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Abstract

This paper focuses on
highlighting some of the
concerns that need to be
addressed in conducting
psychological research

with First Peoples children
and families. The extensive
literature on healthy child
development and family
practices in Caucasian
families is contrasted with
the limited perspective on
First Peoples families. We
suggest that this is, in part,
due to an unnecessary focus
on problem behaviours of
children from First Peoples
communities. We contend
that it is imperative for
developmental psychologists
to adopt a new perspective, by
acknowledging the strengths
and competencies of First
Peoples families, and using
more culturally-sensitive
approaches to working with
First Peoples.
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Culturally Sensitive Approaches
to Research on Child
Development and Family
Practices in First Peoples

Communities

Kelly E. McShane and Paul D. Hastings*

Introduction

In traditional psychological models
of socialization, parents are given the
primary responsibility for encouraging
their children to adopt the values of society
and facilitating their children’s optimal
social and emotional development (Grusec
& Ungerer, 2003). A great deal of research
has examined the familial influences on
children’s successful integration into
broader social and academic spheres, but
the vast majority of this research has been
conducted by academics trained in Western
scientific traditions and working with
Anglophone Caucasian families. Recently,
developmental psychologists have become
increasingly interested in studying family
relationships and children’s development

of competence in non-majority cultures,
although little of this research has been
done with families from Canada’s First
Peoples. The lack of research on the
relations between parenting and children’s
competence in the First Peoples is not
simply due to a lack of research on First
Peoples families in general. Indeed there
are many published studies, but this
literature is disproportionately focused

on children’s development of problems.
Perhaps this bias has been motivated by a
legitimate concern and desire to help those
children and families experiencing distress.
Some First Peoples children and youth do
have serious mental health problems, and
obtaining access to appropriate services for
those children is a serious issue. However,
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Research Council of Canada Doctoral Fellowship to the first author. The authors would like to thank
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contributed to the proposals presented in this paper. The comments of two anonymous reviewers are
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The lack of research on
effective socialization

in First Peoples families
has contributed to an
absence of information
on the normative healthy
development of First
Peoples children.
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the reality is that, like children and youth
in the majority culture, most children and
youths from First Peoples communities do
not have psychosocial problems that limit
their abilities or competence (Gotoweic &
Beiser, 1993; MacMillan, Welsh, Jamieson,
Crawford, & Boyle, 2000). Why, then,
have developmental psychologists
overlooked this fact and failed to examine
the strengths of First Peoples families

that support their children’s competent
development?

We contend that one reason why this
knowledge gap has arisen is from ill-
guided attempts to import the standard
research procedures of Western social
science disciplines, without regard for
the cultural models and practices guiding
communication and socialization in
First Peoples communities. The lack of
research on effective socialization in First
Peoples families has contributed to an
absence of information on the normative
healthy development of First Peoples
children. The success of Western-based
approaches to treatment may be hampered
by this limited understanding of cultural
differences. By identifying positive and
adaptive aspects of socialization, we
will have a more accurate and complete
understanding of the experiences of First
Peoples families, and this information
can be used to support the minority of
First Peoples families in which children
do have problems. Therefore, the goals
of this paper are to instill readers with
an awareness of culturally-sensitive
approaches to research with First Peoples,
and to underscore the importance of
examining strengths of First Peoples
families, instead of overlooking them.

Healthy Psychosocial
Development: Effective
Parenting for Positive Growth

Competence is generally used to
describe children’s healthy psychosocial
development. Competence is demonstrated
in a number of ways by children (Masten
& Coatsworth, 1998; Saarni, 1999).

Competent children feel good about
themselves, adjust well to new situations
and challenges, are typically happy,

value their friendships and involvement
with peers, and are successful in their
scholastic endeavours. They express their
emotions and desires in socially acceptable
ways, rather than becoming frustrated

or confrontational. They are empathic

and demonstrate good problem-solving
skills with their peers, attempting to find
prosocial solutions to disagreements rather
than resorting to aggression.

