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ABSTRACT

PARENTING STYLES IN LESBIAN PARENT FAMILIES

By

Henriétte Joubert-Pienaar

Supervisor : Prof. C. Lubbe-De Beer
University : University of Pretoria
Department : Educational Psychology
Degree : MEd (Educational Psychology)

The purpose of this study was twofold: firstly to explore the parenting experiences of
lesbian parents rearing children and secondly with a specific focus on parenting styles that
may be present within lesbian families. The conceptual framework for this study was the
ecosystemic model of Urie Bronfenbrenner. During the research | followed a qualitative
approach, secured in an interpretative paradigm. A case study research design was utilised
to gain a better, richer and deeper understanding. Data collection involved using semi
structured questionnaires, parenting style worksheets and vignettes. Participant selection
was a combination between snowball and non-probability sampling methods, including four
lesbian families with children between the ages of four and twelve years. Data analysis
consisted of identifying themes and subthemes. Several main themes emerged subsequent
to the thematic data analysis. The first theme was the parenting styles within lesbian
families namely; warm, involved and tolerant parenting style as the main styles. The second
theme was family rules, values and norms. The third theme was discipline strategies that
were used within the lesbian families. The fourth theme was the experiences and lastly a
theme on how the participants saw themselves with regards to sameness or being different
than other families was identified. Based on the findings | concluded that there are three
main parenting styles that emerged within these lesbian families and that there are several
experiences, both positive and negative, that have influences on how lesbian mothers rear

their children.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

1.1 Introduction and Rationale

This research project explored the parenting experiences of lesbian parents and the
parenting styles that emerged. The study’s focal point was the type of parenting styles
emerging from the lesbian parents, along with specific experiences lesbian parents
experience from day to day in a still very heterosexual society. The aim of this project was
twofold: firstly to explore the parenting experiences of lesbian parents rearing children in
particular and secondly with a specific focus on parenting styles that might be present
within lesbian families. “Limited indigenous research is available, and researchers and
practitioners often have to rely on international research” (Lubbe, 2007, p. 261). Therefore,
research into lesbian families in the South African context is a field that needs to be

expanded.

Numerous research studies had already been conducted on lesbian families and their
children from an international perspective. Johnson (2012) refers to all this research as
waves. She identified the first wave to be research done on lesbians who became parents
during a heterosexual relationship. According to Johnson (2012) the second wave of
research mainly focused on lesbians who became mothers during a lesbian relationship. The
third wave of research regarding lesbian mothers includes research specific to the numerous
challenges lesbian families deal with and how they raise their children (Johnson, 2012). In a
globalised world international research can be applied to the South African context to some
extent but, there is a lack of research in lesbian families that specifically relates to the
cultural and social differences in the South African society. In the South African context
research on lesbian families focused on wave one and wave two with very little research in
wave three. Therefore this research would hopefully contribute to this third wave of
research identified by Johnson (2012). Research on the quality of parenting in same gender
families from an international perspective yielded the following: lesbian mothers usually

had an improved relationship with their children compared to heterosexual mothers, and
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UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
YUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

the main findings proved that parental sexual orientation seemed not to have any influence
(Patterson 2005; Patterson, 1994; Tasker, 2010). According to Gartrell and Bos (2010)
children’s wellbeing is mainly determined by the functioning of the family, despite the
gender of the parents or their sexual orientation. Children’s development is enhanced when
their parents are compatible, share responsibilities, provide financial stability and have well
established interpersonal connection with each other (Gartrell & Bos, 2010). A small amount
of literature exists concerning the parenting styles that emerge when children are reared in
gay and lesbian households (Farr, Forsell & Patterson, 2010). According to Farr et al. (2010)
lesbian and gay parents displayed parenting styles that were similar to those of
heterosexual parents. Contradictory research illustrated differences between parenting
styles in heterosexual parents and same gender parents (Tasker, 2010). Based upon this |
would like to investigate whether there are certain parenting styles that emerge when
lesbian mothers raise children. | would like to elaborate on this research and base it
specifically on the South African context along with the specific parenting styles that emerge
among lesbian parents. Therefore this research might provide information on the quality of
parenting since parenting styles concern attitude, behaviour, responsibility and education

towards the child.

For me as researcher parenting and families was a field that | was interested in. | realised
through my studies and my gay and lesbian acquaintances that | had very little knowledge of
gay and lesbian families. This encouraged me to explore possible topics concerning above-
mentioned families. In 2010 | had the opportunity to be one of the guest speakers at Agalia
Ministries Church in Silverton, Pretoria where lesbian and gay parents could attend an
information session and had the opportunity to ask questions regarding parenting and
children in lesbian and gay families. This provided me the opportunity to broaden my vision
with regards to gay and lesbian families. It was with this opportunity that | first saw and
heard the day to day experiences lesbian and gay individuals as well as parents experience.
It saddened me to hear that society still rejected them as individuals, families and parents.
According to Wall (2011) there are numerous obstacles and disappointments that lesbian

and gay individuals and parents face.
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1.2 Statement of purpose

The purpose of the proposed research study was to explore and describe the experiences of
lesbian parents and how these experiences might relate to their parenting styles, in the

hope of contributing to current literature concerning lesbian studies in South Africa.

1.3 Research questions

1.3.1 Primary research question

What are the parenting experiences of lesbian couples as it relates to their parenting styles?

1.3.2 Secondary research questions

e What specific parenting styles (if any) emerge in same gender parenting?

e How can insight into parenting styles in lesbian families inform the literature on lesbian
families and parenting?

e What are the lesbian parents’ negative (challenges, if any) and positive experiences (if

any)?

© University of Pretoria
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1.4 Definition of terms

1.4.1 Parenting style

Pretorius (1998) describes a parenting style as the education that a child receives in a family
situation, and every parent has a style of educating his/her child. A parenting style can be
defined as a two way process, characterised by mutual parent-child interaction as the
central theme (Reder & Lucey, 1995). Le Roux (1992) describes a parenting style as the
behaviour, attitude, disciplinary approach or communication mode that parents or

caregivers use in a relationship with a child.

1.4.2 Family
According to Say and Kowalewski (1998, p. 5-6 as cited in Morrow, 2001, p. 54) family is “a
committed relationship, developed over time, between two persons who participate in each

other’s lives emotionally, spiritually, and materially”.

The Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (2000, p. 420) describes a family as “a group
consisting of one or two parents and their children or a group consisting of one or two
parents, their children and close relations”. According to the Concise Oxford dictionary a
family is “a set of parents and children or of relations, living together or not” (1990, p. 423).
According to Le Roux (1992) a family is the smallest, most basic social unit in the society,
linked through a blood relationship, marriage or adoption. A family could vary a lot from a

childless, single parent to a couple with children of their own or adopted children.

1.4.3 Lesbian families

| have chosen to use the term lesbian in my research study, as the majority of the research
articles included in this research study refer to lesbian individuals or lesbian parents. The
participants also referred to themselves as lesbians and therefore the term lesbian will be
used. According to Brown (1995) the term lesbian is the name held by women to describe

their sexual preference of the same gender.

Lesbian families according to Lubbe (2007, p. 275) refers to a “family constituted by two gay

© University of Pretoria



UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
YUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

parents of the same gender (two females or two males), who are involved in an intimate

and committed relationship”.

1.4.4 Experiences

According to Scott (1991, p. 781) experience is “(i) knowledge gathered from past events,
whether by conscious observation or by consideration and reflection; and (ii) a particular
kind of consciousness, which can in some contexts be distinguished from reason or

knowledge”.

