intense anger when child misbehaves
· Puts child alone without explanation

	PERMISSIVE PARENTING:

Look for examples where the parent:
	· Gives in to child’s tantrums

· Ignores child’s misbehaviour

· Allows child to annoy others

· Finds it difficult to discipline child

· Bribes child to comply

	NEGLECTFUL PARENTING:

Look for examples where the parent:
	· Is frequently unavailable, either physically or emotionally

· Does not respond to expressions of child need

· Appears unconcerned at child’s problematic behaviour or at dangers to child

· Does not give child structure or appropriate levels of responsibility


Conducting parenting capacity assessments- process and content issues

Relatively few studies have investigated how parenting assessments are conducted in practice. In a North American study of 190 mental health assessments concerned with child welfare and children at risk, Budd (2001) found that assessments of parenting were usually completed in single session and generally used few sources other than parent self-report. The majority did not consider previous reports or information and they rarely included parent-child observation. The relationship between the parent and child was also overlooked. In addition, the assessor often neglected to describe the parent’s caregiving qualities and only noted perceived deficits. Budd and Holdsworth (1996) raise a number of important points in the assessment of parenting, including the need to be aware of situational influences on the assessment process, as well as the importance of asking specific questions at the outset of the process. Taken together, these points help to highlight a number of important process and content issues which should underpin assessments of parenting capacity. In particular, such assessments should:

· be specific about the aims and questions to be answered;

· use historical information and reports with care; 

· be aware of situational influences that can distort the assessment process and findings;

· be based on multiple sources of information including direct observation of parent-child interaction;

· offer parents specific opportunities to reflect upon their parenting in interviews; and

· address both strengths and deficits in parenting and family functioning.

· Be specific about the aims of the assessment and the questions to be answered:

When conducting an assessment which seeks to evaluate a person’s parenting capacity, it is important to be as concrete and specific as possible at the outset about the particular questions that will hopefully be addressed within the assessment. Thus, practitioners should consider the following questions to help orient their assessment around specific concerns or issues (Budd and Holdsworth, 1996):

· what specifically do you want to know about the parent’s functioning?

· what problems or events give rise to concerns (and whose concerns are these)?

· what specific outcomes or options will be affected by the findings of the assessment?

So, rather than simply asking “what is the potential of this person as parent for the children…” a more useful and specific question might be “what strengths and deficits does this person have in terms of her/his ability to adequately care for her/his three young children”. 

· Use historical information and previous reports with care:

Some practitioners express caution as to the use of previous reports or historical information from files as part of the assessment process for fear that past reports have been biased or incomplete, or that they reflect problems and issues that are either no longer present or have little bearing upon current parenting functioning. As social work files may be extensive or contain information compiled by many practitioners over long, but fragmented, periods of time, concerns about the fairness and accuracy of such data are often justified. Scrutiny of historical files and documentation can often reveal incomplete or missing information, a host of unevidenced and value-laden statements and decision-making which is not transparent. At the same time, the predictive value of past behaviour is well established in a range of aspects of human functioning where patterns of escalating behaviours are often seen, such as in entrenched patterns of criminality or sexually abusive behaviour in adults. In such circumstances, it is well established that the best predictor of future behaviour is past behaviour and to disregard documented historical information would therefore be both unwise and dangerous. Whilst previous reports about parenting difficulties should therefore not been seen to be indicative of an inability to change, it is obviously important to look carefully at any previous assessments to look for patterns of behaviours or concerns. Budd and Holdsworth (1996) suggest that assessors should “avoid making assumptions about the impact of past events on parents’ current functioning unless current corroborative evidence exists” (1996, p. 6). The question is less whether previous reports should be scrutinised, and more what should be done with the information gleaned from them. There is an enormous difference, therefore, between using past reports as fuel to discredit or undermine a parent and using them to identify approaches and intervention strategies that appear to have been either particularly effective or unhelpful for the person or family concerned in the past. 

One of the most difficult aspects concerning historical information is the role that previous negative life events, such as a parent’s own history of being abused, may play in influencing or shaping an individual’s own parenting practices. This is an area which can easily lead to the pathologisation of the many individuals who have survived childhood adversity and have developed resilient and adaptive coping and positive parenting skills. Thus, whilst a range of studies have suggested a correlation between a history of childhood abuse and a range of future parenting difficultie (Meron, 2001), causal mechanisms are difficult to establish and there is little empirical support for the notion of direct intergenerational transmission of abuse. Whilst the evidence relating to this debate cannot be analysed in depth here, it is clear that survivors of childhood abuse are not destined to become abusive parents by dint of their own experiences. However, it is the case that many parents in difficulty have themselves experienced very poor models of parenting in their own childhoods and need support in learning and findings other models for their own parenting. Budd and Holdsworth conclude that past experiences of abuse or trauma should therefore be regarded as “potential risk factors that bear investigation as part of parenting assessments” (1996, p. 6).

