© Kamia-Raj 1989
PRINT: ISSN 0970-9274 ONLINE: 2456-6608

S Hum. Ecol, 103 200-204 (1999)
DOI: 10.31901/24566608.1999/10.03.08

Maternal Beliefs About Children’s Friends in Australia and India

Shanit Balda' and Kym Irving®

I. Department af Child Development, College of Home Science, OCS Haryana Agricultural University,
Hisar 125004, Haryana, [ndia
Fax: 016§62-34952, E-mail: haughay. ren.nic.in
2 School of Early Childhood, Faculty of Education, Queensiand University of Technology, Brisbane, Ausiralia

KEY WORDS Maternal Beliefs, Culiure. Friends,
Ausiralin. India,

ABSTRACT The research was conducied in twa
phases. In the first phase, date were collecied in Bris-
hane, Ausiralis. In the second phase, data were col-
lected im Hisar, India. Mothers of 100 preschool-aged
children constitubed the sample in Australia as well as
in India. A guestionnaire was used o explore matemal
heliefs abourt children®s friends. The results of this study
indicated that although Australian and Indian mothers
held similar beliefs abour children’s friends, cultural
differences were also found 1o exist. Mathers in both
cultures expected their childrén to be friends with well
mannered children and mentioned that ill mannered
and violent children were unswitable as friends for their
children. Cultural differences indicated that Indian
maothers valued family background and intellect af ehil-
dren’s friends. In line with Western research, a substan-
tial proportion of Australian mothers mentioned not
iy intervene in exclusive friendship and valwed their
child's decision 1o promote self-confidence in their
children

INTRODUCTION

Parents's knowledge, beliefs, and ideas
about child development may influence their
behaviour toward children and the opportuni-
ties they provide for their children (Goodnow,
1988). According to ecological system theory,
some important sources of beliefs are present in
the individual"s microsystem. These include per-
gonal experiences, social exchanges with oth-
ers, observations, and experiences as a child.
These beliefs are consistent with the culture
because they are embedded and comstructed
within the macroculture. “Culiure consists of the
socially communicated practices and beliefs that
influence behaviour of people and may vary from
one country to another and among groups within
a country” (Cloninger, 1996, p. 452).

Maothers" heliefs about the kinds of friends
they wish their children to have will influence

the peer opportunities mothers make available
to their children. The literate reviewed (Homel et
al., 1987; Irving, 1994; Rubin and Sloman, 1984;
Sharma, 1990) indicated that many mothers have
strong beliefs about the desired characteristics
of their children’s friends. Some mothers prefer
their children to be friends with children from
“good” family backgrounds (Homel et al., 1987;
Irving, 1994). Families from higher socio-eco-
nomic backgrounds prefer their children to be
friends with children who come from similar
socio-economic circumstances (Rubin and
Sloman, 1984; Sharma, 1990).

The purpose of this paper is to examine ma-
ternal beliefs ahout suitable and unsuitable
friends and about exclusive friendship in Aus-
tralia and India.

MATERIAL ANDMETHODS

Subjects: The subjects of this sudy were
mothers of 100 four to six year old preschool
children (45 girls and 55 boys) in Brisbane, Aus-
tralia and mothers of 100 four to six year old
preschool children (44 girls and 56 boys) in Hisar,
India,

The Brisbane Study: In the first phase of the
study, in Brisbane { Australia), a number of child
care centres, kindergartens and preschools were
approached for participation of the families in-
volved with those centres. Farmilies were mnvited
to participate if mothers were born and broughi
up in Australia or who had been in Australia for
more than 10 years. Mothers of 127 children origi-
nally agreed to participate and subsequently 100
mothers completed questionnaires. These 100
mothers constituted the Australian sample.

The Hisar Study: The second phase of the
data collection was made in Hisar (India). Families
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were contacted through seven schools with
lower and upper kindergarten classes. The edu-
cational levels of Indian mothers was matched
with the educational level of Australian maoth-
ers, In the Indian sample, 100 mothers consti-
tuted the sample.