According to the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (2000, p. 406) experience is defined
“as the knowledge and skill that you have gained through doing an event or activity that
affects you in some way. In addition it can also be defined as events or knowledge shared by
all the members of a particular group in society, that influences the way they think and
behave. That a specific situation affects you or happens to you to have and be aware of a
particular emotion or physical feeling including experiencing pain, pleasure and

unhappiness”.

1.5 Assumptions

From the literature review, | have come to the following assumptions about the nature of

the proposed study:

° Lesbian parents might display different parenting styles than heterosexual parents
° Lesbian parents might display similar parenting styles to heterosexual parents
° Lesbian parents might be aware (or not) of their parenting style

° Society plays a major role in the acceptance and disapproval towards gay and
lesbian parents
° The tolerant, democratic parenting style might be the most appropriate for children

to develop optimally
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1.6 Brief overview of research methodology and design

In the following section the paradigm, research design, selection of participants, data
collection techniques and data analysis will briefly be discussed to give a summarised

overview of the research project.

1.6.1 Paradigm

Nieuwenhuis (2007, p. 47) defines a paradigm as being “a set of assumptions or beliefs
about fundamental aspects of reality which gives rise to a particular world-view”. The
covering meta-theoretical paradigm that | have implemented for this research is based on
an interpretive perspective to gain the best perspective on the research being planned
(Beyer, Du Preez & Eskell-Blokland, 2007). According to Nieuwenhuis (2007, p. 60) an
interpretivistic paradigm offers “a perspective of a situation and to analyse the situation
under study to provide insight into the way in which a particular group of people make
sense of their situation or the phenomena they encounter”. Thus, this paradigm allows me
as researcher to get close to my participants and interact with them in order to gain a deep
insight and understanding of the experiences that they have on their parenting styles in
raising their children (Hinckley, 2007). Throughout the research process, it is important to
view the participants within their context, in an attempt to gain a more significant and
practical understanding of the lesbian families and how they engage in parenting styles

(Hinckley, 2007).

1.6.2 Research design

According to Terre Blanche and Durrheim (2002) a research design can be perceived as a set
of guidelines to guide the research process and therefore confirming that the conclusions
deducted from the study are trustworthy. The proposed research study will be conducted
gualitatively. One of the most distinguishing characteristics of qualitative research is that
the researcher attempts to understand the participants in their own way of seeing and
understanding the world they live in. This research project was conducted within the
gualitative paradigm (Mouton, 2001). By using a qualitative research inquiry an effort was

made to understand and investigate the lesbian parents’ experiences of parenting and their
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style of parenting.

Case studies were used to conduct an inquiry into a phenomenon with the aim to describe
and explain the phenomenon of interest. In this research study the phenomenon of interest
as mentioned, was the experiences of parenting and parenting styles, specifically in lesbian
families. According to Yin (1984, p. 23) “case study research method is an empirical inquiry
that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real life context”. By using case
studies as my mode of inquiry a solid foundation was provided to strive towards a
comprehensive and holistic understanding of how my participants engaged in specific
parenting styles. Case study research enhanced my data collection techniques since one of
the key strengths of case study research method is the use of multiple sources and
techniques in the data gathering process (Nieuwenhuis, 2007). According to Merriam (1988)
case study research would be ideally carried out when a specific phenomenon could be
identified, like a group of people or a bounded system. The advantage of case study
research is that it requires no specific data gathering or data analysis techniques. Case study
research is referred to as “interpretation in context” (Merriam, 1988, p. 10). By using case
study research | was able to concentrate on the experiences and parenting styles in lesbian
families, as this enabled me to uncover the interaction and provide a holistic description and

explanation (Merriam, 1988).

1.6.3 Selection of participants

The research sample consisted of lesbian parents who were willing to participate in the
study. The sampling method was a combination between snowball and non-probability
sampling methods as these do not incorporate random selection but facilitate for particular
selection which is what | needed for the planned research study. | utilised a purposive
sampling method in correlation with snowball and convenience sampling. Purposive
sampling implies that sampling is conducted with a purpose in mind and thus is essential to
the research study as | specifically interviewed lesbian parents with children. Convenience
sampling is based on the availability and easy accessibility of participants (Maree &

Pietersen, 2007).
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| used eight lesbian parents as my research participants, with children (male and female)
aged from four to twelve years. My participants were Afrikaans and English speaking. |
chose lesbian parents due to the accessibility created by a supervisor with contacts to
lesbian families with children. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the opportunity | was
granted made it possible for me to ask for voluntary participants by means of a research

invitation (see annexure A).

Figure 1: Visual presentation of selection of participants & data collection process

Phase |

Support group for lesbian parents in Pretoria

Sit in as a guest speaker, with the purpose of capturing
information on parenting

Asking for voluntary participants (research invitation)

Hearing experiences from lesbian individuals

¥

Phase Il

Semi-structured individual interviews, as well as a worksheet

and vignettes to determine parenting styles and experiences

\

Phase Il

Reporting back to participants on research findings

Member checking
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1.6.4 Data collection techniques

i. Semi-structured interviews (if possible and convenient for participants)

Semi-structured interviews were chosen to provide the opportunity for the participants to
tell their story and experiences. In conjunction with the semi-structured interviews,
parenting style worksheets and vignettes were used to determine parenting styles within

the lesbian families.

Semi-structured interviews entail a set of pre-determined and open-ended questions, thus
allowing the researcher the freedom to expand on and delve deeper into the responses
given by the interviewees (Nieuwenhuis, 2007). This ensured that the information that was
gathered from the interviews was in-depth, rich in detail and of a personal nature. | also
used a worksheet adapted from Pretorius’s work of the eight parenting styles, whereby the
parents should plot themselves on a diagram. An additional enquiry was conducted by using
a vignette in which the parents read a case study and tell me what they would do in that

specific situation, how they would react and handle the situation (Massey, 2008).

ii. Research diary

According to Hughes (1996) a research diary should be kept for several reasons in order for
the researcher to keep track of the process of the research, jotting down the thoughts of the
researcher, recording the researcher’s research skills and the research diary will serve as a
reflection opportunity. The research diary provided me the opportunity to record and write
down my own personal experience during the actual research sessions and data collection

periods and provided an opportunity to reflect on the whole process.

The data collection process is further discussed in depth in Chapter 3 (see section 3.6).
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1.6.5 Data analysis strategies
According to De Vos (2005) the qualitative data analysis procedures is an ongoing process, it

is the constant process of ordering, and bringing structure to data.

| used thematic analysis and hermeneutics, which means that “interpretation is aimed at
deciphering the hidden meaning in the apparent meaning” (Nieuwenhuis, 2007, p. 101).
Thus the data was analysed with the aim of making sense of the whole. Framework analysis
or thematic analysis is the process whereby the data acquired is coded, extracted and
examined in depth (Lacey & Luff, 2001). Thematic analysis is frequently used in qualitative
research, to identify and analyse data for the meanings that were provided by the research
participants, themes are identified by means of reading and re-reading the data. A theme is
a patterned response or meaning in the data. Thematic analysis is very flexible and is usually
applied in the social sciences as well in physical sciences, medicine and mathematics.
According to Floersch, Longhofer, Kranke and Townsend (2010, p. 408) “thematic analysis
functions as: (1) a way of seeing; (2) a way of making sense of seemingly unrelated material;
(3) a way of analysing qualitative information; (4) a way of systematically observing a
person, an interaction, a group, a situation, an organisation or a culture; and, (5) a way of

converting qualitative information into quantitative data”.

