The Impact of Parental Disruption on Kuwaiti Adolescents: A Comparative Study on Children from Intact and Broken Families.

Humoud Alqashan, Kuwait University, Kuwait 

Divorce, which was once a rare phenomenon in Gulf countries, now occurs in nearly one third of all marriages.  The purpose of this study was to compare the differences in self-esteem, locus of control, and attitude toward parents between adolescents from divorced and intact families.  The results revealed that adolescents from divorced families showed higher self-esteem than adolescents from intact families.  Within the divorced families, females showed higher self-esteem compared to males.  There was no difference in locus of control between divorced and intact families nor were there any gender differences.  Divorced fathers were evaluated negatively by their children whereas divorced mothers were evaluated positively.  These data are believed to be the first of its kind from divorced families in Gulf area or the Middle East.

Gender bias in the diagnosis and operationalisation of Munchausen syndrome by proxy

Clive Baldwin, University of Bradford, UK, 
Munchausen syndrome by proxy (MSbP) is a controversial diagnosis that provokes strong reactions on both sides of the debate.  Its proponents claim that it has a respectable history and clinical validity while its opponents cite a lack of scientific basis and coherency.  Here I want to draw attention to an obvious though under-explored aspect of MSbP, that of gender bias.  While it is not debated that the vast majority of MSbP abuse is perpetrated by women (usually mothers upon their own children) there is little discussion as to why this form of abuse is peculiar to women.  Drawing on the literature, interviews with mothers accused of MSbP and official case documents) I will argue that MSbP as a diagnostic category and MSbP in its operationalisation in specific cases manifests a gender bias that is hard to defend on empirical grounds.  In particular I will explore, through the lens of gender, various theories within the literature seeking to explain MSbP behaviour, the marginalisation of gender issues in MSbP literature and the differential treatment of mothers and fathers in cases of alleged MSbP.  It is my contention that gender issues raise fundamental problems with MSbP as a valid and reliable diagnostic category.

‘Jumping Through Hoops’:  The burden of child welfare involvement and Aboriginal mothers.

Marlyn Bennett, Director of Research, First Nations Child & Family Caring Society of Canada
Ka Ni Kanichihk Inc., an urban Aboriginal organization in Winnipeg, undertook to conduct a review into the experiences of Aboriginal mothers involved with the child welfare system and family courts regarding child protection matters. This paper describes some of those experiences and reflections. The findings draw from in-depth recorded interviews conducted with 32 Aboriginal mothers during March to June of 2007. Each interview was transcribed, thematically analyzed, and collectively the mothers' stories about their experience with the child welfare and legal profession revealed a number of predominant themes. The paper highlights a number of solutions identified by mothers about how child welfare and family court systems can be improved to work better for Aboriginal mothers and their children.
Mothering the Girl Child in India in the context of The Dominant Traditional Ideology and the Modern

Sarala Bijapurkar, K.J.Somaiya College of Arts and Commerce, India, 
India is a traditional society rooted in patriarchal structures. Indian mythology is replete with narrations of women in her roles as wife and mother - the ideal of womanhood. The narrations of Sita and Savitri, women in mythology provide Indian women 'role models' to emulate.  Contemporary discourses on gender often cite examples of the worship of the female goddesses, Durga, Shakti as indications of honour given to women in the traditional context. However, the reality is quite different. Women in the society and in the family are devalued and hold subservient positions.

In the traditional context the life of a woman revolved around her husband and she spent her life in serving him and his family. Her position in her marital home improved when she became a mother, especially a mother of many sons. The ideology of pativrata (endless devotion to her husband) defined her life. She had little else to live for. This dominant ideology determined not only her activities but gave meaning to her very existence, praying always that she would die a "suhagan" (married woman). From early childhood she was socialised into the ideology.
The paper examines the extent to which the dominant ideology intervenes in the mothering the girl child in India today, in the context of changing perception on women. By examining several cases first hand of mothering the girl child, the paper delves into the issues of mothering the girl child in the present times and the choices women make in socialising their daughters.

The relationship between notions of childhood, gender, and ADHD

Robyne Burrows, Murdoch University, Australia 
Many studies have been conducted to investigate the various possible contributing factors of Attention Deficit Disorder, with our without Hyperactivity (ADD/ADHD). Studies based on theoretical disease models, such as the bio-medical model, have dominated the literature, and little attention is paid to the sociological models.  

The medical model portrays certain biological factors as responsible for the types of inappropriate behaviour and academic failure, and the most significant factor influencing future anti-social behaviour and social exclusion.  The presence or absence of specific behaviours, such as inattention or disruptive behaviour, become the focal point of dispensing medication, receiving behaviour modification therapy, and in extreme cases, hospitalisation. 

