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Abstract This chapter describes the theoretical background, methodology, and
select empirical findings from the Parenting Across Cultures project, a longitudinal
study of mothers, fathers, and youth in nine countries (China, Colombia, Italy,
Jordan, Kenya, Philippines, Sweden, Thailand, and United States). The design of
the study is well suited to addressing questions regarding within-family, between-
family within-country, and between-country predictors of youth outcomes. Positive
development may be characterized in unique ways in different countries, but adjust-
ment outcomes such as social competence, prosocial behavior, and academic
achievement also share features and parenting predictors in different countries.
Combining emic (originating within a culture) and etic (originating outside a cul-
ture) approaches, operationalizing culture, and handling measurement invariance
are challenges of international research. Understanding culturally specific and gen-
eralizable features of positive youth development as well as how youth are social-
ized in ways to promote positive adjustment are advantages of comparative
international research.
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Countries around the globe have made a great deal of progress in reducing infant
and under-five mortality, increasing enrollment in primary school, and improving
other aspects of child development, but adolescents between the ages of 10 and
19 years have lagged behind (UNICEF, 2012). Adolescents face many challenges
related to sexual risk taking, substance use, and other problem behaviors, which
may differ or show commonalities across countries. Despite these challenges, ado-
lescents also represent a resource to be cultivated through educational opportunities
and vocational training to move them toward economic independence, through ini-
tiatives to improve reproductive health, and through positive interpersonal relation-
ships to help them avoid risky behaviors and make positive decisions about their
futures. This chapter presents cutting-edge research on adolescent development that
we have conducted as part of the Parenting Across Cultures (PAC) project. This
research suggests aspects of positive adjustment during adolescence that are fos-
tered by positive parenting across countries, as well as nuances in how to approach
research on both parenting and youth adjustment in an international framework.
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Positive Adjustment 237
Theoretical Framework, Goals, and Main Questions

The PAC project is a longitudinal study that began by recruiting a sample of 1417
children (who were 8 years old, on average) and their mothers and fathers from 13
cultural groups in nine countries (Jinan and Shanghai, China; Medellin, Colombia;
Naples and Rome, Italy; Zarqa, Jordan; Kisumu, Kenya; Manila, Philippines;
Trollhdttan/Vénersborg, Sweden; Chiang Mai, Thailand; and African, European,
and Hispanic Americans in Durham, North Carolina, United States). These coun-
tries were selected because they vary widely in parenting practices, cultural norms,
and contexts for adolescent development. The families have been assessed annually
through interviews with mothers, fathers, and children about the parent-child rela-
tionship, the child’s adjustment, attitudes and beliefs, and cultural values. The chil-
dren have transitioned into adolescence and are 16, on average, as of 2016. This
project advances understanding of positive adjustment during adolescence by
broadening the base of participants in research and enabling tests of how culture and
parenting are jointly related to processes involved in adolescent adjustment.

Different aspects of the project have been guided by different theoretical frame-
works. For example, analyses of how attributions and beliefs are related to subse-
quent behavior have been guided by social information processing theory (Crick &
Dodge, 1994). This theory posits that individuals who encode relevant information
from social situations, make benign attributions about others’ intent, generate many
possible competent responses to challenging social situations, and positively evalu-
ate the benefits of avoiding aggressive responses are more likely to behave in
socially competent, prosocial ways than are individuals who do not take in relevant
information from social situations, make hostile attributions, generate few socially
competent responses, and positively evaluate aggressive responses.

PAC analyses of how reward systems and cognitive control operate in relation to
adolescents’ behavior are guided by the dual systems model (Steinberg, 2008). This
theory proposes that adolescence is a period of heightened risk-taking because of
differences in the timing of development of brain regions responsible for processing
rewards and regions responsible for controlling impulses. In the PAC project, we
have been guided by this theory in proposing models of how puberty, parenting, and
culture jointly affect adolescents’ behavior. Analyses of how parents’ warmth and
acceptance are related to other aspects of parenting and youth adjustment have been
guided by parental acceptance-rejection theory (Rohner, 2004). According to this
theory, all children and adolescents need to feel loved and accepted by their parents,
and love and acceptance are universally predictive of better youth outcomes. We
have been guided by this theory in examining links between parental acceptance
and other aspects of parenting such as control and expectations regarding family
obligations and between parental acceptance and positive youth development.