Cresswell (2009) provides a well-structured way of data analysis and interpretation which |

chose to adapt and apply as shown below.
(i) Organising and preparing the data for analysis
(ii) Reading and re-reading through all data-making notes
(iii) Coding the data

(iv) Creating themes (Cresswell, 2009).

An in-depth discussion of how the above mentioned steps were implemented with the data

analysis and interpretation in this research study is discussed in Chapter 3 (see section 3.7).
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1.7 Layout of this research project

Chapter 1: Introduction and overview

Chapter one entails an overview of the introduction to the rationale of this research study.
The research questions, statement of purpose and definition of terms are all included in this
chapter

Chapter 2: Literature Study

Chapter two contains a discussion of all relevant research regarding lesbian parenting,
family and parenting styles.

Chapter 3: Research Methodology

Chapter three contains the research design, approach and methodology that were followed
during this research project.

Chapter 4: Findings

The findings from the data are presented in Chapter four as well as appropriate raw data.
Chapter 5: Final Conclusions and Recommendations

Chapter five is a summary containing the main findings summarised and the final

conclusions drawn from the research study.

1.8 Synopsis

Chapter one provided an overview of what the reader can expect from this research study.
The chapter commenced with an overview of the rationale of this research and the research
problem. | defined the purpose of this study, the research questions guiding the study and
provided definition of the terms used in this research. | stated the research design and
methodology as well as the research paradigm by which this research will be carried out.

Lastly, ethical considerations and quality criteria were mentioned.

In Chapter 2 all relevant literature pertaining to this research will be discussed.

11
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE STUDY

“Good parenting is one of the greatest gifts you can give the world, to your children and to

yourself. As you take the lessons learned from surviving a heterosexist world and empower

your children to live differently, you give the gift of rising above bigotry and of celebrating
diversity”

(Clunis & Green, 2000, p. 4).

“It’s not only children who grow. Parents do too. As much as we watch to see what our
children do with their lives, they are watching us to see what we do with ours. | can’t tell my
children to reach for the sun. All | can do is reach for it, myself”.

Joyce Maynard

2.1 Introduction

In this chapter | will explore the main concepts of the research study in existing literature on
parenting styles and the experiences of lesbian parents. Firstly | will be discussing the
theoretical framework, families as a changing phenomenon, and thereafter | will explore
lesbian families. Parenting styles, theories and attachment will be discussed last, as well as
how all the facets contribute to this specific research and why it is important to include all of

these facets in the literature review.

2.1.1 Theoretical framework
The model that | will be using for my theoretical framework is the family systems

perspective from Urie Bronfenbrenner (2005).

Bronfenbrenner (1994, p. 37) described “that in order to understand human development,
one must consider the entire ecological system in which growth occurs. This system is

composed of five socially organised subsystems that help support and guide human growth.

12
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They range from the microsystem, which refers to the relationship between a developing
person and the immediate environment, such as school and family, to the macrosystem,
which refers to institutional patterns of culture, such as the economy, customs, and bodies

of knowledge” (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 37)

Figure 2: Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecosystemic model to illustrate interaction in the lesbian family

NN

Setting

Figure 2 is a diagram in order to represent the ecosystemic model of Urie Bronfenbrenner
and to demonstrate the numerous interactions of systems in the lesbian family. The lesbian
families and the parents’ parenting styles can be seen as part of various interrelated
systems as described by Urie Bronfenbrenner, in that individuals function and grow in the
microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem and lastly the chronosystem. The
microsystem refers to the individuals’ direct environment such as the workplace, schools
and their families. The mesosystem refers to the connections between two places such as
the school and the workplace or the school and the family. Bronfenbrenner describes a
mesosystem as “a system of microsystems” (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 40). The exosystem

refers to the connection between the two places mentioned above but that does not
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include the individual, in other words the exosystem refers to specific happenings and
events that have a direct influence on the environment in which the individual lives and
functions, therefore having an indirect influence on the individual. An example of this can be
the effect of the heteronormative society attitude towards lesbian families and the home
environment. The macrosystem refers to the “overarching pattern of micro-, meso-, and
exosystems characteristic of a given culture or subculture, with particular reference to the
belief systems, bodies of knowledge, material resources, customs, lifestyles, opportunity
structures, hazards and life course options that are embedded in each of these broader
systems” (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 40). Lastly the chronosystems refer to the “change or
consistency over time not only in the characteristics of the person but also of the
environment in which that person lives” (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 40). An example of the
chronosystem may be the changes that an individual goes through such as family structure,

economic status and employment.

Throughout the engagement of literature and collecting data, the systems in which people
function interact with each other became more visible. These interrelated parts of a system
as Bronfenbrenner (1994) describes it continuously interact with one another, for every
action from a system another system reacts. A more practical explanation would be to paint
the picture of a pond. Whenever the smallest pebble would be thrown in the water, the
pebble will cause a ripple effect on the water surface and eventually the whole surface will
feel the ripple from this pebble. The systems theory of Bronfenbrenner is much like this, no
matter how small the action in one part of a system all the other interrelated systems will
eventually be influenced by this action and then in turn react in a certain way to the action

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994).

In this research the macrosystem with its laws, constitution and human rights influences the
heteronormative society which is the exosystem, which in turn has an influence on the
mesosystem, the lesbian family and as a result has an effect on the parenting experiences
and styles. The family systems perspective views family as interconnected. Neither
individuals nor their problems exist in a vacuum. Whenever a difficulty is experienced at
work or church this problem will spill over to the family and therefore have an impact on the

rest of the family. Physical, social and emotional functioning of family members are
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extremely interdependent, with changes in one part of the system echoing in the other
parts. Family can be seen as the primary and most powerful system to which individuals
belong (McGoldrick, Gerson & Petry, 2008). According to Bronfenbrenner (2005) any family
goes through numerous processes and interaction between persons in the family, extended
family, and their immediate environment (workplace, schools and family). If a family should
adapt successfully to these interactions between family life, school environment and work
environment, the interaction should occur on a regular basis of periods of time. The
individual or in this research the lesbian family with their children is the centre of this
system. The family affects as well is affected by the system in which the family functions.
The family is the most important system due to the fact that the family members spend
most of their time in this family system and have an emotional influence on each other. This
family system receives multiple interactions from other systems in which they function.
These other systems refer to neighbourhoods, playgrounds, schools, religious settings and
medical care. The family development and wellbeing are greatly influenced by all of the
above mentioned systems. Besides this immediate environment which has an influence on a
family, there is still the community and school system which forms part of the exosystem
which has an impact on families and then the macrosystem which consists of the cultural
values, national belief and custom, economic circumstances and social conditions. Therefore
is of vital importance to use the ecosystemic model in order to display family functioning

and influences from the environment on the lesbian family (Bronfenbrenner, 2005).
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Figure 3: Schematic representation of systemic influences on lesbian families.