As a result, a number of basic assumptions have been imbedded within the diagnostic process surrounding ADD/ADHD.  Behavioural expectations are closely connected to assumptions of gender.  However, even the psychological interpretations of gender based differences have been constructed based on interpretations of fixed 'truths' of what makes female or male behaviour.  For instance, women are more likely to be diagnosed with 'hysteria' and men with some form of 'psychotic' disturbance based on assumptions of aggression associated with socially constructed gender differences.

My paper argues that there is a relationship between the social construction of the child, and the emergence of ADHD, and this has been influenced by perceptions of behaviours based on gender roles. 

Balancing Power: The Need for a Child Welfare Service Users’ Union

Gary C. Dumbrill, McMaster University, Canada
Those who design and deliver child welfare services hold a power over families receiving intervention that is thought necessary to protect children from harm.  Child welfare services, however, are not only associated with protecting children, they are also associated with the perpetuation of social inequalities.  Indeed, the way child welfare intervention and outcomes play out unevenly along lines of gender, race and social class etc. is well documented. This paper contends that although child protection services can use power to protect children, its power oftentimes harms those it serves by masking and compounding the societal inequalities that generate many of the family challenges and stresses known to play a role in the generation of child abuse and neglect. A remedy to this problem is presented that has emerged from an in-depth qualitative study into the views of 98 parents receiving Canadian child protection intervention.  The idea, proposed by the parents themselves, is the development of a child welfare service users' association or union which balances the power between families and professionals.  This paper explores how this union could generate a worker-client alliance that could radically shift and improve the way child welfare services are conceptualized and delivered.

Is ignorance bliss? Gender and young people’s knowledge and views of services for those who have experienced child sexual abuse

Jane Ellis and Debra Allnock, NSPCC, UK, 
The notion of childhood as a period of innocence where children live in bliss without knowledge of the adult world is a discourse which arguably denies them access to knowledge and power and increases their vulnerability rather than protects them. This is no more evident than in debates around child sexual abuse, child protection and sex and relationship education. This paper will consider findings from two focus group discussions with young people on their knowledge and views of services and support for those who have experienced sexual abuse and the implications for policy and practices in universal and specialist services. 
‘Missing’ in action: Men and child deaths 

Brid Featherstone, University of Bradford, UK, 

A number of recent reviews into the deaths of children have noted that the men in these families were often overlooked by the agencies involved. This presentation is based on a piece of ongoing research seeking to map the roles and responsibilities of men in cases where they have been involved in the deaths of children.  It will explore the following: the legal status of the men involved; the role played by birth fathers; what was known about the relationship with the mother of the child?; what kinds of issues emerge from inquiry reports about practice with men?
Helping men to care: Working with multiple masculinities and fathers

Harry Ferguson, University of Nottingham, UK and Fergus Hogan, Waterford Institute of Technology, Ireland, 
A recent focus in social care literature on men and fathers has highlighted how often men absent themselves and are actively avoided as fathers by family support and social work services. The challenge is to find ways to invite, include and ‘hold’ men and fathers in families and family support work. This paper draws from two of our recent qualitative studies into men’s lives as fathers and how social and health care workers did and did not engage with them.

Drawing from original examples of marginalised men’s narratives of fatherwork this paper will exploring how vulnerable fathers - men on the margins of relationships with themselves and others, family life, work or educational networks and society, can become ‘hardened’ sometimes of necessity to survive and protect themselves or others. The challenge is for professionals to see beyond this presentation of invulnerability (Morrell, 1998) and protesting (Connell, 1995) to work to ‘hold men’ in relationships as men, fathers and service users. We outline ways in which practitioners successfully did that and how fathers, their children and partners responded and benefited.
‘Yo Mamma….’ Mothers, Sons and ‘At Risk’ Behaviour

Val Gillies and Yvonne Robinson, London South Bank University, UK, 
Recent years have seen a range of social ills attributed to incompetent and irresponsible childrearing. In particular, a perceived rise in youth anti-social behaviour among boys is commonly associated with poor parenting.  Policy trends have centred on making parents (predominantly mothers) more accountable for their wayward offspring. Drawing on ethnographic research with pupils at risk of school exclusion, their parents and teachers, this paper explores how mothering is viewed, understood and experienced when behaviour becomes a serious concern. We highlight the bonds that characterise relationships between mothers and their sons in the context of interventions from education, health and criminal justice services, and explore how they might undermine prevailing assumptions about parenting deficiencies. We demonstrate the strong affection, appreciation and responsibility pupils’ show towards their mothers, with classroom conflict commonly provoked or exacerbated through insulting or disrespecting each other’s mothers. Also illustrated in our data is the deep concern mothers themselves express about their children’s futures. Often invisible to the school and other institutions, we reveal their struggles to address the problems and obstacles associated with their sons’ conduct. We contrast this lived reality with discourses currently circulating about ‘feral youth’ and dysfunctional parenting to explore how mothers of challenging pupils are positioned by education professionals.  