· Be aware of situational influences that can distort the assessment process and findings:

The assessment of parenting capacity is particularly vulnerable to situational influences which can mean that observations made in the course of assessments range from an overly positive or overly negative account of an individual’s parenting capacity. The stress of professional intervention can easily disrupt or distort a parent’s responses and, indeed, the stress of the assessment process can be falsely assumed to be indicative of the level of parenting stress. As Budd and Holdsworth (1996) highlight “some parents appear more impaired than they actually are, whereas others appear literally too good to be true” (p. 5). The kind of situation factors can impact in a number of different ways, including:

· Changing the interactions observed between parent and child. The interaction and parental behaviours can appear stilted and false or mechanistic. If this is the case, practitioners need to examine carefully how far this is influenced by the situational context of the assessment, or how much this is reflective of how the parent generally responds to the child;

· Affecting the nature of information given by parents in interview. Some parents are keen to present themselves in a socially desirable light which can mask underlying difficulties and result in an overly-optimistic view, whilst others may find the assessment process so stressful that they are not able to give an accurate picture of their competence in a particular parenting task, and this can lead to assessments that fail to highlight strengths or are overly pessimistic.

· Changing the nature of responses given by parents to tests or questionnaires. The administration of parenting questionnaires or psychometric measures is more common in psychological evaluations than it is in social work assessments, although a range of very useful questionnaires has been provided by the DoH as part of the Assessment Framework pack. Budd and Holdsworth highlight how practitioners should interpret parenting measures with caution due to “potential subject-reporting biases, limited information about normative responses with minority populations, and lack of research on predictive validity” (1996, p. 8). 

Overall, it is important for practitioners who are making judgements about parenting issues to be sensitive to the impact of the assessment process itself upon parenting practices and family situations. Budd and Holdsworth (1996) suggest that practitioners should take steps to minimise the impact of potentially biasing effects of the assessment process on family members by:

· Observing interactions as far as is possible in a natural setting (i.e. the family home) or, where this is not feasible, in a structured environment which is comfortable for family members, has adequate resources and is familiar; 

· Observing family interactions over multiple occasions; and

· Including the entire family in observations. 

· Use multiple sources of information including direct observation of parent-child interaction:

The nature of a person’s parenting occurs within the context of daily interactions with her or his children, rather than in discussion with a social worker. Therefore, assessment of parenting should use multiple sources of information, including focused interviews with parents, use of questionnaires and assessment tools and observation of parent-child interactions. The Assessment Framework document states that “children’s responses and interactions in different situations should be carefully observed wherever possible, alone, with siblings, with parents and/or caregivers or in other settings” as children may “hide or suppress their feelings in situations which are difficult or not safe for them” (DoH, 2000a, p. 43). In addition to this, assessments of parenting capacity should include direct observation because parents too may present differently in interview than in the course of daily interactions with their child. 

Observation is often presumed to be an easy thing to do, but is in fact fraught with complications and dilemmas. How much interaction should we observe? Should we focus on a wide range of parent-child interactions, or examine a more narrow range in order to comment on particular aspects of parenting capacity which may be of concern? How should observations be recorded or interpreted? Is our clinical judgement sufficient or should we be using standardised parenting-specific measures- and if so, what might these be? Budd and Holdsworth (1996) caution against the potential for over-generalising or misinterpreting findings from clinical observations and suggest that competent observation requires:

· Training in methods of structuring the observational situation;

· Preparation of family members for the interaction;

· Selection of relevant behaviours and sequences to monitor based on previous research;

· Recording (formally or informally) identified events and behaviours; and

· Interpretations of findings in comparison to other parents and children (Budd and Holdsworth, 1996, p. 10)

They state that their own work in reviewing assessments of ‘at risk parents’ suggests that practitioners are often prone to overstating the findings of their observations, inferring parental qualities based on selective child behaviours and failing to mention the limitations of the observations. They conclude that, whilst parent-child observations are crucial to the process of parenting assessment, misuse of observational procedures “may do more harm than good by lending an appearance of credibility to a poorly conducted evaluation” (1996, p. 10). 