South Africa’s constitution, laws & human rights
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Figure 3 is schematic representation of systemic influences on lesbian families. As discussed
in detail in paragraph 2.1.1, all individuals and families are constantly influenced by
numerous systems surrounding them (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). The above presentation
illustrates the numerous systems and the impact this might have on the lesbian family.
Firstly, the family itself is a system on their own which Bronfenbrenner (2005) refers to as
the microsystem which includes religious settings, family, the school setting, friends and
peer groups. Furthermore, Bronfenbrenner (2005) describes the influences and interaction
between these sub-systems as the mesosytem which refers to the interrelated relationships
these systems have on each other. For example the type of parenting style that the family
exhibits will have a direct influence on the children and how they behave at school. The
exosystem refers to the heteronormative society and community, media, and the school
system. Lastly, the macrosystem, which includes South Africa’s constitutions, laws and
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human rights. All of these systems have an influence on the lesbian family. It is of vital
importance to use the ecosystemic model of Bronfenbrenner as a theoretical framework to

display the numerous parts that affect the lesbian family system (Bronfenbrenner, 2005).

Therefore, the ecosystemic model of Urie Bronfenbrenner is useful as the theoretical
framework for this research project in order to explain the numerous influences a family
absorbs from their environment. It will not only give structure in explaining the numerous
influences from different systems on an individual or family, but guide the enquiry when

interviewing the participants.

2.2  Changing Families

2.2.1 Families as a changing phenomenon

“All happy families are alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way”

~Tolstoy™

“All happy families are more or less dissimilar; all unhappy ones are more or less alike”

~Nabokov™

“Fathers and mothers differ, just as males and females differ”

~David Popenoe™

Firstly, | would like to share a paragraph that | read from Lubbe (2005) that broadened my
view as an individual and as a researcher regarding lesbian and gay families and society’s
attitude towards these individuals. It made me realise that | had to see the world through
my participants’ eyes and that | had to place myself in their shoes. | had to draw a lens to
view this new journey that | endeavoured on.

“It was only during the research process that | really started to make sense of the social
constructedness of “gayness” — of the way which Western civilisation over the past 1400

years has constructed and maintained polarities, dichotomies and binary modes of thought
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as fundamental explanatory categories that claim to be universal and a priori — but which
are not. Sexual categories have in fact become a social agreement. People whose sexual
orientation makes them prefer partners of the same gender create a consensual reality that
enables them to understand the whole phenomenon of being gay as something potentially
positive, creative, life-affirming and moral — rather than the opposite. This construction of
gayness is a personal and group identity providing the only alternative to the negative
construction of same-gender sexual orientations that stigmatise and exclude gay people. But
the construction of a gay identity as something healthy, creative, life-affirming, moral and
(dare one say it?) normal is a fragile flower upon which the harsh minds of prejudice blow

from all directions. Whether it will survive or not only history will tell.” (Lubbe, 2005, xix).

This made me think and rethink society’s decision making, society’s boxes that they like to
place individuals in, if we (society) can celebrate our various diverse choices and preferences
and not judge and just accept. Lesbian families are just one of the various family types that
can be identified, each and every family is unique and differs from each other. One of the
qguotes that made so much sense to me during this research on families is- “Don’t think

outside the box....Think like there is no box at all” (Author unknown).

The family as a changing phenomenon will be discussed as it is the foundation of this
research. It is from here where all other aspects root from and build upon. It is important to
realise that families are constantly changing and that there are all different kinds of families.
Golombok (2005) refers to “unusual families” to describe new formation of family types that
differ from the old and past stereotypical family formation (Golombok, 2005). According to
Lubbe (2009) and Eggebeen (2012) there are some families whose composition is
contrasting to the traditional family unit. According to Walsh (2003) over the past two
decades, families have become increasingly varied and complex, and in a changing world,
families in their rich diversity are more vital than ever. At first the family comprised an
intact, two parent family unit headed by a male breadwinner and supported by his full-time
homemaker wife, who devoted herself to household management, raising children and
elder care. Nowadays families consist of divorcees, unmarried mothers and fathers,
widowers and singles (Walsh, 2003). Lesbian and gay families are just one type of family in

the rich diversity of Western societies (Lubbe, 2009). According to Lubbe (2007, p. 260)
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“advances and changes in globalised culture compel psychologists to take cognisance of the
wide variety of ways in which families are formed and in which children grow up”. The
motivation underpinning this research project is the reality of the increasing numbers of
lesbian and gay families, particularly lesbian parents raising children. Lesbian and gay
couples are gradually deciding to become parents and to start their own families.
Psychologists should realise that family structures in South Africa are changing and they

should be competent to work with diverse families (Lubbe, 2007).

What is a family? Does it really take two parents and a child to be a family? Does a family
really need a female and male parent? For a long time, being parents was deliberated to be
an exclusive privilege of heterosexual individuals. Still today lesbian and gay individuals
remain less probable to have children with regards to heterosexual individuals. However,
this phenomenon is shifting slowly but surely and the number of lesbian and gay individuals
becoming parents is increasing (Patterson & Riskind, 2010). Today’s family consists of a
variety of alternative family combinations and arrangements, which range from children
living with their divorced mothers, divorced fathers, single parents and unmarried
cohabiting parents. Then with regards to this research, there are children in non-traditional
families reared by lesbian mothers including foster care children and adoptive children and

children from previous heterosexual marriages (Eggebeen, 2012; Johnson, 2012).

More and more lesbian women are deciding to have children and becoming mothers,
whether single or in a committed relationship. This pathway is usually a challenging one
with a lot of barriers and sometimes disappointments (Wall, 2011). How lesbian families
originated is either through assisted reproductive technology, through adoption, previously
married with children or taking care of foster children (Johnson, 2012). Furthermore, many
lesbian and gay partners in committed relationships choose to have children and start their
own family (Biblarz & Stacey, 2010; Chapman, Wardrop, Zappia, Watkins & Shields, 2012;
Patterson & Riskind, 2010; Wall, 2011; Gartell & Bos, 2010).

When looking at topics such as the biological mother and non-biological mother and the
division of child care and relationships with the children and family responsibilities research

delivered the following. According to Brooks (2008) and Biblarz and Stacey (2010), in lesbian
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relationships and family life the biological mother usually takes up the role of the primary
caregiver in the earliest months. However the non-biological mother frequently has a good
attachment to the child and takes on the larger role as caregiver when the child is older.
Lesbian mothers furthermore describe more equal share of child care and a high level of
relationship satisfaction. Furthermore, Donaldson (2000) describes that lesbian couples
usually negotiate the division of labour such as household responsibilities and money issues.
Furthermore, Donaldson’s research found that lesbian mothers share the role mother which
includes the role and responsibilities of taking care of the children (Brooks, 2008; Biblarz &

Stacey, 2010; Wall, 2011; Donaldson, 2000).

According to further studies by Patterson (1994) the formation and maintenance of close
and strong relationships with family and friends are high priorities for most gay and lesbian
families. Furthermore, research proved in many ways in which lesbian and gay close
relationships are similar to those of heterosexual couples and that many of the same
variables that are important in heterosexual couple relationships are also significant for

lesbian and gay couples (Patterson, 1994).

This is why the next discussion will elaborate on lesbian families and their similarities and

differences compared to heterosexual families.

2.3 Lesbian families

2.3.1 Similarities and differences between lesbian, gay and heterosexual couples

Similarities and differences between lesbian, gay and heterosexual couples is an important
aspect to include in this research since these similarities and differences would pinpoint and
directly relate to the parenting styles and the relationship between parents and their

children.
According to various studies there are many similarities among lesbian, gay and
heterosexual couple relationships. On the other hand, there are also a number of noted

differences. Research done by Biblarz and Stacey (2010) represented the parental
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differences between two-parent couples and their children by gender mix of couples in 33

research studies. This research and the differences are presented in Table 1 below.