Caregivers, and more specifically
parents, have most often been identified as
having the greatest influence on children’s
competent psychosocial development. The
foundations of competent development are
established in the caregiver’s relationship
with her or his infant (e.g., Maccoby &
Martin, 1983). Effective parenting of
infants is characterized as sensitive to
the needs of infants and responsive to
infants’ cues (Weinfield, Sroufe, Egeland,
& Carlson, 1999). In other words, these
parents recognize what their infants’ needs
are, when their infants’ require their care,
and how to best provide this care to their
infants (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, &
Wall, 1978; Main & Solomon, 1990). This
approach to infant care bestows infants
with a secure attachment to their parents,
such that infants feel safe, supported, and
prepared to learn about the world.

Although secure attachment has been
considered a cornerstone of the subsequent
development of social and emotional
competence, it is not sufficient, nor does it
represent the sole contribution of parents.
A variety of features of child-rearing of
preschoolers, school-aged children and
youth have been identified as supporting
healthy psychological functioning. Some
of the most frequently studied aspects
of child-rearing include limit-setting:
establishing rules and guidelines for
children’s behaviour; modeling: engaging
in the kinds of behaviours parents want
to encourage in their children; reasoning:
explaining why rules are in place,

Volume 1, Number 1, 2004, pp. 33-48



First Peoples Child & Family Review, Volume 1, Number 1, 2004

An authoritative style of
child-rearing, which is
both demanding (rules,
limits, and expectations)
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is typically associated

with children’s healthy
psychosocial development
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behaviours are necessary, and what the
consequences of children’s actions are;
negotiating: being flexible and allowing
children to contribute to decisions;
showing warmth: being affectionate and
caring; and monitoring: being aware of
a child’s where-abouts, activities, and
friendships.

Parents who engage in limit-setting
have children who engage in more
prosocial behaviours with others (Cowan,
Cowan, Schulz, & Heming, 1994)
and perform better in school (Gray &
Steinberg, 1999; Paulson, 1994). Parental
limit-setting also is linked to lower
aggression and delinquency (Denham,
Workman, Cole, Weissbrod, Kendziora,
& Zahn-Waxler, 2000), and anxiety and
depression (Mattanah, 2001) in children.
Parents who model caring and concerned
behaviour toward others (e.g., are helpful
and giving) have children who are more
likely to react similarly when they see
others in distress (Radke-Yarrow & Zahn-
Waxler, 1984). Parents who use reasoning
and negotiation when interacting and
disciplining their children have children
who demonstrate competent methods of
self-expression (Kuczynski & Kochanska,
1990). Parental warmth is associated with
greater prosocial behaviour and greater
academic competence (MacDonald, 1992;
Paulson, 1994). Parents who are effective
at monitoring have children who are less
antisocial, oppositional, and likely to use
alcohol or drugs (Dishion & Patterson,
1997, Patterson, Reid, & Dishion, 1992).

Conversely, there are also a range
of child-rearing behaviours that are
considered less adaptive, as they are
associated with undesirable outcomes
in children and youth. For instance, a
consistent finding across the literature is
that parents’ use of corporal punishment,
including slapping, spanking, and
more severe physical punishments, is
associated with aggression, delinquency,
depression, and other mental health
problems (MacMillan et al., 1999; Strauss
& Donnelley, 1994). Other aspects of

child-care may become maladaptive if they
are used inappropriately or excessively.
For example, although all parents need to
shield their children from danger, parents
who are over-protective and unnecessarily
restrict their children’s experiences tend

to foster greater anxiety, shyness and
dependence in their children (Barber &
Harmon, 2002; McShane, 2003; Rubin,
Burgess, & Hastings, 2002).

Of course, different parenting
behaviours do not get used in isolation
from each other. Children experience
most of these kinds of child-care
behaviours to varying degrees. Many
researchers look at the pattern of
parents’ use of varying behaviours in
order to characterize parents’ general or
overall styles of raising their children
(Baumrind, 1971). These styles are often
described as varying along two key
underlying dimensions: demandingness
and responsiveness (Maccoby & Martin,
1983). An authoritative style of child-
rearing, which is both demanding (rules,
limits, and expectations) and responsive
(warmth, negotiation and reasoning)
is typically associated with children’s
healthy psychosocial development and
competence. This has been shown in
children’s higher self-esteem, social and
moral maturity, caring and helpfulness
toward others, involvement in school
learning, academic achievement and
educational attainment (e.g., Hastings,
Zahn-Waxler, Robinson, Usher, & Bridges,
2000; Steinberg, Lamborn, Darling,
Mounts, & Dornbusch, 1994). Conversely,
children who have psychosocial problems
or lower levels of competence most
often are raised by parents who use non-
authoritative styles of child-rearing. These
styles include authoritarian (demanding
but not responsive), permissive (responsive
but not demanding), and neglectful or
uninvolved (neither demanding nor
responsive).