Parental Responsibility, Shared Residence, and Other Misunderstandings of the Children Act 1989

Peter Harris and Robert George, Oxford University, UK, 
The Children Act 1989 was one of the most thoroughly considered pieces of legislation in the history of family law. However, in the 20 years since theAct was passed, the courts have, in the name of pragmatism, made considerable in-roads into the coherent approach to family law contained in the Act. In doing so, they have inadvertently recreated a number of problems which the Act intended to resolve. While examples can be drawn from all parts of the Act, one of the more interesting from a gender perspective is the courts' changing views on shared residence orders and parental responsibility. The use of shared residence orders to provide "a formal recognition of an underlying reality, namely, that both parents have parental responsibility which they will continue to exercise" (Wall LJ), arises in part because of the courts' incoherent view of what parental responsibility is - whether it involves substantive powers or is merely a status. The courts' approach to these issues flies in the face of the Act's intentions, and blurs together two concepts which the Act intentionally separated. The court needs to re-examine the foundations of the Act, and ask whether the 'pragmatic' solutions currently being espoused are justified.
Girls’ and boys’ experiences and perceptions of parental discipline and punishment while growing up in China and England

Marianne Hester, University of Bristol, UK, 
The paper draws on comparative research involving a retrospective survey of 498 students in China and 481 in England and follow-up interviews, focusing on their experiences of physical punishment and disciplinary behaviour from mothers and fathers ‘while growing up’, including how they felt about their experiences and views concerning what might be perceived as ‘acceptable’ or ‘unacceptable’ punishments. The paper focuses on the Chinese findings, contextualising these in relation to ongoing debates and policy development concerning children’s right to safety. The English findings are referred to for comparison and debate. As children the students surveyed mainly experienced similar types and levels of punishment, although with significant, gendered, differences regarding wilful behaviour and answering back by girls in China. The study indicated greater expectation in relation to educational achievement for boys in China – thus also echoing more traditional societal responses. Most of the respondents in China thought use of physical punishment acceptable for disciplining children, although there were also indications that this was being questioned and that some wanted to see change. 

Time to work together: Attachment-based practice in child protection

Julia Krane, Linda Davies, Rosemary Carlton and Meghan Mulcahy, McGill University, Canada, 
 
In Canada, recent years have witnessed a surge of attention to attachment theory in the field of child protection. While attachment theory offers potential for developing practice with mothers and fathers that supports therapeutic engagement, current trends reflect a constricted use of attachment theory that seems instead to lead to counterproductive interventions with parents. Added to a preoccupation with risk and the central principle of  children’s safety is now an understanding that children’s security and healthy development rest on the provision of consistency and stability in their caregiving environments and relationships. This combined focus is reflected in a reduction in the time allowed for parents to rectify situations of risk, an increased likelihood that parental rights would eventually be terminated, and an emphasis on planning for alternative permanent placements for children concurrent with planning for family reunification.  This new context presents challenges for social workers attempting to work therapeutically with parents to explore current and past circumstances, emotions and traumas. In this presentation, we aim to explore these and discuss how we might begin to develop practice that supports therapeutic engagement with parents. 

 
Towards an ideal of gender equity? Child protection practices in cases involving domestic violence

Simon Lapierre, McGill University, Canada
Although it is now widely recognised that domestic violence affects children, research demonstrates that child protection workers frequently avoid or minimise this issue. Moreover, research shows that these workers tend to place responsibility on women and to blame them for failing to protect or neglecting their children, while not engaging with abusive men. This paper draws on the findings of a study that involved 4 focus groups and 22 individual interviews with front-line workers, managers and independent reviewing officers in statutory children’s services (England). The findings reveal a stark contrast between intentions and practices in cases involving domestic violence. Whilst there appears to be an ideal of gender equity, in practice workers continue to place responsibility and blame on women, and to have a limited engagement with men. This can be explained by the ambiguities in the workers’ child protection role and the complexity of the cases (namely the fact that there is no such thing as a ‘pure’ domestic violence case, as there are generally co-occurring issues), as well as the availability and organisation of resources. 

