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In meeting the challenges of child rearing,

parents are supported by the social networks to

which they have access.

Drawing on findings from the Institute’s
Parenting-21 Study, this article illustrates the
similarities and differences in the networks of

comprise both formal and

informal sources. Formal
sources constitute professional
support which can be either pub-
licly or privately provided; informal
support refers to community sup-
port groups, work colleagues,
neighbours, friends and family.

It is family in particular which is
acknowledged as a significant
provider of care and support for its
members, especially for those who
are young, ill or elderly. It is this
particular role of the family that is
related to a resurgence in the interest in
support networks in recent years. Family-
provided support represents a potential
financial saving to the state, while publicly-
provided services are increasingly scruti-
nised in an economic climate that dictates
cost cutting and embraces a user pays
philosophy (Cochran 1990; d’Abbs 1991).

S ocial support networks can
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family, friends and services to which Australian
parents of European and Asian origin have
access, and upon which they draw support in
their parenting roles.

‘Parenthood is a social act’

James Garbarino (1995)

This article examines the networks of
formal and informal support that some
Australian parents draw on to assist them
in their parenting roles. Data come from
the Australian Institute of Family Studies
Parenting-21 study.

One aspect of Parenting-21 focuses on
the similarities and differences in the way

networks were used in a 12-month
period by two groups of parents
from different cultural backgrounds
with regard to who they turned to
for support, what topics were
raised, and the nature of the support
received. Also examined are the
sorts of issues that motivated par-
ents in their choice of formal or
informal support. Discussion
focuses on the significance of
the contribution made by social
networks to easing the tasks of
parenting.

Parenting-21 Study

The aim of Parenting-21 is to provide a
comprehensive investigation into how
‘ordinary parents in ordinary Australian
families are going about the task of bring-
ing up children who are going to live the
major part of their lives in the 21st century’
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(McGurk and Kolar 1997:39). In order to
provide a picture of parenting beliefs and
behaviours which reflect the diversity of
Australia’s families, parents from Anglo-
Australian and Vietnamese-Australian back-
grounds were interviewed in 1996 and
1997 respectively.

Most parents (Anglo and Vietnamese)
were married or cohabiting and had at least
two children. The median age for the
Anglo sample was 34 years and for the
Vietnamese sample 37 years. Seventy-eight
per cent of Anglo parents had a tertiary
qualification, and a high proportion were
employed on a part-time basis. In contrast,
40 per cent of Vietnamese parents had a
tertiary qualification, and most were not in
paid work.

Several waves of Viethnamese immigra-
tion are reflected in the Parenting-21 sam-
ple; some parents had been in Australia
between 17-19 years, while others were
more recent arrivals with between three to
eight years’ residence.

In both groups, mothers are the main
source of information (Anglo 95 per cent
and Vietnamese 83 per cent).

The findings presented here are based
on the responses of 117 volunteer parents
with a child aged between six months
and eight-and-a-half years, who live in
the Melbourne metropolitan area — 58
Anglo parents and 59 Vietnamese parents.
Families were defined as Anglo where the
child and parents were Australian born,
with grandparents born in either Australia
or the United Kingdom. Families were
defined as Vietnamese where the child
was born in Australia, with parents and
grandparents born in Vietnam (Family
Matters, no.48, p.40).

Parental Sources of Support

Overall, almost 40 different sources of
support were nominated by parents as
having been accessed during the previous
12 months. Figure 1 lists those sources
most frequently mentioned both by Anglo
and by Vietnamese parents. In other
words, the list of 16 sources of support is
not based solely on one group of parents
and is, therefore, a relatively detailed illus-
tration of sources accessed by each cul-
tural group.

The list represents a combination of
both informal and formal supports and are
characteristic of the networks accessed by
Anglo and Vietnamese parents.

Similarities between the two groups

Over the previous 12-month period, friends
and general medical personnel were the
most popular sources of support (accessed
by over 70 per cent of all parents). Mater-
nal and child health personnel and family
members (spouse, own parents, sister)
were also frequently mentioned by both
groups of parents.