Selection of positive aspects of adolescent adjustment has been guided by the
Five Cs theory of positive youth development (Lerner, Almerigi, Theokas, & Lerner,
2005). The five Cs included in this theory are competence, confidence, connection,
character, and caring/compassion. In PAC, we have examined how different aspects
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of parenting and culture are related to aspects of these five Cs such as academic and
social competence, confidence in one’s ability to regulate emotions, connection
with parents and peers, and caring as evidenced in prosocial behavior. The entire
project is grounded in bioecological theory, which situates the study of development
over time within proximal family and more distal cultural contexts (Bronfenbrenner,
2005). Within this theoretical framework, PAC captures microsystems of parent-
child relationships, macrosystems related to cultural norms, and chronosystems as
the project has followed participants longitudinally from childhood to adolescence.
Although many studies acknowledge the importance of these different systems of
influence, few incorporate them empirically.

In the first 5 years of the PAC project, our goals involved understanding how
corporal punishment operates across cultural groups, whether the association
between corporal punishment and children’s adjustment is moderated by its cultural
normativeness or parental warmth, and whether the effect of corporal punishment
on children’s aggressive behavior and anxiety is mediated by children’s cognitive
and emotional appraisals regarding its use. In the next 5 years of the project, our
goals turned to testing a model of how biological maturation and socialization inter-
act in the development of adolescents’ behavior; testing how psychological pro-
cesses of reward-seeking, self-regulation, and social information processing patterns
mediate the impact of puberty, parenting, and culture on adolescents’ behavior; and
testing the hypothesis that cultural normativeness of parenting behaviors and cultur-
ally shaped opportunities moderate the relation between parenting and adolescents’
behavior.

Our main research questions have involved trying to understand both positive
and negative aspects of parenting and youth adjustment. Although individuals in
different cultures may define optimal development in different ways (Bornstein,
1995), we have addressed research questions regarding three main aspects of posi-
tive youth development (i.e., social competence, prosocial behavior, and academic
achievement) that were relatively consistent across the nine countries in the PAC
study. Interpersonal skills are an important part of youth adjustment and are related
to subsequent outcomes into adulthood (Greenberg et al., 2003), suggesting the
importance of social competence to positive youth development. Social competence
may encompass different behaviors in different cultural groups, so our operational-
ization in PAC has included factors such as understanding others’ feelings that are
likely to be valued across groups, even if the way that the competence is demon-
strated varies across groups. Prosocial behavior (i.e., voluntary, desirable actions
aimed to help others) is important because these are positive deeds in their own
right, and children’s prosocial behavior promotes future positive adjustment (see
Eisenberg, Spinrad, & Knafo-Noam, 2015). Academic achievement is emphasized
more in some countries than in others; in Africa alone, the percentage of the popula-
tion indicating that education is the most important resource for someone to succeed
in life ranges from a low of 13% in Ivory Coast to a high of 73% in Botswana
(Crabtree, 2014). Nevertheless, across countries, academic achievement is a marker
of success in a major life domain during adolescence that predicts occupational and
financial success as well as health into adulthood (e.g., Robert Wood Johnson
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Foundation, 2013). Although we have focused on social competence, prosocial
behavior, and academic achievement as positive youth outcomes, other research has
demonstrated that particular cultural groups may highly value certain behaviors or
skills that are perceived to indicate positive adjustment within that context, even if
those behaviors or skills do not hold particular status in other contexts. For example,
high jumping is a valued skill for adolescent and young adult Maasai males, with
elevated status conferred on those males who can jump higher (Sobania, 2003).
Anthropological, qualitative, or mixed methods research is important to identifying
aspects of positive youth development that may not generalize across cultural
groups.