First Peoples Families: Limited
Perspective on Psychosocial
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also some differences in
values.
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Development

The above detailed theories and
research have been derived almost
exclusively from Caucasian children
and families. Furthermore, the majority
of researchers examining children’s
competence and child-rearing practices are
from a Western cultural background and
have received their academic training from
Western institutions. It is only recently that
researchers have examined these research
areas in non-Western cultures. Researchers
have recognized that children develop
within a complex system of relationships
affected by numerous levels of the
surrounding environment, one of which
is the cultural milieu (Bronfenbrenner,
1979, 1989, 1993). Specifically, culture
provides the broader context within which
parents form their beliefs about which
characteristics should be valued in children
and how to promote those characteristics.
Children also learn to interpret the
meaning of parents’ approaches to child-
rearing according to the standards of their
culture.

This acknowledgement of culture’s
role in socialization has spurred research
examining features of child-rearing in
different cultures. It has quickly become
apparent that the patterns of associations
between child-rearing practices and
children’s competence in Caucasian
Canadian families (described above) are
often different from those in non-majority
culture families (e.g., Carson, Chowdhury,
Perry, & Pati, 1999; Jambunathan &
Counselman, 2002). For instance, studies
examining Caucasian Canadian and
Chinese families have found that parents’
response to children’s anxiety can have
vastly different effects on children’s
competence. Chen, Hastings, Rubin, Chen,
Cen, and Stewart (1998) found that in
Caucasian families, parents feel negatively
toward and are rejecting of, their children’s
anxious symptoms. This pattern is not seen
in mainland Chinese families; these parents
are more accepting of children’s anxiety
and feel better about anxious children.

Over time, Chinese children’s anxious
symptoms recede and social competence
improves, whereas anxiety in Caucasian
Canadian and American children tends

to be more stable and associated with
social difficulties (Chen, Li, Li, Li, & Liu,
2000). This suggests that although it might
be possible to measure the same child-
rearing characteristics across cultures, their
relations to children’s competence should
not be assumed to be the same in different
cultures.

In terms of First Peoples families,
there has been limited work to date
examining families and their role in
healthy psychosocial development. It
has been suggested that parenting values
and attitudes of First Peoples are similar
to those of Caucasian parents, although
they differ in the degree to which these
attitudes are translated into actual
rearing of children (Glover, 2001). First
Peoples and Caucasian parents hold
many of the same values with respect
to the psychosocial outcomes they seek
to foster in their children. These include
family connection, autonomy, friendships,
maturity, cooperation, and responsibility.
But there are also some differences in
values. In the United States, traditional
First Peoples values can include:
generosity; respect for elders; respect for
all creation; harmony, and non-interference
(Deyhle & LaCompte, 1999; Glover, 2001;
Kallam & Coser, 1994). First Peoples
also differ in how they try to promote
these healthy outcomes. Research with
First Peoples in the United States has
found that these families rely heavily on
modelling and storytelling as vehicles
of teaching or socialization (Deyhle &
LaCompte, 1999; Glover, 2001; Kallam
& Coser, 1994). In response to children’s
misbehaviours, common discipline
strategies include power assertion, love
withdrawal, inductive discipline, shame or
embarrassment (Hoffman, 1977). A feature
that appears to be unique to First Peoples
is the dispensing of punishment by family
members other than parents: such as aunts,
uncles or grandparents. The goal of this
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involvement of other family members in
disciplinary actions is to protect the bond
of love between parents and children, and
also to reinforce the extended family’s
involvement in the child’s day-to-day
upbringing (LaFromboise & Low, 1998).