It might be expected that Vietnamese
parents in general may not have extended
family residing in Australia, and such was
the case for this sample of Viethamese
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parents, with around half reporting that
their parents and siblings lived overseas. In
comparison, most of the Anglo parents
reported having family members living
within an hour’s drive or closer.

However, data for those Vietnamese
parents who did have extended family
living nearby show that they, like the
Anglo parents, turned to their extended
family for support.

Differences between the
two groups

While family members were important
sources of support for both Anglo and
Vietnamese parents, it was more common
for Anglo parents to turn to their mothers
for support and Vietnamese parents to
turn to their spouses. Indeed over 60 per
cent of Vietnamese respondents nomi-
nated their spouses.

Remembering that in both samples it
was mainly mothers who responded, this
result may be due to the influence of tra-
ditional Vietnamese family values which
regard the husband as head of the house-
hold to whom wives defer on matters
related to the family, especially children
(Nguyen and Ho 1995).

As stated earlier, general medical ser-
vices are a major source of support for
both Anglo and Vietnamese parents.
However, when it comes to specialist
medical services (dentist, psychiatrist, pae-
diatrician, gynaecologist) marked differ-
ences are recorded; 18 Anglo parents
compared with only one Vietnamese par-
ent nominated specialists. A Vietnamese
consultant explained that this result is
most likely related to the fact that general
practitioners are highly esteemed within
the Viethamese community. In addition,
general practitioners are readily available,
with little cost to the patient and, with

Figure 1.

many Vietnamese doctors retrained to
practise in Australia, few language difficul-
ties. On the other hand, there are few
Vietnamese doctors trained in specialist
areas. Private health cover may be high
among Anglo parents, in which case gen-
eral practitioners may be more likely to
refer them on to the more expensive spe-
cialist services. The consultant explained
that Vietnamese parents generally do not
have private cover.

Formal family support services include
counsellors and family support, welfare
officers, social workers and psychologists.
Figure 1 shows that more Viethamese par-
ents have accessed such services than
Anglo parents (36 per cent compared with
12 per cent). Further analysis showed that
Vietnamese parents with low educational
attainment and not in the paid workforce
were more likely to access these services
compared with Viethnamese parents who
have post-school qualifications and those
who are in the paid workforce. Use of for-
mal family services was particularly com-
mon among Vietnamese parents who had
both their own parents living in another
state or overseas.

Books and newspapers, magazines
and television

This group of resources is distinct from the
others — first, because there is no per-
sonal dialogue or contact and, second,
because it provides an inexpensive way of
accessing ‘expert’ advice and knowledge.
Parents seeking advice or reassurance on
how to rear their children can walk into
any bookshop and be confronted by an
extensive range of popular books on rais-
ing children, and on what and what not to
do to ensure that their children make it
safely and successfully to maturity.
Columns devoted to advice and tips on

Most frequently mentioned sources of support for Anglo
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child rearing are regular features in pop-
ular newspapers and magazines, while
the same issues are addressed endlessly on
the electronic media.

Figure 1 shows, books (in particular)
and newspapers were very popular with
parents from both groups; magazines and
television, on the other hand, were more
popular with Viethamese parents than
Anglo parents. The preference of Viet-
namese parents to use this group of
resources may be because Vietnamese
parents are rearing their children in a cul-
ture quite different from their own and feel
the need to avail themselves of as many
resources as possible.

Support Sought

The two most frequently cited sets of
issues on which parents sought support
encompassed: practical advice and assis-
tance, related to general parenting, child
minding, help with housework, and
home maintenance (43 per cent of all
issues nominated); and health and med-
ical issues (25 per cent of all issues
listed).

Other matters mentioned were behav-
ioural and socialisation issues such as dis-
cipline, temper tantrums, sibling rivalry
and bullying (11 per cent); developmental
milestones, referring to requests for advice
about age of onset of walking, talking,
control of bodily functions (8 per cent);
and educational matters (7 per cent). The
remaining 7 per cent of issues were
assigned to an ‘other’ category and
include relationship difficulties and family
management.

So who did parents turn to for help with
these matters? This information is illus-
trated in Figure 2 for Anglo parents and 3
for Vietnamese parents.