Context: Cultural Distinctiveness of the PAC Sample

The countries represented in PAC vary in important ways that alter the context in
which adolescents develop. First, they vary in access to opportunities for both risk-
taking and experiences that would be expected to foster positive adjustment. For
example, the legal age for driving and access to motor vehicles vary across coun-
tries, with opportunities for risky driving more prevalent in countries with younger
driving ages and more access to motor vehicles. Second, the countries vary in terms
of resources to prevent risky behavior and promote positive adjustment. For exam-
ple, condoms and comprehensive school-based sex education are both more widely
available to adolescents in Sweden than in the United States, providing different
contexts of resources to promote reproductive health (United Nations Statistics
Division, 2006). Third, the PAC countries differ in cultural norms about the accept-
ability of particular behaviors during adolescence. For example, alcohol use is rela-
tively rare in Jordan, where Islamic principles forbidding the use of intoxicants are
the norm (Haddad, Shotar, Umlauf, & Al-Zyoud, 2010). In contrast, the use of alco-
hol and illicit drugs is common among U.S. American adolescents (Johnston,
O’Malley, Miech, Bachman, & Schulenberg, 2016). Fourth, the PAC countries dif-
fer in values, beliefs, and attitudes related to parents’ relationships with their ado-
lescent children, and these variations may alter the impact of parenting on
adolescents’ adjustment across countries (e.g., Lansford, Bornstein et al., 2016).
Fifth, according to a Gallup poll, the countries vary in how, on average, they reply
to the question “Is religion important in your daily life?” from a low of 17% yes in
Sweden through 65% in the United States, 72% in Italy, and 83% in Colombia to
highs of 96% in the Philippines and 97% in Thailand (Crabtree, 2010).

Given the wide diversity of the countries in this project, the study contributes to
new knowledge in understanding the role of culture and parenting in positive youth
development. In contexts in which more opportunities for risk-taking exist, to keep
their adolescents on a positive trajectory, parents may need to be more vigilant
about monitoring their adolescents’ activities and whereabouts than in contexts in
which there are fewer opportunities for risk-taking. Similarly, in contexts where
fewer protective resources exist, parents may need to be more individually respon-
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sible for promoting positive youth adjustment. Parents who behave in ways that are
more consistent with the values, beliefs, and attitudes that are normative within a
particular cultural context may be more likely to promote positive youth adjustment
than parents whose behavior is less aligned with the broader cultural context.

The design of our study, with family members nested within families nested
within cultural groups, is well suited to addressing questions about the extent to
which youth outcomes are predicted by factors that vary between cultural groups,
between families within a cultural group, between family members within a family,
or different combinations of these (Lansford et al., 2015). Although we have con-
ducted between-group comparisons, we also have tried to “unpack” culture into
measurable contextual components and to understand specific characteristics of cul-
ture (e.g., beliefs, values, norms) that affect parenting practices and children’s inter-
pretations of them. Operationalizing culture is a key challenge of international,
comparative research (Lansford, Bornstein et al., 2016). In some ways, individuals
from different countries may be culturally distinct, but in other ways, individuals
from different countries may share cultural similarities.

Why the Parenting Across Cultures Study Is Important

Given the range of topics we have investigated in the PAC project, the study reported
in this chapter is important in several domains. We provide illustrations using our
findings related to corporal punishment. Our research on corporal punishment in
different cultural contexts is important given the international mobilization to pro-
mote the rights of children and adolescents and to protect them from all types of
abuse and exploitation to maximize their positive development. For example, as of
2017, 53 countries have outlawed corporal punishment in all settings (including by
parents in the home), and our work facilitates more informed policy-making, par-
ticularly in relation to potential barriers to child protection because of culture-
specific definitions of child maltreatment. Central to legislation to outlaw corporal
punishment has been the rights of children and adolescents to be treated with dig-
nity and respect and scientific research demonstrating detrimental effects of corpo-
ral punishment on youth adjustment. Our research has shown that experiencing
corporal punishment is related to more youth aggression and anxiety across coun-
tries, even though this link is weaker in countries where corporal punishment is
more normative (Lansford et al., 2005). In addition, parental warmth does not atten-
uate the link between corporal punishment and worse youth outcomes (Lansford
et al., 2014). Thus, interventions and legal movements to protect children and ado-
lescents from corporal punishment have the potential to promote positive youth
adjustment.