Table 1: Findings of significant differences between two parent couples and their children by
gender mix of couples in 33 studies repeated from Biblarz & Stacey, 2010).

Outcome Variable

Differences between
genders of parents

Parental differences
Division of labour and relationship between partners.

-Degree to which partners share employment, child care,

e>2d
family/household labour, decision mak ng, and/or participation
in activities with children
-Co-parent prefers equal responsibility for child care versus less Re>9d
responsibility for child care
-Relationship satisfaction and compatibility with division of Q>4
labour and/or partner as co-parent
Parenting and parent-child relationship
-Intensity of desire to have a child, time spent reflecting on | 29>2
reasons for having a child
-Parenting skills (such as parental awareness, concern, problem | 29>2J
solving, availability, respect for children’s autonomy, and
quality of parent/child interaction
-Time spent in imaginative and domestic play, shared interests, | 29>2J
and activities with children
-Warmth, affection, attachment Q>4
-Use of corporal punishment Q<3
-Frequency of disputes with children Q<3
-Severity of disputes with children QY>3

Another article done by Biblarz and Savci (2010) included the following differences:

heterosexual couples are more likely to assign the majority of household labour to the
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female, while lesbian and gay couples are more likely to share household labour evenly
(Biblarz & Savci, 2010; Biblarz & Stacey, 2010). Another difference is that in sickness and
health, lesbian and gay individuals are more likely than heterosexuals to count close friends
and ex-lovers as family members. Especially when an instance of prejudice and
discrimination from members of the family of origin, lesbians and gay couples may be more
likely to turn to networks of friends for support. Furthermore, lesbians and heterosexual
women have been found not to differ remarkably in their approaches to rearing their
children or that lesbians’ romantic relationships been found to detract from their ability to
care for their children. Biblarz and Savci (2010) and Biblarz and Stacey (2010) provide
evidence that home situations provided by gay and lesbian parents are as likely as those
provided by heterosexual parents in order to support and promote children’s physical and
psychological growth. In many ways lesbian and gay families experience the same issues as
heterosexual families (Patterson, 1994). Furthermore, Donaldson’s (2000) research provided
evidence that all lesbian mothers felt competent as mothers and there was a good
attachment between mother and child. The results from her study proved that lesbian
mothers in their midlife were more relaxed, confident, resourceful, had intimate mother-
child relationship and were very involved in their children’s lives (Donaldson, 2000). All
participants from this study showed immense positive attitudes and feelings towards
parenting. This research done by Donaldson further sheds light on possible parenting styles
that emerge in lesbian families. When applying these research findings of Patterson (1994)
and Donaldson (2000) on similarities and differences between lesbian, gay and heterosexual
couples to this research project, this might indicate the types of parenting styles lesbian

mothers would engage in.

From a feminist constructionist approach Clarke (2002) identifies the following framework
to evaluate numerous research findings. She identifies four dimensions on differences and
similarities between lesbian and heterosexual parents. The first dimension according to
Clarke (i) is no difference; states the similarities between lesbian and heterosexual families.
There are no considerable differences with the regard to parenting and the knowledge of
parenting and the attitudes. Thus, there were no vital differences between children raised
by lesbian or heterosexual parents. Research shows that heterosexual and lesbian mothers

are much more alike than different and that their children are impossible to tell apart. Thus,
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according to this dimension lesbian and gay parents, along with their children, do not vary

considerably from heterosexual parents (Clarke, 2002).

The second dimension which Clarke (2002) identified (ii) different and deviant; this research
argues that there are numerous differences between lesbian and heterosexual parents.
Some of the differences include that children from gay and lesbian parents are much more
at risk to be bullied and harmed especially in school settings. Therefore, stating that there

are differences between lesbian and heterosexual mothers (Clarke, 2002).

The third dimension that Clarke (2002) distinguishes is that of (iii) different and
transformative which is based upon the fact that lesbians are motivated to be mothers and
have a desire to love, care and support. In this dimension lesbian mothers choose difference

instead of sameness (Clarke, 2002).

The final dimension which Clarke (2002) identified (iv) different only because of oppression,
implies difference as well. This time the difference is not chosen but socially constructed
through oppression. This in fact means that lesbian and heterosexual families are the same.
Research proves that life in a lesbian family is just as varied, challenging, amusing and
frustrating as in heterosexual families. Thus, the fourth dimension implies that lesbian

families are different only due to oppression (Clarke, 2002).

2.3.2 Lesbian mothers’ motivation to have children

Lesbian mothers’ motivation to have children was of vital importance in this research to
describe the lengths that these mothers went to in order to obtain the opportunity to care
and provide for children. Becoming parents for lesbian mothers was not a straightforward
process as in heterosexual marriages. According to research done by Patterson and Riskind
(2010) numerous gay and lesbian individuals want to be parents and their expectations of
having children are high. As Wall (2011) described in her research more and more lesbian
women are deciding to become parents, however the road to that dream does come with
numerous challenges and even disappointment. According to Wall (2011) there are
numerous obstacles lesbians are faced with when deciding to start a family. Wall’s research

found that logistics of starting a family, the financial strain of adopting or a pregnancy, the
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loss of societal and family support, obstructive laws and politics and fear of societal

intolerance all had a major influence when deciding to have children (Wall, 2011).

According to articles by Bos, Van Balen and Van den Boom (2003), Eggebeen (2012) and
Chapman et al. (2012) regardless of parents’ sexual orientation and preference, they are
equally motivated to have and provide for their children and the decision of becoming
parents is not an easy one or taken lightly. Furthermore, Siegenthaler and Bigner (2000)
proved in their research that lesbian mothers and non-lesbian mothers’ motivation to have
children are more similar than different. However lesbians’ motivations to have children are
not pressured by society or family and friends, but by their own choice, motivation and
desire to become parents (Siegenthaler & Bigner, 2000). Patterson and Riskind (2010)
specified that lesbians who wanted to become parents were no less likely than heterosexual
individuals to do so. This article also mentioned that lesbian parenting desires was one of
the most important and contributing factors to have children (Patterson & Riskind, 2010).
Throughout the literature it is found that lesbian and gay individuals expressed very

encouraging and positive attitudes towards becoming parents (Patterson & Riskind, 2010).

According to the research article on the experiences of Australian lesbian couples becoming
parents, deciding, searching and birthing, by Chapman et al. (2012), lesbian couples that
anticipate becoming parents do extensive reading and preparation. Numerous participants
in their research indicated that having kids was one of their greatest desires and was seen as
the last step of being a complete family (Chapman et al., 2012). Research done by Bos et al.
(2003) pinpoints the differences in motivation and desire to have children between
heterosexual and lesbian parents. Motivation is believed to have an effect on the quality of
parenting and the relationship between children and their parents. Once lesbian and gay
families decide to have children they are often confronted with a variety of questions of
which some are very critical. Due to these questions lesbian mothers are compelled to
reflect and think about their motives and desire to have children. Thus, lesbian mothers
spend more time thinking and reflecting on their motives and desire to have children. In
addition lesbian couples undergo a lot of processes to have a child. It is proved that through
these processes and circumstances the intensity of the motivation and desire for a child

grow immensely. Thus, in conclusion, lesbian mothers have a strong motivation and desire
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to have children, which in turn spills over into the parent and child relationship (Bos et al,
2003). Research done by Chapman et al. (2012) and Bos et al. (2003) were based on planned
lesbian families, however this is applicable to this research as most participants (three of the
four families) in this research planned to have their children and adopted children. Thus the
numerous research stated above proves that leshian mothers regard their role as parents as
one of their sole priorities, therefore having a direct influence on their parenting style and

their behaviour towards their children.