In general, Anglo parents turned to a
variety of sources to help deal with a
range of issues.

In contrast, Vietnamese parents
appeared to be more selective in who
they approached (or rather, who they did
not approach) on certain matters. For
example, Vietnamese parents did not
broach the more specific child rearing
issues of behaviour, socialisation and
developmental milestones with spouse or
other family members. Instead, they
turned to networks beyond their house-
holds for advice in these matters, relying
on friends, neighbours and professional
contacts. In fact, medical personnel repre-
sented the main source of support for
Vietnamese parents on developmental
issues.

Generally, Vietnamese parents turned
elsewhere because:

‘Knowledge about child rearing and par-
enting from family members may not be
appropriate in the new country.’

‘We have access to media; traditional child
rearing may not be entirely relevant to
bring up children here.’
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Not many parents, either Anglo or
Vietnamese, turned to extended family for
support concerning educational issues.
While the above comments help explain
why this may be so for Viethamese par-
ents, the reasons are less clear for Anglo
parents. A possible explanation may be
that the numerous changes that have
occurred in the education sector, like cost
cutting, school closures and amalgama-
tions, have prompted Anglo parents to
seek advice and support from those
sources with relatively recent experience
in the education area. Indeed, it was
friends, neighbours and teachers that par-
ents, both Anglo and Vietnamese, turned
to regarding educational issues.

For matters associated with the ‘other’
category, which pertains to more general
relationship and family concerns, Viet-
namese parents were again more selective
than Anglo parents — that is, they raised
‘other’ issues only with friends/neighbours
and with formal family services.

Support Received

The support provided by social networks
is commonly recognised as informational
(general or specific), emotional, and prac-
tical. Anglo parents received general infor-
mation and specific advice from informal
sources, while Viethamese parents gener-
ally turned to formal sources.

Figure 2.  Anglo parents: issues raised with sources consulted
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Figure 3.  Vietnamese parents: issues raised with sources consulted
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It was informal networks that parents,
both Anglo and Vietnamese, relied on for
emotional and practical assistance. In fact,
very few parents received emotional and
practical support from formal contacts.

The following quotes illustrate the
importance to parents of these various
types of support:

‘Family members provided [practical] assis-
tance of coming over and helping, or bring-
ing food or doing the ironing . . . it really
helps, especially when | was sick . . . that’s
when you just need someone to do it, or pick
a child up from school. My girlfriends just
give so much emotional support plus with
the ideas, if | don’t know what to, I'll just
ring them. | mean, that’s just been invalu-
able support on the practical level and emo-
tional level, when you sort of wonder if
you're doing the right thing.” (Anglo parent)

‘It is difficult to raise two young children
by yourself in a new country without any
practical and emotional support.” (Viet-
namese parent)

Choice and Constraint

Parents were given an opportunity to
explain what influenced the membership
of their support networks. Overall, Anglo
parents were able to offer a broad range
of reasons, based on choice; Viethamese
parents seemed to have fewer options
available.

Anglo parents

Reliance on informal sources of support
was motivated by: their availability; trust
and respect; emotional attachment;
mutual values; experience with children;
the ability to access immediately; feeling
comfortable turning to someone known
rather than a stranger; and a desire to
replicate the child rearing techniques of
one’s own parents.

A few of these reasons are illustrated
in the following comments from Anglo
parents:

‘You don’t feel embarrassed by going to
someone who knows you very well, you
don’t feel inadequate. With a stranger,
you sometimes don’t feel able to admit that
you don’t know it all. Especially with your
first [child], you are so unsure if they are
physically ill or just crying — you need to
talk to someone. You're driven by your
own insecurities and inexperience, you
need reinforcement to say you’ve done the
right things.’

‘With mother, | want to use the tech-
niques she used because they don’t seem
to have had a harmful effect. | trust her,
and she will be honest with me. Friends
and neighbours — because they have
more current experiences with children’s
socialising.’

But the presence of informal sources, more
specifically family members, does not
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always translate into a source of support
for parents:

‘My mother and sister are the emotionally
closest women to me, but that wasn’t much
help.’