Furthermore, our findings regarding mechanisms through which parenting
affects youth adjustment have the potential to influence interventions designed to
promote positive parenting and optimal youth adjustment. Our study is well suited
to addressing questions regarding what proximal family, parenting, and individual



Positive Adjustment 241

mechanisms mediate links between more distal cultural factors and youth outcomes.
For example, we have found that country differences in children’s hostile attribu-
tions account for a significant portion of country differences in aggressive behavior
problems (Dodge et al., 2015). We presented children with ten hypothetical vignettes
depicting an ambiguous situation and asked them to attribute the likely intent of the
provocateur (coded as benign or hostile) and to predict how they would respond in
that situation (coded as non-aggression or reactive aggression). Mothers and chil-
dren independently rated the child’s aggressive behavior. In every cultural group, in
those situations in which a child attributed hostile intent to a peer, that child was
more likely to report that he or she would respond with reactive aggression than in
situations when that same child attributed benign intent. Across children, hostile
attributional bias scores predicted higher mother- and child-rated aggressive behav-
ior problems, even controlling for prior aggression. Cultural-group differences in
the tendency for children to attribute hostile intent statistically accounted for a sig-
nificant portion of group differences in aggressive behavior problems, suggesting a
psychological mechanism for group differences in aggressive behavior.

Using the PAC sample, we also have been able to address research questions that
are more salient in one locale than in others. For example, we added a detailed mea-
sure of child agency in Sweden, but not in the other countries, because child agency
is a particularly important issue in Sweden, with widespread endorsement of chil-
dren’s equality with adults and belief in the rights of children. Using this measure,
we found that Swedish parents” warmth is directly related to subsequent perceptions
of children’s agency, which in turn are related to subsequently lower child external-
izing and internalizing problems and higher academic achievement (Gurdal,
Lansford, & Sorbring, 2016). Thus, the PAC study is important both in cross-
national comparative research as well as in single-country investigations around
meaningful topics within a particular context.

Novelty: Insights into Culture-Specific and Universal Positive
Psychological Outcomes

What constitutes positive parenting may be similar or different across countries
(Bornstein & Lansford, 2010). In the PAC study, parental warmth and acceptance
(as opposed to rejection, neglect, and hostility) have been found to predict more
positive youth adjustment, including more prosocial behavior, better school perfor-
mance, and fewer internalizing and externalizing behavior problems (Putnick et al.,
2015). Children’s prosocial behavior also elicits more positive parenting (Pastorelli
et al., 2016). Others have also posited theoretically and found empirically that
parental warmth and acceptance are universally related to more positive youth
adjustment (e.g., Rohner, 2004). However, the specific ways in which warmth and
acceptance are expressed may differ across countries. For example, Chinese immi-
grant mothers in the United States are more likely than European American mothers
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to express warmth through meeting needs for daily routines (e.g., preparing favorite
foods) and through providing learning opportunities, whereas European American
mothers are more likely than Chinese immigrant mothers to use physical (e.g., hug-
ging) and verbal (saying “I love you™) expressions of warmth (Cheah, Li, Zhou,
Yamamoto, & Leung, 2015). Thus, although the form may differ, the function of
warmth may be universally positive across cultures (Bornstein, 2012). One of the
novel aspects of the PAC project is that with its multinational design, it is possible
directly to compare relations between parenting and positive youth development
across countries in a way that is not feasible with a single-country design.

Other aspects of parenting may have more culturally variable effects on youth
adjustment. For example, in the PAC study, correlations between parental warmth
and control are not the same across countries; rather, in Kenya and Jordan, parents
who are warm are also likely to be controlling, whereas in Sweden and European
American families in the United States, parental warmth and control are unrelated
or negatively related (Deater-Deckard et al., 2011). This suggests one reason that in
some cultural groups, more parental control may be related to better youth adjust-
ment, whereas in other cultural groups, more parental control is related to worse
youth adjustment. Part of the explanation for these differences may stem from par-
ents’ and adolescents’ beliefs regarding what is expected and normative. For
instance, increases in adolescents’ autonomy in decision making between seventh
and eighth grades have been found to be related to more improvement in emotional
functioning in the United States than in China, perhaps because increases in adoles-
cents’ autonomy were more normative in the United States than in China (Qin,
Pomerantz, & Wang, 2009). Therefore, universal versus culture-specific relations
between parenting and positive youth adjustment may depend, in part, on the nor-
mativeness of particular beliefs and behaviors.

