Trainee Content for Day 1, Segment 6A

The Role of Culture in Development 
Culture can be viewed as a total system that regulates life within a particular group of people.  It consists of values, beliefs, attitudes, traditions, and standards of behavior.  The interplay and expression of these facets of culture exert a powerful influence on every domain of development. Consequently, child development cannot be assessed without a basic understanding of the cultural environment that surrounds and shapes a child’s experiences.
In general:

· Culture may set parameters or limitations on aspects of an individual’s development.
· Culture creates context and expectations for human development.
· Cultural preferences often result in some behaviors/traits being rewarded while others are ignored. Those behaviors that are rewarded flourish; those that are ignored often disappear.
· Cultural expectations for developmental milestones may create situations that compel the individual to meet the expectation, or restrain certain aspects of the individual’s development.

The benefit of identifying cultural influences is to help determine when a child’s developmental progress is considered normal or abnormal within the context of the family’s culture. According to specific goals envisioned for children, different cultures provide a variety of child rearing environments and obtain different behavioral outcomes.  Because cultures have different socialization practices, the behavior of infants, young children and adolescents varies across cultures. In addition, what is viewed in one culture as normal development, as well as the methods needed to achieve such development, may be seen by another culture as strange, deficient or even pathological.

For example, the age at which a child learns to walk may depend on the parent’s cultural beliefs about holding a child.  If a child is constantly held or carried and not allowed to explore before the age of 2, the child may not learn to walk by the typical age of 12-13 months.  Given the cultural context, this would not be considered as “abnormal” development.

Cultures typically have strong beliefs about male and female roles that significantly affect the social and emotional development of children.  Girls that are taught to speak only when spoken to may learn not to initiate conversations with adults and consequently develop a shy personality style.  On the other hand, boys that are taught at a young age to be independent, and afforded more opportunities to explore and interact with their environment, may develop greater ease in social interactions.

How to Learn More About a Family’s Culture

Consider the following questions that would be appropriate to include in an ethnographic interview, and with each, consider the following:

1) How can this information help you understand the parent?

2) How can this information help you understand the child?

· What is (are) the primary cultural group(s) with which the family identifies?
· Does the family have strong social connections with other members of their culture?
· What specific cultural values are important to the family?
· Are there any cultural norms that may affect the children’s development?
· What characteristics of individual family members influence the family’s functioning?

· For how many generations has this family lived in the United States?

· Are there generational conflicts between parents and children resulting from a clash between a family’s traditional culture and contemporary U.S. culture?

· How much do prejudice, stigma, or immigration laws play a role in how well the family is able to function?

· How might services be tailored for this family to address their unique cultural needs?

Responses to these and other questions will help determine casework interventions and whether they are needed at all.

Implications for Child Welfare Practice—Key Points


The purpose for understanding cultural influences is to help determine when different developmental outcomes constitute delays or abnormal patterns of development, thereby warranting casework intervention, and when cultural variations do not require intervention.





When working with parents, it is important to consider:


In almost all cultures, the primary parental responsibilities are considered to be protection of the young and transmission of the culture to the offspring.


Parents learn to parent as they were parented.


Cultural mores set the standards and expectations of a “good” parent and shape parent-child interactions.
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