The following research was included in this research study due to relevancy to numerous
motivations underlying the force to have children in both lesbian and gay families. This
research could shed further light on what steps and measures lesbian and gay individuals
went through in order to start their own family. Research done by Goldberg, Downing and
Moyer (2012) was indeed based upon gay men’s motivation to have children. However this
could further reinforce and deliver the numerous underlying factors that gay as well as
lesbian individuals had to go through in order to have a family. Research done by Goldberg
et al. (2012), delivers the following results on gay men’s motivation for parenthood.
Motivations for parenthood: Parenthood as psychologically or personally fulfilling; Valuing
of family ties; Enjoyment of children; Raising children is a part of life; Desire to use own
resources to better a child’s life; Desire to shape and teach a child as well as the partner
wanting to be a parent. These findings provide various personal, relational and systemic
factors that form gay men’s motivation on deciding and embarking on the road to
parenthood (Goldberg et al., 2012). Including these research findings on gay men’s
motivation is important as it again highlights the underlying motivation of becoming parents
in a different family. Goldberg et al. (2012) further expand on their findings by linking the
finding of gay men’s motivation to have children to earlier studies of heterosexual couples,
similar to the men highlighting their personal and psychological rewards of being parents.
Concluding this discussion, it can be said that the motivation of lesbian, gay and
heterosexual couples stems from a deep rooted psychological and personal fulfilling to

become parents (Goldberg et al., 2012).
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2.3.3 Children of lesbian and heterosexual parents

“We know the statistics-that children who grow up without a father are five times more
likely to live in poverty and commit crime; nine times more likely to drop out of schools and
twenty times more likely to end up in prison. They are more likely to have behavioural
problems, or run away from home, or become teenage parents themselves.”

~Barack Obama~

In this section of the literature study on children of lesbian and heterosexual parents it is of
vital importance to find evidence in the literature of the outcomes of both children, that is
children growing up in a heterosexual family with a mother and a father and children
growing up in a lesbian or gay family. Numerous research has already been conducted on
children being reared in lesbian families. This section was included in this research because
participants of this study had to have children in order to participate. It is of importance to
include these findings due to the numerous effects of having been reared in a lesbian
household and the outcomes of the children. As mentioned in section 2.2.1 of the literature
review on families as a changing phenomenon, it is thus important to include the outcomes
of children growing up in these diverse families. Research done by Johnson (2012) found
that the numerous research done on lesbian mothers and their children across the three
waves of research that children reared by lesbian mothers are just as functional individuals
as their compared participants (Johnson, 2012). Research done by Biblarz and Stacey (2010)
summarised a variety of child outcome variables in their research by summarising the
findings of significant differences between two parent couples and their children in

heterosexual, lesbian and gay families in 33 studies.
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Table 2: Findings of children outcomes between heterosexual families and lesbian families and their
children (repeated from Biblarz & Stacey, 2010).

Outcome Variable Direction

Child outcome

Psychological and social well-being
Security of attachment to parents QY>3
Perceives parents as available, dependable Q>3
Discusses emotional issues (including own sexual development) with | 99>9J
parents

Interest, effort, success in school QY>3

Behaviuoral problems (especially among girls) (parent and child | $2<2J
reports)
Teacher ratings of children’s behavioural and attention problems >4
Likelihood of getting teased at school about their family configuration | 2 $>%J
or own sexuality
Perception of own cognitive and physical competence Pe<Qd

Daughters rate quality of relationship with parents higher than sonsdo | ¢ >3

Below are several more studies, mainly longitudinal research studies that bring forth the
evidence of the outcome of these children. Numerous studies, especially a study done by
McLanahan and Sandefur (1994) on children growing up in marriage based intact families
and children growing up in families who cohabitate, are divorced, step and single parent
families provided the following conclusion, it has been proved that children with only one
biological parent (mother or father) are worse off, on average than children from families
with two parents (McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994). This research and the conclusion made by
McLanahan and Sandefur (1994) quite closely relate to the opening statement by Barack
Obama claiming that a child without a father is more likely to display an array of behavioural

difficulties.
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The American Psychological Association provided a document on lesbian and gay parenting
in the year 2005. This documentation stated that: “Not a single study has found children of
lesbian or gay parents to be disadvantaged in any significant respect relative to children of

heterosexual parents” (Patterson, 2005, p. 15).

Some courts, societies and numerous individuals’ concerns with children being reared in
lesbian and gay families are social stigmatisation of the child and confusion in the child
regarding the child’s sexual identity. Long term concerns are the possibility of a homosexual
orientation in the child. Across the globe social scientists drew conclusions that if children
were to grow up without a father figure this would have serious implications with regards to
behavioural, emotional, social and cognitive development and could possibly lead to
delinquent behaviour. These studies drew the conclusion that a father figure plays a vital
role in positive child development and that this fathering occurs optimally in a heterosexual

family or marriage (Silverstein & Auerbach, 1999).

As early as 1999 an article concluded that successful parenting is not gender specific and
that neither mothers nor fathers are needed for healthy conditions for rearing children
(Silverstein & Auerbach, 1999). Even an earlier study done by Green, Mandel, Hotvedt, Gray
and Smith (1986) proved that no distinctions exist between male or female children of
homosexual or heterosexual mothers regarding popularity or social adjustment. The data
demonstrate no difference regarding the sexual identity. Some differences are found in
gender role behaviours. For daughters there are fewer adherences to traditionally sex typed
standards, however, they are still found similar to many other girls of the same age (Green

et al., 1986).

Why is there no dramatic difference between these children? By going back and looking at
the three core concepts of sexual identity, should shed some light on the question. The first
concept, core-morphologic identity, entails that children classify themselves as male or
female, include genital configuration, dress code and words used by parents. It would
require an absence of the two comparisons of sexes and sex typing language to lead to

confusion in children’s early development of sexual identity (Green et al., 1986).
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Secondly, the second component of sexual identity; gender role behaviour. Research again
proved that an absent father in a boy’s life is not that critical and that the critical
engagement period is the first five years of a boy’s life. This time is associated with the
development of extensively feminine or extreme masculine behaviour in sons, therefore the
first five years of development in a boy’s life is seen to be a critical period and that in these

first years male interaction is viewed as important (Green et al., 1986).

The last component of sexual identity consists of: sexual orientation. Research proved that
role modelling has a big influence on a child’s sexual orientation and that the parents’ sexual
orientation indeed has an influence on their children. However, this influence from the
parents’ sexual orientation might be very small due to the fact that children engage in their
environment with numerous other individuals. These individuals may include; friends of
their parents, peers, media and their family (Green et al., 1986; Silverstein & Auerbach,

1999)

According to various studies none of the children in the studies compared to heterosexual
families and lesbian families meet the criteria of gender identity disorders of childhood.
Daughters of heterosexual mothers show more gender role behaviours than the sons,
however still in the normal range. Daughters of lesbian mothers are less feminine in their
clothing, more interested in rough play. Daughter’s dress preferences are linked to the
rough play. Mothers usually also dress more often in pants or jeans which could enforce the
preferences by their daughters. It is confirmed that sons and daughters raised by lesbian
mothers without an adult male figure do not appear differently on psychosexual and
psychosocial development from children raised by heterosexual mothers without a male
figure present (Green et al.,, 1986; Regnerus, 2012; Biblarz & Savci, 2010). According to
research done by Marks (2012) in which numerous research studies were compared, it was
found that not one research study conducted has delivered evidence that children of lesbian
or gay families are disadvantaged in any way in comparison to children of heterosexual

families (Marks, 2012; Patterson 1992).