One of the most striking differences
in general parenting approaches between
First Peoples and Caucasian parents is best
described below:

The dominant culture often shows
concern about the relative freedom
given to a Native American child and
the apparent lack of parental concern
about the child’s behavior. What
appears as excessive permissiveness
or indulgence, however, may consist
of allowing children to develop in

a healthy way. Autonomy is highly
valued, and children are allowed to
make their own decisions and operate
semi-independently at an early age
with the freedom to experience
natural consequences (italics added;
p. 218; Glover, 2001).

Supporting competent development
is the specific goal underlying this
technique. Parents and researchers from
outside First Peoples communities may
not see this technique as supporting that
goal, but this difference in perspective
reinforces the over-arching role culture
plays in establishing the meaning and
effects of parental actions. Some research
has examined the links between child-
rearing attitudes and practices, and
children’s competence in First Peoples
families. The larger extended family,
increased time spent with tribal elders,
and increased frequency of activities
involving the entire family have been
associated with a decreased likelihood
of Ojibway adolescents being involved
in delinquent activities (Zitzow, 1990).
First Peoples children who are raised in a
warm, accepting, nurturing environment
exhibit more positive social skills (Rohner,
Chaille, & Rohner, 1980), similar to
what has been observed with Caucasian
families. The emphasis on self-reliance
and autonomy by American Indian parents

seems to promote an early emergence

of developmental milestones; including
dressing oneself, and doing regular chores
(Miller, 1979, as cited in Joe & Malach,
1992). Caucasian children are reared in a
child-centered world, where parents expect
them to accomplish tasks appropriate for
their age. This contrasts with American
Indian children who are reared in an adult-
centered world, where they are encouraged
to master adult tasks (e.g., responsibility
for self-care).

Another interesting link between the
emphasis on autonomy and children’s
competence comes from an unlikely place:
parents’ views of special needs children.
Connors and Donnellan (1998) conducted
a research study to examine Navajo views
on disabled children. This information
was gathered during an anthropological
research study that was conducted at a
residential facility for exceptional First
Peoples children on the Navajo Nation,
in the United States. This research was
approached from a participant-observer
perspective, whereby the researchers fully
immersed themselves in the Navajo culture
to the greatest extent possible in order to
understand and document the culture’s
unique values and social processes about
disabled children. The families selected
for this research included at least one child
who was labelled as autistic or mentally
retarded by Western psychologists, and
who was in residence at the facility.
Connors and Donnelan (1998) noted that:

A great deal of permissiveness is
given to Navajo children until the
age of six or seven and this pervasive
cultural child-rearing practice helps
to explain the tolerance accorded

to the clients with autism and

those behaviors that are perceived

to approximate notions of social
competence (p. 175).

The authors go on to state that this
notion of ‘permissiveness’ applies to
physically handicapped children as well.
These children are considered children,
not in a helpless sense, but rather in a
‘becoming persons’ sense. This tolerance
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for and acceptance of individuality also
makes Navajos less inclined to identify
behaviours as ‘problems’ and more likely
to view them ‘characteristics’ (Connors &
Donnellan, 1998). Although no research
exists on how these views influence
parenting practices, it is known that
Navajo parents are reluctant to segregate
or isolate children with disabilities. It is
also known that this acceptance fosters a
more relaxed attitude toward the role of
the disabled child in the Navajo family
structure. Thus, it is conceivable that this
greater integration leads to more natural
and healthy development in those children.
Connors and Donnellan (1998) conclude
that “this suggests that the traditional
Navajo culture provides flexibility and
resiliency in the face of disability that
makes mental and emotional adjustments
somewhat easier for the families to bear”

(p. 179).

Clearly, this small collection of studies
supports the proposition that effective
and adaptive socialization practices of the
First Peoples promote competence and
healthy psychosocial development in their
children. Both the value system of the
First Peoples culture, and the child-rearing
attitudes and behaviours of parents and
extended family members, may confer
advantages to children of the First Peoples.
However, it is equally apparent that there is
a dearth of empirical investigations on the
links between socialization and competent
development in the First Peoples. The
more extensive literature on psychosocial
problems needs to be balanced by more
studies of typical, normative, healthy
family functioning and child development.

