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ABout the Culture of AmeriCAn fAmilies ProjeCt

The Culture of American Families Project is a three-year 
investigation into the family cultures that are impact-
ing the next generation of American adults. Designed 
and conducted by the University of Virginia’s Institute 
for Advanced Studies in Culture and funded by the 
John Templeton Foundation, this project adapts the 
tools of contemporary social science to an investiga-
tion that is broadly interpretive and contextual. Our 
goal is to distinguish the cultural frameworks and 
diverse moral narratives that both inform and are 
informed by American family life. Specifically, this 
involves telling the complex story of parents’ habits, 
dispositions, hopes, fears, assumptions, and expecta-
tions for their children.

The data for this project was collected in two stages:

1. A web-based survey of a nationally representative 
sample of 3,000 parents of school-aged children. 
This one-hour survey, fielded by Knowledge 
Networks, examines a broad range of parental 
priorities, aspirations, challenges, and practices, 
as well as a variety of other cultural and socio-
demographic indicators. Data for the survey, 
and an accompanying non-response follow-up 
survey, were collected from September 2011 
through January 2012.

2. Follow-up, in-person interviews were 
conducted with 101 of the survey respondents. 
These 90-minute, semi-structured interviews 
complement the survey with open-ended 
questions designed to explore how respondents 
articulate their visions of the good parent and 

the good child. Interview questions explore the 
kinds of people that parents want their children 
to become and attempt to elicit the explicit 
and implicit strategies parents employ in their 
habits and practices of scheduling, disciplining, 
motivating, and communicating with their 
children.

Principal findings from the survey and interviews 
are being released in two separate reports—Culture 
of American Families: A National Survey and Culture 
of American Families: Interview Report—along with  
Culture of American Families: Executive Report that 
includes thoughts for practitioners working with 
American families. For more information, or to access 
other reports, please visit the project website: iasc-
culture.org/caf.
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Preface

This report summarizes preliminary findings and gen-
eral, overarching themes from the interview component 
of the Culture of American Families Project. Follow-up, 
in-home, face-to-face interviews were conducted with 
101 survey respondents in 8 regional locations around 
the country from November 2011 to January 2012. All 
respondents were parents of school-aged children, the 
average age was 41 years old, 69 percent of the sample 
were female, about half had a college degree or more, 
about 58 percent were white, 20 percent black, 12 per-
cent Hispanic, and 10 percent other race. (See Appendix 
A for more information about the research method.)

Parents in this study talk about their experience of the 
world as full of rapid change and transformation—even 
since the days of their own childhood. Their perceptions 
of these changes create challenges that seem unfamiliar. 
Much less can be taken for granted in the cultural con-
text that frames childrearing in the twenty-first century, 
leaving many parents with the feeling that they are navi-
gating through uncharted waters. The degree to which 
these challenges are “new” is debatable—every genera-
tion of parents seems to think this—but the challenges 
are indeed intensifying. Yet parents still have a moral 
sense: they are attuned to their role as a primary shaper 
of their children’s moral character. They want their chil-
dren to be good people. Parents are tasked with raising 
“good kids” in an uncertain and unfamiliar world.

Summary of Key Themes

Waning Influence and Authority 

A Village No More. Parents seem to agree that “it takes 
a village to raise a child” and most remember communi-
ties and neighborhoods from their own childhood with 
some degree of shared responsibility for children. But 

the majority of parents in this study do not trust their 
neighbors or other adults and have little sense of shared 
values and commitments within a community. Parental 
authority, shared by other trusted adults, can no longer 
be taken for granted. This leads to a lack of freedom for 
children, as parents attempt to make the home a closed, 
protected space.

Media Technologies Limit Parental Influence. Parents 
feel their attempts to control the home and keep external 
influences at bay are nearly futile in the face of technol-
ogy. Media technologies introduce a host of unknown 
and often unwelcome influences into the private space 
of the home. Parents’ overriding concern is the negative 
influences that they are unable to keep out. Many feel 
helpless in the face of technologies and uncertain about 
how, or if, to limit them.

Alternative Strategies for Influence: The 
Expressive Parent

Prioritizing “Thinking for Yourself.” In an uncertain 
world where no one can be trusted, parents see “think-
ing for yourself ” as a top priority to impart to their 
children. For a majority of parents, this does not mean 
autonomous self-fulfillment, but rather an internalized 
moral code that enables the child to do the right thing. 
They thus employ the language of autonomy and inde-
pendence, but their concern is to instill character and 
virtue in their children.

Communication and Intimacy. As traditional authority 
and influence weaken, parents turn to constant com-
munication and close relationships with their children. 
Although unsure exactly why, they feel obligated to talk 
to their children and seek the emotional rewards of inti-
macy. Parents see these communicative relationships as 
better than their own parents’ more authoritarian style 
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of discipline, yet they appear to use intimacy as a tool 
to influence their children in the right direction. They 
thus use the language of nurturing therapy with the 
intentions of authoritative discipline.

In the midst of a rapidly changing world, parents are 
aware of significant ruptures in the collective author-
ity once shared by the adult generation in the task 
of raising, forming, and socializing the young. The 
context in which they find themselves feels unfamil-
iar and uncertain. Yet they still see their role and task 
as raising “good kids,” and they are left to figure out 
what “good” means in a flexible and fluid world. As 
they look for signposts along the way, they do find 
certain norms that guide them. These generally lead 

parents to strategies reflective of the expressive indi-
vidualism of the current age. These strategies utilize a 
language of autonomy, independence, self-fulfillment, 
and emotionally charged sentimentality. Even as these 
cultural forces push away from parental influence, par-
ents know that they need to socialize and form their 
children, and these processes necessitate some degree 
of authority. While they recognize they need authority 
in order to form their children, parents question the 
very authority required to accomplish this task. Their 
ambivalence about this moral authority, and the lack 
of institutional support, leaves them in the midst of 
contradictions and ironies that frame the experience 
of parenting in twenty-first century America.
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Introduction 
Contradictions in the Culture of Parenting

The task of raising children receives significant attention 
in public discourse in the United States today. In the past 
two years, a Chinese American law professor introduced 
the country to “Tiger Moms,”1 an American expat in Paris 
offered uniquely French insights on “bringing up bebé,”2 a 
psychologist and consultant warned of the “price of privi-
lege” and parental pressures for success,3 neuroscientists 
offered parenting tips based on the biology of the brain,4 
and economists explained how to 
use cost/benefit analysis in chil-
drearing.5 All of these recent books 
have been vigorously reviewed, 
discussed, and commented on in 
newspapers, TV and radio, and the 
internet. A North Carolina father 
recently became the subject of 
much criticism and support when 
he posted a video of himself shoot-
ing his daughter’s laptop because of comments she made 
on Facebook; the video, dubbed “Facebook Parenting,” 
went viral, received 34 million views, and landed him on 
the Today Show.6 Time magazine and The Atlantic featured 
attention-grabbing cover articles about parenting issues; 
both articles produced a firestorm of controversy and buzz 
on talk shows and internet discussions.7

Why is raising children a subject for so much public 
conversation? It touches a nerve that runs through the 
heart of our society’s self-understanding and our hopes 
for the uncertain future. Parents who are in the midst 
of raising children obviously care about such questions 
and debates, but so do adults who have already raised 
children, who have not started, or who are not going to 
and never will. Why? Because children—as a symbol of 
possibility and promise—represent the ideals and hopes 
adults hold for the future. They are the ones to whom we 
pass on our culture and way of life; they are the inheri-
tors of what adults value and cherish. In other words, 

the way we talk about children is a symbolic representa-
tion of our own desires and dreams for the world we 
wish to create. What kind of world do we want to create 
and what kind of children do we need to help make 
it? Of course, in our pluralistic society, there is very 
little agreement about these questions of fundamental 
meaning and significance. It is no wonder parenting is 
the subject of a never-ending stream of books, articles, 

conversations, and debates in our 
public culture.

For the most part, public dis-
course operates around what are 
referred to as “middle class” par-
enting obsessions: educational 
performance, helicopter parent-
ing, elite sports teams, college 
admissions, and tiger moms. On 

occasion, public conversations may reach beyond these 
concerns to issues of obesity or inequalities in child wel-
fare. But beneath the surface of all of these discussions 
are underlying moral assumptions about the kinds of 
people we want our children to become. These deeper 
concerns, sometimes explicit, sometimes implicit—but 
always present—are about the character of our children. 
Are they too entitled and narcissistic? Are they industri-
ous and hard working? Are they respectful, honest, and 
trustworthy? When asked how they want other people 
to think of their children, parents in this study expressed 
desires for moral character in a variety of ways8:

I believe you have to have a good heart first. I 
wouldn’t want all my kids to be the top students 
and become attorneys and doctors, but be horrible 
people. I wouldn’t want that…you’ve got to be a 
good person. You’ve got to be a good kid.

—Claudia Baez,  
married Hispanic mother of six children9

the way we talk about 
children is a symbolic 

representation of our own 
desires and dreams for the 

world we wish to create.
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It doesn’t matter if people like you or not. If 
you’re doing the right thing, and I know that it’s 
strength of character, it doesn’t matter if people 
like you. It doesn’t matter if you’re popular. If 
you’re doing the right thing, then that has to be 
your satisfaction.

—Tara Wade,  
married white mother of two children 

I picture [my kids] having a good heart, and 
honest, and trustworthy, and hardworking. 

—Patti Spooner,  
single white mother of two children

I want to know that he’s a really nice boy and 
he’s very kind and innocent and helpful.

—Natasha Rodriquez,  
married mixed race mother of two children

I want to know that they’re as good as I think 
they are.…that my kids are doing good.

—Paul Davey,  
married white father of three children

[I want to hear that] he is well respected, that 
I’ve got a real respectful son. He doesn’t get in no 
trouble, he doesn’t get out cussing and hanging 
with the wrong crowd and stuff. 

—James Donner,  
married black father of four children

It is no surprise that parents want good kids, especially 
if children symbolize and reflect what adults ideal-
ize about themselves and their world. It also makes 
intuitive sense because, for better or worse, families 
are the primary context in which character is formed. 
Character is formed in social contexts, like the fam-
ily, and families are always situated in a larger cultural 
context. Families and other cultural institutions thus 
create webs of social relationships, norms, habits, 
and practices that constitute a “moral ecology”—an 
environment that shapes and patterns the moral life 
of the child. On this view, character is very much 
social in its constitution and is thus inseparable from 
the culture within which it is formed. As sociologist 
James Davison Hunter has observed, morality, like 
character, “is always situated—historically situated in 
the narrative flow of collective memory and aspira-
tion, socially situated within distinct communities, 
and culturally situated within particular structures of 

moral reasoning and practice.”10 This “situated” qual-
ity of character and morality means communities and 
social institutions that form the young will always 
reflect the patterns and moral frameworks of the cul-
ture at large. In this way, gaining insights into how 
parents in twenty-first century America understand 
their task of parenting—their priorities and goals, 
and their perceived challenges and threats—can offer 
a glimpse into the larger cultural and moral fabric of 
our society.

When it comes to the moral frameworks and deeper 
contexts within which parenting occurs—the social 
and cultural conditions that provide the taken-for-
granted backdrop in which children are raised—things 
are both staying the same and significantly changing. 
Although the public rhetoric may make us believe 
otherwise, in many ways, parents today sound a lot 
like parents from almost a century ago.

Continuity and Change in Childrearing

The authors of the famous Middletown study exam-
ined the issues and concerns facing parents and 
childrearing in 1924 in a small, Midwestern town in 
the midst of major cultural and economic changes. 
They observed that children’s responsibilities around 
the household changed as the industrial economy 
replaced an agrarian one, and coupled with new 
technology like the automobile and telephone, chil-
dren’s social freedom increased. Because children were 
spending less time at home, and more time out with 
friends, it became increasingly difficult for parents to 
keep an eye on their children’s behavior. The authors 
found that “the swiftly moving environment and mul-
tiplied occasions for contacts outside the home are 
making it more difficult to secure adherences to estab-
lished group sanctions,” which were understood as the 
“approved ways of the group” acquired in “a ‘good’ 
home.” Many Middletown parents commented on 
loosening social norms, evident, for example, in the 
dress and “aggressiveness” of teenage girls. “Girls have 
more nerve nowadays—look at their clothes!” “Girls 
are far more aggressive today. They call the boys up to 
try to make dates with them as they never would have 
when I was a girl.”11

The familiar mantra of “kids these days” appears to be 
nothing new. Nor are parents’ struggles and anxieties 
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about raising children in the midst of societal pres-
sures and changes. Many Middletown parents became 
increasingly anxious about parenting their children in 
the context of these increased freedoms and changing 
norms. One mother remarked, “You see other [par-
ents] being more lenient and you think perhaps that 
is the best way, but you are afraid to do anything very 
differently from what your mother did for fear you 
may leave out something essential or do something 
wrong. I would give anything to do what is wisest, 
but I don’t know what to do.” Others feared that strict 
parenting would limit their child’s social opportuni-
ties: “Even as it is, we’re a good deal worried about 
[our daughter]; she’s beginning to feel different from 
the others because she is restricted and not allowed to 
go out as much as they do.”12

In short, parents had become increasingly anx-
ious about parenting the growing independence of 
children. Middletown parents, such as the mother 
mentioned above who worried about restricting her 
daughter’s social opportunities, 
feared limiting their children’s 
freedom and consequent happi-
ness. Many felt paralyzed: they 
faced obstacles their own parents 
never faced and did not know 
where to turn to learn how to par-
ent this new generation of “young 
adults.” One mother remarked, 
“I am afraid of making mistakes 
and usually do not know where 
to go for advice.”13 Not surpris-
ingly, this period became known 
as the “age of the expert,” when 
parenting advice books, manuals, and magazines—all 
written under the authority of the science of psy-
chology—became widely popular.14 These themes 
and concerns were not just confined to Middletown. 
Many other scholars point to the same far-reaching 
trends that transformed the family during these years. 
Psychoanalysis was growing in popularity, bring-
ing new attention to the emotions and passions of 
children, and a consequent fear of repressive modes 
of childrearing.15 As these varied external forces buf-
feted the institution of the family, a different model, 
the “companionate family,” where the family has a 
primary responsibility to meet the emotional and psy-
chological needs of its members, became the ideal.16 A 
“new normal” emerged in the culture of childrearing.

Middletown parents did not want to go to their parents 
for advice because there was an increasing sense that 
what the older generation valued and instilled in their 
children, such as “strict obedience” or “loyalty to the 
church,” was not what the next generation of parents 
wanted for their own children. While many parents 
still considered these values important, they thought 
that others, such as “independence” and “frankness,” 
were equally, if not more, important. Many responses 
to this issue were similar to that of one Middletown 
mother who commented, “I am afraid that the things 
I really have emphasized are obedience, loyalty to the 
church, and getting good grades in school” when what 
she really wanted to stress was “independence and tol-
erance.” Another remarked, “Strict obedience does 
not accomplish anything at all.” The authors found 
that, in many homes, this created a “more democratic 
system of relationships with exchange of ideas.” This 
led some parents to seek a sort of friendship with their 
children that their own parents had not desired. “My 
mother was a splendid mother in many ways, but I 

could not be that kind of mother 
now. I have to be a pal and listen 
to my children’s ideas.”17 Whereas 
older generations of children 
sought their parent’s approval and 
parents sought their children’s 
acquiescence, this new genera-
tion of parents was interested 
more in their children’s approval 
and freedom. Independence, not 
obedience, had become the key 
to happy and successful children.

As will be evident in this report, 
parents in this study are repeating the same chorus 
as parents in Middletown, almost 90 years later. Just 
like the parents in Middletown, parents in this study 
want to raise successful, happy, “good” children. Just 
like the parents in Middletown, parents today feel 
like raising children is more difficult now, and they 
feel that their parents were more strict than they are 
with their children. Middletown parents worried 
about how technology (telephones and automobiles) 
was changing family dynamics, just as parents today 
struggle to stay informed about new technological 
devices and media. In many ways then, the themes 
and concerns that American parents face in the 
twenty-first century are not necessarily novel. While 
this study reflects longstanding themes in research on 

“my mother was a splendid 
mother in many ways, but 

i could not be that kind 
of mother now. i have to 
be a pal and listen to my 

children’s ideas.” 
—mother in middletown, 

1924
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parenting and childrearing, it also demonstrates how 
these themes are reproduced and intensified in each 
new generation.

Parenting and the Late-Modern Condition

Many of the challenges and issues 
parents face today are rooted in 
cultural processes and transfor-
mations that have been centuries 
in the making. Social scientists 
and theorists use a number of 
terms for these transforma-
tions—deinstitutionalization, 
post-traditional society, and 
even post-modernity.18 There are 
important debates about what 
exactly these changes are, what 
they mean, and how they mat-
ter.19 For our purposes, these 
changes can be understood as the gradual shift from 
“traditional” organizing structures of society that 
defined roles and made personal identity “given” to a 
much more open-ended social experience defined by 
individual autonomy and unlimited choice.

What are most important about these transforma-
tions for the present study are their consequences 
for our collective understandings of authority. As 
sociologist Anthony Giddens observes of traditional 
societies, “all traditions have a normative or moral 
content, which gives them a binding character.”20 But 
“detraditionalization,” as social theorist Paul Heelas 
notes, “involves a shift of authority: from ‘without’ 
to ‘within.’ Individual subjects are themselves called 
upon to exercise authority in the face of the disor-
der and contingency which is thereby generated.”21 
These changes result in a much more fluid and 
flexible understanding of social life—“liquid moder-
nity” in sociologist Zygmunt Bauman’s memorable 
phrase—with clear consequences for how we under-
stand the very ideals of “morality” and “authority,” 
“character” and “commitment.” The Greek etymol-
ogy of the word “character,” for instance, suggests 
something engraved, etched, or carved—a kind of 
binding address that seems implausible in our “liq-
uid” times: “These days patterns and configurations 
are no longer ‘given,’ let alone ‘self-evident’; there are 
just too many of them, clashing with one another 

and contradicting one another’s commandments, 
so that each one has been stripped of a good deal 
of compelling, coercively constraining powers.”22 
Plausibility structures lose their credibility.

Naturally, this affects how we think about raising 
children. Several elements of these transformations 

have crystallized in a set of com-
mon-sense assumptions about 
childrearing: the innocent and 
vulnerable child must grow natu-
rally, without the imposition of 
parental and societal constraints, 
and parents must nurture the 
child’s sovereign and expressive 
self toward autonomy and inde-
pendence. In the cultural context 
of twenty-first century America, 
parents have a strong suspicion 
of moral authority and a deep 
reluctance or ambivalence about 

exercising it over children. This continues to compli-
cate the process of socializing children for late-modern 
society. Less can be taken for granted when it comes 
to raising children because there is no coherent set of 
shared ideals and practices. Parents seem uncomfort-
able with exercising authority, yet, to some extent, 
the process of raising children demands it. This is a 
uniquely late-modern condition.

In the midst of all of these changes, parents in this 
study reveal that they still seek to pass on a moral 
framework to their children and that they are doing 
their best to prepare their children for an uncertain 
future. Parents wish to raise their children in a culture 
that confronts them with ironies, contradictions, and 
paradoxes. Though parents are not always articulate 
about these challenges, several key themes emerged 
in the interviews that point to contradictions in the 
culture of parenting.23 External conditions—or per-
ceptions of them—significantly constrain parents 
in their hopes to both influence and control their 
children. The perception of declining social and insti-
tutional trust (chapter one) and the rise of perceived 
threats from technological changes (chapter two) both 
open the child’s world to unknown influences beyond 
their parents’ control and significantly constrict the 
child’s domain to constantly supervised spaces and 
interactions.

While this study reflects 
longstanding themes in 
research on parenting 

and childrearing, it also 
demonstrates how these 
themes are reproduced 
and intensified in each  

new generation.
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Parents seek to develop engaged strategies to influ-
ence and control their children in the face of these 
constraining external conditions. Parents value auton-
omy and independence for their children, and they 
desire emotional closeness and intimacy with their 
children. They employ a language of expressive indi-
vidualism rooted in emotive self-fulfillment when 
discussing these goals. Parents utilize this more cultur-
ally acceptable vocabulary to describe fairly traditional 
intentions: most parents want their children to obey 
them and to internalize the parents’ own sense for 
right and wrong (see chapters three and four.) While 
parents say they value independence, most still expect 
conformity; while they want autonomy and freedom, 
perceived threats from technology and other external 
dangers lead to constant supervision.

Parents want to form their kids; they want them to 
embrace their values and moral frameworks. They’re 
doing their best to shape their children and prepare 
them for the culture of late-modernity. But given 
the contradictions of this culture—that parents both 
resist and perpetuate—the task is difficult. Such delib-
erate formation requires a coherent culture and some 

degree of shared meaning and authority—for parents 
and the institutions in which they and their children 
are embedded. Parents do not appear to have a lan-
guage of virtue or a grammar of morality from which 
to draw for the task of forming their children. There 
is no inherited body of knowledge that they embrace. 
Parents have a moral sense, but a very limited moral 
vocabulary. Rather, the primary language and vocab-
ulary that parents utilize is one inherited from a 
therapeutic culture focused on emotional satisfaction, 
individual autonomy, and fulfillment. They want 
their children to be good kids, but parents, standing 
in a long historical line of cultural processes, are hesi-
tant to be explicit about what “good” means, and they 
are wary of moral authority and about exercising it 
over their children. Given the way technology under-
mines their ability to influence their children, given 
that parents do not feel supported by the wider com-
munity, and given that parents now resort to language 
and strategies rooted in expressive individualism, they 
are left with very little authority to do what they want 
to do. It remains to be seen if they can get what they 
want for their children—character—without the 
authority, institutions, and language to express it.
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Limited Freedom 
Parental Perceptions of Danger and Distrust

1

Although the saying “it takes a village to raise a child” 
was highly polarizing when Hillary Clinton used it 
for a book title in 1996, the essence of the phrase, if 
it can be de-politicized, is fairly non-controversial: rais-
ing children requires the support of numerous people 
and institutions, from extended families to neighbors to 
civic associations to schools to religious congregations. 
Parents, whether liberal or conservative, intuitively 
know this.

Social science research confirms these intuitions. The 
presence of nonparental adults in a child’s life that offer 
support, care, and advice—what sociologists call “net-
work closure”—makes a difference to a host of “well 
being” outcomes (educational success, religious belief 
and thus higher pro-social behaviors, low levels of drug 
and alcohol use, etc.). It is important for parents to be 
embedded in larger networks that offer support for both 
parents and children.

For a variety of reasons, many parents in our study feel 
much more alone in the task of raising children than 
they believe their parents were. And as a result, the world 
feels much more dangerous and isolating. As we will see 
in the next chapter, technological changes contribute to 
this feeling. This chapter, however, deals with parents’ 
perceptions about safety and danger, fear and trust. As 
will be explored later, perceptions do not always match 
reality. But nevertheless, the human imagination is a 
powerful force, and perceptions have a way of palpably 
structuring the parameters of social life and interac-
tions. As the pioneering sociologist William I. Thomas 
famously said, in a book called The Child in America 
written in 1928, “If men define situations as real, they 
are real in their consequences.”24

The majority of parents in this study perceive that they 
have lost a basic social trust—trust that neighbors will 

support them and watch their children—and that dan-
ger lurks on every street corner and playground.25 The 
village concept, where a group of people holds shared 
values, purpose, and responsibility for their children, 
appears to be a figment of the imagination of most 
parents in this study. These perceptions of danger and 
distrust seem to create a culture of overprotection, one 
that many parents push back against but cannot totally 
resist. Despite concerns about overprotection, most par-
ents find it difficult to balance freedom and safety, and 
thus they help to propagate a culture that significantly 
limits the freedom of their children.