Operationalizing “culture” in international research is a challenge. One way we
have attempted to handle this issue in PAC is by asking parents and youth to com-
plete measures that assess attitudes and beliefs about a range of topics that have
been conceptualized as construing cultural values. For example, parents completed
a measure that assessed their expectations regarding children’s obligations to pro-
vide help, support, and respect to different family members, and children completed
a comparable measure that asked them to report on their parents’ expectations
regarding children’s family obligations (following from Fuligni, Tseng, & Lam,
1999). We found that parenting behaviors that were warmer, less neglectful, and
more controlling as well as parenting attitudes that were more authoritarian were
related to higher expectations regarding children’s family obligations (Lansford,
Godwin et al., 2016). These effects held both between families within cultures as
well as between cultures, meaning that, for example, parents within a cultural group
who were warmer and less neglectful had higher expectations regarding their chil-
dren’s family obligations than did parents within that cultural group who were less
warm and more neglectful and that in cultural groups that were warmer and less
neglectful, parents had higher expectations regarding children’s family obligations
than in cultural groups that were less warm and more neglectful.



Positive Adjustment 243

Expectations regarding family obligations are grounded in larger cultural con-
texts. In research with immigrant families in the United States, Wu and Kim (2009)
found that Chinese American adolescents who were language brokers for their fam-
ily (i.e., served as interpreters) were more likely to experience this obligation as a
burden if they felt disconnected from their Chinese heritage and that they did not
matter to their parents; however, adolescents who felt connected with their parents
and their heritage were more likely to perceive language brokering as a source of
efficacy rather than a burden. In a study of Ngecha children in Gikuyu, Kenya, chil-
dren were more likely to demonstrate prosocial behavior in situations involving
family obligations, such as caring for younger siblings, doing household chores, and
engaging in other types of labor for the benefit of the family, than in situations that
did not involve family obligations (de Guzman, Edwards, & Carlo, 2005). Therefore,
youth without family obligations may be deprived of an important arena in which to
develop prosocial behaviors and competence in tasks that are important for family
functioning.

Method, Procedures of Data Collection, and Adaptation
of Measures in New Cultures

Since recruiting the PAC sample through schools when children were 8§ years old,
on average, we have conducted annual quantitative interviews with mothers, fathers,
and children. Initially, the interviews were conducted in homes, schools, commu-
nity centers, or other places convenient to the families, with each family member
interviewed privately so they could not hear or see one another’s responses. As the
children have matured into adolescence, the interviews have increasingly been con-
ducted in writing rather than orally and online when possible. Interviews are still
conducted orally for parents and youth for whom literacy is a concern. Because
institutional review boards (IRB) that have reviewed the ethical treatment of partici-
pants in each site as well as the logistics of different local environments have dif-
fered, we have needed to balance standardization and flexibility in data collection.
For example, IRBs in the different countries have distinct guidelines for the pay-
ment of research participants, so in some PAC countries, families are paid modest
amounts or children are given small gifts as compensation for their time, whereas in
other sites, payments to families have not been allowed, so instead, compensation is
paid to children’s schools. Allowing this kind of flexibility within the project enables
us to be appropriately sensitive to the needs of local communities while also main-
taining a great deal of similarity across sites in the procedures and measures.

In the PAC project, measures have been administered in the predominant lan-
guage of each country, following forward- and back-translation and meetings to
resolve any item-by-item ambiguities in linguistic or semantic content (Erkut,
2010). In addition to translating the measures, translators note items that do not
translate well, are inappropriate for the participants, are culturally insensitive, or
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elicit multiple meanings and suggest improvements. Country coordinators and the
translators review discrepant items and make appropriate modifications.

These procedures are fairly standard in international, comparative studies, but
they do lead to two primary concerns. First, to what extent are the most important
factors related to parenting and adolescent development in a given cultural context
captured by measures that originate in one place and are adapted for use in another?
In essence this concern raises the issue of taking an emic versus etic approach to
data collection. Using an emic approach, researchers from within a particular cul-
tural group create measures that are specific to that group, which has the advantage
of being sure to characterize aspects of parenting and development that may be
culture specific but the disadvantage of making it more difficult to generalize or
compare across groups. Using an etic approach, researchers from one cultural group
apply concepts and measures developed elsewhere to study new cultural groups,
which has the advantage of lending itself to the search for cross-cultural similarities
and universals but the disadvantage of risking the loss of concepts that are unique to
particular cultural groups. In PAC, we have attempted to balance these two
approaches by creating a collaborative team of researchers from all nine countries
who meet in person annually (rotating the meetings among the nine participating
countries) so that we have an emic perspective provided by colleagues from each
country but also an etic approach in trying to administer a set of adapted measures
in each of the nine countries.