In the remainder of this paper, we
make several suggestions for ways in
which developmental psychologists
can begin to redress past oversights.
These include the adoption of a different
theoretical model or framework, the
utilization of more sensitive, culturally-
appropriate methodologies for learning
about socialization and development
in First Peoples, and novel approaches

to initiating and pursuing the research
process.

Resilience: Focusing on the
Positives

Thirty years ago, a few leading
developmental scientists began to draw
researchers’ and clinicians’ attention to
the fact that many, perhaps most, children
raised in circumstances of hardship and
adversity do not develop psychological
problems or psychiatric disorders (e.g.,
Garmezy, 1974, Rutter, 1979). Despite
experiencing economic deprivation,
homelessness, social discrimination
or other risks and disadvantages, these
individuals develop well, attaining
competence and health, and accomplishing
relevant developmental social, academic,
and occupational milestones. The
prevalence of resilience, attaining healthy
developmental outcomes despite the
experience of adversity, points to the
adaptability and tenacity of humans, and
highlights the truism that problems are
the exception, rather than the rule, of
development. Researchers’ investigations
into the factors that predict or support
resilience have revealed that resilient
children are not extraordinary; they are
ordinary (Masten, 2001). If children have
intact neurocognitive functioning (e.g.,
no evidence of neurological injury) and
supportive, involved parents, they are
likely to survive even seriously adverse
circumstances without being scarred.

Most of the research on resilience
has been conducted with lower-income,
visible minority groups in the United
States. It is important to note, however,
that epidemiological studies of the First
Peoples indicate that healthy psychosocial
development is the norm in these
communities as well (e.g., Gotowiec &
Beiser, 1993; MacMillan et al., 2000).
Given the low average annual income
of Canada’s First Peoples families, the
number of First Peoples families living
in sub-standard housing, the number of
First Peoples communities located in
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remote locales with limited access to
services, and the enduring prejudices held
toward First Peoples by many in Canada’s
majority culture (Joe & Malach, 1992;
Strauss, 1995), it would be reasonable

to state many of the children of the First
Peoples are being raised under conditions
of risk. Thus, the fact that most of these
children do not show evidence of marked
psychosocial difficulties is evidence that,
like children from other communities, they
are resilient.

Given the salient contributions
of effective parenting to the resilient
development of children in other cultural
groups, it is likely that some of the
qualities of parenting by First Peoples
(e.g., modelling, involvement of other
family and community members, maturity
demands) protect children from the
negative effects of adversity and hardship,
and promote their healthy psychosocial
development. By refocusing our
theoretical perspective from models of
illness and pathology (the effects of risk
factors on the development of problems),
to models of health and competence (the
contributions of protective factors to
the development of positive outcomes),
developmental scientists can support
effective parenting and resilient
development in the First Peoples. Further,
by accurately characterizing the ways in
which First Peoples children show their
competence, and identifying the family
and cultural features that support this
competence, we may be able to design
new and culturally-meaningful ways to
assist the minority of First Peoples families
in which children are not manifesting
resilience. Cooperative and proactive
recommendations for child-rearing (“Try
this; it has worked for your neighbours.”)
are likely to be more effective for helping
families to overcome their troubles
than prohibitive directions drawn from
dissimilar experiences (“Don’t do that
because we’ve found it doesn’t work.”).

New Directions for Our

Understanding of First Peoples

We are now faced with the challenge
of shifting our research focus with First
Peoples families away from a negative-
outcome focus, to a competence and
resilience focus. This shift will permeate
through all levels of research, including
topic, participants, measures, and process.
Traditionally, most researchers have taken
an epidemiological approach whereby
groups of First Peoples are described on a
broad variety of characteristics (e.g., age,
gender, level of schooling, psychiatric
problems), but any given characteristic
is not examined in great depth. This
has applied equally to examinations
of children’s problems and parents’
socialization of children. Therefore, as well
as refocusing attention from problems and
limitations to competencies and strengths,
researchers need to shift from broadly but
shallowly surveying the First Peoples to
obtaining more detailed, in-depth accounts
of their experiences.