This limited freedom is set against parents’ memories 
of their own childhoods. Just about all parents remem-
ber childhoods of nearly unlimited freedom, when they 
could ride bicycles and wander through woods, streets, 
and parks, unmonitored by their parents. Many parents 
remember being instructed to “come home when the 
street lights go on,” and they would leave the house and 
not return until dark. It is difficult to measure or empiri-
cally verify claims of this nature. Do parents remember 
their childhoods as they actually were or do they hold 
selected memories that now work to construct a nos-
talgic past that never really existed? Whatever the case 
may be, parents today perceive a very different child-
hood for their children. Many are bothered by this 
perceived change and experience it as a loss. They feel it 
was “better” to have more freedom and independence; 
their children, though perhaps safer, are missing out on 
important formative experiences. But very few parents 
can even imagine giving their own children that kind of 
freedom. They are thus in an odd place of both lament-
ing a world gone by and being active participants in the 
construction of a new world of constant monitoring and 
control.
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The Danger of Freedom

Joel Davis, a white father of two children who installs 
audio-visual equipment, illustrates this dynamic as he 
describes his memories of an independent and free 
childhood:

I don’t remember what age it was, it might have 
been—I’d learned to ride a bike at eight years 
old, on my eighth birthday, I learned to ride 
a two-wheeler. I want to say that by nine or 
ten I could go anywhere that 
I wanted to go. I mean it was 
only limited by how far I was 
willing to pedal. My parents 
had no, I mean they didn’t put 
any restrictions on me in the 
sense that they probably figured 
I wouldn’t go any farther than 
I could pedal there and back in 
time for dinner, or whatever. I 
would just go. You would just 
do that. You wouldn’t—no 
one, no other parent had to watch you. And I 
don’t, I can’t imagine that now. I can’t imagine 
ever letting your kids go off on their own at that 
early an age. Even just to ride down the block 
or go to the schoolyard and play or go wherever.

Joel laments that his children spend too much time 
inside, yet he can’t imagine letting them walk or ride 
their bikes two blocks to the schoolyard. Joel offers 
three possible reasons for this change, all of which come 
up in interviews with other parents. On the one hand, 
he thinks “there’s a societal expectation that if you’ve left 
your child to their own devices before the community 
in general thinks you should,” then you’ll get labeled 
a “bad parent” and someone might “call the police 
on you.” There seems to be a threat of sanction from 
“society” or an external other that structures parental 
actions; parents have internalized a sacred moral code 
that, they believe, carries sanctions for violations. He 
also realizes that, “statistically, [crime] hasn’t changed in 
50 years,” but the media loves a child predator story, so 
it’s “on everybody’s mind.” Parents are cognizant of the 
“stranger danger” threats being fueled by the media, yet 
their fears are no less real. Finally, Joel says the “world is 
just a bigger, more crowded place” with a lot more cars 
on the road. And, he notes, his busy street “doesn’t even 
have a sidewalk, let alone a shoulder.” Parents express 

the effects of significant social and structural changes—
population growth, mobility, and even changes in city 
and suburban planning and greater dependence on the 
automobile.

Colleen MacArthur, a former nutritionist, is a mar-
ried white mother with a 16-year-old daughter and 
a 10-year-old son. When she and her husband, who 
does nutrition research at a nearby university, had 
their first child, they decided she would stay at home. 
Colleen’s own father was “very strict” when she was 

growing up, but “in retrospect, 
I think we had a lot of freedom, 
a lot more than my kids have.” 
Like so many other parents, 
she remembers staying outside 
“until the street lights went on” 
and “not a lot of organizing of 
what kids’ activities were, we just 
organized ourselves.” She thinks 
parents now “just get a little bit 
too involved with what their kids 
are doing.” There were tangible 

benefits, Colleen believes, to the freedom she expe-
rienced: “we learned how to problem solve a little bit 
more than today because there was no one there tell-
ing you what to do or how to do it. You just figured 
it out.” In this sense, she believes her children might 
be missing out on valuable experiences that might 
be important for their development and maturation. 
Although she is quick to avoid the “it’s so bad now” 
lament and says that things probably aren’t “better or 
worse, just different,” she does find it difficult to strike 
a balance between freedom and safety for her children:

I think that there’s a real culture for overprotect-
ing kids, and I want my kids to be able to go 
out into the world and not be afraid. And you 
know, when you turn on the news, or when you 
hear about things, it’s frightening, but I don’t 
want them to be afraid. I want them to have 
some kind of wanderlust. It’s a difficult balance, 
particularly since we’re a Christian family, too, 
so we’re trying to teach our kids to love people, 
but then, you know, on the other hand—be 
careful. Fear people, too, so it’s—it’s a really dif-
ficult balance.

Colleen tries to encourage her daughter to ride her 
bike over to her friend’s house, but she feels like 

“We learned how to 
problem solve a little bit 
more than today because 

there was no one there 
telling you what to do or 

how to do it.”
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“kids are used to getting driven places.” She also says 
that there is not really any place to walk. There is a 
Dunkin’ Donuts at the end of the street, and “kids 
will do that kind of thing.” Even though Colleen grew 
up very close to where she is now living, she feels that 
the townscape itself works against her: “there’s not—
when I grew up [in the neighboring town], there was 
a whole downtown area we could walk to. There’s not 
really a place like that.”

Janelle Edwards is a white married mother of two 
young children. She works full-time as a microbi-
ologist at a medical laboratory. Janelle believes that 
parents face an onslaught of “fear tactics” from the 
media offering “on a daily basis remind[ers] about 
vaccines, apple juice, abduction, child porn sites.”

And that translates into more time watching 
them, because I remember as a kid just getting on 
my bike and running into the park and playing. 
Now for the kids to go to the park, I have to go 
with them and I have to stand there and watch 
them. So it does require more parenting time on 
a daily basis.

Those requirements for addi-
tional monitoring do not come 
with extra support. As a child, 
Janelle’s grandparents lived 
two blocks away and she con-
sequently felt “very loved and 
supported by my grandmother.” 
She does not feel the same sup-
port from her parents or her 
husband’s parents. “So, we don’t 
really have a lot of support” 
and so she has more “confidence in professionals 
to help with parenting.” Janelle struggles to know 
exactly what to do as a parent: “I don’t think it’s very 
intuitive.”

Because I don’t think there’s a lot of guidance, 
and also you have to kind of just figure it out as 
you go and put the fires out and handle the cri-
ses and make the U-turns and deal with crazy 
schedules and noise all the time, so you have 
to learn as you go. So I think that’s what I’m 
taking away from the experience. And without 
guidance it really makes you feel that you’re 
driving with a blindfold sometimes.

Janelle would like to have some guidance and sup-
port, especially because of increased expectations 
for monitoring, so she doesn’t feel like she is driving 
blindfolded. But she doesn’t seem to receive it. The 
therapist she and her husband visit is very helpful, 
but they have recently been forced to stop the visits 
because of changes to their health insurance coverage.

Abby Tyndale is a white married mother with two 
young children. After a career in the music industry 
as a manager of an independent record label, she stays 
home with her kids. Her husband, a software devel-
oper, works from home.

When discussing why they purchased their house, which 
is deep in the woods, she says she wanted her kids “to go 
out and be able to explore nature.” They live on “federally 
protected wetlands” and they enjoy going on hikes and 
catching yellow-spotted salamanders, frogs, and toads. 
She does not, however, allow her children (a 7-year-old 
daughter and a 5-year-old son) to go exploring alone: 
“we kind of keep a watch on them because they are 
young, and it is water, but also there’s—you know, the 
roads here are very old colonial roads, so they are the only 

roads, and they are very well trav-
eled, so we’re always with them.” 
She goes on to say that, in terms 
of safety, she is “hyper-vigilant,” 
which she says, is “better than, you 
know, kind of asleep at the wheel.”

Like many other parents, Abby 
finds it difficult to balance the 
freedom she wants to give her 
children with her concerns for 
their safety.

It is a difficult line because, you know, you want 
your children to be independent and confident, 
and be able to know that they can do things, 
and of course, you know, they’re not going to do 
the things on the swing set if you’re there. 

Abby admits that if her children “knew half the crap 
that we did when we were kids,” she would be in “so 
much trouble”:

I don’t even let them run around the stairs in 
socks. We use to take the boxes and go down—
you know. I do think that is something I have 

“now for the kids to go  
to the park, i have to go 
with them and i have to 
stand there and watch 

them. so it does require 
more parenting time on a 

daily basis.”
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to be conscious of, because I want them to have 
that freedom, and to be confident in what they 
do and everything, but I want them to know 
that I’m around.

She sees benefits to giving her children freedom, but 
she finds it difficult to do so.

A mother who lives in a major city, instead of a wooded 
lot, struggles with some of these issues. An artist who 
is now “mainly a mom,” Jeannie Simpson has two 
children, ages 10 and 4. Jeannie talks about how her 
own mother “would just let us 
go” play outside. She doesn’t “feel 
comfortable letting [my kids] go 
out where we live.” When asked 
about what has changed, she says:

That’s an interesting question. 
I think a change in parent-
ing styles also. I think parents 
are much more watchful now, 
much more present, to differ-
ent degrees. I also think that 
the media—you hear about 
these awful stories about what 
happens to children, and those things, I think, 
just really are haunting to parents, and defi-
nitely influence how much freedom you give 
your children.

This concern, similar to what Joel Davis expressed 
above—stranger danger influenced by pervasive high-
profile media stories—is common among parents 
when discussing what has changed in recent decades. 
Nina Klein, a former Army officer and now a special 
education teacher, expresses the same concerns. She 
refers to three channels of news when she was a kid 
and remembers that news stories were more positive. 
She feels like “all these horrible things happening all 
the time” get reported more frequently and it creates 
fear.

Or you know, I remember following [my son] 
in a car the first time he [walked] to his buddy’s 
house, you know, and he stopped and talked to 
some guy and I’m like, “Really? You talking to 
some dude?” And I was like, you know, the guy 
was the husband of someone I knew, he’s march-
ing around the neighborhood to get his exercise. 

But still, at first you’re like… “Oh my God!” 
The first assumption is it’s somebody bad.

Nina was worried enough that she followed her son in 
her car as he walked through the neighborhood, and 
she panicked when he stopped to talk to a neighbor. 
She realizes that her knee-jerk reactions about stranger 
danger are constructed by the media, but this does 
not change the fact that she is still concerned enough 
to follow her son the first time he walked to a friend’s 
house alone. The net effect for many parents is much 
less “free play,” especially outside.

Eric Dillard is a white father of 
two adopted children, an 8-year-
old daughter and a 5-year-old 
son. Eric and his same-sex 
partner of 25 years live in a 
large house in a new suburban 
subdivision in the Midwest, 
surrounded by cornfields and 
shopping centers. Eric is a law-
yer working for the court system 
in the nearby large city.

Eric grew up in a section of the 
nearby city, and he discussed his freedom as a child: 
“when I was eight [the age of his daughter], I was out 
of the house from morning ‘til night.” Although Eric 
now lives in a neighborhood that is, by all accounts, 
much safer than where he grew up, he is uncomfort-
able giving his daughter the same freedom:

Eric: It’s very different. I would never—
Isabella’s never out front by herself. Ever!

Interviewer: Tell me why. Are you worried 
about…what?

Eric: Yeah, because people are—I don’t know 
what it is. I guess part of it is I was never alone. 
We were never alone. If we were out, if I was 
alone, I was walking five houses to someone’s 
house, but it was almost always two to eight of 
us together. It’s just not the same. 

Interviewer: She doesn’t walk down the street 
to knock on somebody’s door?

Eric: No. 

Interviewer: Are there parks or pools in the 
subdivision?

“You hear about these 
awful stories about what 
happens to children, and 

those things…just really are 
haunting to parents, and 
definitely influence how 
much freedom you give 

your children.”
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Eric: We have a pool that we can go to obvi-
ously in the summer. There’s a park that’s open, 
but she would never—we would never let her 
go to the park by herself.

Interviewer: She wouldn’t ride her bike down 
there?

Eric: No, we wouldn’t, like I said…I mean the 
boy behind us, he’s in third grade, and he’s an 
avid fisherman. He’s always 
out fishing all by himself, 
which to me is scary, even 
more scary because you’re by 
open water. 

Interviewer: Tell me about 
the fear. Is the fear about fall-
ing in and drowning? 

Eric: No, predators. Nowadays 
you just—we get once in a blue—about maybe 
once or twice a year we’ll have a thing where the 
schools now are pretty good that if like there’s 
a suspicious van or something, some kid, then 
they send out a thing that day to watch out for 
this blue van, or whatever the case might be. 
I think it’s just that and there’s so many more 
times where they’re not in a group. It’s they’re 
more isolated. It’s sad in a sense.

Eric thinks it’s sad and isolating, but he would still 
never let his daughter in the front yard by herself. 

Danger and Neighbor Distrust

Fear of stranger danger and other threats leads parents 
to increase monitoring and control of their children. 
In addition to this, many parents express a distrust 
of their neighbors and a concern that other adults do 
not share the same values and responsibility for their 
children. A black mother of three in a former indus-
trial town in the Northeast, Judy Pitcher, says that 
her children are outside very little. When asked why, 
Judy says, “I don’t want my kids to go across the street 
and play with the guy whose father’s getting drunk, or 
there’s a lot of drinking and drugs or alcohol or they 
might try to touch you.” Because she doesn’t know or 
trust her neighbors or other parents, she would rather 
have her kids in her own home:

In this crazy world that we live in today, you 
don’t know your neighbors like you used to. Your 
neighbors aren’t disciplining you. Remember 
people would say, “I’m gonna tell your mother. 
I’m gonna tell her I saw you doing so and so.” 
Like the whole block, nobody knows each other 
like they used to and we just feel it’s a risk to let 
them go over [to] other people’s house. I don’t 
know what those people do in their house.

But then Judy says, “So we ask 
ourselves, wait a minute, we don’t 
know anyone like us who keeps 
their kids in the house as much as 
we do. So we teeter and totter, you 
know. Should we let them out?” 
For her, the perception of danger 
is directly related to distrust: she 
doesn’t know her neighbors, so 

she doesn’t trust them with her kids, and she also can’t 
count on them to keep an eye on her kids when they 
are out of her sight.

Larissa Walsh also doesn’t trust her daughter around the 
other kids or parents in the neighborhood, an apart-
ment complex surrounded by gas stations and fast food 
restaurants on the edge of large metropolitan area. She 
is a black single mother who had her first child at 16 
and her second child a few years later. She was recently 
laid off from Wal-Mart, and she is now working to fin-
ish her college degree through an online program and 
hoping to get a job at a temp agency. Larissa says she 
doesn’t allow her daughter, now five years old, to go 
outside too much. As she talks about not letting her 
daughter outside, Larissa motions to the corner of the 
cramped dining room, where a new-looking, small, 
pink bicycle with training wheels and a helmet are sit-
ting. Part of her concern is the stranger danger problem: 
Larissa says her daughter is a “beautiful girl” and she 
doesn’t want her to get “snatched.” But Larissa is also 
concerned that she doesn’t know the other children in 
the neighborhood, and furthermore she doesn’t know 
their parents. She is unsure if other parents’ standards 
of behavior match her own, and she is uncomfortable if 
she doesn’t know that:

Because I don’t know what the other kids…I 
don’t know what’s going on with their parents. 
And if you not gonna come meet me and your 
child’s around my child, that speaks volumes. 

“in this crazy world that 
we live in today, you don’t 
know your neighbors like 

you used to.”
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If you feel it’s responsible enough for you to live 
way down there and your kids are way back 
on my patio and walking through my door and 
I don’t know them, that’s a problem. So what 
some parents may find acceptable, I do not. And 
so in order to kind of filter that behavior I’m 
watching her.

Larissa tells a story of her daughter coming to the 
door one day, while she was playing with another 
child outside. Her daughter says, “Mom, I need a dol-
lar for taking out the trash.” Larissa says, “I’m like, 
where does she get this dollar for taking out…there’s 
no dollar for taking out the trash.” She then told her 
daughter: “No you don’t, you don’t need a dollar and 
you tell your little friend who told you that don’t 
come back over here with that nonsense.” In order 
to avoid the negative influences of this kind of “non-
sense” from people she doesn’t know, Larissa chooses 
to keep her daughter inside much of the time.

Heather Muck, a married white mother with three chil-
dren, lives outside of a small city in the Midwest. She 
never finished her teaching degree in college and now 
provides full-time childcare for several children in her 
home. When Heather compares the challenges of rais-
ing children now to those that her own parents faced, 
she says, “You have to be more cautious now as a par-
ent.” She expresses this increased 
caution in terms of lower levels of 
trust and shared responsibility:

You can’t just automatically 
expect everybody to watch your 
kids as closely as you do. I think 
sometimes that it goes too far 
that way. You have to place 
your trust in other people, but 
I think for the most part now, and I don’t know 
if it’s just because it’s in the news more or there 
is more attention to it now than there used to 
be, but just like letting them walk to school and 
back, even though it’s not very far, I think those 
kinds of things it’s more scary now than it was 
for my parents’ generation.

Heather thinks that parents need to place trust in 
other people, but because she can’t seem to do it, 
allowing her children to walk to and from school is 
scarier now.

Cecelia Briggs is a white married mother of two teen-
agers. She lives in a suburb of a major city in the 
Midwest and, after completing her MBA, started 
her own business staging homes for realtors. When 
Cecelia was a child, she remembers regularly walk-
ing to the grocery store to pick up groceries for her 
mother, who was busy at home with several younger 
siblings. Cecelia says she would walk everywhere she 
needed to go, but now “parents drive kids every-
where.” When asked how she feels about this change, 
Cecelia says:

I think it’s a bad thing because the whole idea 
that the world, your own neighborhood is basi-
cally so unsafe. I mean parents just don’t trust 
their—not that they don’t trust the child, they 
just don’t trust the situation anymore. Before, it 
used to be a no-brainer. Just walk three blocks 
or half a mile and go to the grocery store and 
come back, and now it’s like, “Will they get run 
over? Will they get abducted? Will the dog bite 
them?” It just seems that parenting today, you 
are just aware of a lot more dangers than I guess 
maybe parents were aware of way back then.

Cecelia is not sure why parents are more worried 
about these things now—“I don’t know if there are 
more pedophiles and evil people in the world”—but 

she thinks that “mushrooming of 
information” from “newspapers 
and media and the internet” has 
something to do with it because 
parents “can find out about all 
this stuff and it kind of freaks 
them out.”

For Cecilia, the anxieties stem 
from more than “stranger dan-

ger.” Like Joel Davis above, she connects these general 
fears and distrust to societal expectations: “society as 
a whole is a lot more stringent on what they consider 
to be proper behavior between parents and children.” 
She gives an example of leaving children in the car 
to run into the store for something. When she was 
a child, she says her parents “would not think any-
thing of” leaving kids in the car. “You do that for five 
minutes now, somebody has called the police, child 
neglect.” She thinks that “you can’t do things now 
without society, other people interfering”:

“i mean parents just don’t 
trust their—not that they 

don’t trust the child, 
they just don’t trust the 

situation anymore.”
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Somebody takes their toddler and swats them 
on the rear end because they’re throwing a tem-
per tantrum in the middle of the grocery store? 
That would have happened all the time when I 
was a kid. Nowadays, it’s like you have to look 
around like somebody is going to call DCFS 
[Department of Children and Family Services].

Cecelia admits that many of the laws established to 
protect children are important and were established for 
good reasons, but “once you make 
a law, that law starts to get inter-
preted” and its effects can grow 
out of control. While the laws 
are important, she thinks that the 
result is a more “stringent society” 
and that as a parent “you have to 
worry about all that, and that you 
don’t get sanctioned.”

Alison Potter is a married, white 
mother with a teenage daughter 
and a pre-teen son. She had a career in the publishing 
industry and then stayed home with her children; she 
is now writing a novel. Her moderately sized house, 
located on the rural-suburban fringe about an hour 
from a large Western city, looks out onto a wooded 
yard that holds a sizable garden, chickens, and a goat. 
But the quiet, idyllic setting does not lend itself to 
strong connections with neighbors:

I grew up in a very, very small town where 
everybody knew everybody, and you couldn’t 
walk down the street without another parent 
knowing it. Here, most of the neighbors, I don’t 
think they could even identify my kids, let alone 
know their names or anything else.

Alison is troubled by the lack of other adults looking 
out for her children, or “network closure” in social 
science terminology. She is cognizant of nostalgia 
blurring her memories, but she does think things are 
different now. The freedom she had as a child was tied 
to her parents’ trust of others to keep on eye on her:

I know a lot of people say this from looking 
back, but we could be gone all day within our 
neighborhood, and my parents would—pretty 
much could be sure, 98 percent sure, we were 
safe. If we weren’t, they could be sure someone 

would call them and tell them, or tell them if 
we were out of line, or whatever.

In Alison’s neighborhood now, “you’d never know…
I don’t think anyone would notice.” She thinks that 
“people would be a lot less apt to get involved even if 
they did see something here.” She remembers know-
ing “all the kids in the neighborhood because you 
wander out and meet them,” which she contrasts with 
the organized and structured lives she crafts for her 

children: “When the kids are little 
you set up play dates, and drive 
them there, and they meet while 
you watch over, and then here 
you drive them back.” Alison told 
a story about a boy her son’s age 
who lived a block away; the two 
boys did not meet until they hap-
pened to be in a class together in 
middle school. They had grown 
up a block away from each other, 
but because the structures of their 

lives did not intersect until middle school, they never 
knew the other existed.

All of this has led Alison to rethink some of the 
choices she and her husband made earlier in life. 
She says that one thing she would do differently is 
“live in a different area so that I wasn’t parenting in 
a vacuum.” This might mean choosing a neighbor-
hood with “closer houses” and “more parents with 
kids.” But she also says, “I might even consider doing 
something very drastic and stay closer to family, go 
back to the Midwest where I have family and I’d 
have support. “ She thinks that support “would have 
been huge.” When asked how she thinks it would 
have affected her kids, she replies:

I think the kids have grown up without that 
sense of a whole community caring about them. 
It’s very much just us and I don’t think that’s 
healthy. You know, my son has a Mormon 
friend, he stayed with us for awhile when his 
family had financial and health problems. 
I think the Mormons still do this well. They 
really care for each other; they have that sense 
of community.

For Alison, the “sense of community” that cares 
for others and shares the responsibility for children 

“here, most of the 
neighbors, i don’t think 
they could even identify 
my kids, let alone know 

their names.”
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“would have been huge” as she raised her children. 
But their significant mobility early in their careers 
sent them on a different path.

Florette Thompson did the “drastic” thing that Alison 
Potter wished she had done—moved back to her 
roots. The black divorced mother with two children 
works as nurse’s aide in a nursing home and lives in 
the small Southern town where she was born and 
raised. She feels that the sense of 
shared authority and responsibil-
ity has changed from when she 
was a child:

You had older people…around 
all the time, they see, they see 
everything…but now you’ve 
got some parents that, you 
know, back then anybody could 
say something to you, “Oh you 
know you’re not supposed to 
be doing that.” But now you can’t hardly say 
anything to children these days because the 
parents’ll get mad or something like that. But 
now times are so much different and it’s a lot 
harder now to try to raise a child because they 
can get into all sorts of stuff.

The role that “older” people played in this shared 
responsibility was particularly salient for Florette. “A 
lot of people have passed on, you know, and it’s just 
not the same anymore; it’s not the same.” She says 
that people in the neighborhood now are “nice,” but 
there are “very little elderly” that you can count on to 
keep watch. She feels that there are not “people caring 
about what goes on with your child.”

A lot of people just care about their own and if 
somebody falls out there and their parents are 
not around, they just stare, you know, they don’t 
go out there and say, “Hey, are you all right, do 
you need something, can I help you?” It’s just, 
none of that is around anymore, and it’s just 
not there.