There are a lot of expectations that when a child is being raised in a lesbian-mother family

that it would increase the likelihood of psychological problems in children and this stems
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from an assumption that the children will be teased about their mothers’ sexual orientation
by peers (Golombok et al., 2003). However, it cannot be overlooked that lesbian parents
and their children may have challenges and difficult encounters that could make parenting
more challenging (Eggebeen, 2012). Therefore these challenges mentioned by Eggebeen

should be investigated and the experiences of the lesbian families should be noted.

2.3.4 Mother-child relationships
The mother-child relationship is another vital part to look at if one wants to explore lesbian
and gay families. It is essential to know how important this initial relationship between

mother(s) and their children are.

According to McDermott and Graham (2005) the mother-child relationship is based upon
understanding, accomplishment, self-identity and a sense of self-worth. Everyday physical
contact with each other, responsive responses to their child’s needs, independence to
explore the environment and the settings in which the child gains a sense of consequences
for his or her actions; this all forms a vital part of the mother child relationship. Thus, this
relationship forms the foundation of security for children, having specific effects for the
future of the child. Furthermore Beck (1992, p. 118) describes the mother-child relationship
as “the last remaining, irrevocable, interchangeable primary relationship”. Previous research
done by Stocker (1994) established that children who experienced high levels of warmth in
their relationships with their mothers had more enhanced adjustment skills than children

who had experienced low levels of warmth in the relationships with their mothers.

The following paragraph will discuss lesbian mothers’ relationships with their children and
characteristics that mothers show towards their children. According to Tasker and
Golombok (1995) it is found that lesbian mothers show characteristics of nurturing towards
their children and being forgiving, lenient and sympathetic towards their children.
Donaldson (2000) found that lesbian mothers in their midlife reported to be more adequate
parents, establishing a better attachment with their children and felt that they bonded very
well with their children. Several mothers in Donaldson’s (2000) study reported to be very
involved in their children’s lives. Research done by Gartrell and Bos (2010) indicates similar

results, their findings posed that lesbian mothers’ commitment to parenting started long
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before their child was even born. These mothers undertook numerous steps to prepare
themselves such as taking classes to inform them about child rearing practices. Gartrell and
Bos (2010) also found that lesbian mothers are very involved with their children’s education.
Furthermore, it seems that they strove to have a close relationship with their children
throughout their lifespan. These mothers also seemed to use minimal corporal punishment
and it came forth as if they frequently use verbal corrections of behaviour (Gartrell & Bos,

2010).

These above stated findings from research could all give guidance towards the type of
parenting style lesbian mothers tend to engage in. There are numerous characteristics that
the above research proved that can pinpoint some parenting styles that could be practiced

by lesbian mothers.

2.3.5 Lesbian mothers’ parenting styles and the quality of their parenting

Research on lesbian mothering and their children has gone through numerous phases
throughout the past years; Johnson’s (2012) research proved that there were specific
“waves” as Johnson calls it. The first wave identified by Johnson (2012) was research based
upon lesbians who became parents while in a heterosexual relationship. The second wave
identified by Johnson (2012) was research conducted on lesbians who became parents in a
lesbian relationship. These waves of research both included the outcomes of children.
Johnson (2012) further identified a third wave of research done on lesbian parents, which is
based on current research that focuses on the obstacles lesbian families encounter and how
children are being raised in a lesbian family. This research project falls within the third wave
of research identified by Johnson (2012). Furthermore, Johnson (2012) and Siegenthaler and
Bigner (2000) found that all these years of research proved that lesbian mothers are
capable, effective parents who are competent in being mothers, creating functional families

and having well established relationships with their children.

Johnson (2012) further mentioned that lesbian mothers have specific parenting goals and
some of these include: showing respect towards others, high values, honesty, unconditional
love and spending quality family time together. All of these parenting goals were

investigated in this research project.

31

© University of Pretoria



UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
YUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

Numerous research has already been based on lesbian parents with regards to having
children and being mothers. However, this research project is specifically looking at the
experiences of the eight participants and how these experiences may or may not give some
further insight into their parenting styles. Donaldson’s (2000) research explored the
experiences of midlife lesbian parenting and in her research she found that all participants
had positive feelings towards their parenting experience and that all the participants felt
that they had more to give to their children in this stage of their life and knew more about

themselves and life in general (Donaldson, 2000).

It was found that in a study comparing single and coupled lesbian mothers with single and
coupled heterosexual mothers, that (1) single heterosexual and lesbian mothers were
warmer and more positive with their children than were coupled heterosexual mothers; all
lesbian mothers were more interactive with their children. (2) Single heterosexual and
lesbian mothers reported more serious disputes than coupled heterosexual mothers
(Brooks, 2008). The parenting ability of lesbian parents has been proved that lesbian
mothers are just as child oriented, just as warm and responsive to their children and just as
nurturing and confident. Co-mothers in lesbian mother families are much more involved in

parenting than fathers in two parent heterosexual families (Golombok et al., 2003).

According to Tasker (2010), lesbian mothers have a well-established healthy relationship
with their children. They might even have better relationships with their children than some
heterosexual mothers. This could be due to the mothers’ warmth towards their children
received from the two lesbian mothers. This is referred to as the “double dose” of the
maternal connection and involvement in rearing children (Tasker, 2010, p. 36). There is
indeed a large amount of research stating that there is a strong bond between lesbian
mothers and their children. Another aspect could be that lesbian and gay parents seek to
protect their children more from the “homonegativity” and express more warmth (Tasker,
2010, p. 36). To conclude: children’s perceptions of the quality of parenting and parent-child
relationship is not influenced by parental gender (Tasker, 2010). Various research specifies
that it is the quality of the relationship that is crucial and not necessarily the structure of the

family (Tasker & Golombok, 1995; Lubbe, 2009).
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2.4  Parenting Styles and Attachment

2.4.1 Parenting styles
It is important to look at parenting styles as it forms one of the main concepts of this
research: what parenting styles lesbian mothers engage in when rearing children and how

these parenting styles relate with their experiences and vice versa.

Consequently there are the following parenting styles identified by numerous researchers
namely: authoritative, permissive, authoritarian, uninvolved, lenient, warm, democratic,
autocratic, tolerant, involved, neglectful and harmonious parenting styles (Reder & Lucey,
1995; Turkel & Tezer, 2008; Winsler, Madigan & Aquilino, 2005; Lancaster, Altmann, Rossi &
Sherrod, 1987; Pretorius, 1998). My research is based upon these parenting styles to see

whether any one or more of these parenting styles emerge within lesbian parenting.

According to Sigelman and Rider (2006) a parenting style is the way in which parents raise
their children, as well as the rules and regulations they use to discipline their children. It
explains what kind of persons and parents they are and how their children respond and
behave. We can go so far in understanding which parenting styles are effective by
considering just two dimensions of parenting: acceptance - responsiveness and

demandingness — control (Sigelman & Rider, 2006).