In most cultures parents are the
primary caregivers. However, in First
Peoples families the extended family
plays a large role in raising children
(Joe & Malach, 1992; MacPhee,

Fritz, & Miller-Heyl, 1996). Kinship,
emphasizing the inter-connectedness of
many family members and even non-
familial community members, is one of
the fundamental traditional values of
First Peoples. In addition to biological
parents, the socialization of children
involves grandparents, other family
members, and tribal elders (Burgess,
1980; Cooke-Dallin, Rosborough, &
Underwood, 2000; LaFromboise & Low,
1998). In fact, compared with Canadian
Caucasian families, grandparents and
extended families are more involved in
First Peoples families and more First
Peoples children live in homes with
three or more generations of family
members (Thompson, 2003). The family
constellations of the First Peoples can
also differ in other ways. For instance,
infants may be reared in a separate home
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by grandparents or uncles and aunts. As
youths they may continue to live with other
family members, who can include third

or even fifth-degree relatives (MacPhee
etal., 1996; Seidman et al., 1994). A
‘family’ does not only consist of children
with their biological parents, but includes
all community members involved in
socialization of children. Thus, in terms
of research participants, we will need to
broaden our definition of parents to include
all individuals involved in child-rearing.
With respect to the research process,

this means that we should ask who the
members of a ‘family’ are (family and
nonblood relatives) and avoid assuming
that only the biological parents comprise
the family. Conversely, we also should not
assume that a// members of the extended
family should be included. In our attempts
to understand familial influences on First
Peoples children’s development and
competence, we need to resist applying
Western traditional notions of ‘parents’
and look for more culturally appropriate
definitions of parents.

The existing research on parenting
among First Peoples parents has relied
on traditional social science methods of
inquiry, including questionnaires with
rating scales. Some researchers have
questioned the appropriateness of these
methods (e.g., Beiser, 1981). As these
questionnaires were principally developed
for use with Western cultural groups in
North America, they may not be valid or
appropriate for use with other cultural
groups including First Peoples. The
content covered in those questionnaires
may not be relevant for the experiences of
First Peoples. The wording of questions
may contain implicit biases, be unclear,
or be unfamiliar to First Peoples. The
concepts of ratings scales and anchor terms
(e.g., strongly disagree) have grown out
of Western academics’ work and may not
be typical of First Peoples’ thoughts and
perspectives on child rearing and children’s
competence. Also, methods of interpreting
the meaning of scores usually have been
standardized on the basis of Caucasian

groups who differ immensely from most
First Peoples groups on a number of
characteristics, thus potentially rendering
all comparisons or inferences about test
results inaccurate and invalid.

One might infer from this critique that
researchers simply need to standardize
test scores with First Peoples groups in
order to use these existing questionnaires
more appropriately. While that certainly
would be helpful, we contend that new
approaches and methods will also need to
be researched. Traditional social science
questionnaires should be supplemented
(if not replaced) by other information
gathering methods that are adapted to
better match traditional First Peoples
customs and values. Although common
in some social science fields, narrative
approaches have only recently been
recognized as potentially valuable and rich
sources of information by socialization
researchers working within psychology.
Narrative approaches allow parents to
generate open-ended and self-directed
accounts of their parenting practices; this
may be an ideal method because First
Peoples culture stresses the importance
of conversation (e.g., Carbaugh, 2001).
Participants’ freely generated accounts of
their beliefs, experiences and practices
can be examined for themes and content
that are directly relevant for First Peoples
socialization of children. Similarly,
narrative reports from parents, other
family members, teachers or even children
themselves may be more effective ways
of identifying First Peoples children’s
competent development. The flexibility of
narrative procedures makes them well-
suited for application to a range of topics.

One last area that will require a shift
in focus is the process through which
research is initiated and maintained.
Standard research has been likened to a
‘helicopter’ process, where the researcher
drops in for a quick data collection trip
and is never seen again. Montour (1987, as
cited in Macaulay et al., 2003) described
this experience as “outside research teams
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swooped down from the skies, swarmed
all over town, asked nosey questions

that were none of their business and then
disappeared never to be heard again”.
This kind of researcher-initiated approach
often benefits the researcher and his or
her academic career, but is of little or no
benefit to the First Peoples communities.
Darou and his colleagues (Darou, Hum,
& Kurtness, 1993; Darou, Kurtness, &
Hum, 2000) describe the James Bay Cree
of Québec as having endured countless
negative experiences with non-Aboriginal
researchers. As a result, they have

