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Abstract

Enlisting the aid of parents’ informal support networks in child maltreatment interventions is a

widely accepted practice; yet little is known about how support affects parenting in maltreating

families. This study examines the role of informal support among families receiving child welfare

services. It posits that financial strain and negative life events affect parenting through their negative

effect on maternal depression and examines the influence of informal supports on these relationships,

whether child welfare services affected the availability of support, and whether change in support is

associated with change in parents’ exposure to stressors and parental functioning.

The study’s findings suggest that increasing support may reduce the amount of stressors and

depression that parents experience and improve their positive parenting. But using support to alter

negative parenting may be a more complex undertaking and depend on the supporter’s capacity to

provide constructive support.
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1. Introduction

Despite the fact that a substantial amount of research has suggested that the help that

people receive from relatives and friends enhances their well-being and that a lack of

adequate support may contribute to child maltreatment in some families, little is known

about how informal support may affect parents’ childrearing. Yet, the practice of enlisting
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the aid of parents’ family members and friends in maltreatment interventions is widely

accepted by child welfare professionals. Indeed, engaging parents’ informal supporters in

intervention efforts is often cited by child welfare professionals as playing a pivotal role in

such community based treatment strategies as wraparound services, community partner-

ships, and family preservation. To inform treatment efforts in this arena, it is essential to

acquire a better understanding of the ways in which support affects parenting. To this end,

this study examined the roles of informal support in families who were receiving child

welfare services.

The idea of including efforts to mobilize and strengthen families’ informal supports in

child maltreatment interventions is partly inspired by research reporting that maltreating

families are often socially isolated from friends, relatives, and neighbors (Daro, 1988;

Giovannoni & Billingsley, 1970; Polansky, Ammons, & Gaudin, 1985). That research

suggested that parents’ social isolationmight have contributed to child maltreatment because

of limited support from relatives and friends that could have assisted parents with

childrearing. At the same time, research in health and psychology has demonstrated the

benefits of informal support on many aspects of physical and emotional well-being,

including depression (Cassel, 1976; Cobb, 1976; House, Umberson, &Landis, 1988; Thoits,

1995). Furthermore, research on family support systems in impoverished communities

argued that while sometimes problematic, reliance on extended family members for support

of all kinds can be an effective coping strategy (Henly, 2002; Stack, 1974).

Although this earlier research identifies informal support as an important contributor to

individual well-being, informal support strategies have been difficult to implement as a

maltreatment intervention. This is partly because there is little understanding of the ways

in which support may affect parenting (Thompson, 1995). For instance, does the provision

of support enhance positive parenting or inhibit negative parenting? Does support affect

parenting by acting directly on parents’ child rearing practices? Or does support operate in

a more indirect way, perhaps by improving contextual conditions that affect parental

functioning? Moreover, research examining the influence of child welfare services on

parents’ informal supports is scarce. For example, it is not known whether service

providers’ attempts to engage supporters in intervention efforts result in parents receiving

more help from their relatives and friends than they would have otherwise. Nor do we

know if such change in parents’ levels of support enhances their parenting.

To address these questions, this study uses a composite of several child and family

researchers’ models outlining the relationships between sources of stress, parents’

psychological resources, informal supports, and parenting practices (Belsky & Vondra,

1989; Jackson, Gyamfi, Brooks-Gunn, & Blake, 1998; McLoyd, 1990). Specifically, using

a structural equation modeling framework, the study examines the linkages among two

kinds of stressors (financial strain and negative life events), maternal depression, informal

supports, and maternal parenting in a sample of mothers receiving child welfare services.

The study’s objectives were threefold. The first objective was to test the hypothetical

model presented in Fig. 1.

As the path diagram illustrates, financial strain and negative life events were

hypothesized to heighten maternal depression and thereby reduce positive and increase

negative parenting practices. The plausibility of the model was examined using cross-

sectional data of a sample of mothers receiving services from child welfare programs.
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