‘Mum’s there helping me out from the
beginning. Sometimes her expectations
and value judgements drive me berserk, but
she has been valuable.’

Formal sources were used because: they
were available; they were promoted as
the ones that should be used; parents had
a desire to be well informed about child
rearing issues; some had a need for spe-
cific and expert knowledge; others were
drawn by the objectivity and emotional
distance that typifies most professional
contacts.

‘With books, there’s no emotional ledger
attached. You don't have to explain why
you did or didn’t follow advice.’

‘They were there, people were proximate.
The Health Sister . . . was first stage contact
and very good at monitoring . . . She saved
my emotional bacon.’

Vietnamese parents

For Vietnamese parents choice was rela-
tively restricted. Much of the hindrance was
due to language difficulties, lack of aware-
ness of available services, and the absence
of extended family. Parents turned to pro-
fessionals usually because of the expert
knowledge they offered. Some parents
explained that:

‘As a migrant without much English, life
has been very difficult for me.’

‘There was language difficulty. Like many
of my friends [newly arrived in this coun-
try with no family support], we received help
from Vietnamese community workers who
are specialised with migrant resettlement.
This includes family matters and child
rearing.’

‘I don’t have extended family available to
help. | therefore turn to professional and
friends for help, especially emotional
support.’

The distinction between choice and con-
straint is not always a clear one; d’Abbs
(1982) explains that choice is exercised
under socially imposed constraints. It is
a statement that seems especially apt for
Vietnamese parents, who in general
have difficult obstacles to overcome.
Apart from having to deal with the ‘nor-
mal’ demands of parenting, they must
contend with the impact of migration
and immigration. This usually means
being separated from family, facing diffi-
culties related to raising children within
the context of two distinct cultures, and
having to deal with the changing role
of kin members, particularly women

(Thomas and Balnaves 1993; Nguyen
and Ho 1995).

The cultural difference related to child
rearing is an important point. Generally,
Vietnamese parents are dealing with atti-
tudes and beliefs about child rearing that
are vastly different from their own. Pri-
marily, Vietnamese culture values qualities
such as dependence and submissiveness in
children while Australian culture values
independence and assertiveness (Nguyen
and Ho 1995). Such opposing ideology is
not easily reconciled. In fact, when asked
about things that made life difficult for
them as parents, a number of parents
remarked on the confusion and difficulty
they experienced in rearing their children
in a bicultural environment. For most, the
cultural conflict manifested itself in relation
to discipline, with a number of parents try-
ing to strike a balance in their approach
that was not too strict nor too lenient.
One Vietnamese parent explained the
dilemma this way:

‘If you are too strict with your child, it is
against the law; if you are too easy, they
don't listen.’

This comment suggests that merely to be
informed about accepted child rearing
practices may not be sufficient to alleviate
the confusion experienced by some
Vietnamese parents. Any formal response,
including specific programs associated
with positive parenting, would need to
be sensitive to the cultural concerns of
immigrant families and, therefore, aim to
communicate clearly the philosophy
that informs and guides child rearing
practice.

While the absence of extended family
may be keenly felt and cause stress, the
same may also be true where extended
family are present. That is, where
extended family members do live in
Australia it is likely that they too are expe-
riencing difficulties associated with migra-
tion such as language barriers,
dependency and isolation (Thomas and
Balnaves 1993; Nguyen and Ho 1995).
They are therefore not necessarily able to
help relatives with their child rearing
tasks. These circumstances contrast dra-
matically with those of Anglo households.
In general, Anglo parents raise their chil-
dren according to beliefs and practices
that are widespread and accepted by the
general community; they are settled in
their own culture and do not have to deal
with issues such as language difficulties
and cultural conflicts.

Summary

Findings from this component of the Insti-
tute’s Parenting-21 study have illustrated
how parents of families from Anglo- and
Vietnamese-Australian communities in Mel-
bourne regard their personal networks as
the first port of call when seeking advice
or assistance with the tasks of rearing their
children.
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In both instances their networks encom-
pass personal and professional sources of
support. Parents from both communities
use these two aspects of their personal
networks in different ways. For example,
parents from both communities looked
primarily to their own family and friends
whenever they felt in need of emotional
support or practical assistance; they looked
to professionals (teachers and medical
personnel) for specific advice on health or
educational matters.