Florette says that now “you’ve got grown-ups that give 
kids drugs and you got grown-ups that act like kids.” 
Because of all this, “you’ve got to watch your child…
you’ve got to watch ‘em. If you don’t know the person 
that your child is dealing with, if you don’t know ‘em, 

then you better get to know ‘em.” When asked how 
she gets to know the people her kids are dealing with, 
she explains, “I try to keep my kids on the level that 
you are…these are the people that you’re to deal with. 
These are the people that I want you to go places with 
or these are the people I want you to talk to.” Florette is 
not against her kids meeting new people, but “I’ve got 
to know, I mean if you pick up a new friend, I need to 
know who he is, who they are, who their parents are, 

where they come from…I need 
to be able to see ‘em, talk to ‘em.” 
Florette wants to know other par-
ents and “where they come from” 
to see if they share her values and 
perspectives on raising kids; for 
her, this is indispensible, yet much 
more difficult now, even in her 
hometown.

Gabriel Trulio is a married 
Hispanic father of three teenag-

ers. He was born and raised in South America and 
now works in the accounting department of a small 
manufacturing company. As Gabriel reflects on his 
own upbringing, he knows a lot of the differences are 
cultural, but he also thinks “the times have changed 
too.”

I was raised with a very strong family, family 
principles, you know? Where we are as a family 
was very important for us. You know, always, 
we were surrounded by people, by family. And 
also we’d respect—I think was one of the things 
that I can say that always was important grow-
ing [up].

Gabriel recognizes that there is a downside to the 
thick community life in which he was raised:

We were more afraid to be more independent, so 
maybe in that area sometimes, being raised in 
a country like that it make you more dependent 
on people than in yourself just trusting more 
in yourself than be more confident, just doing 
things by yourself.

Gabriel says that you were often worried about stepping 
on someone’s toes and that people were always “into 
people’s business.” American culture is different, he 
says, because “you just mind your own business.” But 

“i think the kids have grown 
up without that sense of a 
whole community caring 

about them. it’s very much 
just us and i don’t think 

that’s healthy.”
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he also recognizes that the stronger family and com-
munity focus creates important networks of support:

Because you have the family and everything is 
surrounded by family, you know it’s like you 
get more use [to] depending on other people, 
those things. In a way it’s good too because you 
know it’s a good sense of community. It’s a good 
sense of, you know, you are part of somebody 
or somebody can come and help you when-
ever something is happening, everybody also 
is helping you. Here it’s a little more different, 
you know in a way sometimes it’s positive and 
sometimes it’s more negative because sometimes 
you feel just by yourself, alone. It’s like if you are 
not part of a community here you sometimes…
you can be by yourself, you know alone like an 
island and over there [in South America], you 
feel more part of the community because of the 
big family and people are there all the time. 
People are more into your own business there.

When he reflects on how his own children, raised 
in the United States, have experienced these differ-
ences, Gabriel feels that they are “more confident in 
themselves and who they are and knowing that, you 
know, that they are individual people.” But he also 
feels that his children have a harder time when he 
and his wife, and the extended family, want to “get in 
their business.” And he feels that the stronger commu-
nity, though it has its problems, ultimately “demands 
more” from children: “the way we were raised, parents 
demanded more from us, and you know not just only 
the parents, but also the community that we were 
involved with demanded more from us.”

Annie West, a married white mother with a PhD 
in developmental psychology, decided to stay home 
with her two boys, now 11 and 5, because “why pay 
someone for something I can probably do better?” She 
grew up in a major city on the East Coast and had a 
lot of independence as a child: she rode the train to 
school and would walk around the city after school 
with her siblings. Annie thinks her 11-year-old son 
is old enough to be given freedoms similar to those 
she had: “[I’m thinking], wow, when I was 11, what 
was I doing, and which things, and where am I sort of 
reigning him in, and where am I letting him have even 
more freedom.” But she admits, “I’m probably reign-
ing in more than giving him more freedom than what 

I had.” She believes kids “do need a lot of freedom,” so 
they can “push against” the boundaries, but now that 
she is a parent she finds herself saying, “No, let’s set 
the boundaries here, so then they’ll never be unsafe or 
anything.” She struggles with the balance, and though 
it makes her nervous, she has started allowing her son 
to walk home from school with a few friends.

Annie notes that “the more you know the parents up 
and down the street,” the more you develop “that kind 
of network” where other parents will watch out for your 
kids. “I think that was the big thing about growing up. 
Everybody knew everybody else.” She says, “My mom 
was lucky and sort of had a village, and really did, you 
know, and all of the kids knew everybody.” To illustrate, 
Annie tells a story from her childhood, when she and a 
friend “cut gymnastics” one day:

We were in sixth grade, we wandered around 
the city, and lo and behold, we got busted 
because there was another parent there. She was 
like, “Wait a minute, it’s Thursday, aren’t you 
supposed to be in gymnastics? Oh, yes, you are.”

Annie knows these extra sets of eyes and ears are 
important, and she thinks that it’s not easy to come 
by anymore. She and her husband, a software engi-
neer, just moved back to the East Coast from the West 
Coast, and they had the resources to very carefully 
choose a neighborhood that might provide the “vil-
lage” effect. They had just moved at the time of the 
interview, so the jury is still out.

Alea Dunbar is a black mother of six children from 
the ages of 17 to 5. Like Annie, Alea gives her chil-
dren some freedom. She and her fiancé recently 
moved from Michigan to the Southwest in search of 
a better life. In Alea’s mind, her new neighborhood 
is safer than her old one, where somebody’s “getting 
shot every other day, or stabbed…it’s a lot of crime 
out there.” In her new place, she can “let them go to 
the park and not have to worry about them ‘cause it’s 
a low crime rate out here.” Although there are still 
dangers (she says there was a recent shooting in the 
park of a neighboring subdivision), she lets her kids 
“ride their bikes up and down the street.”

Although Alea is grateful for the greater freedom she 
can give to her children in their new neighborhood, 
she still feels that a sense of community—that we all 
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look out for each other—is much harder to find now 
than in the past. To illustrate her point, Alea discusses 
a recent incident with her 10-year-old son. He and a 
friend had made some money selling lemonade and 
they wanted to go to the store. She let him go and 
told him to come right back, but he did not return 
until four hours later, around 8 p.m. He had gone to 
several other places in addition to the store, and Alea 
was upset with him for following his friend beyond 
the permitted location:

Just because his parents say, “Okay, we’re going 
to let our boy run around the neighborhood”…
I don’t. No. What your friend is able to do is 
not what you’re able to do. His friend, he’s able 
to do this, honestly because he’s always out here 
around the neighborhood. I’m like, “No, you’re 
not able to do that.” 

Alea believes this is different than when she was 
raised. Of course, there is nothing new about nega-
tive peer influences, but Alea thinks that communities 
are weaker and thus adults feel less responsibility for 
other children. Just like Annie West says above, Alea 
feels like someone was always watching over her and 
reporting back to her mother:

Back then I feel like…and it was more close-
knit, I think, the community itself. All different 
communities were more close-knit together so 
if I see your son over here doing something I’m 
gonna call you, “Did you know your son was 
over here?” Nowadays it’s like, “Oh look at that, 
that’s such and such out there, they bad.” And 
you know, you have some people that are still 
calling you know, or grab your kid up, “Hey, 
you know you aren’t supposed to be…I’m call-
ing your mom,” and, you know, you have some 
people that still do that. But back then it was 
like everybody did it; I couldn’t be anywhere 
without her getting a call, “You know she over 
here on…” and that’s why I think it was easier 
back then as to now. It’s harder now because 
people kinda wanna mind their own business 
more instead of helping each other out.

There are still “some people that are still calling,” but 
Alea doesn’t think it creates a strong enough network 
to effectively keep kids “more positively focused.” 
In her mind, “if you got a group of people looking 

out for you and your kid, then it’s harder for them 
to do something [bad].” Her perception is that the 
community no longer has a shared authority and 
responsibility for its young.

Vestiges of Community Life?

Not all respondents think the “village” concept is 
completely gone. Some parents, though they are wor-
ried about dangers and threats, do attempt to push 
back against a culture of overprotection. Both Annie 
West and Alea Dunbar, though limited in various 
ways, have made choices to try to remake the village 
ideal. Some parents do feel supported by other adults 
they can trust, and they give their children more free-
dom than the majority of parents do. It is difficult to 
discern patterns among the parents who appear more 
comfortable giving their children some freedom. A 
few of these respondents have lower levels of income 
and education, and prior research has shown that par-
ents from working class or poor backgrounds often 
give their children more freedom to roam and play 
outside.26 That was true for several respondents in our 
study. However, social class differences are not the 
only factor, as several respondents from working-class 
or poor backgrounds limit their children’s freedom, 
like Larrisa Walsh whose daughter’s bicycle was rarely 
used. Similarly, though many middle-class respon-
dents were fearful of threats and dangers and limited 
their children’s freedom, some did not. Hannah 
Schmidt, a white mother of three boys, allows her 
children to play outside unsupervised and her oldest 
son walks to and from his junior high school every 
day. She lives in a suburban development where there 
are many other children, and she has friends and fam-
ily in the neighborhood.

While many parents feel like neighbors or other 
adults can’t be trusted, some do feel supported and 
not completely alone in the task of raising children. 
When asked in the survey if they feel like they “go it 
alone” or if they are well supported in the task of rais-
ing children, black and other minorities report greater 
support than other groups (see Figure 127). Responses 
to this question also varied by religious attendance; 
those who attend a religious service once a week or 
more report much higher support than those who do 
not attend at all (see Figure 2). Some minority groups, 
as well as those with regular religious attendance, 
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appear to experience more of the “village” idea in 
terms of support for raising children.

One other group is worth mentioning. Although they 
were a very small minority (five respondents), parents 
whose children were involved in martial arts programs 
consistently articulated that the “master” or teacher 
shares their same values and offers support in the task 
of raising children. The master participates in the life 
of the child as a trusted partner for the parent and 
respected authority figure for the child. According to 
these parents, the master provides considerable help 
and support, especially for the moral formation of the 
child. The parent and the master/teacher often converse 
about issues the child is having at home (e.g., not doing 
homework, not helping out, being disrespectful, etc.), 
and the master will address it in class. According to 
these parents, the children respond positively.

Annette Comanski, a white widowed mother of 
two daughters, says that the taekwondo studio her 
children attend is “really wonderful about character 
development, setting goals and structures and having 
incentives” to help kids be responsible and well-
behaved. She says, “It’s also really great community” 
and other families there were very supportive when 
her husband was battling cancer.

Seda Kabakjian and her husband, both immigrants 
from Eastern Europe, signed their two children up for 
karate and are grateful for the ways the karate mas-
ter assists them as parents. She says, “If the children 
are not doing well in school or misbehaving in other 
ways...they have a lot of respect for [the karate mas-
ter]. If he says ‘jump,’ they will jump.” If Seda and her 
husband are having issues with school performance or 
behavior at home, “we will talk to the master and he 
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calls them in his office and talks to them. If he says, 
‘Stop that,’ then they will stop it.”

These parents seem to enjoy knowing that there is 
another adult figure who is engaged in their child’s life 
and working with the parent to point the child in the 
right direction. For these parents, the master helps to 
create an element of the village and serves as another 
trusted adult influence for the child. It is important 
to note that there are parents who have found ves-
tiges of community life through various means. But 
these were minority voices in the interview sample. 
The majority of respondents lament the loss of a trust-
ing community and reluctantly employ strategies that 
limit their children’s freedom.

Conclusion

Many parents perceive the world to be a more danger-
ous place, and this fear is closely related to a perception 
that they can not trust their neighbors. As stated earlier, 
these are perceptions. In some cases, they align with 
empirical data; in other cases, they do not. It is true 
that the streets are more crowded with cars. According 
to the Federal Highway Administration, from 1987 to 
2007, there has been a 62 percent increase in vehicle 
miles traveled (their measurement for traffic volume). 
(The years between 2007 and 2012 saw a decrease of 
three percent.) In 2008, children under 15 accounted 
for 7 percent of all pedestrian fatalities and 22 percent 
of all pedestrian injuries in traffic crashes.28 

Crime rates in the United States have been flat or 
declining. According to the Uniform Crime Rate, 
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violent crime has dropped to 1972 levels, and the 
murder rate is now lower than it was in 1965. 
Crimes against children are more difficult to mea-
sure. Incidents of “substantiated child maltreatment” 
are declining. From 1992 to 2010, sexual abuse is 
down 62 percent, physical abuse down 56 percent, 
and neglect is down 10 percent.29 Although child 
abduction rates are complex and difficult to track, 
they also appear to be in decline in recent decades.30 
Perhaps parental perceptions of stranger danger are 
indeed driven by media reports. Parents seem to 
know this, but they also allow their fears to create 
more vigilance and monitoring. Even if the threat of 
danger is primarily media-driven, parents still lack 
trust and shared commitments with neighbors and 
other adults, which are likely minimal requirements 
for increasing children’s freedom.

While perceptions of danger may not completely 
match empirical data, the shrinking of children’s 
domains and outdoor play appear to be real trends. 
Children’s worlds are both contracting and moving 
indoors. A recent study empirically demonstrates 
that children spend most of their time indoors. In a 
University of California–Los Angeles study of fam-
ily life in middle-class homes in the Los Angeles 
area, 90 percent of children’s leisure time is spent 
indoors at such activities as TV, video games, and 

computers.31 The geographic space in which children 
are permitted to travel free of adult supervision also 
appears to be shrinking. Although still anecdotal, an 
article in the British Daily Mail followed four gen-
erations of one family in the town of Sheffield.32 The 
great-grandfather, as an 8-year-old in 1926, was per-
mitted to walk six miles to a favorite fishing hole. 
The grandfather, an 8-year-old in 1950, was allowed 
to walk one mile to play in the woods alone. The 
mother, an 8-year-old in 1979, could walk half a 
mile to a swimming hole alone. The son, an 8-year-
old in 2007, was allowed to walk by himself to the 
end of his street, about 300 hundred yards.

While some of these parents’ perceptions appear to 
be accurate, others do not quite align with reality. 
But perceptions, wrong or right, can work to create 
social realities. Parents perceive their neighbors can-
not be trusted, and they in turn do not trust their 
neighbors to share their values and to take respon-
sibility for their children. Parents are thus raising 
children without the “village,” without the networks 
of shared support and responsibility. This, of course, 
makes it harder for the parents, but it also signifi-
cantly changes the experience for the children. For 
all the freedom parents want to embrace and pass on 
to their children, they appear significantly limited in 
their ability to do so.
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Unlimited Access 
Technology and the Limits of Parental Influence

2

Parents are raising children in a culture saturated with 
technological devices and media forms. Although 
the interviews did not ask about media or technology 
directly, the subject came up with a majority of respon-
dents. Media technologies are clearly on the forefront of 
parents’ minds, and for good reason. How do they make 
sense of these new opportunities and challenges?

Two questions seemed to prompt discussion about 
media technologies. First, we asked if respondents 
thought parenting was harder or easier today than for 
earlier generations. Second, we 
asked parents about pressures 
their kids face. (See Appendix B 
for the Interview Guide.)

Not all parents talk about these 
changes as concerns; it is not 
true that all parents are “worried” 
about technological transforma-
tions. Some are ambivalent, some 
see it as a solution, and some even 
embrace it, like a young single mother who gave her son 
a cell phone for his first birthday (she did, however, 
express some regret—“I shouldn’t have done that”). A 
few parents see technological gadgets—video games and 
computers—as ways to keep their kids “safe” in their 
homes, protected from dangers outside the home. Other 
parents use technology as a disciplinary tool: taking 
away cell phones, internet privileges, or video games is a 
popular and useful form of punishment. For some par-
ents, especially those with very young children, the issue 
just did not come up. Out of the 101 interviews, about 
30 respondents either did not talk about media technol-
ogies at all or they did not voice any specific concerns.

Many parents have a fairly nuanced view of technologi-
cal changes, worried about some aspects and grateful for 

others. Parents realize that computers and the internet 
significantly increase children’s educational opportunities 
and access to information. They are grateful for the con-
venience and instant contact cell phones offer, especially 
parents with teenagers. And, of course, parents themselves 
use and enjoy many of these media technologies.

But on the main, parents express anxieties about the 
pace and scope of change due to media technologies. 
While their articulations are not solely negative, over 
two-thirds (67 percent) of parents express some type of 

concern about media technolo-
gies and their effects on children. 
This group of “worried” parents 
is fairly consistent across demo-
graphic categories—education, 
gender, ethnicity, and political 
affiliation. Parents from a vari-
ety of backgrounds express these 
concerns. A majority of parents 
with and without college degrees 
are concerned, as are a majority of 

black and white parents (see Figures 3 and 4).33 While 
some appear to be framed in nostalgic “it’s not the way it 
used to be” sentiments, many concerns are targeted and 
directed towards specific problems that parents see with 
their children and worries about how media technolo-
gies might limit their own influence.

The primary concern of this large group of “worried” par-
ents is the unlimited access media technologies have to 
family life. It is difficult, if not impossible, for parents to 
monitor and control all of the varied influences that find 
direct access to children through the continuous waves 
of technology. The struggle for these parents is one over 
influence: technologies reduce the strength and legiti-
macy of parental influence while increasing influences 
from a host of unknown and often unwanted sources.

“i mean, you can find out 
anything in the world from 
your house…that makes it 
much tougher as a parent 

to try to keep up.”
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The Heartless World Attacks the Haven

According to these parents, media technologies are the 
vehicles through which the “world” and its negative 
influences invade the private space of the home. The 
world comes to your living room through the internet; 
even though parents have worried about technology 
for generations (the automobile and the telephone for 
Middletown parents), this is a new and unique parent-
ing challenge.

Alison Potter, whom we met in the last chapter, lives 
in a densely wooded neighborhood on the suburban 
fringe of a large city in the northwestern United States. 
A former journalist who is now writing a mystery novel 
while taking care of her two teenage children, Alison 
feels that media technologies have made parenting dif-
ferent than when she was growing up:

Obviously, the social media is huge. Basically, I 
mean, you can find out anything in the world 
from your house where I certainly couldn’t do 
that [as a child]. That makes it much tougher as 
a parent to try to keep up with that.

How, Alison wonders, can parents “keep up with” 
unlimited access to “anything in the world” from their 
own home?

Another mother, Chantel Clothier, articulated the 
parenting challenge the internet creates with her 
13-year-old daughter by having an unknown “world at 
your fingertips.”

I mean, the internet is vast, much more—it’s like 
the world at your fingertips, so to speak. Because 
there’s a lot about the world that we don’t know, you 
have to be careful going out into it.
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For Chantel, a divorced black mother in her forties 
who is a social worker, the internet brings the world to 
her daughter and enables her to “go out into it.” The 
parenting challenge, from Chantel’s vantage point, is 
the scope and uncertainty of what her daughter can 
access: there are a lot of unknowns in that world.
 
The world created by media technologies is uncharted 
territory that makes it difficult for parents and 
children to navigate. Vicki Marks, a married work-
ing-class black mother of four in a Midwestern city, 
feels similarly: “there is so much stuff out there that 
people share nowadays that is just out there for them 
to do…that kids can get lost and caught up in.” She 
worries that when kids are “on YouTube—you can see 
almost anything on there” and she fears her kids will 
be “impressed by certain things” and be “exposed” to 
“things that will lead them astray.”

I think I have a harder job than what my 
parents did because of—because of all the tech-
nology and stuff that is out [there]. It’s so much 
stuff. But now it’s this technology thing, which 
I like technology…but it’s harder to raise kids 
because of all the stuff that’s—it’s a lot of stuff. I 
mean, how can I put this? Like, it’s a lot of stuff 
going on nowadays than it was back then.

As Vicki says, “it’s a lot of stuff.” The extent and reach 
of the “stuff” is troubling to her because, though she 
likes technology—there were several computers and 
gaming systems laying around her living room—kids 
can get lost and led astray by it.

Cynthia Schwatrz, a white married mother of two teen-
age girls who works as a medical researcher thinks “there 
are more influences” today than when she was a child:
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I think it’s just a bigger world. My mother 
didn’t have to worry about where I was because 
she knew, she knew if I went to so-and-so’s 
house, she knew them, she knew their parents, 
she knew how to get there. The internet thing 
and I don’t know, I think there are more influ-
ences today.

In her mind, the internet brings a “bigger world” with 
more influences as compared to her memories of her 
own childhood, when her mother could rely on a 
more closed network of knowing relationships. The 
bigger world of the internet and its influences is much 
harder to control for Cynthia than a world where your 
children are in a limited number of places and “con-
trol” can be shared with other parents. Put differently, 
the communication that happens through texting and 
on Facebook connects peers to each other (and other 
influences) without necessarily involving parents. It 
can thus eliminate “closure” in 
a network of parents, children, 
and peers. Parents may not know 
their children’s friends or their 
parents in ways that Cynthia’s 
mother did.

The world comes to your living 
room through the cyber highway, 
and it comes without parent-controlled traffic lights. 
As Alison Potter mentions above, trying to keep up 
with the speed and pervasiveness of these technologies 
and their influences is challenging.

Teresa Clarke is a married black mother of two young 
teenagers; she is a former teacher with a master’s degree 
and her husband works for the teachers’ union in their 
large Midwestern city. She has a hard time keeping an 
eye on her children’s technological connections. After 
describing how things were easier for her mother—
the computer “wasn’t a big deal,” the internet didn’t 
really exist, her mom did not even need to monitor 
the land line—Teresa explains how challenging it is to 
monitor technology these days:

Now, it’s like the cell phones took over, or the 
internet, and Facebook, and MySpace. There’s so 
much that you have to try to monitor, and then 
there’s no way. Like Facebook is not. You can’t 
monitor that because I mean—I will—they 
get a Facebook page and you’re watching that 

Facebook page. You don’t know that they have 
two or three other Facebook pages that you can’t 
watch. It’s like nowhere, there is no way that you 
can contact Facebook and say, “Listen, if this, 
you know, comes up, don’t allow that to, you 
know, to happen because another email could be, 
you know, direct.” It’s just so much.

How can Teresa monitor it all? “There’s no way” to 
watch it all. She may think she is on top of things 
because she is watching her children’s Facebook 
page, but she realizes that her kids may have other 
Facebook pages she doesn’t know about. She doesn’t 
see Facebook as an ally in her efforts to monitor either.

An Armenian couple that both immigrated to the 
United States as children feel like their 9-year-old son 
changes in some way when he has too much exposure 
to the computer. The mother, who supervises a Head 

Start program, and the father, 
who makes electronics, explain:

Father: Often he’s been for so 
long on the computer, if I just 
let him, I stop liking him. He 
is totally changed…He’s not 
like not, not my son anymore. 
He is just totally like—

Interviewer: What is he like?

Mother: Maybe you ask him something, he’ll 
just not respond. We lose him in a way.

Aaron Asch is a white father in his fifties with two 
adult children and one teenager still at home. He 
works in procurement in the pharmaceutical indus-
try and uses an Oracle software program; despite his 
above-average technological capabilities, he still feels 
like his teenage son’s capabilities with computers and 
the internet are way beyond not only his control, but 
also his comprehension:

Aaron: Like I’ll say, “Do you want to go see a 
movie?” He says, “I already watched it.” I’ll say, 
“How did you watch that already?” He says, “I 
watched it on my computer.” How did you—I 
mean, is that legal, you know, like what are you 
doing? He says, “The movie’s no good, we’re not 
going.” So—I mean, he just does all those things.

“there’s so much that you 
have to try to monitor, and 

then there’s no way…it’s 
just so much.”
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Interviewer: How does he do that?

Aaron: I have no idea, he won’t tell me. I have 
no idea.

Aaron is worried about the legality of his son’s actions, 
but he doesn’t have the knowledge or capability to 
make an accurate determination. Beyond this, he 
believes it’s “scary with children” these days “not only 
just the Internet, but just the access to information.” 
It’s scary because it’s difficult to control or even be 
cognizant of the dangers.
 