Trauma in street children and those at risk of the street in Mexico City:  An exploratory study of exposure, severity, and risk factors

Angela Montagno, University of Georgia, USA

Exposure to traumatic experiences has been a focus of clinical and epidemiological studies in children.  A traumatic event for a child elicits a variety of responses that are based on their cognitive, social-emotional, and physical development (Pynoos et al., 1995).  Studies have shown that female gender is a significant risk factor in psychological symptomatology from traumatic events. 

This study provides exploratory information about the traumatic severity in a sample of street children from a Mexico City social service agency as a result of traumatic exposures. It examines traumatic exposures, severity, and risk factors in street children, a population with limited literature in regards to psychological functioning and mental health. Findings report most common trauma exposures in children, scores of trauma severity, and risk factors such as female gender, sexual abuse/assault exposures, direct trauma exposure and multiple traumas as significant on trauma severity in street children.  

Mothering on the margins: Mothers’ lived experiences of encounters with child protective services
Meghan Mulcahy, McGill University, Canada
This presentation will report the findings from ongoing MSW research into how rural mothers make meaning of an encounter with Canadian child protective services.  While such an encounter may be helpful for some mothers, for others it is experienced as traumatic.  In case of the latter, there is no explicit obligation in child protection policy or practice to acknowledge this or attend to the consequences.  Interviews conducted with women formerly involved with child protection services suggest that the consequences of involvement can be devastating, particularly in relation to mothers’ sense of maternal capacity and efficacy, and persist long after the closure of a child welfare file.  A discussion of the implications of these findings, including how they may be used to inform future child protective services, will be presented.  

The construction of intimate partner woman abuse in Canadian child protection policy and the impact on abused mothers and their children.

Kendra Nixon, University of Manitoba, Canada
Although women are most frequently the direct victims of intimate partner violence, there is growing evidence that children exposed to intimate partner woman abuse may also be affected. The increased attention to children’s exposure has prompted child protection authorities to change their policies, in an attempt to protect children. Despite the well-intentioned nature of these efforts, they have been criticized for producing negative consequences such as re-victimizing battered women, ignoring abusive men, and failing to protect children. Few studies have assessed the impact of these policy changes, especially from the standpoint of abused mothers. 

The presentation will explore how children’s exposure to intimate partner woman abuse has been represented within one Canadian province’s child protection policy and the impact on abused mothers and their children. A review of government documents on family violence and children’s exposure reveals that it has been represented in problematic ways, including representing intimate partner woman abuse within a degendered discourse of family violence, in which structural factors are ignored. The consequences of such policy representations on mothers and their children were also explored and will be presented. Almost all of the 13 participants considered the involvement to be unhelpful, intrusive, and punitive, as they were often treated as bad mothers who could not protect their children. The women reported that involvement also had a damaging impact on their children.

Defining gendering in a conflict zone

Anne Nyokabi, journalist from Nairobi and Catholic University of Eastern Africa, Kenya
This paper explores the plight of Internally Displaced women in their struggle to cope with the post electoral violence in Kenya. The prevailing political conflict with its ethno-cultural dimension had a tremendous annihilation on the tenets of family relationships particularly in inter-marriage families. In this paper, I will focus on the impact it had particularly to these families whereby the gendered responsibilities are already strained due to the inter-cultural beliefs and traditions. The children’s welfare was also adversely affected as the youth bore much of the brunt of the political turmoil.

Based upon my experiences and journalistic research, I will present the narratives and experiences of five families some of who are from different ethnic backgrounds. I shall explore the family set-up and the challenges of an inter-marriage specifically focussing on the relationships and child development. Since this research was undertaken when the families were displaced from their homes, I shall look at the impact the ethno-fuelled electoral violence had on the family.

The suffering of the women in their struggles to cope with culturally defined gender roles emerge. The impact on the child development and the overall social care is greatly affected since the traditional roles and responsibilities of the fathers were over-emphasised or undermined depending on their ethnicity.

Mummy’s boys: young men, masculinity and maternal relationships

Martin Robb, The Open University, UK
Research on young masculinities has tended to overlook the importance of family relationships for young men, or to focus its attention on the role of fathers in boys’ gender development. Boys’ relationships with their mothers have often been ignored or pathologised, in academic theory as well as in popular discourse. Adopting a psychosocial approach, this paper challenges this imbalance and explores the potential of maternal relationships for the development of alternative masculinities, with a specific focus on young men’s attitudes to parenting and their capacity to care. It reports on findings from a recent research project involving secondary analysis of interview data from a longitudinal study of young people’s transitions to adulthood. The paper makes use of a small number of case studies, drawing on interviews with a group of young men over a 10-year period, to explore some of the complex connections between gender, culture, class, and maternal relationships.