Conclusion

It is an increasing expectation on the part
of governments at state and federal levels
that Australian families should be strong,
independent and self-sufficient, the primary
source of nurture, comfort and care to all
their members. The responsibility of gov-
ernment, on this model, is to develop and
pursue policies that enable families to
function independently and self-suffi-
ciently. Beyond that, governments expect

There are similarities between parents from the two

i communities in the ways they go about recruiting assistance and

advice to support them in their child rearing tasks.

To this extent there are similarities
between parents from the two communi-
ties in the ways they go about recruiting
assistance and advice to support them in
their child rearing tasks.

However, there are also differences
between the two groups of parents in
other aspects of the distinction they make
between the personal and professional
components of their networks. For exam-
ple, in addition to seeking emotional and
practical support from family and friends,
Anglo-Australian parents also turn to the
same sources for advice on matters of
socialisation or how to deal with difficult
behaviour. Viethamese-Australian parents,
on the other hand, are more likely to seek
input on such issues in the context of
their exchanges with professionals.

Part of the reason for the latter differ-
ence relates to perceived conflicts which
some respondents from the Vietnamese-
Australian community reported having
experienced between traditional attitudes
and practices concerning child rearing and
the attitudes and practices of the wider
society. Thus, whenever they had child
rearing concerns, particularly over social-
isation or matters of discipline and control,
such parents tended to look beyond house-
hold and family for information and advice
on accepted child rearing practices. To
do otherwise, to seek help only from mem-
bers of the immediate community, who
may be dealing with their own issues of
cultural adjustment, could mean restricting
access to others whose knowledge was
also ‘inappropriate’.

Accordingly, whereas Anglo-Australian
parents sought input on a more extensive
range of child rearing from family and
friends than their Viethamese counter-
parts, Vietnamese-Australian parents, reci-
procally, sought more extensive input
from the professional members of their
networks. Relative to Anglo parents,
Vietnamese parents made more extensive
use of books and media as sources of
child-rearing information, a finding that is
also commensurate with their greater
reliance on professional sources of advice
and support.
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to have to intervene and provide direct
support to individual families only if they
become unable to cope with the demands
placed upon them, or if their own support
systems break down.

There are three related ways in which
the findings reported here are relevant to
such a perspective on relationships
between family functioning and the pub-
lic provision of support services.

First, the findings demonstrate that fam-
ily independence and self-sufficiency are,
at best, relative concepts. They speak to the
considerable degree of inter-dependence
between families in communities, and to
the extent to which families are reliant
upon networks of informal and profes-
sional support to carry out their caring and
supportive roles.

Second, the findings are also indicative
of the extent to which, at times of vulner-
ability when informal networks are insuf-
ficient, families turn towards the formal
system.

Third, in demonstrating that families
use their access to personal and profes-
sional networks in a differentiated fash-
ion, the findings indicate that the two are
not interchangeable. They serve and are
used for different purposes. If formal ser-
vices are removed, or access to them is
restricted, the informal networks of sup-
port available to families are not necessar-
ily capable of filling the void. Indeed,
there is evidence to suggest that removal
or restriction of access to formal supports
can have the effect of placing undue
strain on informal resources and lead to
their breakdown also.

This analysis of data from Parenting-21
has illustrated how services established
to fill one function are adapted by users —
and by providers — to serve other functions
also. Thus, particularly in the case of Viet-
namese-Australian respondents, parents
used the accessibility of medical and edu-
cational services to obtain support for
child rearing tasks only indirectly associ-
ated with health or educational agendas.
None of our respondents spontaneously
reported having accessed parent education
or other specifically developed parent

support services during the previous
12-month period.

Concern is frequently expressed that
such services are not reaching families
who could benefit from them. Findings
from Parenting-21 suggest that it would be
productive to disseminate information
about such services via the medium of
other services and systems which parents
are accessing when seeking support in
their child rearing roles.
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