Such a critique sets a high standard for practitioners to plan and conduct their observations with care. Although the process and content of observations will need to be determined by the context and in collaboration with family members concerned, Table Three below, taken and adapted from Budd (2001, p. 12), suggests a range of core elements to assist practitioners in the observation of parent-child interactions, separating out both parent and child behaviour patterns. 

Table Two. Core elements in observing parent-child observation in assessments of parenting capacity

	PARENT BEHAVIOUR PATTERNS

· How does the parent structure interactions through instructions, toys or activities?

· How does the parent show understanding or misunderstanding of the children’s developmental level?

· How does the parent convey acceptance or approval of the children’s behaviour (praise, descriptive feedback, physical affection)?

· How does the parent convey disapproval of children’s behaviour (criticism, negative commands, threats, physical means, etc.)?

· Does the parent notice and attend to the children’s physical needs (e.g. hunger, bathroom, safety risks, etc.)?

· Is the parent responsive to children’s initiations via verbalisations, facial expressions and actions?

· How does the parent respond to children’s disagreement or expressions of their own opinions? To what extent are disagreements allowed?

· Does the parent follow through with his or her instructions or rules?

· Does the parent spread attention fairly across children if more than one child is involved?

· How far does the parent focus on the children? Does the parent appear distracted, withdrawn, or bored during the observation (e.g. watching TV rather than responding)

· Is there any evidence of problematic statements or attributions (e.g. asking the child if they love the parent, making negative comments about family members [or foster carers], using inappropriate adult language, etc.)?

	CHILD BEHAVIOUR PATTERNS

· To what extent do the children appear at ease around the parent (e.g. smiling, playing and verbalising v. remaining silent, distant or fearful)?

· Is there evidence of the child initiating interactions with the parent?

· Are there any examples of developmental, emotional or behavioural difficulties that require different parenting strategies than those offered by the parent?

· How far do the children respond to the parent’s initiations by showing interest and acceptance of the parent’s attention?

· Do the children disagree with the parent or express their own opinions?

· In what ways do the children show affection and interest towards the parent?

· What topics do the children bring up in conversation with the parent (e.g. do they report activities in foster care, talk about other family members, etc.)?


· Give parents specific opportunities to reflect upon their parenting in interviews:

‘Parenting capacity’, as I have described earlier in this chapter, is helpful as an overarching theoretical framework within which a person’s beliefs about parenting and children, approaches to parenting tasks, and parenting behaviours or responses are assessed. Although these factors interact with each other to inform a person’s parenting capacity, there may be inconsistencies and tensions between the individual elements.  For example, a person’s overall parenting beliefs (what it means for an individual to be a parent, how she or he approaches parenting, etc.) may be in contrast to that person’s observable parenting behaviours. Thus, in interviews with parents about parenting issues it is helpful to break down the constituent elements of ‘parenting’ into a set of distinct, albeit overlapping, areas for exploration, comprising:

· Parenting beliefs: This area includes parents’ attitudes and beliefs about parenting and parenthood, their understanding of children’s needs and children’s development. It is helpful to discuss parents’ beliefs about child-rearing practices and how the models of parenting that they themselves have experienced as children may be consistent with, or different from, the models they have adopted. 

· Parenting strategies: This includes parents’ ideas about how to respond to their children in certain situations, as well as the way that they deal with macro level parenting tasks, such as the strategies they have to discipline their children, manage difficult behaviour, etc.

· Parenting style:  As discussed above, this concerns parents’ overall style of parenting. 
· Parenting behaviours: This includes parents’ micro level behaviours towards children, their specific behavioural responses to children’s needs, discussion of observed interactions, as well as parents’ self-report about behaviours that have been helpful or unhelpful in the past in a range of given circumstances. 
It is not possible to draw up a standard interview schedule to be used within all assessments of parenting capacity as each family situation brings with it distinct areas which will need to be given specific attention. Practitioners should clearly orient the format of their interviews of parents with attention to issues of engagement and collaborative working, empowerment and recognition of the inherent stress of professional involvement in parenting issues. Issues of diversity, particularly around culture and race, gender, sexuality and disability, are commonly bound up with notions about ‘normative’ or ‘adequate’ parenting and need close attention. Practitioners need to negotiate with parents a commonly understood, shared language about parenting issues. Whilst flexibility and diversity of approach is necessary, Budd (2001) provides a helpful framework for practitioners to help structure and focus the exploration of parenting issues within an assessment interview, which I have adapted and added to in Table Three below. 

Table Three: core elements of parenting assessment interviews

	Purpose of assessment and confidentiality
	· The parent’s understanding of the reason for the assessment and its potential outcomes

· Developing an agreed and clear awareness of the limits of confidentiality and the parent’s rights of challenge, etc. 