ejected all but one researcher and put

a moratorium on all future research in
their territory. They state that this is due
to the researchers’ refusal to accept Cree
authority, and the little perceived benefit
of this research for the community. Darou,
Hum, and Kurtness (2000) concluded
with the following suggestions: (1) “It is
entirely inappropriate to conduct research
unless you have been invited in and you
have a clear and relevant purpose” and
(2) “It is important that your research

put something valuable back into the
community” (italics added; p. 52).
Overall, the process of research needs to
be collaborative in nature and yield some
tangible outcomes that can be of benefit to
the community.

Culturally-Sensitive Directions
for Research

Theories regarding cultural differences
in psychopathology have centered around
two opposing perspectives: emic vs. etic
(Dragnus & Tanaka-Matsumi, 2003). The
emic approach focuses on the culture-
specific behaviour, customs, values and
traditions of a specific culture group.
This position has also been described as a
relativist perspective. From this vantage
point, researchers focus on the scope of
cultural variation, the need to understand
the unique phenomena within any given
culture, and to study cultural groups
on their own terms. This perspective is
contrasted with an etic or universalist

perspective which looks for universals
that are ‘true’ across cultures and focuses
on the differences in levels of certain
dimensions and categories across different
cultural groups.

For culturally-sensitive research
to be conducted with First Peoples
families, an emic approach needs to
be taken. Researchers must clearly
understand the culture before embarking
on a research project. Douglas (1994)
presented an account of her experiences
in understanding schooling within an
Inuit community as a first step towards
recontextualizing the institution of
schooling to better reflect the community
context. Likewise, Gillis (1992) sought to
understand First Peoples parents’ views
about early childhood education prior to
suggesting changes to day care curriculum.
These two researchers were successfully
able to understand First Peoples
communities prior to suggesting changes
to schooling, and circumvented the use of
false assumptions of First Peoples to guide
their research.

A corollary point is the need to respect
the heterogeneity of First Peoples. Often
First Peoples are considered a homogenous
group and their culture is reduced to
a single entity (Gross, 1998; cited in
Coleman, Unrau, & Manyfingers, 2001).
Recognizing that there are intergroup
differences should not be made at the
expense of recognition of intragroup
differences. With over 550 recognized
Native nations in the United States and
over 1000 reserves in Canada, there exists
considerable heterogeneity (Thomason,
1991; Weaver, 1997, 1999). Additionally,
being part of a culture does not mean that
all individuals subscribe to the specific
values and traditions of that culture to the
same degree. As Gross (1998; as cited
in Coleman et al., 2001) stated “all the
study in the world about a given culture
or subculture might not lend a hint of
explanation of the behavior or attitudes
of a single member of that culture or
subculture” (p. 9). Understanding First
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Peoples at an individual, family and
community level is a requisite of any
research endeavours that hope to be
insightful, accurate, and useful.

Working with a community is perhaps
the most culturally-sensitive approach to
research with First Peoples populations. In
this framework for conducting research,
communities are involved in an equal
partnership with researcher. This method
is called participatory action research
(PAR) and is defined as the systematic
enquiry, involving collaboration of
those affected by the issue being studied
and the researchers, for the purpose of
education and taking action or effecting
social change (Green et al., 1995).

PAR is based on the integration of
community members as equal partners;
integration of the intervention and
evaluation the intervention’s success;

and creation of learning experiences for
the program’s researchers and staff, as
well as participants. A unique feature

of this research perspective is the equal
involvement of 3 members: (i) community
researchers; (ii) academic researchers;
and (iii) the community advisory board
(community members). The importance
of the PAR process cannot be overstated,
as both research outcomes and practical
knowledge transfer will contribute to First
Peoples’ acquisition of the information,
skills and tools needed to continue
advancing their own welfare.