This difficult-to-control access to information, and 
along with it the media, news, and advertisements, 
takes on an “in-your-face” quality according to Tara 
Wade, a married white homeschool mother of two 
teenage boys. When she was asked how things are 
different from when she was raised, she mentions the 
internet. Although there were “bad things that hap-
pened” when she was young, news about such events 
was not “instantaneous and in your face the way it 
is now.” She thinks the 24-hour news cycle creates a 
steady stream of not just negative news stories, but 
also advertisements that assault the sensibilities she 
wants to instill in her sons:

I mean when I was growing up you had the 
6:00 news and all those people who watched 
Walter Cronkite and whoever were the other 
people…You got your news once a day and 
you got the newspaper. That was where you got 
your information or you had your radio, but it 
wasn’t like all this bursts of stuff just coming at 
you all the time. The ads were not so in your 
face as the ads are now. Everything is—now it’s 
like sex sells. The ads back then had women, 
but they were dressed appropriately. Not like 
now where you look at these ads and you think, 
“Aahh!” 

The onslaught of media messages troubles Tara, and 
they also led Mercedes Dominguez, a single Hispanic 
mother, who works a temp job as an office clerk, to 
decide she did not want a cell phone and cable TV for 
her 16-year-old daughter. Mercedes told her daughter 
she would not pay for them. However, her daughter, 
who works at a local burger joint, uses her own money 
to pay her monthly Smartphone bills, and she also 
pays for cable. Although Mercedes did not want to 

pay for these things, she did allow her daughter to pay 
for them.

Mercedes expresses that one of her biggest struggles 
is the challenge of imparting a sense of morality in 
the midst of negative influences that she believes come 
from these media technologies: “moral[s]—and all 
those values…they’re hard to teach.” She talks about 
watching TV with her daughter and asking questions 
about whether or not this behavior is right or wrong, 
but Mercedes admits that “it’s a struggle for her.”

As the comments and articulations of these parents 
demonstrate, they feel like the technological world 
that confronts them and their children is different than 
the world in which they were raised. Of course, we 
are all prone to somewhat nostalgic memories of our 
own childhoods, and there were undoubtedly threats 
and dangers two or three decades ago when these 
respondents were children. But these parents from a 
variety of walks of life appear to articulate a palpable 
anxiety as they discuss raising their children. The great 
strengths of the internet and technological innova-
tions more generally—increased communications, the 
speed and scope of information flows—create avenues 
for unwanted influences to reach children. If the fam-
ily was ever a haven in a heartless world, the heartless 
world now has untrammeled access to it.

Seven Parental Concerns about Media 
Technologies: Losing Control

1. Media technologies normalize patterns 
and behaviors that parents think are not—or 
should not be—normal.

Parents from a variety of backgrounds seem to worry 
that media technologies introduce their children to 
various relationship dynamics and modesty norms of 
which the parents do not approve. Of course, there are 
always a host of culture warriors shaking their fists at 
Hollywood or the music industry, and this sentiment 
appeared in some of the interviews. But many parents 
were less alarmist and more nuanced in their concerns. 
Although they do not do it consciously or consistently, 
most parents seek to create an environment in which 
the values, morals, beliefs, and behaviors that they 
cherish are the ones the child experiences as normal. 
The sociologist Peter Berger calls social environments 
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like these “plausibility structures”—the social reality 
in which the world as we receive it makes sense to us 
and is “normal” or legitimate.34 Parents might want 
to raise children to believe that helping a homeless 
person on the street is normal and expected, that it is 
wrong to make fun of someone’s sexual orientation, 
that shooting someone because they said something 
that bothered you is not nor-
mal, or that hard work is simply 
expected, not requested.

Jonathan Snelling is a white father 
of four young children—ages two 
to eight—whom he and his wife 
homeschool. After working his 
way through a local Evangelical 
Christian college, he found a 
job as a nurse in a nearby public 
health clinic that enables him to 
walk home for lunch in their crowded three-bedroom 
apartment. He discusses changes in the culture that 
make parenting different today—“technology is a big 
one”—and focuses on how media technologies may 
give his children a warped sense of “normal” family 
relationships:

When I think of how our culture portrays the 
parent-child relationship, our kids are going to 
be given a lot of examples, negative and posi-
tive. Since technology can and to some degree 
has made culture’s message more pervasive, our 
kids will see examples and then need to make a 
choice of how they’re going to interact with those 
family dynamics.

Jonathan doesn’t believe the influences are new; there 
are simply more of them—and they are more perva-
sive—than an “even more bygone era when kids only 
had either examples from other families, or what they 
saw in their church, or in their family as influences of 
the choice they had to make of how to interact.” He 
goes on to explain that after being presented with these 
examples, his children will have to ask themselves, “Is 
that how I’m going to interact with my parents?” The 
effect of this, in Jonathan’s mind, is “they get to decide 
what’s normal” and they “may not base their normal 
on what they experience” within their own family, but 
rather base it on what they see as “normal” from other 
influences. “They might think their family is weird.”

How children comprehend “normal” family relation-
ships is not the only concern of parents. Mercedes 
Dominguez, the single Hispanic mother who refused 
to pay for a cell phone and cable for her 16-year-old 
daughter, worries that media technologies increase 
peer pressures by making her daughter think that what 
she sees on TV is how most people interact and live. 

Despite her efforts to mediate 
what she believes to be negative 
influences from it, Mercedes 
thinks that media exposure 
intensifies peer pressures for her 
daughter.

Interviewer: There’s always 
peer pressure, but you said it 
seems like it’s worse now for 
your daughter than it was for 
you?

Mercedes: Yeah, yeah, because there’s so much 
out there. The media, the internet, television, 
all that stuff.

Interviewer: How does the internet or the 
media put pressure on your daughter?

Mercedes: Well, they all like to watch those 
kind of things, kind of series, especially those 
reality shows and different things. Kids can 
do whatever and they go with whoever and it 
seems like it’s a normal thing but it’s not. I guess 
they feel that that’s the way life is or that’s the 
way it’s supposed to be, but that’s not so.

Mercedes suggests that media, specifically reality 
TV, normalizes behaviors that are not—or should 
not be—normal. In her mind, it creates a culture of 
approval—“kids can do whatever and go with who-
ever”—that pressures her daughter to participate.

Dana DiTrillio, the mother of 12-year-old boy-girl 
twins who works in the accounting department of a 
pharmaceutical company 30 hours per week, worries 
about “casual sex” being normalized through televi-
sion. She enjoys the sitcom Friends, but she says 
there’s “a lot of casual sex like all the time” in the show 
and in others like it.

That’s one thing you don’t want them to think is 
that it’s normal and that’s what I think a lot of 

“it seems like it’s a normal 
thing but it’s not. i guess 
they feel that that’s the 

way life is or that’s the way 
it’s supposed to be, but 

that’s not so.”



Culture of AmeriCAn fAmilies32

the movies and shows, it just seems like casual 
sex. That’s my biggest reason I don’t want them 
to watch too much of these shows because I don’t 
want them to think that’s normal. Maybe it is 
normal, but the less normal they think it is, I 
feel like the better for them.

When asked why she thinks it’s better for her children 
to avoid the casual sex norm, Dana explains that “it 
just leads to harmful behavior and low self-esteem and 
nothing good” and she doesn’t “want them thinking 
that everyone just hooks up like that.” She wants to 
“shield” them from that as long as she can because the 
longer she can push it into the future, “it helps them 
to figure out who they are…every year I feel like we 
postpone that, they get a stronger sense of who we are 
and what our values are.”

Dana also mentioned two situa-
tions in which Facebook created 
a mechanism to broadcast mes-
sages to her kids that she felt 
were inappropriate. In one case, 
a friend of her daughter’s went 
on a special thirteenth birthday 
outing to New York City and 
the mother had “glamour shots” 
taken of the daughter with 
“makeup and hair and clothes.” 
The photos were then posted on 
Facebook, and Dana felt like it 
is not healthy to send messages to 12- and 13-year-
old girls that they need to be “pretty and modelish 
and sexy.” In a separate situation, her son’s friend 
had a birthday party at the restaurant chain Hooters. 
The boy posted photos from the evening, includ-
ing pictures of him with the Hooters waitress on 
his Facebook page. Glamour shots and photos with 
Hooters waitresses may not be new phenomena, but 
Facebook is and it enables them to be instantly acces-
sible and widely distributed. Dana’s biggest concern 
from both situations is the messages that her daugh-
ter might internalize: “I don’t want my daughter to 
think it’s important to be pretty or wear makeup or 
be skinny or have great clothes. I feel like that’s just 
setting you up for disaster.”

The speed, scope, and content of media technologies’ 
invasion into family life appear to palpably shake the 
foundations of the plausibility structures that parents 

implicitly create. This is not necessarily new: parents 
in the Middletown studies in 1924 complained about 
the dangers of the “moving pictures” and their effect 
on young people. This is a chorus that will continue 
ad infinitum. But these parents seem to feel like there 
is a pervasive quality of constant access that makes it 
harder and harder for them to preserve a space away 
from the media crush within which to construct an 
alternative plausibility structure.

2. Media technologies prompt children to grow 
up too fast.

Although closely related to the normalization role that 
media technologies can play, many parents expressed 
concern that they expose children to things that are 

not age appropriate or that media 
technologies accelerate the grow-
ing-up process because of what 
they see and hear. The speed and 
content of messages are beyond 
parents’ control; even if parents 
believe something is inappropri-
ate for their child, it is likely the 
child will be exposed to it anyway.

Thomas Palmer, a white busi-
nessman and father of three 
young teenage daughters, feels 
like technology gives his children 
the capacity to do more than he 

could as a child: “they can push the limits more than 
we could.” Pushing the limits means they have access 
to more earlier: “they get older so much quicker; they 
know so much more. I think it all kind of ties around 
technology.”

Teresa Clark, the former teacher, immediately shut 
down her 14-year-old son’s Facebook account when 
she learned he had signed up without her permission. 
When asked why she shut it down, she explains:

Because, and I had this conversation with him, 
it’s a lot that’s going on on Facebook and he has a 
young mind that hasn’t developed yet. Both of my 
kids are, they are kid kids, so like they’re not little 
grown individuals on the outside and little kids 
on the inside. They have been sheltered in this 
kid stage because they could be. Like they didn’t 
have a reason that they had to grow up early. 

“that’s my biggest reason 
i don’t want them to watch 
too much of these shows 

because i don’t want them 
to think that’s normal. 

maybe it is normal,  
but the less normal they 
think it is, i feel like the 

better for them.”
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Nothing has happened. No one’s died. I’m not an 
addict and they have to take care of little kids. 

Sheltering her children from Facebook is a way for 
Teresa to keep them in the “kid stage.” In her mind, 
their childhood has been absent the tragedies and 
challenges of many other children, and she wants to 
keep it that way. She sees Facebook as something that 
exposes her children to things for which their young 
minds are not ready.

Alison Potter, the aspiring novelist, did not want her 
teenage daughter to have a Facebook account, but 
when her daughter joined the cast of the school play, 
she came home one day and announced she had an 
account. The play’s directors had enrolled all students 
involved with the play in Facebook so that they could 
communicate easily with them. When asked why she 
did not want her daughter on Facebook, she says, “It’s 
kind of a mine field for most people and especially for 
teenagers…it’s a huge time sink.” She goes on to say 
that Facebook brings “exposure to a lot of things that 
you’d just as soon they weren’t quite exposed to yet as 
far as sex, drinking, language, that kind of—whether 
you’re going to date, and what you’re going to do if 
you do that, and how you’re going to fit in.” Alison 
says that many of these pressures have “always been 
there,” but that it is “accelerated somewhat because of 
the social media and media in general.”

Alexander Vasquez, a Hispanic father of three younger 
teenagers who works in sales for a textile company, 
doesn’t allow his kids to have Facebook accounts (he 
shut down his daughter’s once he discovered it). He 
and his wife have an account to “keep up with fam-
ily in other states,” but he thinks the “play-by-play” 
of your life is trivial. He is able to see some of his 
daughter’s friends’ pages, and some of the things he 
saw were “just inappropriate, and I didn’t want a 
13-year-old exposed to that.” When asked what he 
saw, he explained:

A 13-year-old posting, “I’m going to have sex 
with your man,” or “I’m going to sleep with 
your man,” or “I’ll take your man away.” 
“Where my bitch is at,” things like that…I 
just didn’t want her hanging with those types 
of people, or communicating with those types 
of people because what ends up happening, if 
she’s not talking like them, if she’s not wearing 

the makeup like them, that she might feel like, 
“Well, wait a minute; I’m out of place. I kind 
of need to be like them.”

According to parents like these, media technologies 
lead children to mature faster because of what they 
are exposed to on TV, the internet, and social media 
sites.35 Like the normalized behaviors discussed above, 
early exposure to various ideas and themes present a 
challenge for parents’ successful construction of plau-
sibility structures. Parents lose the ability to control 
access to appropriate things and thus are less able to 
define a legitimate moral space for their children.

3. Media technologies increase bullying and 
encourage “mean” treatment of others. 

In recent years, bullying—especially cyber bullying—
has received much attention from school anti-bullying 
campaigns, the news media, and now even documen-
taries and movies. Indeed, at least one high profile 
suicide incident apparently linked to bullying occurred 
and was in the news during our data collection period. 
Parents make a direct link between media technolo-
gies and bullying, and their main concern is that 
various new mediums—namely, social media and cell 
phones—facilitate inappropriate interactions between 
peers. Something about these forms of communica-
tion encourages uncivil, negative, mean, and caustic 
exchanges. Parents feel the technologies also give kids 
constant access to each other; there is no place to hide. 
While bullying is not new, a bullied child used to just 
have to make it through the school day, but could find 
safety from the enemy when he or she returned home. 
No such safe place exists anymore.

Kyra Mujadiri immigrated to the United States from 
Iran as a little girl. She has three children (the oldest is 
15) and works as a sales associate for a furniture store 
in the Midwest. Kyra understands that gossip, rumors, 
cliques, and the like have always been components of 
the teenage years, but she feels that these negative social 
interactions are sharper, faster, and more extensive: “I 
mean things now days are so accessible…Now you’ve 
got—you can text somebody, you can tell somebody, 
you can throw it on the computer with YouTube and 
Facebook. I just think it’s just more viral now than 
then.” In her experience as a teenager, “mean girl” inter-
actions were relatively confined and limited by space 
and physical conversations between people. It might 
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have been just as ruthless, but she feels it was some-
what controlled. But now, Kyra thinks these things go 
further quicker and are harder to control: “you got to 
get on Facebook, you got to get on YouTube, you got 
to go text everybody, and even by then the true story 
isn’t there.”

Kyra says her family is so “tech-
nology friendly” that it creates 
one of her “biggest worries,” 
that “everything is so accessible, 
and that’s the hardest part.” The 
accessibility is hard because of 
“greater bullying”: kids have 
constant access to each other, so 
bullying is not limited to school 
or the playground. Kyra tells of 
a recent incident in her home. 
She and her husband were look-
ing through her son’s emails and 
web browser history to check on 
his activities (something they do 
regularly, as do most parents; see below) and they 
found an email forwarded from a friend and “it was a 
bullying situation” including a link to a website that 
was “not a good site.”

They went to school officials and “not only did we 
as parents learn something, but [the] administration 
learned something…now days, unless you’re on top of 
them…you give them an inch and they take a foot.”

I mean, all these kids that I see that are com-
mitting suicide because of this bullying. It just 
brings me to tears because it’s just not right. I 
mean, “Really, you need to pick on someone for 
that?” Where before it was a face-to-face con-
frontation, you went to the school, you hoped 
for the best. Now, I don’t even know how to 
explain it, to word it, it’s scary. It really is scary, 
and I just hope that my kids see something like 
that and either help them out or if they don’t 
feel they can, go to an adult and say, “This is 
what’s going on.” I just hope in us raising them 
to be good citizens that they really think of what 
the outcomes for other people are.

Although there have been several high-profile cases 
in recent years, the numbers of children committing 
suicide because of bullying are relatively low. In fact, 

an investigation in the high-profile case of a 10-year-
old girl who hanged herself, in the news at the time 
of these interviews, found no evidence of bullying 
linked to the suicide. This does not minimize the 
tragic suicides, and it also does not mean that bul-
lying cases are fabricated. Teresa Clark described a 
situation at her niece’s school where a girl was stabbed 

because “there’s a picture of her 
[with someone else’s] boyfriend 
on [Facebook].” Whether percep-
tions or reality, parents feel that 
the accessibility of technology 
gives kids a medium for their bas-
est instincts.

Leah Carder, a white mother of 
three middle-school aged chil-
dren who works part-time in 
a pre-school in the Midwest, 
expressed the increased access as 
a big challenge:

I think there’s more ways for them to get to each 
other now with all the electronics and stuff and 
all that status and all. There’s big problems with 
bullying. It used to be when we were little there 
was bullying but now they can even reach them 
in their homes in ways, you know, like through 
phones and emails and texts and that type of 
thing, so there’s even more.

Like other parents, Leah realizes that bullying is not 
a new social phenomenon among children, but she 
believes various technological devices increase the 
avenues through which bullying can occur.

Alexander Vasquez, the Hispanic father of three teen-
agers, has tried to take a proactive approach to cyber 
bullying. He recently showed a movie to his kids on 
the topic:

I played the movie for them and I kept telling 
them, “Remember, remember, I told you. See, 
this is why you don’t need a Facebook account, 
for that same reason. You’re still very young. 
You’re very vulnerable. Someone in your school 
can just come and create all these rumors about 
you and it makes you want to do something to 
take your life.”

“it used to be when we 
were little there was 

bullying but now they can 
even reach them in their 

homes in ways, you know, 
like through phones and 
emails and texts and that 
type of thing, so there’s 

even more.”
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The suicide cases come up again, and Alexander 
mentions another recent situation when a 12- or 
13-year-old took his own life. He tries to use these 
situations to direct his children: “So it’s like those 
things that kind of just stick to me and I kind of tell 
them, ‘This is the reality, this is what’s going on.’ The 
internet is such a powerful tool, and it can do good, 
and it can do so much bad.”

Facebook and texting seem to be the primary mediums 
through which bullying occurs, and they can facilitate 
mean, uncivil interactions. A black mother described 
something her teenage daughter showed her: “There 
was something going on online that she was showing 
us the back and forth on somebody’s Facebook, I’m 
like, how do these kids do stuff like that?…These kids 
are just vicious; they’re mean. I just don’t get it.”

Kara Dobbins, a white single mother of a teenage 
daughter, also explained that high school girls being 
“mean” to each other was a “cultural phenomenon” 
she did not get. Her daughter had never been bul-
lied, but she told her mother that one of her friends 
had endured it: “she has a friend who was subjected 
to some pretty malicious stuff online.” Kara asked her 
daughter about it, and the daughter responded, “Oh 
yeah, it happens. People can be really mean and gossip 
is ugly and because of technology, it’s like rapid and 
widespread.”

Whether media technologies increase bullying or 
whether they lead to more childhood deaths is beyond 
the realm of this study. But it is clear that parents worry 
about the ways technology increases access and facili-
tates interactions unchecked and enforced by adult 
norms. It opens a space where children can be free to 
say what they want about who they want with little 
fear of sanction or shame that otherwise might hold 
them in check. It is a space where adult monitoring and 
control is difficult, and some children appear to take 
advantage of this freedom. One is mindful of the young 
children on the island in William Golding’s novel Lord 
of the Flies, a place of freedom absent adult supervision 
and regulation that led to destruction and tyranny.

4. Media technologies are “too much to keep 
up with.”

One of the greatest challenges parents express, which 
lies just beneath the surface of the previous three, is 

staying up to speed with their children’s activities in 
the technological and virtual worlds. The speed at 
which new technologies emerge is impressive, and 
as soon as parents feel they have learned one thing, 
something else comes along. But the online world has 
few boundaries, and even though most parents want 
to stay informed, they realize that they are fighting 
a losing battle, especially if they have older children, 
and monitoring everything completely is impossible.

For Chantel Clothier, the single mother with a 
13-year-old daughter, media technologies are a con-
stant source of new things she needs to learn about. 
She wants to stay on top of things and to be a well-
informed parent, and this means a lot of work. She 
doesn’t know much about Twitter, but she anticipates 
her daughter’s interest in it as she goes to high school, 
so Chantel is committed to doing some reconnais-
sance about it.

Chantel: I’m not a Twitter fan, but I need to 
learn a little bit more about Twitter. I know she 
has a friend who she, like, she will follow on 
Twitter, but she doesn’t have a Twitter account 
either. Again, I need to learn a little bit more 
about that.

Interviewer: How will you learn? You’ll read 
about it?

Chantel: Read about it, talk to—actually 
interestingly enough because I have clients, 
many of my clients are teenagers. I talk to them 
about it. I ask them about it.

Joel Davis, the father of two younger children who 
installs audio-visual equipment, feels like “you gotta 
watch” the technology, but you simply can’t do it all.

The number of channels there are and the inter-
net and everything else where, you know. You 
have to watch your kids in ways that you didn’t 
before because, you know, I do my best to rea-
sonably block things on the computer where you 
can’t do everything. You gotta watch that.

Sometimes, when parents think they are ahead of the 
curve regarding monitoring, their children can do an 
“end-around” and figure out ways to avoid the controls. 
Thomas Palmer, who felt that kids can “push the limits” 
more with technology these days, had a situation with 
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his ninth-grade daughter where they wanted to “cut off 
texts” because she was communicating too frequently 
with a particular boy they did not like. But “technology 
hasn’t gone that far” and they were not able to restrict 
only her line and not the rest of the lines on the fam-
ily plan. So they monitored her texts to him via their 
phone bill online, but that did not work too well:

What happened with that?…Because she knew 
we were watching it on the AT&T account, 
she switched over to messaging through an app, 
never said so much, but we could tell.

Parents who wish to monitor media technologies 
because of the content that might normalize behaviors 
they deem inappropriate, or because of how children 
treat each other through these mediums, have signifi-
cant difficulty keeping up with the various options. 
Here too the speed and the extent of the technologies 
prove too much.

5. Media technologies change or distract 
from family time, relationships, and 
communication.

One might expect for the reverse to be true, that tech-
nology strengthens communication between family 
members. Many parents were glad to be connected to 
their children, especially teenagers, via the cell phone; 
it brings a certain sense of safety. 
In addition to this benefit, many 
parents also discussed the ways 
technologies are altering family 
life in one way or another. Some 
parents felt these were negative 
changes and others were more 
ambivalent.

Charlotte Shepherd’s 17-year-old daughter had a 
relatively typical high school experience: the boy she 
wanted to go to Homecoming with asked someone 
else instead. Although such experiences seem trite 
for adults, they can be devastating dramas for a high 
schooler. Charlotte’s daughter handled it like many 
others: she came home in tears and went straight to her 
room. Charlotte had found out about the heartbreak 
from another daughter and went to give her daughter 
a hug, but her daughter did not want to talk about 
it. Later in the evening, as Charlotte sat on the couch 
in the living room, she got a text message—from her 

daughter, in her upstairs bedroom. Her daughter pro-
ceeded to have a highly emotional conversation with 
Charlotte about her broken heart. “She didn’t want to 
talk to me. But we had a full-blown conversation right 
there!” Charlotte did not seem sure what to make of 
this. Was the quality of their relationship enriched or 
cheapened? Did the technology enable her to con-
nect with her daughter in ways she wouldn’t have 
otherwise? Or was technology depersonalizing highly 
emotional conversations that should take place face-
to-face? Charlotte did seem to realize that this was 
different, and she is in uncharted territory. 

Cynthia Roderick, a white mother of four in her late 
thirties, thinks technology now “interferes” with fam-
ily life in ways it did not when she was a child.

We didn’t have game systems. I mean we had 
Atari, but that wasn’t something my family had 
growing up. We couldn’t afford it, but we didn’t 
have all the distractions like internet and video 
games and movies that we could bring home 
and watch. We had more family time, per se, 
as opposed to now, which we’ve got all the elec-
tronic distractions and stuff like that.

When she was asked what these technologies distract 
from, Cynthia quickly responds, “From family bond-
ing time.” She feels that you can’t really be together as 

a family when you watch TV or 
play a video game because “your 
focus is on the TV, not each 
other.”

For Mercedes Dominguez, the 
office clerk, technology “nowa-
days” is “a little bit fast.” She 

believes it enables kids to get “into their own little 
world” or “little cubby” and close off the family.