	The child’s developmental history and any parenting concerns:
	· The parent’s perspectives and version of events

· The parent’s views of the credibility of any external concerns and level of personal responsibility for events

· The parent’s view of how events or child’s developmental issues have impacted on his/ her own life and parenting

	Services received to date relating to allegations or parenting concerns
	· The nature and helpfulness of professional intervention previously (e.g. relationships with health visitors, parent’s perspectives on how any past intervention plans or advice have assisted or not, etc.)

	Parent’s current living situation
	· The nature, stability and environmental circumstances of residence

· People in the home and their specific needs (extent to which other people’s needs or issues may impinge upon an individual parent’s ability to meet a specific child’s need)

· The nature of the parents’ relationship- where two parents are present. To include: levels of support, division of parenting tasks and roles, etc. 

· Employment or school status

· Physical health of people in the home

· Substance use

· Mental health

· Social support network

	Parent’s personal background
	· Family of origin- continuity and discontinuity of relationships and why

· Parent’s own early health and development

· Childrearing and disciplinary experiences whilst growing up

· Educational history

· Significant life events (e.g. trauma, abuse or neglect, moves, criminal history, etc.)

· Cultural and religious identity

· Significant partner relationships and break-ups

	Children and parent-child relationship
	· First experiences as a parent

· Pre- and postnatal history of the children

· Time spent as caregiver

· Perceived strengths and weaknesses as a parent

· Current relationship with children

· Specific needs, fears or considerations about children’s welfare

· Views of how the children are doing now

· Things parent would like to do for the children and their views on their ability to provide these things

	Parent’s hopes and expectations for dealing with parenting concerns
	· What the parent would like to happen

· What would be best for the child in their view

· Views on what the children would like to happen

· What services or changes does the parent feel are needed to help achieve the desired outcomes?

· The views of the parent on the likelihood of being able and willing to make needed changes

· Barriers to achieving the desired outcomes

· Consequences if desired outcomes are not achieved


Address both strengths and deficits in parenting and family functioning

One of the key changes within the discourse of parenting assessment has been the shift from deficit-based models, in which attention was paid to identifying parenting problems and risks, to a more strengths-based approach, where a parent’s strengths or competencies are acknowledged (DoH, 2000a). For the purposes of assessing parenting capacity, a focus on strengths and competence is clearly vital in helping parents to see that parenting problems do not constitute all of their life and that, however entrenched the ‘problem’, they as individuals are always more than their problems (Saleebey, 1997). At the same time, there have been concerns expressed about the move to strengths-based models, including strong criticisms expressed about the deletion of the concept of risk within the Assessment Framework (see Calder in Chapter One of this volume; Calder, 2002). A particular matter of confusion is how much weight should be given to strength in the face of an identified difficulty and how the mechanisms that operate between, and mediate the relationship amongst, individual risk and protective factors actually work. 

Strengths-based assessment practice is not simply the opposite of deficit models. Indeed, ignoring deficits in parenting or family functioning, being overly optimistic about situations of risk and putting a positive gloss on people’s real-life difficulties would be dangerous to children (who may be harmed or denied opportunities to meet developmental targets) and disrespectful to parents (whose real and painful problems remain). The essence of a strengths-based approach to parenting issues is therefore not to disregard problems, but to conceive of strengths as a key part of resolving difficulties. Despite the myriad of difficulties that may exist, every parent is likely to have some strengths, assets or resources. Problematic parenting practices may indeed present risk to children’s development, however identifying and facing these may be a source of opportunity and change. Such strengths-based constructions are particularly important given that most assessments of parenting capacity are borne out concern. In short, it is necessary for practitioners to “assess parenting strengths and potential resources in the family’s environment and to delineate these positive features along with weaknesses as part of the report” (Budd and Holdsworth, 1996, p. 12)

Summary

This chapter has sought to identify some of the key aspects relating to the assessment of parenting capacity, outlining a range of theoretical models, research evidence and practical frameworks to complement the ideas presented within the DoH Assessment Framework model. This is a difficult and somewhat controversial area of practice, which brings our own values and personal experiences into sharp focus as practitioners. The ideas presented herein should therefore be taken, used and developed in practice. As such, no theory should ever be regarded as complete (Hackett, 2000; Preston-Shoot and Agass, 1990). It is necessary for us to seek out the best available evidence to support our practice, whilst at the same time remaining sensitive to the individual narratives and struggles of parents and children in circumstances of adversity. This remains a formidable challenge.
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