According to Sigelman and Rider (2006) parental acceptance - responsiveness refers to the
extent to which parents are supportive, sensitive to their children’s needs, interactive
connection and willing to provide affection and praise when their children meet their
expectations. Accepting, responsive parents are affectionate and often smile at, praise, and
encourage their children, although they also let children know when they misbehave.
Responsive parents are emotionally in touch with their child’s needs and are able to
respond to those needs with sensitivity and warmth. By being a responsive parent entails a
flexible attitude and the skill to solve problems and to adjust attitudes and behaviour
depending on the child’s needs. Responsive parenting enriches a child’s development. Less

accepting and responsive parents are often quick to criticise, belittle, punish, or ignore their
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children and rarely communicate to children that they are loved and valued (Sigelman &

Rider, 2006).

Demandingness — control refers to how much control over decisions lies with the parent as
opposed to with the child. Demandingness also describes how parents supervise and
discipline their children. It includes the closeness with which the children’s behaviour is
monitored, the restrictions placed on the children, the conversations about rules,
regulations and values, the penalty of breaking the rules and the consistency in the way the
rules are followed through in the family. Controlling and demanding parents set rules,
expect their children to follow them, and monitor their children closely to ensure that the
rules are followed. Less controlling and demanding parents make fewer demands and allow
their children a great deal of autonomy in exploring the environment, expressing their
opinions and emotions, and making decisions about their activities. Absence of
demandingness usually leaves children with reduced self-control and reasoning skills. In
contradiction parents who insist on having a child’s total obedience may bring on

behavioural problems in their children (Sigelman & Rider, 2006).

There are many ideas about how to rear children. Some parents adopt the ideas their own
parents used. Other parents get advice from friends. Some read books about parenting.
Others take classes offered in the community. However, psychologists and other social
scientists now know what parenting practices are most effective and are more likely to lead

to positive outcomes for children (Sigelman & Rider, 2006).

According to Baumrind (1991) parenting styles can be supportive and unsupportive. This in
fact affects developmental and personality development. Parenting styles may possibly
affect children’s competence, achievement and social development (Dekovic & Janssens,
1992). Therefore parenting styles is an essential aspect of this study and plays a major role

in the quality of parenting.

Reder and Lucey (1995) clarified parenting style as a two way process between the parent
and the child. Parenting types are recognised and classified into two types of behaviour that

parents display towards their children. These are parent-child centered behaviour (such as
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positive reinforcement, attention, encouragement and smiles towards the child) and parent-
child directive behaviour (such as demands, by using critique and negative responses
towards the child). These two types of parenting developed, which is based on the warmth
and responsiveness and parental control and demand interaction from a parent towards a

child (Turkel & Tezer, 2008).

Based upon these two parenting types Baumrind (1971) recognised three dimensions of
parenting styles, namely: authoritative, authoritarian and permissive (Winsler et al., 2005).
Additional research into these types of parenting yielded an extra parenting style, namely an

uninvolved or neglectful parenting style (Lancaster et al., 1987).

Pretorius (1998) took parenting styles a bit further by identifying eight parenting styles,
namely: warmth, dominant, tolerant democratic, involved, cold, lenient, intolerant
autocratic and reckless (inattentive) parenting styles. Which this research study was based

upon.

A short description of the eight parenting styles is provided to describe the characteristics

and patterns of each style.

Warm parenting style: this parenting style is characterised by a loving, supportive attitude
towards the child. The child is accepted in the way that he or she is. The parents are

sensitive towards the child’s needs, problems, feelings and emotions (Pretorius, 1998).

Cold parenting style: this parenting style is characterised by a defensive, loveless and
rejected manner towards the child. This parenting style is on the opposite pole of the

warmth parenting style (Pretorius, 1998).
Dominant parenting style: these parents engage in superabundance dominancy towards the
child, dominating and controlling. It comes down to excessive supervision and the

overcorrection of the child (Pretorius, 1998).

Lenient parenting style: this parenting style is the laissez-faire style, where there is the bare
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minimum of control over the child. The child obtains excessive freedom there is no routine,
no or few rules and regulations. The child is also given the freedom, of choice over his or her

life (Pretorius, 1998).

Tolerant, democratic parenting style: this parenting style is characterised by warmth and
lenience, and shows distinctive characteristics of the warmth and lenient parenting style.
These parents are accepting and understanding and accept the child the way he or she is

(Pretorius, 1998).

Intolerant, autocratic parenting style: this is a very cold, dominant style of parenting. The
parents of this style are very rigid, demanding and place high demands on their children.

The parents choose powerful, punishing rules to raise their child (Pretorius, 1998).

Involved parenting style: this style is characterised by warmth and domination. The parents
give attention to the child and show interest in what the child is doing. There exists an
excellent relationship between the parents and the child (Pretorius, 1998).

Reckless parenting: this is a cold, lenient style of parenting. This parenting style is
characterised by a lack of interest in the child and his doings also neglect, although not of

the basic requirements (Pretorius, 1998).

The following figure visually represents Pretorius’s eight different parenting styles and how

they fall into the continuum of different styles of parenting.
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Figure 4: Parenting Styles according to Pretorius (1998, p. 64).

Dominant
A
Involved Intolerant
Warmth <4 > Cold
Tolerant Reckless
v
Lenient

According to Winsler et al. (2005) authoritative parenting is another dimension of parenting
styles and is characterised by emotional supportiveness, boundary setting and firm
disciplinary methods. On the opposite end authoritarian parenting is characterised by strong
control and insufficient emotional support and responsiveness. Permissive parenting is
characterised by high levels of emotional support, responsiveness and a lack in discipline,

control and boundaries (Winsler et al., 2005).

Thus, in an overview of the different styles of parenting and how parenting styles influence
children in certain ways, it becomes clear that parents’ style of rearing children will fall
within two or more styles simultaneously. Therefore it is likewise to include attachment
theory into the literature especially in the way how attachment theory demonstrates human
behaviour based upon early relationships between children and their caregiver or parents

(Green, 2003).
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2.4.2 Attachment theory

Since this research question concerns the parenting styles of lesbian mothers, this literature
which deals with children’s responses towards a caregiver gave a worthy ground to
understand the parenting style and the relationship between the children and their

mothers.

Attachment theory is included in this research literature review due to its vital impact on
future behaviour of individuals and how this behaviour can be traced back to early
attachment between child and caregiver or parent. | included attachment theory because it
supports the reasoning of how important early interactions between parents and children
are and especially how important different parenting styles are in these crucial years of

rearing children.

According to the attachment theory children need the constant nurturance of one parent.
However the child should have multiple bonds with individuals. These individuals could be
grandparents, uncles, aunts and a caregiver. Cooper Davis (1996) also states that optimal
child development relies upon social interaction and physical care along with well-

established attachments (Cooper Davis, 1996).

The attachment theory suggests a model of understanding human development based on
the experience of the child’s early attachment to the main caregiver. Through this
unconscious process, the child is shaped according to early adaptations, creating a core
principle behind an individual’s behaviour (Green, 2003). Attachment theory is an essential

theory through which human development and behaviour is explored.

According to Bowlby a very strong and powerful emotional, biological attachment exists
between a child and its mother (Sigelman & Rider, 2006). Bowlby believed and was
convinced that children’s early experience of attachment with their mother figure could play
a vital role in their development, and that sexuality was solely responsible for a child’s
emotional development (Brisch, 2002). Bowlby conducted several research projects with
Mary Ainsworth, with one of these focusing on and observing responses of children to

anxiety and distress. The way in which the children reacted to the external stimuli revealed
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the coping strategy typically adopted by the child to regulate his or her situation. From this
research Ainsworth