Mercedes: They just into their own little world 
with their, they’re always with their iPods and 
their phones and things and it’s like they’re in 
their own little cubby. Always calling and talk-
ing…Everyone has their own phone and their 
own things and toys and games.

Interviewer: What do you think kids lose when 
they have their own phone and can kind of cre-
ate their own world?

“You have to watch  
your kids in ways that you 

didn’t before.”
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Mercedes: They lose communication with fami-
lies. I mean, they do talk with their friends, but 
just the way they do it, that I guess is normal 
for them. They’re always typing on their little 
phones, texting and all of that stuff. Why don’t 
you just call? No they would rather type, type…

Not all parents expressed concern about losing fam-
ily connections and relationships to technology, but 
many did. And others could articulate situations and 
circumstances that they knew to be very different, but 
they were not quite sure what that meant.

6. Media technologies inhibit outside play and 
engagement with the natural world.

Various media technologies offer children forms of 
entertainment, and much of children’s free time, or 
play time, is spent with these devices. Many parents 
express concern that, though perhaps not bad in 
and of themselves, these devices may have ill effects 
because they keep children from other forms of play, 
especially outdoors. This may simply be a lament that 
children do not play the same games or in the same 
ways as parents remember playing themselves. But the 
concern goes deeper than that too. Parents struggle to 
know what might be lost in the more limited engage-
ment their children have with the natural world.36 

Joel Davis feels the strain of technological options that 
limit kids’ imagination and active play. He mentions 
needing to watch “how they spend their time and 
whether they get enough exercise and are involved 
in media” and feels guilty that “the whole time we’ve 
been here,” the kids are “downstairs watching TV or 
playing videogames.” Joel feels like, though he did 
have some very basic handheld video games as a child, 
his options were limited: “we had three channels; kid 
programming was only a couple hours a day.” So he 
had to do something else:

Go outside, read a book, play with a toy…there 
was a lot more time to do the kinds of things 
that is kind of generally accepted are better for 
you, whether it’s physical exercise or you know, 
using your brain in a, in a more, in a less pas-
sive way…You’re not sitting there watching 
TV, you’re not, you know, you’re actually play-
ing, using your imagination, you’re reading a 

book, you’re using your Legos or Erector Set to 
build something, doing something, you know. I 
think it’s harder to try to make children today 
behave like that because there’s too many things 
to do that are more attractive and more fun or 
instant gratification but actually less gratifying 
long term.

Technological devices and mediums create distractions 
from physical or imaginative play. Joel appears disap-
pointed in this state of affairs, but he doesn’t seem to 
do a lot to get his children out of this dilemma and in 
fact may facilitate it.

Judy Pitcher, a black mother of three whom we met 
in the last chapter, says that her children are outside 
very little. This seems a bit intentional on her part, 
however. She feels that her neighborhood is unsafe, 
and she prefers to keep her children indoors where she 
can monitor them. When asked about the plethora 
of technological devices lying about the living room 
(computers, video game consoles, TV), Judy responds:

It’s taken over my entire house, and instead 
of—I think that’s a general for this genera-
tion. Kids don’t go out and play like they used 
to. I don’t see nobody playing jacks, jumping 
rope, hopscotch. What happened to all of that? 
They’re all into video games. We have a Wii, a 
PlayStation, a Xbox. They all have those little 
iPod devices. They all have a Netbook, so they 
have everything to try to make them as comfort-
able as possible.

Judy uses these technologies to “make them as com-
fortable as possible” precisely so they will not feel the 
need or desire to go outside and interact with oth-
ers. She doesn’t trust her neighbors and utilizes media 
technologies to entertain her children and keep them 
happy indoors.

John Booth, a software developer, and his wife home-
school their three young children. They have limits 
on media technologies—less than an hour a day—and 
encourage participation with people their children 
“can see and touch.” Because their school days are 
mainly filled with exposure to just the immediate 
family, John and his wife like the children to inter-
act with other kids in the neighborhood, rather than 
technology:
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They have other things that they do with their 
time, so they don’t feel that sense of, “I don’t 
have anything to do. Why don’t I just go turn 
on the TV?” We just find it’s more productive to 
have them outside playing and being active, or 
interacting with other kids because their school 
day is just us. We like to have them, whether 
it’s playing with neighborhood kids, family, or 
friends, we like to have them interacting with 
people that they can see and touch.

Other parents echo this desire to resist technological 
devices and encourage more direct, active, outdoor 
play. Rachel Stillwell, a single white mother of two 
young children, says:

I like to see my children be active. It’s a great way 
to live. I don’t want my children to rely on TV or 
computer games, or anything else. I want them to 
rely on the simplest things, like playing ball out-
side…so I want them to learn the basics of life, 
getting outside and being active, and being into 
sports, or activities and stuff like that, because 
not only is it good for them in general, but it’s 
also good for them health-wise, you know what 
I mean?

Bibek Ganguli, an immigrant from India, also sug-
gests that media technologies—they enjoy them and 
use them often—can be “bad if you don’t force [the 
kids] to go out and play outside.” He says he and his 
wife try to limit screen time because “those are the 
toys that I’m usually more afraid of, but I don’t mind 
if they want another puzzle.” He thinks that too much 
screen time means his kids “lose the concept of play-
ing games and kind of keeping yourself busy with play 
acting.” Bibek prefers the toys and games that help his 
kids use their “imagination versus being zombied out 
on the Wii or something.”

7. Media technologies create challenges for 
kids to distinguish between the real and the 
virtual.

Beyond just negative content or lack of exercise, some 
parents express concerns that media technologies have 
deeper effects on their children that go to the core 
of how they experience reality itself. Parents are con-
cerned that high levels of screen time begin to make it 
difficult for children to distinguish between the “real” 

world of physical places, things, and people and the 
virtual world of video games and Facebook “friends.” 
This concern is an underlying assumption of the one 
above—that lack of physical interaction with the world 
has negative effects—but a smaller number of parents 
took this next step and suggested that technologies 
may challenge perceived reality itself. Parents who 
articulate concerns beyond the content of media tech-
nologies—that the form and structure of technology 
itself might create problems for their children—are in 
the minority. But a few parents do express this deeper, 
perhaps more fundamental, concern.

Chantel Clothier says that the internet is “the world 
at your fingertips,” but she adds that you’re learn-
ing about the world virtually, instead through actual 
physical presence. She thinks that this gives you an 
“illusion” of what and who people are:

I mean for like my generation, when you went 
out into the world, you weren’t talking about 
the internet. You were talking about actually 
getting physically on a bus, train, plane, wher-
ever, to go to wherever. This is more it’s actually 
brought to you, but again, there’s still so many 
things that you cannot see that you’re not aware 
of. You kind of get an illusion of what people 
are or who people are.

Chantel’s work as a social worker and therapist has 
taught her that “what people present to you most of 
the time is not really what it is,” so she realizes we are 
often roleplaying even when we are physically pres-
ent. Yet she still feels that media technologies facilitate 
deeper illusions of reality:

But again, because you’re looking at the com-
puter screen, you’re kind of having this virtual 
thing going on, there’s a lot you can’t know. It’ll 
give the illusion of, oh, this person’s okay and 
this person is this…It isn’t until you actually 
come into physical contact with them do you get 
the real story.

She offers an example of this with her 12-year-old 
daughter. Chantel has a Facebook account—her 
daughter does not have her own, but shares Chantel’s—
and she has intentionally limited her Facebook 
friends to relatives and local friends, “people she actu-
ally knows.” She explains that she watches kids with 
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Facebook and “they got a million friends—come on, 
who has a million friends?” She wants to say to these 
kids:

These are not all your friends. You don’t know 
all of these people and you don’t know what 
they’re going to put out there.

Dave Edmonds was a technician in the Navy for 20 
years, bounced around jobs at places like Lowe’s, 
and then moved to security in a local casino. He is 
currently working maintenance at the local state 
university, but he is also enrolled full-time in school 
where he is studying “smart grids,” a form of alterna-
tive energy. (His wife does maintenance work at the 
local airport.) He has more “technological know-how” 
than the average parent, and he utilizes these skills 
with his 14-year-old son, who by all accounts is fully 
wired.

Dave’s son is an only child, and 
Dave thinks he has problems 
with “intercommunication.” He 
explains that this means “he’s 
more selfish, he don’t share or 
anything.” When asked more 
about this, Dave says his son 
“doesn’t have no exposure to live 
in—more in an extended fam-
ily, and I think that’s a lot of problems.” This was a 
big enough concern for Dave and his wife that they 
decided to volunteer for temporary foster care, taking 
in foster kids for short weekend or week-long visits 
just to expose their son to other kids. When we pur-
sued this further with Dave, he suggested that his son’s 
time on the internet might contribute to the problem.

Interviewer: So how about—we know he’s in 
school with other kids, and he’s playing with 
other kids. Does he seem to get along fine in 
those situations?

Dave: Well, the interaction today, of course, 
is the internet. Real interaction I don’t think 
really exists, anymore, so that makes it tough.

Interviewer: So he’s on the internet a lot?

Dave: Yeah, he’s probably on way too much.

Interviewer: What kind of stuff does he do on 
the internet?

Dave: He does his Facebooking, Xbox Live, 90 
percent of the time.

Interviewer: Uh-huh. And then see, so with 
Facebook and I guess Xbox Live, he’s just always 
communicating with other people on the 
internet?

Dave: Right, and it’s a hard challenge to [help] 
him to understand what’s real and what’s not real.

Dave admits that his son is on the internet “way too 
much” and he feels like the interactions his son has on 
Facebook and Xbox Live are not “real,” thus creating 
challenges for his son in understanding “what’s real 
and what’s not real.” Dave says his son mainly inter-
acts online with strangers in far off places, not with 
friends from school or people he knows. He offered 
a couple of recent examples of the real and not real 
divide. In one case, someone with whom the son was 

playing online via Xbox—some 
“guy” whom the son did not 
know—claimed to have “hacked 
into his system.” The son was 
“really upset and was convinced 
this guy had gotten in.” Dave 
assured his son that no one could 
hack into his accounts on Xbox, 
but the son was still very worried 
and upset. Dave suggested his 

son was having a hard time figuring out what could 
actually happen via the system, “what’s real and what’s 
fake.” Dave concluded: “So I think that’s the biggest 
challenge I have, even with the foster kids that come 
in. They don’t seem to know the difference between 
the two. They take face value of anybody that comes 
up on the internet.”

The other example of this real vs. virtual issue Dave 
discussed was some teasing his son received at school 
(he talked about bullying, and a recent suicide at his 
son’s school, but he did not think his son was being 
bullied). His son has a speech impediment and is 
occasionally teased at school. When asked how he 
handles this with his son, Dave says he can’t just say 
“toughen up.”

Dave: I can’t do that anymore. I mean sticks-
and-stones-break-your-bones thing don’t work 
with these kids. They take things so seriously, 
where I didn’t take things very seriously.

“it’s a hard challenge to 
[help] him to understand 

what’s real and what’s  
not real.”
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Interviewer: And you think that’s because?

Dave: I think it’s that reality line. It has to be 
that reality line. They don’t know the differ-
ence between the virtual—because they spend 
so much time in it, and I probably should limit 
it more, but I’m not here to limit it, and not 
all the time he can go out and play, but even if 
he goes out and plays, that’s what they’re doing.

Dave seems to think this is a big problem, and he 
thinks he “probably should limit it more,” but he 
seems resigned that there is not much he can do about 
it. He is not around enough (he’s a full-time student 
while working full-time) and even if he makes his son 
“go out and play,” he feels like that would not keep his 
son away from it.

Conclusion

Media technologies appear to create significant chal-
lenges for many parents; there is no inherited body 
of knowledge upon which they can draw. In collo-
quial language, there’s no app for that. Parents believe 

that media technologies’ effects on children are not 
good—manners, treatment of others, stilted imagina-
tions, relaxed norms, virtual realities—but they are 
not sure if they can control it. This seems to be the 
underlying concern: media technologies have unlim-
ited access to the home environment. Many parents 
experience this access as a threat because it limits their 
own ability to control the home environment and 
create a moral space that is consistent with their own 
commitments. They lose control and a host of other 
influences gain instant and constant contact with their 
children. Parents realize their own power to construct 
and maintain plausibility structures for their children 
is significantly hindered, if not destroyed, by media 
technologies. This reduces the strength and legitimacy 
of parental influences and introduces a host of other 
influences that parents do not necessarily approve of. 
And, although parents attempt to find ways to moni-
tor and control these influences, the general feeling 
is one of defeat. Parents, importantly, seem resigned 
to these changes and somewhat hopeless in the face 
of them. The extensive reach of media technologies 
limits parental influence, and parents feel their abil-
ity to impose limits on media technologies is beyond 
their reach.
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From Obedience to Autonomy? 
“Thinking for Yourself” as the Internalization of 

Parental Morality

3

American parents want independent children. Parents 
have consistently expressed this for almost a century. 
The Middletown study showed a change in the most 
preferred qualities parents desire for their children, as 
compared to parents from earlier generations. Parents 
in Middletown in 1924 (especially middle-class par-
ents) expressed discomfort with “strict obedience” and 
placed a higher value on qualities like independence, 
frankness, and tolerance. Parent-child relations, accord-
ing to this research, changed remarkably during this 
period, with an increased emphasis on qualities linked 
to the autonomy of the child, from the earlier emphasis 
placed on obedience to institutional and adult authority. 
Since 1986 the General Social Survey has asked, “What 
is most important for a child to learn to prepare him 
or her for life?” Respondents have ranked “to think for 
him or herself ” as their top priority by far for over 25 
years (the other choices are to help others, to obey, to 
work hard, and to be well liked or popular). Sociologist 
Duane Alwin uses this and other data to demonstrate 
the steady decline of obedience as a desired quality for 
children in polling data through much of the twentieth 
century.37 This body of research—from the 1920s to the 
present—demonstrates American parents firmly believe 
in the ideals of independence and autonomy, and they 
believe they need to pass on these ideals to their chil-
dren, over and against obedience to authority. So the 
story, according to these studies, is “from obedience to 
autonomy.”

Psychologists Jean Twenge and Keith Campbell have 
recently used this “from obedience to autonomy” nar-
rative in The Narcissism Epidemic: Living in the Age of 
Entitlement. In a chapter entitled “Raising Royalty,” 
Twenge and Campbell cite this survey data as evidence 
“that we have become too indulgent, that we praise chil-
dren too much, and that we treat our children almost 
like royalty.”38 For them, the focus on autonomy has led 

to an “epidemic” of spoiled children. Similarly, psychol-
ogist Dan Kindlon’s Too Much of a Good Thing argues 
that parents’ interest in autonomy has led them to be too 
indulgent with their children.39 The idea in this popular 
literature is fairly simple: American parents now value 
independence and autonomy more than obedience, and 
this leads to entitled, self-centered children.

In our interviews, we asked the same question from the 
General Social Survey (respondents put five cards in 
order of preference). Our findings continue the trend: 
60 percent of the interview sample put “thinking for 
yourself ” as the most important quality children need to 
be prepared for life (another 20 percent rank it second). 
Only 10 percent list obedience first.

The majority of all parents in the interview sample, 
regardless of education level, rank “thinking for your-
self ” as the most desired quality for their children; it 
is, by far, the highest ranking choice for all parents. 
However, parents with a college degree or higher are 
more likely than less educated parents to rank “think for 
yourself ” first (see Figure 5).40 

In other words, although the majority of all parents 
value thinking for yourself, a higher value of thinking 
for yourself is correlated with higher levels of educa-
tion. Lower levels of education lead respondents to 
more frequently rank obedience and helping others 
as top-desired qualities in their children. This is con-
sistent with a century of research on desired traits in 
children: in general, highly educated people value 
autonomy in their children more, and while people 
with lower levels of education still value autonomy, 
they tend to value obedience more than those with 
higher education levels. Autonomy, independence, 
and critical thinking are all (theoretically) valued and 
rewarded in educational structures, and those who 
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have been successful in these structures desire the 
same qualities for success for their own children. 
However, when it comes to how parents understand 
“thinking for yourself ”—what different parents 
mean by that phrase—the educational differences 
did not reveal consistent patterns.

The remarkable trend is the pervasive appeal of “think-
ing for yourself ” as a desired quality for children. The 
historical “obedience to autonomy” narrative argues 
that a massive shift took place in the last century 
away from understanding parents as authority figures 
(demanding obedience and imparting knowledge and 
behaviors) to a more child-centered parenting focus, 
where the goal is autonomous, independent free 
thinkers and the by-product is, at least according to 
the research cited above, entitled narcissists. Unlike 
past surveys, we were able to ask what, precisely, 

“thinking for yourself ” means to these parents in 
order to understand why it is valued so highly.

As we unpacked the “thinking for yourself ” idea with 
parents, it is clear that many parents seem to support 
the obedience to autonomy narrative, or variants of 
it. For these parents (28 percent of the sample—see 
Figure 641), the “think for yourself ” ideal is an auton-
omous, fulfillment-seeking, “do-whatever-you-want” 
approach. They hold an ideal of American individu-
alism understood as expressing yourself and being 
happy. The child-as-individual should be the arbiter 
of what this is and how to achieve it.

But many other parents seem to have a different 
understanding of “thinking for yourself.” These par-
ents use more overtly moral language when discussing 
thinking for yourself: they talk about making “good 
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decisions” or “bad choices” and for this group of par-
ents, the child-as-individual is not the final arbiter of 
good and bad or right and wrong. To varying degrees, 
these parents, though not always articulate about it, 
have some sense of an external standard to which their 
children should conform. “Thinking for yourself ” is 
how these parents express their desire for their chil-
dren to make good choices and do what is right.

This larger group of parents (72 percent) falls into two 
related but slightly different categories. For one group 
(23 percent), “thinking for yourself ” means resisting 
peer pressure, not following the herd, and not follow-
ing certain things that parents judge to be negative 
influences. Although it is implicit in the resisting peer 
pressure view, many other parents (49 percent) make 
explicit the belief that thinking for yourself is a form 
of doing the right thing—the “right thing” as usually 

determined by the parent. This general pattern is con-
sistent across levels of education (see Figure 7). In 
this sense, “thinking for yourself,” for many parents, 
seems to suggest more of an internalization of parental 
morality than it does a conventional understanding 
of autonomy and independence. While parents highly 
value the thinking for yourself ideal, many articulate 
it as something closer to obedience than the historical 
narrative suggests.

Thinking for Yourself as Self-Fulfillment

A minority of parents support the narrative outlined 
above and express thinking for yourself as a compo-
nent of self-fulfillment or a pursuit of happiness apart 
from dependence on anyone else. Caroline Staples, a 
married white mother of one who has a college degree 
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and works as a customer analyst for a large finan-
cial services firm, thinks it’s important to think for 
yourself “because I think to be successful you have to 
have a sense of yourself and figure out what makes 
you happy and be able to follow that. And I think 
that comes out of thinking for yourself.” For Caroline, 
having a “sense of yourself,” figuring out “what makes 
you happy,” and doing it are all part of thinking for 
yourself.

For Thomas Palmer, the businessman and father of 
three we met in chapter two, thinking for yourself is 
important because it’s “respected in the workplace.” 
But beyond success at the office, thinking for yourself 
represents a kind of independent thought that enables 
self-definition, or self-creation, to make things how 
you want them to be, independent from anyone else’s 
influence.

You don’t want to be dependent on anyone. The 
world’s a crazy place, so you have to be able to 
exist on your own. I think that’s it. That defines 
yourself. If you can think for yourself, you can 
define what you’re all about and how you want 
to be.

Thomas emphasizes defining the terms of your own 
life, without reference or dependence on others to 
define them for you. Angelina Gargula, a divorced 
Hispanic mother of four who does clerical work at a 
car dealership, says that thinking for yourself is “being 
their own person and [having] their own opinions, 
their own identity.” For her, this actually means mini-
mizing her own influence as a parent: “They need to 
learn for themselves and not have me guiding them 
their whole life.”
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Martin Kern, a married black father of an 11-year-
old daughter and three other stepchildren, values 
thinking for yourself because it prevents dependence 
on others. Martin, who never finished college and 
works as a floor technician at a local university, 
wants his children to make “enough decisions on 
their own, so where they can think when they go out 
in the world, to think for themselves and not depend 
on somebody else.”

For Ginny Brendan, a married white stay-at-home 
mother with two younger children and no college 
degree, thinking for yourself is a form of resisting 
peer pressure (something that is very common and 
detailed below), but resisting for the sake of individ-
ual choice and self-interest. She wants her children 
to “make decisions for what they feel they need in 
their life.” To think for yourself is making choices 
not influenced by others, but based on the children’s 
own desires: “I think it’s important for them to be 
able to think for themselves 
and say, ‘This is what I want.’” 
For Ginny, if her children are 
thinking for themselves, they 
are following their own desires, 
wherever they might lead.

Mike Castana, who has a degree 
in oceanography but chose to 
be a fireman because of the “family ethos” of a fire 
department, also thinks that happiness comes from 
“carv[ing] your own path” in life. For Mike, a mar-
ried white father of two boys, thinking for yourself 
is doing what you want to do, without being influ-
enced by others:

I don’t think you can be very happy in life if 
you don’t sort of carve your own path, to some 
extent. I think if you’re just sort of doing what 
you’re told throughout life, you end up sort 
of not where you want to be. If you don’t go 
where you want to go, how can you end up 
where you want to end up?

In order to instill this ideal in his children, Mike 
says, “They get a lot of choices—they get a tre-
mendous amount of options.” This means that “if 
there’s ballet and jazz band and a math class and 
chess club, they get to decide which one they want 
to be in.” Importantly, Mike says he doesn’t “put a 

lot of weight on it—I don’t try to influence their 
opinions.” For Mike, thinking for yourself is making 
decisions without the parents’ influence, a process 
Mike believes will lead to happiness.

Kelsey George, a white woman in her early twen-
ties, recently got married before finishing college 
and now stays at home with a 1-year-old daughter 
and a 13-year-old stepson. Thinking for yourself is 
most important for Kelsey because she believes that 
is how kids will do “what’s right for them.” When 
she is asked about where that sense of “right for 
them” comes from, she replies: “Well, not necessar-
ily what’s right, but like what works for them.” In 
Kelsey’s mind, thinking for yourself means finding 
what works for you and then doing it.

Lisa Spellings shares this general sentiment. Lisa is 
a white mother of two young children with a col-
lege degree who had a successful career in business 

consulting before choosing to 
stay home with her kids. She 
says she believes that think-
ing for yourself is making your 
own decisions: “I think the most 
interesting people are the ones 
that follow their own dreams and 
heart’s desires and whatever.” She 
says she would “love my children 

to be like that.” She goes on to explain that thinking 
for yourself is not conforming: “I don’t want them to 
conform to something they don’t want.”

For these parents, “thinking for yourself ” is highly 
valued because they want their children to be inde-
pendent, to pursue their own dreams, and to do what 
they want. In this sense, thinking for yourself does 
have an element of self-fulfillment. These parents are 
less interested in their children obeying them or in 
passing on a set of patterns, values, and behaviors 
that the parents have deemed important and neces-
sary (at least not explicitly). For them, thinking for 
yourself is more about the kind of autonomy and 
freedom envisioned in the obedience to autonomy 
narrative.

While this perspective is clearly held by some par-
ents, many parents have a different understanding of 
thinking for yourself.

“if you can think for 
yourself, you can define 

what you’re all about and 
how you want to be.”
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Thinking for Yourself: “Don’t Follow the 
Herd”

For many other parents, thinking for yourself 
appeared to be more complicated than the fulfillment 
of the child’s desires. One father, Scott Mumford, a 
married white civil engineer with two young boys, 
felt like there were a number of interpretive possibili-
ties: “Well this one ‘to think for himself or herself ’ 
is that to mean ‘to think independently’ or ‘to think 
selfishly about their own needs’? [Because] that’s a big 
difference [as to] where I put that then.” For him, if 
thinking for yourself means selfishly thinking about 
your own needs, he would rank it low on his list, but 
if it means thinking “independently,” he would rank it 
at the top. This independent thinking, for many par-
ents, means resisting peer pressure and not following 
the herd.