A second concern raised by translating measures to use in many different groups
is that methodologically, it is important to demonstrate that the measures are operat-
ing similarly across groups (Vandenberg & Lance, 2000; Widaman & Reise, 1997).
Establishing measurement invariance is challenging even with just two groups and
becomes much more difficult with a large number of groups (Huang et al., 2012;
Putnick et al., 2015). Standard tests may be too restrictive, particularly when
attempting to establish invariance across 13 cultural groups as in PAC (e.g.,
Borsboom, 2006; Marsh et al., 2009). As an alternative, we have used a meta-
analytic approach because meta-analyses do not assume that the same measures
have been used in all studies, making it possible to obtain an overall effect as well
as variance of the effect that might be attributable to measurement (Lansford et al.,
2014). We also have assessed measurement invariance with the alignment method in
Mplus V.7.31 (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014), which uses an iterative procedure to
determine the largest “set” of groups that contains no significant difference on a
given parameter (Icenogle et al., 2017).

Another methodological challenge is that self-report data can be compromised
by factors such as social desirability biases that might differ across countries. For
both mothers and fathers in all nine PAC countries, we found that socially desirable
responding was in the upper half of the possible distribution, and countries varied
minimally (although China was higher than the cross-country grand mean and
Sweden lower; Bornstein et al., 2015). Measuring and controlling for social desir-
ability biases is one way we have tried to address this concern.

Most of the publications that have resulted from PAC are cross-site papers that
include data from all nine countries, but sometimes the emic perspective results in
site-specific papers that reflect issues that are important in one place but not others
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(e.g., Alampay, 2014). For example, a disputed political election in Kenya in 2007
resulted in widespread community violence. In PAC, we added a measure of par-
ents’ and children’s exposure to the political violence that we did not add in the
other sites because the issue was not relevant there. As a result, we learned that
children’s exposure to short-term but severe politically motivated violence was
related to more child externalizing behavior problems (Skinner, Oburu, Lansford, &
Bacchini, 2014).

Take Home Message and Recommendations

Findings from the PAC project suggest at least three conclusions regarding positive
outcomes and well-being of youth across cultures. First, social competence, proso-
cial behavior, and academic achievement are aspects of positive development that
are fostered by parental warmth and acceptance across countries. Second, positive
youth adjustment elicits more positive parenting. Third, some aspects of positive
youth adjustment are more salient in particular cultural groups than in others.

Moving forward, it will be important for the field of developmental science to
grapple with both methodological and conceptual issues to advance understanding
of positive youth development across countries. Methodologically, ongoing chal-
lenges involve handling measurement invariance and biases, disentangling within-
and between-country effects, balancing emic with etic perspectives, and
operationalizing culture to move beyond social address models of simply compar-
ing one group with another to understanding how values, beliefs, and behaviors that
constitute “culture” are related to positive youth adjustment. Conceptually, future
research will benefit from attempting to understand both culturally specific and gen-
eralizable features of positive youth development, as well as what parents and other
members of a culture do to socialize youth to be well adjusted within that culture.

In practice, interventions designed to promote positive youth development will
benefit from consideration of socialization goals within particular cultural contexts
as well as understanding of culturally-grounded parenting beliefs and behaviors.
Previous research has demonstrated that using culturally-tailored interventions can
promote positive parenting (Coard, Foy-Watson, Zimmer, & Wallace, 2007).
Building specifically on the PAC findings, for example, interventions might focus
on helping parents demonstrate warmth and acceptance in ways that will be per-
ceived by adolescents as being loving within the broader cultural context and to
exercise control in ways that provide structure and guidance in ways that will be
consistent with adolescents’ expectations based on the norms of their culture. At
times, intervening to change parents’ beliefs is a precursor to changing parents’
behaviors, but at other times, it may be possible to change parents’ behaviors
directly, particularly with an understanding of the cultural context in which parents
and adolescents are situated. The robustness of theories of parenting and positive
youth development, as well as theories related to behavior change, can be tested be
assessing the degree to which the theories hold in diverse cultural contexts around
the world.
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