An excellent example of the
successful implementation of this research
agenda in a First Peoples community
in Canada is the Kahnawake Schools
Diabetes Prevention Project (KSDPP;
Potvin, Cargo, McComber, Delormier,

& Macaulay, 2003). Members of the
Kahnawake community recognized
increasing rates of diabetes as an important
health concern. KSDPP was therefore
founded by Kahnawake community
members, working with researchers, with
the goal of reducing the incidence of Type
2 diabetes amongst the First Peoples in
Kahnawake. KSDPP seeks to accomplish

this by implementing intervention activities
for schools, families and the community
that promote healthy eating, physical
activity and positive attitudes about health.
They conduct community-based research
on these activities and report all research
results back to the community. They also
train community intervention workers,

and academic and community researchers
and individuals from other First Peoples
communities to promote capacity building.
Of particular significance is the adaptation
of the curriculum to coincide with the
values and beliefs of the Mohawk culture.
This impressively demonstrates a thorough
understanding of the culture, providing
evidence for a successful emic approach.

Ethical Considerations with First
Peoples

With the shift toward PAR,
recognizing and promoting active
community participation in research is
replacing past research models in which
researchers held exclusive control over the
process and the results (Macaulay et al.,
1998). Thus, it will be essential to advance
a code of research ethics that focuses
greatly on confidentiality, avoidance
of harm and potential benefits at a
community level. It is worthy to note that,
correspondingly, Canadian codes of ethics
(e.g., MRC, NSERC, & SSHRC, 1998)
and those of First Peoples groups (e.g.,
Inuit Tapirisat of Canada and Nunavut
Research Institute, 1998) have grown to
reflect this sharing of leadership, research
design, and decision-making (Macaulay et
al., 1998).

Additionally, integral to PAR is the
development of a code of ethics to guide
each specific research study, developed
through the collaboration of the researchers
and the community members. Macaulay
et al. (1998) provide a useful example of
the successful development of a code of
research ethics applied to the KSDDP.
Their code included a policy statement
about the incorporation of a Mohawk
perspective into the project, clarification
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of the roles and obligations of the partners,
and guidelines for control of data and
dissemination of results. Thus, through

the process of discussion and negotiation
that is essential to a true partnership, the
expectations, rights and responsibilities of
all research collaborators were clearly and
openly established.

Researchers and practitioners must
also be aware of ethics on a daily level,
through the ethics of personal interaction
(e.g., Ellerby, McKenzie, McKay, Gariépy,
& Kaufert, 2000). Respect for the rights,
and protection of the well being, of
participants in research must be informed
by an awareness of and sensitivity to
the values and traditions of the culture
in which participants live. Brant (1990)
described how potential interpersonal
conflicts can be avoided by utilizing First
Peoples’ practices of non-interference,
non-competitiveness, emotional restraint,
and sharing. Non-interference is rooted
in maintaining deep respect for every
individual’s independence, such that
approaching an interaction as an instructor,
or attempting to persuade or coerce
another person, are undesirable ways
to behave. Non-competitiveness serves
to minimize group rivalry, and prevents
the embarrassment that a less able group
member might feel in a situation that
has the potential to reveal individual
differences in ability. Emotional restraint
promotes self-control and discourages the
expression of strong emotional reactions,
either positive or negative. Sharing is
based on generosity and the avoidance of
hoarding of goods or resources. Together,
these practices emphasise respect and

egalitarianism in interpersonal interactions.

Researchers’ use of these practices to
discuss the research procedures and
process, and negotiate the code of research
ethics, should serve to facilitate successful
and mutually beneficial interactions with
the First Peoples children, families and
communities involved in investigations.

Concluding Remarks

A great deal is known about
Caucasian children’s healthy psychosocial
development and the qualities of
parenting that support their competence.
Conversely, developmental scientists
working with First Peoples cultures have
concentrated their efforts on children’s
problems and families’ difficulties. This
has contributed to an incomplete and
unrepresentative picture of First Peoples
families. Researchers should approach
First Peoples communities with the goal
of understanding the culture, by taking
an emic approach. This process should
be done by developing meaningful
relationships between academics,
researchers, and community members
before proceeding with research, and
maintaining this collaboration through
all stages of the research process. The
majority of children in First Peoples
communities are healthy and competent
and do not have psychological problems.
Redirecting our research efforts towards
focusing upon the strengths of families
and children, and using procedures that
are appropriate and sensitive to the values
and traditions of the First Peoples, will be
essential for obtaining a more balanced and
accurate understanding of socialization and
development within these communities.
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