Female sexual abuse: Myth and reality

Susan Roberts, Swansea University and Sherry Ashfield, Lucy Faithfull Foundation, UK
Traditionally, women are perceived as carers and nurturers and as sexually safe with small children. While much research emphasis focuses on male sexual offenders, little empirical research has been undertaken on female child sexual abusers (Vandiver and Walker 2002; Denov 2003). Thus, our understanding of these women is still in its infancy (Vandiver 2006). What is clear is that a number of ‘myths’ exist in relation to female sexual offending: namely, that females do not sexually abuse; they only abuse if coerced by a male; female-perpetrated child sexual abuse is ‘harmless’, gentle, loving, or misguided ‘motherly’ love; females only abuse boys; if you are female and you are abused by a female then you will be lesbian – if male, gay or a misogynist; and that women only sexually abuse adolescents (Longdon 1993). In this paper we reflect on these myths and the implications for disclosure and engagement with families where the woman has perpetrated sexual harm (abuse).

At risk or teen risk taking? Understanding the behaviours of sexually abused adolescent girls

Rosemary Rushbrook Carlton, McGill University, Canada, 

Risk taking has long been accepted as characteristic of typical adolescent behaviour and commonly understood and even encouraged as conducive to adolescents’ development of individual identity and autonomy. While scholars and practitioners alike have noted that adolescents commonly engage in and benefit from experimentation and exploration in numerous areas of experience, gender figures prominently in perceptions of the bounds of safety or acceptability of risk taking behaviours.  This gendered view of risk taking is particularly relevant to understandings of adolescent sexual behaviour in general and of child protection assessments and interventions in particular. 

Except in the most extreme or extraordinary circumstances, adolescent risk taking falls well outside the purview of child protection; however, for sexually abused girls known to child protection authorities, such behaviours tend to be scrutinized as potential indicators of risk and circumscribed for their own safety or best interests. In this presentation, I explore how experiences of sexual abuse intersect with understandings of adolescent girls’ exploration and experimentation in the context of child protection practice. Further, I identify potential unintended consequences of these understandings on the development of individual identity and autonomy for sexually abused adolescent girls involved with child protection authorities. 

 

Men’s Talk: Tackling Domestic Violence

Nicky Stanley, University of Central Lancashire, UK, NStanley@uclan.ac.uk 
This paper reports on research that informed a social marketing initiative directed at male perpetrators of domestic violence in Hull. The research findings have provided the basis of a public education campaign which aims to change behaviour and attitudes in the target population and which is supported by a comprehensive service for male perpetrators in the city. The research was commissioned and funded by Hull PCT.

Fifteen focus groups including 84 me
n were recruited with the aim of representing both those groups who were more likely to be perpetrators of domestic abuse and the wider male population.  The groups generated qualitative data on men’s definitions and understandings of domestic violence; their views of its impact on children and their perceptions of motivations for change.  Men also identified those campaign messages that they considered would be effective in engaging men and the features of a service that would make it accessible and effective for the local male population.

In common with the wider literature on men’s help-seeking, men’s capacity to seek help for abusive behaviour was depicted as restricted by masculine norms, anticipated stigma, feelings of vulnerability and the perceived consequences of disclosure. Men were described as failing to recognise their behaviour as abusive and as having limited awareness of the impact of their behaviour on others.  However, messages conveying the impact of domestic abuse on children were judged to be effective in motivating change.  Children carried a high emotional weight and men had a substantial interest in maintaining a positive image of themselves in their children’s eyes.
Fathering and the Canadian BSW Curriculum

Christopher Walmsley, Thompson Rivers University, Canada
(with Leslie Brown, Marilyn Callahan, Lena Dominelli and Susan Strega) 

This paper provides an analysis of fathering content in Canadian bachelor of social work degree programs and proposes learning outcomes for social work students in relation to gender awareness, mothering and fathering. This work is part of a larger project to understand social workers’ limited engagement with fathers in child welfare practice. Social work education is a site where a gendered analysis of child welfare policy and practice can take place, but is it part of the undergraduate social work curriculum? Towards this end, we analyzed the fathering content in the required readings of a 2/3 sample of undergraduate social work degree programs in Canada. Specifically, we examined courses in child welfare, family practice/family therapy, human development/human behaviour, Aboriginal studies, and child and youth social work. A summary of the key content themes identified from this analysis will be provided.

The paper then proposes seven learning outcomes for the Canadian undergraduate social work curriculum. Understanding men/fathers/fathering cannot be separated from understanding women/mothers/mothering and the construction of gender. These become necessary preconditions for students and practitioners to develop effective father-inclusive child welfare policy and practice.