A higher proportion of mothers (63%), Aus-
tralian and Indian, were university educated. Di-
ploma holders constituted 7%, +2 level 10%,
matric 17% and middle 3% of the sample. Of the
Australian mothers, 33% were working full time,
32% were working part-time and 26% were home
managers, and in India, 29% were working full
time, 10% were working part-time and 61% were
home managers.

Measures: A questionnaire was used to
gather information on family demographics and
mothers’ beliefs about children’s friends. Moth-
ers were asked two open-ended questions about
childrens friends. These ions were: Please
describe the sort of children you would [ike
your child to be friends with? And what sort of
friends are unsuitable for vour child? Mothers
were also asked an open-ended question about
exclusive friendship. The question was: ff pour
child and o friend were to play together all the
time af school and rarely play with other chil-
dren then whar would you do?.

In Brisbane, Australia, questionnaires were
sent to the 127 mothers who had volunteered to
participate in the study. They were provided with
reply-paid envelopes to refum the completed
questionnaires.

Inan Indian study, Malhotra and Randhawa
(1983) had suggested that a structured interview
schedule for mothers was more suitable than a
self-administered questionnaire., Participants
from Hisar also expressed a preference for inter-
views over questionnaires, hence interviews
were conducted. It is important to note that the
interviews actually consisted of writing the moth-
ers’ reports by posing the questions from the
questionnaire to mothers orally. Oral probes were
not used so that interviews were equivalent to
the questionnaires given in the Australian shady,
as far as possible. Interviews took place in the

family home.
RESULTS

Within the analyses, percentage are used and
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resfer to the number of mothers mentioning each
category and do not tally to 100% because mul-
tiple categories could be identified in the re-
sponses to each of the open-ended guestions.

Maternal Beliefs Abour Suitable Friends:
Muothers" responses could be categorised into
four categories as presented in table 1. The ma-
jority of mothers, Indian as well as Australian,
wanted their children to be friends with “well-
mannered” children. More Indian mothers (95%)
mentioned this characteristic compared fo Aus-
tralian mothers. “Well-mannered” children were
described as: polite; pood mannered; obedi-
ent; respect athers; or well behaved, Compared
to the Indian mothers, a higher proportion of
Awustralian mother (56%) indicated that they
would like their children to be friends with chil-
dren who were “kind and caring™. In compari-
son to Australian mothers, more Indian {30%)
mwothers indieated that they would like their chil-
dren to be friends with children from “good fam-
ily backgrounds",

Table 1: Maternal beliefs about children's friends
Sort of Friends

Awstralia Inddia

a = 00 P ono= 100

Suitable Friemd:

Well mannered Gl a5
Kind and caring 56 15
Good family back ground 14 kL]
Mo special group [} -
Unsuirable Friends

Ill=-mannered 5 Th
Violent or bullying T 50
Poor family back ground fi 18
Dull in studies 1 20

Maternal Beliefs Abowt Unsuitable Friends:
Mothers® responses about undesirable charac-
teristics of their children's friends fell into four
categories as shown in table 1. Indian mothers
(T6%) more frequently reported “ill-mannered”
children as unsuitable than Australian mothers.
Children were categorised as “ill-mannered”
when mothers described them as bad mannered;
having bad habits; disobedient: liars; or spoilr.
The majority of Australian mothers (70%) indi-
cated that “violent or bullying™ were unsuitable
friends for their children. Mothers described *“vio-
lent and bullying” children in the following terms:
aggressive; naughn: violent; bullies; reares; or
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w!{ﬁdh-' damages property. More Indian mothers
than Australian mothers also pointed out that
children from “poor family backgrounds™ (28%)
and children who were “dull in studies™ (20%)
were unsuitable friends for their children,
Marernal Beliefs Abour Exclusive Friend-
ship: A scenario was presented to the mothers:
I vour child and a friend were to play together
all the time at school and rarely play with other
children, would you intervene and wiy? Table
2 shows frequencies and percentages for the
categorised responses. The majority of both
Australian and Indian mothers indicated that
they would intervene. Percentages were higher
for Indian mothers (924) than Australian moth-
ers (60%). [n response to how they would inter-
vene, most mothers in Australia and India re-
plied that they would “encourage interaction”
with ather children. In this category, mothers’
responses were: would falk fo their child; en-
courage fo mix with others; would suggest fo
muke more friends; or make sure has social ex-
pertences on the weekends with other children.
As shown in table 2, the highest proportion
of Australian (57.9%) and Indian {50%) mothers
believed that they would intervene “to broaden
social skills”. These mothers mentioned that i i
not good to be centred on one person; broader
ability to communicate is important; develop
socially from inferacting with a variety of difer-
ent people; or learn to et along with a variety
of children. A proportion of Indian mothers indi-