When Patti Kendall, a white married former social 
worker who now stays home to assist two adopted 
special-needs children, explains what she means by 
thinking for yourself, she uses the sheep analogy: 
“I don’t want them to be sheep, you know. It’s like 
you don’t—just because everybody else is doing this 
doesn’t mean you have to.”

The sheep and herd images came up frequently as 
many parents explained thinking for yourself as resist-
ing certain forms of peer pressure. Deborah Fleming, 
who teaches community college biology courses part 
time and has two young children, says it like this: “I 
just don’t want him to be, or either one of them to be 
kind of sheep or where they are just following along 
with the crowd.” She goes on to explain that she wants 
her children to “be able to reason through situations 
and see what the best solution is” and she says that 
“politics today” drives her thinking on this: “This is 
what the party believes, and it doesn’t seem like there’s 
a whole lot of room for—I felt it more when Bush was 
president because we are Democrats living in a very 
Republican state.” Deborah sees thinking for yourself 
as avoiding “groupthink” and not buying in to what 
everyone else says and does.

Many parents continued this theme of understanding 
thinking for yourself as resisting peer pressure. Larissa 
Walsh, a black single mother whom we met in chapter 
one, sees thinking for yourself as not being influenced 
to do the wrong thing:

[If they’re thinking for themselves,] then they 
won’t be influenced to do dumb stuff. I always 
tell…I tell my daughter right now, be a leader, 
not a follower, I don’t care what those kids do, 
those aren’t my kids. But you better be a leader, 
you don’t have a choice.

For Larissa, thinking for yourself is being a leader, not 
a follower, and that means avoiding “dumb stuff” that 
other kids might do.

Ginger Phillips has a high school degree and is a white 
mother of three boys whose family has suffered con-
siderable financial hardship over the last few years. 
Her husband is unemployed and she works part-time 
at a senior center, delivering meals and providing 
home healthcare. Ginger sees thinking for yourself as 
making good decisions and not succumbing to peer 
pressures:

To think for himself. Again, you’re out there in 
the world. When you’re out there, you’re all by 
yourself and you need to make good decisions. 
You need to think for yourself and not do what 
the kid next to you is saying, “Come on, Nick. 
Come on, Nick.”

When Ginger’s sons are thinking for themselves, 
they are making “good decisions,” in her judgment, 
as opposed to listening to the influences of others. 
Although she’s in a very different context than Ginger, 
Janet Harris values thinking for yourself for similar 
reasons. Janet is a black divorced mother with a high 
school degree who lives in a large public housing com-
plex in a large city. She is currently unemployed and 
has one teenage daughter still at home and three adult 
children who have moved out. For her, thinking for 
yourself is “knowing right from wrong” and making 
the right decisions when your peers are not:

If you know wrong from right, you a good per-
son…If you think for yourself, if you know 
somebody going out here to rob somebody and 
they in your little clique, your little friends, I 
don’t care how they’re all jawing—you all come 
back. You think for yourself. If you know they 
going somewhere to break the law or going to try 
to double team some other girl, then you say okay, 
“I’ll see all you all later.” Don’t go with them. 
Think for yourself.
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Stepping out independently from your peers is also 
how Chanelle Rogers articulates thinking for yourself. 
Chanelle is a recently married black mother of two 
young boys who is finishing her nursing degree. She 
wants her sons to “always be a leader, not a follower.” 
She then goes on to give a specific account of thinking 
for yourself as resisting peer pres-
sures in school. One of her sons 
has done very well in school, and 
she wants that to continue as he 
gets older. She hopes he doesn’t 
start to think that being smart is 
unpopular:

You know all the other black 
boys and stuff that maybe get 
into a lot of trouble…You 
know other kids in general that 
just get into a lot of trouble 
when he got to dumb himself 
down in order to fit in with them. I don’t want 
that to happen. I want him to know that he 
can still be smart and do the same thing that 
everybody else do. You don’t have to be a certain 
way in order to hang with a certain group—
the wrong group of people ain’t people that you 
should hang with anyway. Be your own person.

“Be your own person,” for Chanelle, means resisting 
negative influences that might lead her sons into bad 
choices. Similarly, Teresa Clarke, whom we met in 
chapter two, knows that her teenage son is not think-
ing for himself when he is doing the wrong thing, or 
at least the wrong thing from her perspective.

I know that he’s not thinking for himself because I 
always have to tell him, “Reggie, get off the phone 
and do your homework,” or “This is not talk-time 
now. It’s not listen-to-the-music time now. It’s time 
to focus on doing what you need to do” because not 
only that, they have chores to do around the house. 
They have to do that first as well.

For Teresa, her son is thinking for himself when he is 
doing the things that she thinks he should be doing. 
If he is not thinking for himself, in Teresa’s judgment, 
he is making poor decisions. 

Many of these comments suggest that implicit in the 
“resisting peer pressure” explanation of thinking for 

yourself is an assumption that children should be mak-
ing good choices if they are thinking independently. 
To resist peer pressure, for these parents, means their 
children avoid bad choices; peer influence is negative 
and misguided and leads children to do the wrong 
thing. For these parents, thinking for yourself car-

ries an assumption, though often 
implicit, of doing the right thing 
based on some standard beyond 
the child’s desires.

Thinking for Yourself and 
Doing the “Right Thing”

Many parents value thinking 
for yourself and go one step 
further than resisting peer pres-
sure, explicitly articulating it as 
doing the right thing. Parents, 

of course, usually determine “good choices” and the 
“right thing.” These parents see their own influence—
their own values, beliefs, and moral perspectives—as 
important to pass on to their children, yet they still 
highly value “thinking for yourself.” For them, to 
think for yourself is to do the right thing, and the 
right thing is whatever the parents have taught the 
child.

Mariah Payne is a single black mother of two sons, one 
in college and another who is in third grade. She has 
worked for almost 20 years as a nurse at the children’s 
hospital in her city. Like many of the parents above, 
Mariah explains thinking for yourself as not follow-
ing the crowd, but she adds that it is about weighing 
whether something is right or wrong:

Well, I want them to be independent thinkers. 
I don’t want them to be following behind the 
crowd or because somebody says it’s okay for me 
to do it that you do it. I want you to think for 
yourself. You think about whether it’s right or 
wrong.

Mariah explains that her kids acquire a sense of right 
and wrong from “my teachings.” If her children are 
thinking for themselves, they have appropriated a 
moral framework from their mother and used it to be 
“independent thinkers” in specific situations.

“if you know they going 
somewhere to break the 

law or going to try to 
double team some other 
girl, then you say okay,  
‘i’ll see all you all later.’ 

Don’t go with them.  
think for yourself.”
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Mary Stevenson explains thinking for yourself as mak-
ing decisions based on the values she and her husband 
have taught their children. Mary is a white married 
mother of two boys; she works full-time in the offices 
of the Catholic archdiocese in her city. Her husband 
homeschools their children and works as a massage 
therapist on evenings and weekends. Mary says:

To me, teaching my child to think for himself is 
trying to get him to be able to approach a situ-
ation, to process what’s going on, and to make 
a decision based on values that we have taught 
him. As opposed to responding to peer pressure 
and saying, “Even though I know that’s wrong, 
I’m going to do it anyway because I don’t want 
to be laughed at, or I don’t want to be teased, or 
I don’t want to be whatever.”

Mary values thinking for yourself, and in her mind, it 
means that her children will make the right decisions 
based on what she and her husband have taught them.

Alea Dunbar, whom we met in chapter one, has 
six children and recently moved from Michigan to 
the Southwest in search of a better life. When Alea 
explains how she understands 
“thinking for yourself,” she says:

Just because somebody else is 
doing something doesn’t mean, 
“Oh, I’m gonna just follow this 
person.” No, think for your-
self. At least come back home. 
Think and say, “Let me go 
back home and ask my mom if 
it’s okay,” you know.

In her mind, if her son thinks for 
himself, he recognizes poor deci-
sions and comes home to seek his mother’s advice and 
permission. Thinking for himself should lead him 
“back home” to be influenced by his mother.

Heather Muck, whom we met in chapter one, jux-
taposes “to think for him or herself ” against blind 
obedience. If her children think for themselves, they 
know “it’s okay to not obey” if it’s not something they 
should do. Then she goes on to define “what they 
should do” as following the guidance of the Bible. 
So thinking for yourself is obeying the Bible, not 

“blindly obeying” those who would have them do 
wrong things:

Heather: I don’t want them to just obey blindly. 
I want them to know the reasons, and if it’s not 
something they should do, to not obey. To know 
that it’s okay to not obey. That’s why I put that 
first.

Interviewer: How do they know what they 
should do?

Heather: Based off of what we have taught 
them and what the Bible says because hope-
fully, our goal is if we’re teaching them right 
from wrong and they know what the Bible says 
is right from wrong, then they can figure out for 
themselves whether something is right or wrong 
and then if it’s the right thing to do, then they 
need “to obey.”

For Heather, thinking for yourself is making good 
judgments about right and wrong and basing those 
good judgments on the Bible. She appropriates the 
language of thinking for yourself into her understand-
ing of following the guidance and moral paths of her 

religious faith.

Abby Tyndale, whom we met in 
chapter one, left a career in the 
music industry to stay home. 
Abby explains thinking for your-
self like this: “To me that means, 
don’t do the status quo because 
it’s the status quo. Do what you 
think is right. You know, don’t 
just follow orders blindly.”

As Abby explains more about 
what is “right,” she points out 

that she and her husband are not religious, so they 
“don’t rely on anyone else for faith or morals.” Instead, 
they have their “own moral code.” She and her hus-
band, now in their forties, were the first generation to 
grow up with “Sesame Street and PBS” television, and 
Abby explains their moral code as “very PBS”:

It’s that we’re very accepting of everybody and 
decisions they want to make. Just don’t—I 
don’t care what you do—I don’t care what you 

“to me, teaching my 
child to think for himself 

is trying to get him to 
be able to approach a 

situation, to process what’s 
going on, and to make a 
decision based on values 
that we have taught him.”
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do in your sex life, as long as you’re not hurting 
kids or animals, I do not care.

If Abby’s daughter is thinking for herself, she will 
not just do the status quo because it is the status 
quo; rather, she will “do what you think is right.” 
For Abby, a sense of what is right will come from 
the Sesame Street or PBS morality code. Abby says 
that the balance between doing what is right and fol-
lowing the crowd is a challenge for her daughter: “I 
think it’s hard for her because she wants to follow 
the crowd.” When asked if she has seen this pressure 
yet, Abby says that her daughter feels it with cloth-
ing issues.

There was like somebody’s dad totally caved 
and took her to Juicy Couture, I think it is—I 
don’t know. It’s kind of risqué for young, like 
tween clothes. Like it’s a mall store, and she’s 
like, “Mommy, can I have cute clothes?” I was 
like, “Well, you know.” We talked about it, 
and I said, “You know what, I don’t—you 
should never be ashamed of your body,” and we 
use real anatomical words, which was another 
thing. But you know, I said, “But I think that, 
you know, it’s best to cover up. You don’t want 
to just show everybody everything.” And she 
was like, “You know, you’re right, Mommy.” 
She needs to protect herself. It’s not a good idea 
to, you know, wear a crop top.

In this instance, in Abby’s mind, thinking for your-
self means doing what’s right, and that means her 
7-year-old maintaining a degree of modesty. Abby’s 
“moral code” gets passed on to her daughter in this 
way and is a part of her daughter learning to think 
for herself.

Aaron Asch is the father we met in chapter two who 
works in procurement for a pharmaceutical com-
pany. For him, thinking for yourself is resisting peer 
pressure and having the “intestinal fortitude” to say 
no to something you should not do:
 

To me it means to have critical analysis of situ-
ations, like you’re in a situation with a peer 
group, and they’re doing something, and you 
think, “Do I want to do this? Is it the right 
thing to do? Do I have the intestinal fortitude 
to say no?”…You should be able to think for 

yourself and say, “Okay, there’s a reason why I 
think this is wrong, or actually I think this is 
not right.” If it’s right or wrong, they definitely 
shouldn’t do wrong.

When Aaron was asked about the basis for the right 
and wrong judgments he wants his children to make, 
he says, “Well, I think again that falls onto that belief 
that you instilled in your children.” The beliefs and 
values that he instills in his children become the crite-
ria for thinking for yourself and doing the right thing.

Florette Thompson, the nurse’s aide whom we met 
in chapter one, explains “thinking for yourself ” as 
knowing the difference between right and wrong:

Well, she needs to know right from wrong. As 
long as you know right from wrong—I’m not 
gonna say you’re not gonna make a mistake—
but you know, you know what you’re getting 
into…And if you choose to make that wrong 
decision, then that’s on you, but you know 
right from wrong.

When asked how her children learn right from 
wrong, Florette gives a list of authorities: “She 
learned it from me, she learned it from her aunts, she 
learned it from church, I mean, read the Bible, the 
Bible tell you right from wrong.” Florette explains 
that she knows her older daughter is thinking for 
herself because she is now “in college, hasn’t got-
ten into any problems, doesn’t have a child.” In 
other words, Florette sees evidence of her daughter 
thinking for herself because she is following what 
Florette, and other adult authority figures, perceive 
to be a straight and narrow path. For her younger 
son, thinking for himself would mean he’s “going to 
school to learn…not going there to clown” and “give 
respect, yes ma’am, no ma’am, yes sir, no sir.” She 
wants her children to think for themselves, and if 
they are doing this, it appears they will be obedient 
children.

Suzanne Coleman is a married white mother of two 
young children. She works evenings at a call cen-
ter and her husband is in law school full-time. She 
explains why thinking for yourself is important:

I want them to be independent and I want 
them to be able to be individual thinkers. I 
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don’t want them to just go with whatever is the 
most popular thing, ‘cause a lot of times that’s 
usually not the right direction anyway.

In order to help her kids think for themselves and 
go in the “right direction,” Suzanne uses role-playing 
games:

We’re putting her in role-plays and saying, 
“Okay, what’s a better choice here? You know 
you’re always going to have a choice, so are you 
going to choose to do it this way or this way 
or this way? You’ve got to figure out what’s the 
right thing to do.”

Suzanne thinks that these role-playing exercises will 
help her children think for themselves and “figure out 
what’s the right thing to do” in a given situation.

Bill Denton, a white father of two with a high school 
degree who works minimal hours as an on-call, expe-
dited freight truck driver, explains that thinking for 
yourself is his top priority, but he clarifies that he’s not 
against obeying: “now I’m not talking in an aspect of 
not obeying authority, that’s why I had to really think 
hard about obeying.” In his mind, independent think-
ing is not contrary to obeying. Bill wants his children 
“think for themselves, do what’s right” and that means 
that they come to him with questions or problems, 
rather than being “swayed and led by other people”:

And if that means they have to give up certain 
things or being in this group or that group, then 
so be it. They’ll be a better person for it down the 
road. But I want them to be able to be indepen-
dent thinkers, not be swayed by that age group.

Sally Brink is a white mother of three teenagers who 
works as a housekeeper in a local motel. For her, 
thinking for yourself means “you don’t do something 
just because somebody else does it. You think and you 
do what’s best and what’s right.” When she was asked 
how her children know “what’s best and what’s right,” 
she says: “I guess it’s the morals and values that they’ve 
got from us. You know, how we raised them.” 

Riley Stampson, a married white mother of four (only 
one is still at home) with no college degree, works as a 
freelance court reporter. She sees thinking for yourself 
as resisting the “culture” that “has it wrong” and the 

“TV and stuff that goes on at school,” so you have 
to “think for yourself.” She tries to teach this think-
ing for yourself by talking to her children as much as 
possible. She says, “You talk about a lot of things,” so 
that they know how to resist the negative influences of 
the “culture.” For Riley, thinking for yourself is about 
submitting to her guidance rather than the influences 
of others.

Paul Lukes is a married black father of an 11-year-old 
son; he does not have a college degree and works as 
an appointment scheduler in a physician’s office. Paul 
says that if his son “thinks for himself, he’s going to 
realize that from the values we taught him that this 
certain thing isn’t the right thing to do.” He mentions 
teaching his son “the way he should be taught bibli-
cally that ‘do unto others as you would have them do 
unto yourself.’” Clearly for Paul, his son thinking for 
himself is closely tied to doing what his parents think 
is best for him. Paul gives an example of wanting his 
son to be more active this summer, so they gave him 
several choices (soccer, basketball, or baseball): “So it 
gives him the idea that he is thinking for himself by 
choosing one of those where he’s actually doing what 
we want him to do by getting him out.”

Gabriel Trulio, a Hispanic father we met in chapter 
one, doesn’t use the term “doing the right” thing, 
but for him, thinking for yourself sounds a lot like 
integrity:

You know who you are and to know what you 
believe and the principles that you have and, 
and you know you have the power just to ana-
lyze that and to, to experience that and just 
not to change or morph because of what other 
people think or what other situations comes to 
your life.

For Gabriel, “knowing what you believe and the prin-
ciples that you have” come from your family:

First [they come] from their house, what they 
have seen in us as parents and the way we have 
conducted our lives here in the house and that 
we, you know if we are real and know what we 
say, I think the kids can see it.

It is worth noting that a majority of black and “Other” 
(including Asian and multi-ethnic) minority parents, 
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as well as a majority of highly religious parents, articu-
late thinking for yourself in this way (see Figures 8 
and 9). For these parents, “thinking for yourself ” is 
not a narcissistic quest for fulfillment; in fact, they 
suggest it is the opposite. At least as valued and articu-
lated by these parents, thinking for yourself is about 
not doing things the parents judge to be wrong, and 
it is about doing things the parents judge to be right. 
Within this framework, thinking for yourself sounds 
a lot like obedience and conformity. 

Conclusion

American parents clearly hold to an ideal of 
autonomy: they want to raise children who are 
independent and who think for themselves. But 
several scholars have suggested that this ideal may 

be more myth than reality. The sociologist Markella 
Rutherford argues that parents desire autonomy 
and freedom, but give their children “indepen-
dence” in meaningless tasks like what to eat or 
what clothes to wear. They are constantly control-
ling and supervising most activities, so children 
have very little freedom in anything of substance.42 
Anthropologists Elinor Ochs and Carolina 
Izqueirdo show that as compared to children raised 
in Peru and Samoa, American children are much 
less responsible and independent, especially when 
it comes to household tasks.43 This research sug-
gests that American parents hold cultural ideals of 
independence and autonomy, yet utilize practices 
that promote dependency.

These interviews suggest that the ideal of autonomy 
that most parents hold may not actually be autonomy, 
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at least not as conventionally understood in the 
American context. Parents seem compelled to priori-
tize “thinking for yourself.” They naturally look to this 
language to capture their desired qualities, and they 
believe that this skill, or character trait, will help their 
children navigate an uncertain world. Yet many par-
ents articulate thinking for yourself in moral language 
of right and wrong and even as internalizing paren-
tal moral frameworks. Parents do not appear to want 
children who are independent of the parent’s own 
moral system, autonomous from the parent’s sense of 
right and wrong. They want their children to do the 
right thing, which, presumably, is not narcissistic self-
indulgence. Parents seem to have a moral sense that 
is reflected in the way they talk about desired quali-
ties for their children, and they want their children 
to grasp this moral sense. They want to impart spe-
cific knowledge and behavior that their children will 

follow. Some might call that obedience or even con-
formity. Yet parents feel compelled to use the language 
of autonomy that connotes, at least in the popular 
imagination, a kind of expressive individualism, dis-
tancing themselves from the language of obedience 
and authority. This is a symptom of their ambivalence 
and discomfort with moral authority. Parents value a 
kind of cultural myth of individualism deeply rooted 
in a modern American view of the world, but they still 
want their children to know right from wrong and to 
internalize the parents’ own morality.
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From Discipline to Influence? 
The Rise of Communication and Intimacy

4

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as 
the United States shifted from an agrarian society to a 
more industrial one, the perception of the child and 
the child’s role in society was radically transformed. 
Historically, children were important contributors to the 
household economy, performing essential tasks around 
the farm. During the industrial era, children initially 
worked in factories, which allowed them to contribute to 
the family income in a way analogous to their economic 
contribution on the family farm. However, an onslaught 
of child-labor laws eventually limited children’s ability to 
work and by the 1930s “economic participation of chil-
dren had dwindled dramatically.”44 Proponents of child 
labor laws argued that “true parental love could only exist 
if the child was defined exclusively as an object of sen-
timentality and not as an agent of production.”45 This 
notion, buttressed by the need for a new role for chil-
dren, caught on and, consequently, as children decreased 
in economic value, they increased in sentimental value, 
which gave rise to notions of the “priceless” and “vul-
nerable” child.46 Children, therefore, moved from being 
economic assets to being emotional assets.

As families lost their primary economic responsibilities, 
they acquired new burdens and expectations, as histo-
rians Steven Mintz and Susan Kellogg observed: “the 
middle-class family was assigned primary responsibility 
for fulfilling the emotional and psychological needs of 
its members.”47 Mintz and Kellogg argue that this need 
for emotional fulfillment extends to various aspects of 
family life, including the parent-child relationship. They 
note that, as the child took on more and more senti-
mental value, child psychology developed to reflect and 
reinforce these changes. Psychologists began to place a 
greater emphasis on “theories of psychological develop-
ment, which stressed the gradual unfolding of a child’s 
personality” and argued that the child should “be seen 
as an active and feeling individual in need of respect 

and love as well as discipline.” This resulted in a dis-
tinct change in childrearing, as strict discipline gave way 
to “a more humanistic and empathetic approach.”48 As 
the child became “priceless,” the child-parent relation-
ship took on a new shape and, ultimately, had less to do 
with the authority of the parent than the sentimental 
worth of the child and the development of the child’s 
personality.

Throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-
first, the sentimental value of the child has continued to 
grow significantly. Although we did not ask specifically 
about emotional closeness in the interviews, parents dis-
cussed communication and intimacy frequently, more 
than any other topic not asked about directly. Clearly, 
parents place a high degree of value and importance 
on communicating and developing a close relationship 
with their children, generally evidenced by the parents’ 
desire to talk openly and frequently with their children 
and by their expression of love and affection toward 
their children.49 This is most often contrasted with their 
own parents, who they say were less communicative and 
did not value close relationships nearly as much. Parents 
want to move beyond a regime of discipline that they 
see as distant and uncommunicative. They think closer, 
more open, and intimate relationships are a better alter-
native than the strict or authoritarian arrangements of 
their parents.

James Donner’s approach to communication is fairly 
typical. He works at Wal-Mart and is a married black 
father of three sons (two were born when James was in 
high school and do not live with him). He joined the 
Navy out of high school, turning down a Division I col-
lege basketball scholarship because he had to provide for 
his two children at the time. James says the hardest part 
of raising kids is “teaching them right from wrong,” and 
he says he does this differently than his parents did:
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It’s, it’s more, instead of whipping, more talk-
ing. Sitting down with him, talking with him 
about a lot of stuff that he doing, stuff like that 
you know…when I grew up and messed up you 
got disciplined, you don’t get disciplined [now].

He says that with his own son, he’d “rather sit down 
and talk with him than raise my voice with him.” 
James thinks that when they sit down and talk “man 
to man,” his son “respect[s] that more” and they “can 
communicate better about it.” Instead of “whipping” 
and yelling, James chooses to talk with his son about 
right and wrong, seeking to exert his influence by 
communicating and maintaining a close relationship:

We talk to him a lot about a lot of stuff going 
on. ‘Cause this town’s so small, a lot of kids get 
into trouble now so we talk to him about choos-
ing the right friends and stuff like that, that get 
into the wrong crowd and you get into trouble 
too…[we] talk about everything. Drugs, sex, 
like I say, choosing the right people to hang 
with, stuff like that.

