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Consultancy study on "Promotion of parent education for economically disadvantaged and hard-to-reach families in Hong Kong"

***************************************************************************

Lam Ching Man, Tam Wai Ming, Leung Tse Fong


Given the crucial role of family and parenting in child development, the Commission on Poverty commissioned Department of Social Work and Department Educational Administration and Policy, the Chinese University of Hong Kong to conduct a consultancy study. The study aims to identify possible ways to support economically disadvantaged and needy families. 


The study adopted a mix of quantitative and qualitative research methods. The quantitative part included two large-scale quantitative surveys. The cross-sectional survey of parents was conducted from June to July, 2006 in four districts in Hong Kong with the lowest averaged household incomes, namely, Sham Shui Po, Wong Tai Sin, Kwun Tong and Yuen Long. Samples were drawn from schools and MCHCs using multi-stage random sampling method. A total of 10,386 parents with offspring from 0-15 year of age participated in the survey. Socio-economic status of the families, stress and coping, parental beliefs, parenting behaviors, as well as their perception on parent education were explored. The organization survey explored views of service providers. 184 school principals or teachers, and 110 social workers participated in the study. The questionnaire collected information about the content and modes of service delivery, as well as service providers' attitudes, values and their perceived meaning on parent education.


For the qualitative part of the study, six service provider focus groups, eight parent focus groups and two policy focus groups had been conducted in the above mentioned four districts. 14 in-depth individual interviews were conducted with un-reached potential service users to listen to the silent voice of the hard-to-reach group. Moreover, four cases, which are the parent work in a school, a church networking program, a parent development program organized by a NGO, and a MCHC parent program, had been studied to identify elements facilitating to good practice. Document review, participant observations, interview with service users and personnel responsible for parent work, were conducted.

Research findings: 

* Parenting causes stress in all families, regardless of the family background. However, 5 categories of disadvantaged families, namely i) low-income families, ii) families receiving Comprehensive Social Service Allowance, iii) single-parent families, iv) families with one or both parent being unemployed, and v) newly-arrived families, are more susceptible to economic stress and stress in work and life, thus making parenting a more stressful task. 

* The survey identifies that risk factors affecting the well-being of economically-challenged families are, i) economic stress, ii) stress in work and life, iii) sense of powerlessness, iv) aggressive parenting behaviors; while protective factors that support the well-being of economically-challenged families are, i) family relationship, ii) parental involvement in family and school, iii) social network. 

* The monthly household income is inversely related to parents' economic stress (β = -0.364, R2 = 0.342), while parents' economic stress is directly related to their psychological stress (β = 0.352, R2 = 0.298). Economic stress is amplified by parents' sense of powerlessness. Parents with strong sense of powerlessness have a vague sense of future, and a feeling that their situation can hardly be improved in the future. On the contrary, parents with a weak sense of powerlessness have better sense of organized future. They are more able to identify, and actively strive to achieve their goal. Besides, good family relationship and social network help to reduce economic stress. 

* It is indicated that, psychological stress is directly related to aggressive parenting behavior (β = 0.180, R2 = 0.137); and sense of powerlessness is related to aggressive parental behavior (β = 0.040). On the other hand, good family relationship helps to reduce aggressive parental behavior (β =- 0.254). 

Recommendations: 

* A holistic family perspective: Poverty is a complex issue. Escape from poverty depends on numerous factors including educational opportunities, employment opportunities, parental or neighborhood role models, and familial and child's aspirations. Merely focusing on parenting or parent education represents a fragmented approach. A holistic perspective that goes beyond family and parenting is required to identify the factors that limit the efficacy of parents, and to facilitate family oriented services for poverty-relief. 

* Role of the Government: It's suggested that the government should play a leading role in poverty alleviation. The government should have a clear stand to affirm the importance of family in the society, and to play an active role in policy-making, funding support and inter-department co-ordination. Such recommendations required the leadership of high ranking government officials and policy-makers, as well as a formal and structural platform for thorough policy deliberation and formation. 

* Proactive measures: This survey suggests the government to establish funding to support families and parent education, enabling schools and agencies to carry out long-term, organized family and parent support works. 

* Universal service: Parenting is an obligation to parents of all socio-economic classes. Hence parent education should be a service of a universal nature. Such measures should be universally available to all parents, irrespective of class and economic means to avoid labeling effect. For economically disadvantaged parents such as "working poor" families, newly-arrived families, single-parent families and families with special need children, extra attention are required. It is recommended to provide reaching out and community-oriented services to cater for their special needs. 

* The whole-person approach: Instead of a mere focus on knowledge-based understanding; support to parenting requires a whole person approach focusing on the holistic development of parents. Agencies providing parent services should be sensitive to cultural differences among families, recognizing and respecting parent's individuality and ability, in enhancing their sense of efficacy. 

* Co-ordination of services: Health, education and social service sectors all provide services for families and parents in need. However, study results reveal that there are overlapping of services and unmet service gaps, while referral within or across sector are complicated, and children and parents are often caught in between. There is a call for better coordination and collaboration within and across sectors, and rigorous long-term studies are required to evaluate the effectiveness of services. 

* Early identification: It is important to identify families in need at an early stage. This survey agrees that MCHC and school are good entry points for early identification, while welfare sector provides community-based support and specialized services. For services to be effective, trainings should be made available to frontline practitioners (including teachers, doctors and nurses) to maintain their sensitivity to the high-risk families, and to identify those in need for proper referral. 

* Cultural and social perspective: The survey reveals that existing family and parenting practices are premised on middle-class values and western culture, neglecting factors such as local context and the poverty culture. It is recommended that cultural and social awareness to be emphasized in future policy formulation and service implementation. 
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