Table 2: Maternal beliefs aboaut children's friend-
ship

Would mothers imier- Ausiralia Tndia

veng in exciusive Mothers %  Mothers %
friendikip? o= 9% o= J

Yes 57 0.0 L] 0.0
No I8 400 1] 10.0
i yves, @) What Rn=35F %W =00 %
waield mrocker do?

Encourage inferaction 42 737 i 1000
Talk to stalf 9 158 6 6.7
o) If yes, wiy?

To broaden social skills 33 57.9 45 0.0
Learn more from a 5 BE 23 256
wariety of children

Problems o relationship 13 228 - -
breaks down

cated that children “learn more from a variety of
children™ (25.6%). Some of the Australian moth-
ers (22.8%) were more concemned about “prob-
lems if relationship breaks down”. These moth-
ers indicated that if that particular child moves
to other place; iz sick; or if the relationship
breaks then their children would be in trouble.

Compared to Indian mothers (10%), a greater
proportion of Australian mothers (40%) indicated
that they would not intervene in this exclosive
friendship. The majority of them believed that
“it would build confidence in the child™,

DISCUSSION

In this study, maternal beliefs about suitable
and unsuitable friends and exclusive friendship
were examined in two cultures, Australia and
India. The results of the present study support
the view that there are both cultural similarities
and differences in values underlying parental
beliefs about children's friends. Rubin and
Sloman (1984) also report that parents have
strong views about good or bad friends for their
children. The results of this study are in line
with previous research indicating that parents
prefer their children to be friends with well man-
nered children (Irving, 1994; Kennedy, 1992;
Rubin and Sloman, 1984).

That Australian mothers expected their chil-
dren to be friends with “kind and caring™ is also
consistent with the findings that adults play an
important role in developing prosocial behaviour
(Richman etal., 1988, Zahn-Waxler etal., 1979).

Compared to Australian mothers, Indian
mothers expected their children to be friends with
children from good family background might be
because there are wide range of people from dif-
ferent socio-economic groups, caste groups,
and religious groups (Joshi and Tiwari, 1977).
Homel et al. (1987) reported that parents from
higher-status families may not prefer their chil-
dren to' be friends with lower status children.
Indian mothers placed more valee on the intel-
lect of their children's fiends possibly because
preschool-aged children are involved in more
formal early education than Australian children
and Indian mothers believe that interaction with
other children fosters the intellectual abilities of
children. Seyvmour {1988) also pointed out that
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upper-class Indian mothers place a high value
on the education of children.

With regard to exclusive friendship, previ-
ous research also indicated that mothers believe
it is imporiant to promote the social competence
of children by encouraging them to interact with
other children (Irving, 1994). A substantial pro-
portion of Australian mothers believed that they
would not intervene in exclusive friendship,
these results get the support from a Western
smdy, Rubin and Sloman (1984) found that moth-
ers in their study believed that friends should
not be separated and emphasised that close
friendship has great value for children.

In conclusion, although Australian and In-
dian mothers held similar beliefs about the friend-
ship characteristics, cultural differences were
found to exist. The findings indicate that the cul-
tural context in which families live is an important
factor in determining the mothers® beliefs.
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