When James contrasts his own parenting style to that 
of his parents, he sees the communication he shares 
with his son as an alternative to the harsher forms of 
discipline he experienced as a child. This is, in part, 
about respect—gaining the respect of his son and, 
presumably, demonstrating respect for his son. He 
realizes that instilling moral frameworks into his child 
is not an easy task, but he believes his more commu-
nicative approach is a better alternative.

Why this is a better alternative is a little less clear. 
Parents are a bit less articulate about this. It is clear 
that they experience strong cultural norms that cre-
ate a dominant set of expectations: they feel like they 
are supposed to communicate and be intimate with 
their kids. This cultural expectation makes perfect 
sense given the historical literature cited above—the 
construction of “childhood” as a domain of inno-
cence and vulnerability; industrial and post-industrial 
economic changes; children as priceless, vulner-
able, emotional assets; and the general rise of more 
therapeutic relationships. And clearly parents gain 
emotional gratification from children (see below). 
But, as James’s comments suggest, it is also the case 
that parents value communication and intimacy for 
other reasons. They see their role as teaching moral 

standards, instilling values, and directing and forming 
children—but rather than the disciplinary practices of 
their own parents, parents in this study believe close 
relationships may be the means towards these ends. 
They do not appear, however, to have a language to 
talk about this or an inherited sense of how to do this 
and why it matters. Communication and intimacy, 
which are usually contrasted with stricter forms of dis-
cipline, appear to be a softer means of accomplishing 
the same desired ends.50 

The Obligation for Communication and 
intimacy

Parents feel pressure and obligation from strong social 
norms to be close to their children and to communi-
cate with them, and they feel guilty if they do not do 
it well. Most parents, however, are not exactly sure 
why. They feel it is very important and better than the 
alternative, but they cannot articulate how, or even if, 
their children benefit in some way.

Paul Davey, a white father in his mid-thirties, received 
a medical discharge from the Army after being 
wounded in training. He is now taking college classes 
and is the primary caregiver for his three children; his 
wife works a night shift at the local Costco. He stresses 
the importance of communicating with his children, 
especially because he feels that “both my parents 
didn’t talk to me enough about things.” On the one 
hand, Paul is relatively articulate about why he thinks 
this is important, suggesting that it reflects a certain 
degree of respect he has for his children:

If I try to explain things to them so that they 
understand that I’m trying to show them the 
respect that—“Look, you guys are not grown-
ups, but you’re not complete imbeciles, you 
should be able to understand what I’m tell-
ing you and this is why I’m telling it to you.” 
I just—again—it’s a sign of respect. I never 
understood why my dad would just yell and 
scream at me that I had to go do something.

In this sense, he suggests that his communication with 
his children shows respect for them that his father’s 
style did not. But, as Paul continues to explain the 
value he places on communication, he also acknowl-
edges a strong cultural norm suggesting, “you’re just 
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supposed to do it.” He says, “I feel it’s important; 
communication is important, that’s what everybody 
stresses. That’s what Oprah, the psychologists, and 
everyone else says, ‘Communication is important.’” 
Paul experiences expectations for close, communi-
cative relationships with his children, and at least 
part of that expectation comes from “Oprah” and 
“psychologists”—a network of experts that offer 
guidelines to parents.

Many parents express this idea that communication is 
important; it’s what you’re supposed to do with your 
kids.
 
Felicia Pringle is a black single 
mother in her twenties with two 
young children who works part-
time in the food services. She 
feels like her relationship with her 
own mother lacked any real com-
munication, and she wants her 
own children to be able to come 
to talk to her:

With my mom, she was really 
never around, so, you know, 
we didn’t communicate a lot 
and we didn’t have a bond, so what I would do 
differently is, you know, is talk to my children, 
be close with them, build up a mother-child 
relationship with them.

Felicia is very happy that her children do come to talk 
to her frequently. When asked why that was impor-
tant to her, and if she thinks her kids will benefit from 
this communication in a way that she did not, she 
responds:

I think it will benefit them a lot. I think it 
will show them that…communication’s the key, 
right? In order for people to understand, you 
have to communicate, so, that’s it.

Felicia believes “communication is the key,” but she’s 
not exactly sure why this is the case.

Steve Caldwell is a married, white father of three in 
his late thirties who owns a lawn mowing company. 
When he reflects on his relationship with his own par-
ents, he says they were not close: “I guess there wasn’t 

a lot of closeness there, a lot of—I wouldn’t even—I 
don’t know, love maybe.” Steve describes his own rela-
tionship with his kids similarly, saying there’s not a lot 
of “closeness, like I’m not a huggy-touchy, you know, 
I-don’t-tell-them-I-love-them-as-much-as-I-should-
type person.” He goes on to say, “We’re not close 
like we should be.” Steve feels some imperative to be 
close and feels like he doesn’t quite measure up on 
this front. There are other parents that “are a lot closer 
with their children than I am with mine, like hugging 
them all the time and kissing them.” Steve can’t say 
exactly why he thinks he should do this more:

I just think it’s probably good 
for them. Like I said, when 
I was young, it wasn’t like 
that type of relationship with 
my parents, but I just think 
it probably makes them feel 
loved, I guess would be my 
thing.

Steve thinks his kids might feel 
more loved if he were closer to 
them, showing his affection and 
communicating more. He does 
not necessarily feel like he missed 

out as a child, but he does think it might be better if 
he were closer to his own kids.

Dana DiTrillio is the mother of pre-teen twins whom 
we met in chapter two. Like Steve, she feels like she 
should be closer to her kids so that she can commu-
nicate with them more. Her own parents did not 
communicate with her very much, and she wishes she 
would be able to do it more with her children: “that’s 
one definite thing I totally lack and need to do better.” 
Dana realizes her twins, who are 12 years old, are at 
an age where she should be discussing the issue of sex, 
but she can’t seem to do it:

It would be so much better for all of us if we 
talked more about it. I do think of that often. 
I think consciously, how can I get myself more 
comfortable with open communication? That’s 
a big weakness for me.

When asked about why she feels like it’s a weakness, 
or what would improve if the lines of communication 
were more open, Dana is not quite sure:

“i feel it’s important; 
communication is 

important, that’s what 
everybody stresses. 
that’s what oprah, 

the psychologists, and 
everyone else says, 
‘Communication is 

important.’”
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I just feel like common knowledge. I do read 
a lot. Common knowledge and conventional 
wisdom is talk to your kids and be open. I don’t 
know what they get out of it because I didn’t 
have that and I feel like I did okay (laughter), 
but I know people say you should talk freely. 
I’m sure that’s a good idea, but 
I don’t know what you get out 
of it. What do you get out of it? 
I don’t know. It’s a great ques-
tion. I don’t know. What do 
you think?

Common knowledge and con-
ventional wisdom suggest you 
should be open with your kids; 
Dana feels this strongly enough 
to be guilty about not communi-
cating. When she was asked if she would do anything 
differently with her children if she could start all over 
again, she quickly states she would “solve this com-
munication issue: That’s one thing I would have 
remedied. I would have opened the line of commu-
nication earlier.” She even feels like maybe she should 
have had “therapy or something for someone to tell 
me how I can get comfortable talking to my kids 
more.”

Cynthia Schwartz is the mother of two older teenagers 
we met in chapter two. Like Dana, her own parents 
were not communicative with her as a child: “there 
just wasn’t a whole lot of discussion in my house; you 
didn’t talk about things.” Cynthia says she’s “made an 
effort to keep channels open with my kids and just 
talk about things in the open, life, and other people 
if that’s important and how I’m feeling.” She never 
knew how her parents were feeling or what they 
thought about things. When asked about how her less 
communicative relationship with her parents affected 
her, Cynthia says:

I guess it made them, somewhat more distant. 
I think…I don’t know…did it affect my rela-
tionship with them? Maybe not, I don’t know, 
maybe not directly, but certainly affected the 
way I interacted with people. I wasn’t sure what 
was okay to talk about and what wasn’t. I don’t 
know…I just wanted a more open—a more 
open relationship with my kids.

Cynthia thinks her closed relationship with her par-
ents affected how she interacted with other people, 
though she is not quite sure. She can’t say why exactly, 
but she knows she wants a more open relationship for 
her own children.

Angelina Gargula, whom we met 
in chapter three, is a Hispanic 
single mother of four in her thir-
ties who does clerical work at a 
car dealership. She had her first 
child—now 19—when she was a 
teenager and expresses regret that 
she did “not pay so much atten-
tion” to him, mostly leaving his 
grandmother to raise him. She 
regrets that she does not have a 
close relationship with him. She 

says she tries harder with her other children now 
“‘cause I know my shortcomings or my mistakes.” 
When asked what she does differently now than she 
did with her older child, Angelina says: “I’m just 
there more. That’s the biggest thing. You just have 
to be there for them and not be out and gone and 
doing your own thing.” She knows that to “be there” 
for her kids will create the intimacy she lacks with 
her oldest child.

For these respondents, the obligation to have a close 
and intimate relationship with their children is a cen-
tral factor in being a good parent.

intimacy Offers emotional Rewards for 
Parents

As noted above, parents place a high value on com-
munication and intimacy with their children, even if 
they are not exactly sure what its benefits are. But par-
ents themselves seem to gain emotional rewards and 
enhanced self-esteem from communication and inti-
macy with their children. When parents were asked 
what the best thing about having children was, many 
of them discuss the intimacy they have with their chil-
dren as the most rewarding.

Jonathan Snelling, the nurse with four kids and one 
on the way whom we met in chapter two, says the joy, 
intimacy, and affection his children show him is the 
greatest part of parenthood:

“i know people say you 
should talk freely. i’m sure 
that’s a good idea, but i 
don’t know what you get 
out of it. What do you get 

out of it?”
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I think one of the best things that comes to mind 
when I think of that question is the joy that they 
bring. I wouldn’t have known this or be able to 
articulate until it happens, but coming home 
from work and having your children run up 
to you with arms open wide and say, “Daddy’s 
home!” There’s just something about that that’s 
joyful.

Because he feels very close to his children, Jonathan 
says that “receiving that kind of love and affection 
unrequested, unrehearsed, un-demanded is very 
much a joy.”

Single mothers especially express this sentiment. 
Felicia Pringle, the single mother who works in food 
services, says that the best thing about having children 
is “them coming to you for certain things, and the 
love that they give.” She explains that her daughter 
writes her a lot of notes that say, “I love you Mommy” 
and puts them under her door. Felicia appreciates 
these gestures of intimacy:

Especially when they carry the little pictures 
and notes that they write and leave for you, 
‘cause my kids, they’re really sentimental. It 
really makes me proud because I know that my 
kids, they love me and they care about me and 
I’m important to them.

Angelina Gargula says that her 
children are her “soul mates.” She 
explains that she has a boyfriend, 
but he does not live with her, 
which is a conscious decision on 
her part. She wants to “live just 
with [my kids] because I have 
to concentrate on them.” She 
says that she doesn’t really have 
a mate, and her kids serve that 
role for her: “They’re like my soul mates, I guess, my 
friends in some ways instead of family, so I think that’s 
the best thing.” The relationship she has with her chil-
dren fulfills and substitutes for a relationship with an 
intimate partner.

Martha Jenkins is a white single mother in her twen-
ties who works part-time for an early childhood 
learning center. She has two young children with dif-
ferent fathers and is in school full-time while working. 

When asked about the best thing about having kids, 
she simply says, “Everything”:

Their unconditional love and you can have a 
really crappy day and come home and they don’t 
even know it and just give you a big hug and it 
melts your heart and makes everything better.”

Clearly parents gain emotional rewards from close 
relationships with their children.

Communication as a Tool for influence and 
Formation

Jonathan Snelling, the nurse, expresses the importance 
of communication and close relationship with his chil-
dren in terms of opening up lines of influence. He seeks 
to develop close relationships with each of his kids:

[We’re] trying to foster, especially as they grow 
into between teenage years, being—having the 
desire that they would turn to us if they had 
questions or concerns. Getting to know them 
too. Realizing they have a personality that’s 
going to form apart from what we do or teach 
because they’re their own people, and so they’re 
going to make choices. Not that they are already 
knowable because they’re still formulating that, 

and we can very much influ-
ence that, but growing to know 
them. Not be friends with our 
kids because I don’t think 
that’s the right parent-child 
relationship.

Jonathan wants to get to know 
his kids because they are each 
forming a personality “apart from 
what we do or teach,” but he also 

believes that he can influence his children’s choices if 
he has a close relationship with them. He’s careful to 
point out that he wants to be close and communicate 
with his kids, but not to “be friends” with them.

Teresa Clarke, the married former teacher with two 
teenagers whom we met in chapter two, offers several 
examples of how close relationships and open lines of 
communication can lead to this kind of influence. She 
has a “fantastic relationship” with her two children, 

“it really makes me proud 
because i know that my 

kids, they love me and they 
care about me and i’m 

important to them.”
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but she also realizes that they may “loathe me some-
times” because she is the parent and the disciplinarian 
in the house. Teresa explains that a “young lady was 
coming to school high” on drugs and she took the 
opportunity to talk to her son about it because “I don’t 
want [him] ever to use.” When asked what approach 
she took with him to discuss it, she says:

An open [approach]. “Is that something you’re 
interested in?” If it’s yes, “Why?” If it’s no, 
“Why?” It’s always why? Whether it’s, “Yes, 
good. Ooh, no hoo-hah. Why? Why are you 
interested in it? Would you like more informa-
tion about it? Can we do some research on the 
goods and the bads of it?” That’s what we do.

She says that she does this a lot. When her son asked 
her, “Ma, can you get AIDS from kissing?,” she did 
some “research” with him on it.

“Let’s find some research. Let’s look at what hap-
pens when we have sex unprotected” because it’s 
not my choice whether he is going to have sex. 
The pressure one day is he’s going to get up and 
he’s going to have some sex. “I want you to be 
well informed the day that you choose to have 
sex.” Of course, he didn’t want to talk about sex 
with his mother, but he hates when I pull out 
the pictures of gonorrhea, syphilis, and herpes, 
and we go down a list of what’s curable and 
what’s not. He doesn’t like that, but he listens…

Teresa says that she has these kinds of discussions with 
her children because she thinks that “they won’t have 
to so much lean toward their friends for advice.” She 
wants the lines of communication open so that her 
children will come to her with these questions.

Felicia Pringle, the single mother who works part-
time in food services, hopes that her daughter will 
continue to talk to her, especially as she reaches the 
teenage years: “I hope she can, you know, come to 
me and talk to me about certain things, like boys and 
stuff like that.” Felicia was pregnant at 14 and had two 
children before she turned 18; she hopes her daughter 
will avoid the decisions that led to that outcome:

I didn’t go to my mom about that stuff and I 
want [my daughter] to come to me and talk 
to me. Had I been able to, probably, I’m not 

going to say that I wouldn’t have you know, had 
children. You’re gonna do what you want to do, 
but I think that would help me.

Although she realizes nothing is certain, Felicia thinks 
that if she talks to her daughter and has a closer 
relationship than she did to her own mother, her 
daughter may be better off. Felicia says she wouldn’t 
trade her kids for anything, but the pressures and 
strains of being a teenage mother are not something 
she wishes on her daughter. She thinks communica-
tion might be helpful in guiding her daughter in a 
different direction. 

Caroline Staples, whom we met in chapter three, 
works as a customer analyst for a large financial ser-
vices firm. Caroline’s son is only five years old, but she 
thinks he is “lucky because he has two older parents 
who give him a lot of attention and we talk to him all 
the time.” This constant attention and communica-
tion is a way for Caroline to guide and direct her son’s 
choices. When asked whether parents decide what’s 
best for kids or if kids can decide on their own, she 
responds:

I think parents have to have input into that 
because I think part of growing up is figuring 
out things and you need to have some guid-
ance because some choices that are the right 
choices are not necessarily the easy choices. It’s 
a lot easier to some extent, short-term, to not 
go to school, and not do your homework, and 
not work, but it’s not going to do you any good 
long-term. 

For Caroline, this input into her son’s long-term good 
takes the form of directing him towards going to col-
lege. She graduated from an elite New England liberal 
arts college, and college is “absolutely” an expectation 
for her 5-year-old son. She says she takes him to visit 
her niece who is attending a nearby Ivy League school, 
and when Caroline is on campus with her son, she 
says to him, “Well, you could go to school here.” For 
her, frequent communication and attention is a way 
to guide him toward the “right choices,” like going to 
a good college.

Claudia Baez is a married Hispanic mother in her 
mid-thirties with 6 children from the ages of 2 to 19. 
Claudia used to be a caseworker for a county child 
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services agency but now stays home. When she was 
growing up in Panama, she says that she felt “always 
scared, and always nervous” because she was afraid of 
her parents. She says that she and her brother never 
really got into trouble, but “I can honestly say it was 
based out of pure fear.” She thinks that “it would 
have been nice if that would have been instilled in 
us without the fear, and just the respect and just the 
knowledge.” Claudia believes her parents didn’t “put 
knowledge into us; they just put fear, and that kind of 
makes you nervous and scared.” She contrasts her own 
relationship with her kids and says, “I’m glad that my 
kids can just talk” without being afraid.

Sometimes their friends will be like, “You told 
your mom that?” And they’re like, “Yeah, why 
not? It’s my mom.” So I like that. It’s an open 
door policy, talking about anything. It really 
doesn’t matter.

Claudia likes that her kids are comfortable talking to 
her about anything. She uses these close relationships 
to influence her children’s behavior. She thinks her kids 
will probably still “do stupid things, but at least I can say 
I taught you why, I didn’t just tell you, I taught you, I 
showed you.” When her daughter 
was 15 years old, Claudia noticed 
she was “tired every day with bags 
under her eyes…losing weight.” 
Claudia thought she was doing 
drugs. Rather than getting angry 
or violent, as her parents might 
have done, Claudia went on the 
internet and printed photographs 
of people who were doing drugs. 
She showed them to her daughter and said, “This is 
what meth does to you.” It turned out her daughter 
was not on drugs but was having issues with a “jerk 
boyfriend.” But Claudia thinks her open lines of com-
munication enabled her to discuss the situation with 
her daughter: “but things like that, my parents never 
showed me, never taught me why. ‘Just don’t do it 
because I said so and that’s it.’”

Karla Spooner is a white divorced mother in her mid-
twenties, with two young children, who used to work 
at Subway and is now a full-time student (online) for 
an “administrative professional” degree. Growing up, 
Karla says she “felt like it was hard to talk to my par-
ents about things that I was feeling or that I was going 

through because I was afraid of how upset they would 
be; there [were] always like punishments.” She says 
that she wants to do things differently with her kids:

Karla: I guess with my kids I would prefer that 
they be more open with me about feelings that 
they have or things like that without the fear of 
how I might react to it.

Interviewer: How do you think your kids 
might benefit from being able to communicate 
with you more than you did with your mom?

Karla: Because I think that maybe it might 
make a change to the way they behave.

Karla’s interest in communicating and being “open 
about feelings” with her children is ultimately about 
changing their behavior. She gives a recent example 
with her son. Her 8-year-old son brought something 
home from school that he had taken out of another 
student’s backpack. Karla asked him where it came 
from and he “upfront told me that he had taken it.” 
She talked to him about why it’s wrong to take things 
that do not belong to you and he had to bring it back, 

talk to the guidance counselor 
and the principal, and apolo-
gize. She believes the open lines 
of communication she has estab-
lished with him led to his honesty 
and opened the door for her to 
discuss it with him:

But where if that were to have 
been something that I would 
have done and I had been 

honest with my parents about it, there would 
have been strong discipline and punishment for 
it where I would have been afraid to be hon-
est. Then it would have been something that I 
would have continued doing because there have 
been situations like that. At least now I know 
that if my children feel like they can be honest 
with me about things, how they’re feeling, or 
what they’re doing, then we can find ways to 
steer around it and change the behavior rather 
than it continuing because they’re afraid to talk.

Karla believes her parents’ form of discipline would 
have caused her to be dishonest about a situation like 

“my parents didn’t put 
knowledge into us; they 

just put fear, and that kind 
of makes you nervous  

and scared.”
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this, thus continuing the behavior. The closer rela-
tionship she shares with her son, she believes, enables 
her to address these issues, give him a “learning expe-
rience,” and change the behavior.

Jennifer Wren is an Asian American married mother 
of two teenage sons. She formerly worked in the 
software industry but now mainly stays home and 
substitute teaches on occasion. She is heavily involved 
in her sons’ lives and says they are very close and 
talk about everything. Jennifer even says she attends 
school dances with her older son—“he really doesn’t 
mind”—and she says that she substitute teaches at 
their school so she can keep 
track of what is going on there. 
She explains that she wants to 
“keep the open relationship” with 
them. In her mind, open lines of 
communication are important, 
especially with her older son:

I want him to come to me. I 
don’t want him to go to his 
friends for advice, or other 
parents. It’s not their decision. 
It’s my husband and I, you 
know, we want him to come to 
us and feel comfortable. And 
he does, that’s why he doesn’t care when I go to 
the dances or all his activities.

Jennifer is a very involved mother and she sees her 
involvement as a way to be in constant communica-
tion and contact with her sons. This is ultimately a 
way for her to protect her kids and guide them in the 
right direction. For instance, she says that “my parents 
and I never discussed sex,” but it was addressed in the 
fourth grade in her son’s school, and neighborhood 
kids had “already told him about sex websites,” so she 
jumped right in to discuss it with him:

And I don’t want something to happen because 
I didn’t talk to him about it. Because if some-
thing happens, like drugs, or sex, or whatever, 
it’s not because we didn’t discuss it. It must be 
because the situation happened, for whatever 
reason, I can’t even tell you, but it’s not because 
we didn’t discuss it.

Jennifer’s comment places a great deal of pressure on 
her as the parent. She seems to suggest that all of the 
responsibility for teaching her child right and wrong 
falls on her. She cannot, and does not, rely on other 
institutions to support her in this task.

Robert Webber is a white, married father of three who 
worked in accounting, then stayed at home for several 
years, and now works night shift, doing security for 
a bio-tech lab. Robert says his kids have always been 
able to talk to him. He says, “They talk about things 
that—even my daughter, that generally you don’t talk 
to your dad about.” This includes sex and “the pill.” 

Robert doesn’t “play the hypo-
crite,” by which he means he is 
open about the mistakes he made 
in his past. He believes that this 
enables his children to come to 
him for guidance. He offers an 
example with his son who told 
Robert he wanted to be in the 
Infantry in the Army instead of 
going to college. Robert thought 
this was a foolish move because 
“you’re going to come out four 
years from now, assuming you 
don’t like what you’re doing, 
in the same position you’re in 

right now.” Robert thought the Army, at least in the 
Infantry, would not be a good career move. He was 
trying to persuade his son to join the Navy, where 
Robert thought he might gain more usable job skills 
for the future. In the end, Robert says his message 
was heard: “because he does listen to me, and he does 
respect what I say. He may not always agree with it, 
at first, but it’s always been that way. They will listen.”

Scott Mumford is a white married father of two young 
boys, ages five and seven, who works as a civil engi-
neer. He says that there are times when he feels he is 
being strict and he sees his father in himself. He then 
says, “Unfortunately, it doesn’t seem to be working on 
them, which is frustrating.” He goes on to explain:

Well, you know, I’ll tell them to do something 
and like I tell them eight, nine, ten times before 
they listen. Gosh, when I did it, if it got to the 
second time, I was in trouble. So why isn’t that 
working? I don’t know. I wish I had the answer 
to that.

“At least now i know that 
if my children feel like they 

can be honest with me 
about things, how they’re 

feeling, or what they’re 
doing, then we can find 

ways to steer around it and 
change the behavior.”
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When asked if he disciplines his children differently 
than he was disciplined as a child, Scott says, “I don’t 
think you’re allowed to discipline kids these days the 
way I was disciplined, [but] I also wouldn’t want to.” 
In describing how his approach is different, he says, 
“I try to show my affection to my kids outwardly 
towards them more so than I remember my parents 
showing to me.”

Many parents see communication and intimacy as a 
strategy for “better” influence and direction for their 
child. Although often contrasted with certain forms of 
discipline used by their parents, “open lines of commu-
nication” are used toward the same end: leading children 
in the direction the parents think they should go.

Conclusion

In the minds of the parents in this study, commu-
nication and intimacy are highly valued elements 
of a good relationship with a child, and parents see 
them as a major difference from their own upbring-
ing. Parents experience a strong cultural expectation 
to have a close and communicative relationship with 
their kids; most feel they have a duty and responsibil-
ity to be close and think it’s genuinely a good thing, 
but they are not sure exactly why.

This shows the power of culture in its most dominant 
form—unquestioned, taken-for-granted assumptions 
that act upon us almost like instinct or intuition. It 
is a natural response; we do it even if we are unsure 
why. This dominant culture of parenting has been 
evolving for some time. Parents in Middletown in 
1924 expressed that no one wanted to be thought of 
as the stern and severe parent, that they wanted to be 
less authoritative, and that they placed a lower value 
on strict obedience than their own parents. Alexis de 
Tocqueville, as early as 1840, observed that “as mores 
and laws become more democratic,” the parent-child 
relationship becomes “more intimate and sweeter,” 
“rule and authority” weaken, and “confidence and 
affection” increase.51 But the roots of such a culture 
go back even further, to an Enlightenment narrative 
that constructed ideals of individual liberty and com-
plicated the notion of received authority.

Although contemporary American parents see them-
selves as doing something different than their parents 

and are not exactly sure why they value it, they appear 
to use communication and intimacy as a strategy to 
lead children in the direction they should go—more 
precisely, as a different way to talk about what used 
to be referred to as “discipline.” It is the language of 
nurturing therapy with the intentions of authorita-
tive discipline. In some ways, communication and 
intimacy thus become a softer means to the same 
ends. But perhaps “discipline” is not the right word 
to describe how parents use communication and 
intimacy. Parents are ambivalent about the authority 
that discipline requires. Yet they still see their role as 
teaching moral standards, instilling values, and direct-
ing their children; communication and intimacy, as 
discussed by parents in this study, thus reflects a shift 
from discipline to influence, a softer form of control.

What does this tell us about contemporary parenting? 
Parents have to shape and form children—socializa-
tion demands it—and they now use methods to do 
so that are culturally acceptable and reflect important 
shifts in our understanding of authority. Soft forms 
of influence make parents feel better about their 
position of authority—it does not feel like they are 
self-consciously the ones in charge dictating demands. 
It makes them feel better about themselves—indeed, 
communication and intimacy bring significant emo-
tional gratification to parents. It is quite possible that 
this is indeed a “better” alternative to strict disci-
pline—perhaps it shows respect for persons in much 
more substantive ways—but its efficacy and qualita-
tive distinctions are beyond the scope of this project 
to judge. The point here is that the shift from dis-
cipline to softer influence is both very different (in 
means) and very similar (in desired ends) to former 
strategies. These changes are both a cause and a symp-
tom of our shifting notions of authority.

Parents’ desire for communication and intimacy, on 
the one hand, and their simultaneous, if unconscious, 
need to be the authority figure for their children, on 
the other, pull in opposite directions. Late-modern 
parents struggle to make sense of the tensions.
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Conclusion 
The Paradoxes of Parenting in Late-Modernity

Raising children in twenty-first century America is not 
an easy task. It never really has been. Many of the chal-
lenges late-modern parents face are not new and are the 
result of long-term cultural and historical transforma-
tions. But these processes are intensifying in ways that 
put late-modern parents unknowingly in the middle 
of contradictions and paradoxes that they experience 
as novel and unique. Of the many tensions implicit in 
how parents talk about their task, two stood out in these 
interviews: the paradox of autonomy and the paradox 
of authority.

The Paradox of Autonomy

The tension between, on the one hand, parents’ desires 
for their children’s autonomy and, on the other, the 
felt need for constant supervision and control of their 
children was one of the central contradictions in these 
interviews. Clearly parents have internalized ideas of 
individual freedom and project them onto their visions 
of the good person they want their children to become. 
The language of independence is pervasive. But it is also 
clear that parents still intuit the need to influence, form, 
and mold their children into the kind of people parents 
think they should be. How does one socialize—that is, 
deliberately form—a child to be an independent and 
autonomous person?

This tension is evident in parental uncertainties about 
media technologies: parents are threatened by the 
onslaught of technology precisely because it weakens 
and delegitimizes their own influence. Ironically, tech-
nology, which opens up remarkable spaces and contexts 
for children to be free from adult supervision and 
control, is seen as a significant threat to parents who 
otherwise celebrate freedom and independence.

Similarly, parents want their children to be independent 
thinkers, but children are given very little freedom and 
responsibility because parents are worried about external 
dangers and threats. The more autonomy and inde-
pendent thinking their children gain—which parents 
want—the more actual freedom children should expe-
rience—which parents do not want. In order to have 
what parents want—independent-thinking kids—they 
would have to grant what they don’t want—freedoms 
and exposure to external dangers.

The protective instincts in parents, given perceptions 
of a culture of fear and significant lack of trust outside 
the home, restrict children’s domains in remarkable—
and unprecedented—ways. While autonomy is the 
ideal, parental practices in the face of perceived dan-
gers thus unknowingly create dependency. This is, in 
part, an indictment of a culture of overprotection that 
undermines parents’ best interests and goals. The social 
historian Hugh Cunningham, noting these paradoxical 
tensions, observes: “adults portray the world external to 
the home as full of danger, and seek correspondingly to 
protect their children by denying them autonomy.” The 
paradox of autonomy leaves parents restricting the very 
thing they desire most. Cunningham goes on to con-
nect this irony to shifts in our collective understandings 
of authority: “at the same time, [parents’] confidence in 
their own authority has been weakened by a variety of 
factors—commercial, legal, psychological—which make 
it difficult to carry out that protection as they would 
wish to.”52 This question of authority frames the second 
paradox.

The Paradox of Authority

Parent-child relationships—still and always—are by 
necessity about some degree of influence, control, and 
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conformity. Parents today are much less comfortable 
with the authority these relationships require and thus 
use more culturally acceptable language to talk about 
their relationships with their children. Yet, even as 
they employ a language of emotional closeness as well 
as intimacy, autonomy, independence, and self-ful-
fillment, they seem to be appropriating that language 
to describe the necessary parental task of shaping and 
forming their children into the kind of people that 
parents think they should be. Late-modern parents 
thus resort to softer forms of discipline and authority, 
but the goal remains conformity.

This could be merely a different means to the same 
ends—a softer and warmer parenting style to match 
the culture of late-modernity. But it is also worth 
examining what gets lost in this gradual shift in the 
language parents use to talk about raising their chil-
dren. Parents want “good” kids, and they know they 
have a primary responsibility to make them good. But 
they are not sure what “good” means, and they are 
not confident they can name it. Parents have a moral 
sense without a thick moral vocabulary. They want 
their children to develop character, virtue, and what 
Aristotle called “phronesis,” or practical wisdom, but 
the language of therapeutic individualism does not 
give them the resources to name it. Of course there 
is nothing wrong with freedom, independence, and 
emotional intimacy, and indeed these may be better 
parenting priorities and strategies than earlier ones. 
But it begs the question: can parents achieve what 
they want—character and virtue—without a moral 
language to name it or the tools to practice it?

Throughout all of the interviews—3,500 pages of 
transcripts—the words “character” and “virtue” were 
only used a total of 26 times by 12 different respon-
dents (by way of contrast, the word “independent” 
and variations of it were used 173 times by 60 respon-
dents). We intentionally did not ask about character 
directly because we wanted to see if it would emerge 

organically. Parents clearly cared about the charac-
ter of their children, but instead of using words like 
“character” or “virtue,” they used descriptive words 
like “good heart,” “nice,” “self-respect,” and “self-
reliance.” Are these words adequate substitutes for 
“character,” “virtue,” “humility,” “patience,” “wis-
dom,” or “courage”? That is difficult to measure, but 
words and language do convey meaning and ulti-
mately shape human perceptions of reality. The words 
we use have the power to create the worlds we inhabit 
and the very legitimacy and plausibility of our social 
realities. This is especially true in the context of social-
izing the young. The words parents now employ, like 
the parental priorities and strategies discussed above, 
connote softer, more individualistic, and therapeutic 
meanings. We might think of them as less command-
ing or authoritative. The tension—or paradox—lies 
in the gap between the authority required to do what 
parents say they want—to form their children into the 
right kinds of people—and the language they use to 
describe it.

It is understandable that parents have moved away 
from a language of character and virtue. Such a 
language requires common meanings and shared 
understandings about the “good” and the authority 
of a coherent culture within which communities and 
families can form the young. Of course, it is precisely 
this authority that has gradually eroded over the last 
several centuries as our understandings of individual 
freedoms and liberties have expanded. And, while 
much has been achieved by these expanded notions 
of freedom, they present new challenges for social-
izing the young. As philosopher Richard Rorty once 
quipped, “I cannot imagine a culture which socializes 
its youth in such a way as to make them continually 
dubious about their own process of socialization.”53 
This is the environment in which late-modern parents 
find themselves. Parents need the authority required 
to form their children, but they question the very 
authority they need to accomplish their task.
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Appendix A
Methods and Sample

The sample for the 101 interviews was selected from 
the larger survey sample conducted with Knowledge 
Networks. The final question of the survey asked if 
respondents would be willing to participate in a fol-
low-up, in-person, 90-minute interview in their home 
(they were informed of a $50 incentive to complete the 
interview). Approximately 1,259 answered yes to this 
question.

From this list of respondents, we looked for regions of 
geographic density in different parts of the country. We 
identified geographic areas with sufficient numbers of 
willing participants and selected eight metropolitan areas 
that offered regional variation (Boston, Philadelphia, 
Atlanta, Chicago, Cincinnati, Los Angeles, Phoenix, and 
Seattle). In addition to these eight sites, ten interviews 
were conducted on the telephone, which enabled a cost-
effective way to interview individuals in hard-to-reach 
rural areas around the country. Although the sample 
could not be completely representative, as much as we 
were able, we wanted it to resemble the survey sample 
on key demographic variables. After our regions were 
selected, we began the process of building a purposive 
sample to include representation for race and ethnicity, 
income and education, gender, family structure, etc. As 
the data collection process progressed, we adjusted our 
target interviews to include under-represented groups in 
the growing sample. (See Table A.1 for complete sample 
demographics.)

Interviews took place between November 2011 and 
March 2012 and were conducted by two interviewers, 
both members of the Culture of American Families Project 
research team. Interviews were conducted in respon-
dents’ homes, with the exception of the 10 telephone 
interviews and 3 other interviews conducted in cafes or 
offices at the request of the respondent. The interviews 
were semi-structured and conducted in a conversational 

style. Interviewers generally followed the questionnaire 
(see Appendix B), but allowed for the respondent’s 
comments and answers to redirect the conversation 
as needed. Immediately following an interview, inter-
viewers took notes describing the respondent’s home, 
neighborhood, and other details.

All interviews were recorded and audio files were tran-
scribed. The transcribed interviews and field notes were 
coded using the Dedoose software program for data anal-
ysis and interpretation, generally following a grounded 
theory approach, in which a theoretical interpretation 
is constructed through data collection and analysis.54 
This method allows for codes and themes to be created 
responsively, emerging from and grounded in the data 
itself, rather than an externally imposed framework. A 
team of coders met regularly, re-evaluating the coding 
scheme, merging and adding codes as needed, and dis-
cussing emerging themes and patterns. The content for 
each of the chapters in this report represent key general 
themes that emerged from the data through this process.
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Table A.1 — Culture of American Families interview Demographics

N Percent
Race

White (Non-Hispanic) 59 58
Black (Non-Hispanic) 20 20
Hispanic 12 12
Other & 2+ Races 10 10

Gender
Female 70 69
Male 31 31

Age
18–34 years 23 23
35–44 years 39 39
45 and older 39 39

Marital Status
Single, never married 9 9
Living together 6 6
Married 70 69
Divorced/Separated 14 14
Widow 2 2

Number of Children
One child 11 11
Two children 45 45
Three or more children 45 45

Education
High school or less 14 14
Some college/tech. 38 37
Four-year degree or more 49 48

Household Income
Less than $25,000 18 18
$25,000–$49,999 21 21
$50,000–$74,999 25 25
$75,000–$99,999 16 16
$100,000 or more 21 21

Region of Residence
Northeast 24 24
Midwest 28 28
South 17 17
West 32 32

Political Party
Democrat 44 44
Independent/No preference 36 36
Republican 21 21

Religious Preference
Evangelical Protestant 24 24
Mainline Protestant 23 23
Catholic 17 17
Other 17 17
Nothing in particular 20 20

Total 101 100
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Appendix B 
Interview Guide

introduction

Thank you very much again for agreeing to do this 
interview with us as a follow-up from the Knowledge 
Networks survey you recently completed. As I think 
you know, we are a research team from the University 
of Virginia conducting a national study of American 
parents to try to better understand their outlooks, pri-
orities, and practices for raising their children.

I am going to ask you a lot of different questions about 
how you see your role as a parent and your hopes and 
fears for your kid(s). The interview will be recorded 
so we can have an accurate account of what was said. 
Remember that all of your answers are totally confiden-
tial. There will be no way to link your name with the 
audio file of this interview. And you can also skip any 
question that you do not want to answer.

Personal experiences

To begin, tell me a little about yourself: Where are you 
from? Married? Working?—that kind of thing.
a. Current marital status: Are you married? Is your 

spouse also employed? If so, what does he/she do?
b. Prompt if employed outside the home: About how 

many hours do you work each week? What is the 
nature of your work? Do you work for yourself or 
someone else? Where do you do this work—at home 
or away from home? Do you enjoy it? Would you pre-
fer something else?

c. Prompt if unemployed: Are you actively looking for 
work? What did you do in your last regular job? If 
retired: What did you do in your last regular job?

Tell me a little about your children/child.
a. Just get enough information to conduct the interview: 

number of kids, ages, school, living arrangements.

b. If the interviewee offers some interesting information, 
make a note and follow up later in the interview.

[If married or living with a partner] Is one of you the pri-
mary caregiver for the children or do you share that equally?
a. Are there others who sometimes help with the kids? 

Grandparents? Other relatives or friends? Paid baby-
sitters? Big brother or big sister? Are there any other 
family members living here?

b. If appropriate: Who takes care of the kids while you 
are at work?

c. If appropriate: Does the father/mother of your chil-
dren share in any childcare duties?

How about other people who regularly interact with your chil-
dren, such as friends, extended family, teachers, and so on?
a. Probe: teachers, coaches, stepparents, extended fam-

ily, ministers, mentors, etc.
b. What about neighbors? Do your kids interact with 

any adults from the neighborhood?
c. How well do you know these other adults? Do you 

talk to them about your children?

Parental experiences and expectations for 
Self

Now I would like to talk a little about your experiences 
with being a parent. Let’s begin with your own childhood. 
When you think about your childhood, what do you see as 
the strengths and weaknesses of the way that your parents 
raised you?
a. [IF NECESSARY] Clarify who precisely raised 

them—two parents, one parent, grandparent, other?
b. [IF NECESSARY] Ask them to speak to both good 

and bad aspects of their experience. What were some 
of the difficulties you faced? What were some good 
outcomes? Probe any issues that appear particularly 
salient or arouse strong emotion.



67IntervIew report

c. Do you think you can tell me why your parents did 
things this way? What was important to them about 
how they wanted you to turn out? What qualities 
do you think they wanted you to have?

Let me ask you about raising kids then (when you grew 
up) vs. raising kids now. If you compare yourself as a par-
ent to the way you were brought up, in what ways do you 
do things differently? In what ways the same?
a. Were your parents more strict or less? Put more 

emphasis on obedience? Expressed negative emo-
tions more freely? Was the household routine 
more structured? Were your parents less emotion-
ally close to you? Less communicative? Were they 
more involved with friends or involvements outside 
the home? Did their expectations for you differ 
from the expectations you have for your children? 
Gender differences (i.e., value somewhat different 
traits in boys and girls)?

Were you raised in a religious tradition of any kind?
a. [If so] Was this important to how you were raised?
b. Are your still involved with this religious tradition? 

A different one?
c. Does it influence the way you are raising your chil-

dren now?
d. What about a cultural or racial or ethnic tradition?

Do you think parents today have an easier or harder time 
raising kids than parents of other generations?
a. Probe: In what ways? If not offered or if interviewee 

stuck, ask about work, stay-at-home mother, school 
differences, demands from schools or other insti-
tutions, consumerism, technology? Able to move 
about the neighborhood more freely, challenges 
from technology? Any gender differences?

I’m going to give you five cards. If you had to choose, 
which thing on these cards would you pick as the most 
important for a child to learn to prepare him/her for life? 
[Give the interviewee the five cards, with the previous 
statement, and ask them to rank order from most impor-
tant to least important]
 To Obey
 To Be Well-Liked or Popular
 To Think for Himself or Herself
 To Work Hard
 To Help Others When They Need Help

a. Why do you put them in this order? Probe their 
reasoning.

No list is perfect. If you could add anything to this list, 
what would you want to add? And where would you 
rank it with respect to the other five? [Note: Repeat 
the follow-up for several cards if they want to add 
them. Plant no ideas at all about what might be miss-
ing, so that the ideas originate completely with the 
respondent.]

Do you sometimes feel that time demands interfere with 
being a good parent?
a. If yes, ask them to elaborate.

What would you say it the best thing about having 
children?
a. Probe: Satisfaction? Emotional closeness? Feeling 

loved/needed? Pride (in child’s accomplishments)? 
Status? Identity?

b. Has having children led you to revise what you look 
for or want out of life?

Children can be a handful. What would you say are your 
biggest struggles?
a. Probe. Push for specifics, examples, etc. If not 

offered, ask about consumerist behaviour.

Let me give you a hypothetical situation: If you were a fly 
on the wall and you heard your oldest child talking to a 
friend, and he/she was talking about you and describing 
you as a parent, what do you think they might say?
a. [Only if necessary] Emphasize that this is a hypo-

thetical and not a question about something they 
actually overheard.

b. Ask for both compliments and complaints.
c. Probe what the parent sees as the meaning of the 

compliment/complaint. Is either a source of pride 
or regret? Or does the comment merely reflect the 
fact that the child doesn’t understand what is good 
for them?

Has there ever been a time when your child wanted to 
quit something and you wanted him/her to stay with it? 
What did you do? Why?
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What about the flip side: has there ever been a time when 
your child wanted to stay with something and you didn’t 
want him/her to?

Are there any activities that your family does together on 
a regular basis?
a. [We’re looking for “rituals” here] Probe: meals, tele-

vision shows, video games, board games, visits to 
certain places/people, vacations, religious services, 
shopping, etc.

Think for a minute about other parents—these could be 
parents you know, or parents you have heard about, or 
parents you have observed. What kind of things do you see 
other parents doing that you might question or that you 
don’t admire or respect?
a. [If stuck] Ask: Are there things you’ve seen other 

parents do with their children that you disapprove 
of?

b. Probe the basis for the judgment: Is it qualities of 
the parents? Specific parental practices? Is it quali-
ties of the children or problems they are having?

c. Try to get specific examples.

What about the flip side: Can you think of parents that 
you know or have heard about or observed that you con-
sider to be parents whom you admire or respect? Are there 
things you’ve seen other parents do that you might want 
to emulate or copy?
a. [If stuck] If the interviewee can’t endorse any other 

parents in a general sense, just ask them to think of 
something specific, such as the quality of relation-
ships with their children, or the proactive way they 
manage their children, or even the temperament in 
handling their children, etc.

b. Probe the basis for the judgment: Is it qualities of 
the parents? Specific parental practices? Is it quali-
ties of the children or children’s accomplishments? 

c. Try to get specific examples.

Some people think kids face a lot of pressures these days. 
Do you think kids face a lot of pressures? What are the 
pressures?

What about parents? Do you think you face a lot of pres-
sures as a parent? Tell me about them.

Morality and Discipline

Let me ask you about discipline at home. When your 
child misbehaves, what are the specific things that you do 
to try to correct the behavior or get your child to do what 
you want him/her to do?
a. Can you give me any specific examples?
b. Probe: “traditional” forms—punishment and 

reward? Strategies of control? What’s the end goal 
of the discipline? Conformity to some standard?

c. Probe for why this particular form of disci-
pline—why communication? Why/not physical 
punishment? Yelling? Etc.

d. Are there any rules in your house that are “non-
negotiable” with your kids? Can you think of any 
rules in your house—things your kids know they 
must follow?

 Probe: what’s the purpose of these rules? Why don’t 
you have any rules?

Are you able to think of a specific situation when your 
child was unsure of what was right or wrong? Can you 
tell me about it?
a. How did he/she decide what to do? Did you help 

him/her through this or talk to him/her about it 
afterwards? What did you say?

Here’s another hypothetical situation: Imagine a distant 
relative died and left you $100,000. What would you do 
with the money?

Parental expectations for Children

Next, let’s talk about some of the things you want for your 
kids. Let’s begin with your children’s education. Are you 
general happy with the school your children attend?
a. Briefly probe.
b. If resources were not an issue, would you send them 

to a different school? What kind? Why?

Are you involved in your children’s schoolwork?
a. Probe: Highly involved? Tutoring or other inter-

ventions for school success? Summer school 
or educational camps? Contact with teachers? 
Volunteer at school? Check homework assignments 
or grades online?
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I want to follow up on a question we asked on our survey 
that you completed. We ask you to register your relative 
agreement or disagreement, ranging from 1 to 7 with the 
following statement [hand card]:

“I invest much effort in providing opportunities 
that will give my children a competitive advan-
tage down the road.”

My question here is: what is your answer to this question 
and why?
a. The statement will be on a card that you hand to the 

person.
b. It doesn’t matter whether or not they remember 

how they answered on the survey.
c. Probe: What are the opportunities that you provide, 

if any? Why? Get a sense of their priorities.

Next I have a question about specific responsibilities 
your children might have. Are there specific jobs or tasks 
around the house that your children are expected to do?
a. Probe: [If so] What types of chores? Do they clean, 

watching siblings, food shop, yard work, etc.? Is 
getting the kids to do this work a struggle? Do 
you place standards on this work or are you just 
glad they do something? Are they compensated or 
rewarded in some way?

b. [If not] Why not?
c. [If not already discussed] Would you say they’re 

responsible for their own school work or are you 
pretty involved in helping them get it done and 
keeping them on track?

d. [If kids are old enough] Do your children have jobs 
or other responsibilities (volunteering, etc.) outside 
of the house?

 [If younger children] When your kids get older, do 
you think they will have jobs or other responsibili-
ties outside the home?

Thinking about the future. What sort of relationship do 
you hope to have with your children when they are older?
a. Do you feel you have that sort of relationship now?
b. Would you want your child living with you as an 

adult?
c. At what point would you say they “become adults”?

Earlier I asked you to imagine what your child might 
say to a friend about you. Let’s turn it around, if you 
overheard another adult talking about your child, what 
would you most like to hear them say?
a. [Only if necessary] Emphasize that this is a hypo-

thetical and not a question about something they 
actually overheard. Also, the question is what they 
would want to hear about their child, not about 
them.

b. They may list several things. Probe and even ask 
them to prioritize and explain their reasoning.

What would you most not want to hear the other adult 
say?

We all make mistakes and some things don’t work out as 
we might have expected or planned. If you could begin 
again with your [oldest] child, is there anything you 
would do differently?
a. [Only if stuck] Thinking over the past year, what 

was the largest point of disagreement?

Wrap-up & interview effect

That’s all of our questions. Thanks so much for tak-
ing the time to talk with me. Do you have any other 
thoughts or feelings that came up for you during the 
interview that we have not talked about yet?

Closing: Okay, thank you very much again for taking 
the time to talk with me. I appreciate you sharing your 
perspective. Remember that everything you’ve said is 
completely confidential; no identifying information 
will be linked to the recording or the transcript of 
this conversation. Thanks again for taking the time 
to meet with me. 50,000 points will be added to your 
account with Knowledge Networks.
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