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Although parents and parenting issues are central to child health practice, research, and 

policy, significant gaps in current knowledge exist regarding the nature of parenting. Recent 

meta-analyses have verified the role of parents in achieving outcomes related to physical, 

socio-emotional, and cognitive well-being of their children (Barlow, Smailagic, Huband, 

Roloff, & Bennett, 2012; Belsky & deHaan, 2011; Scott, 2012). In fact, parenting has been 

deemed most important to our public health because of the far-reaching influence of the 

parent-child relationship (Gage, Everett, & Bullock, 2006). The tasks involved in parenting 

and the ability of the parent to communicate have been found especially important to 

children's physical, socio-emotional, and psychological outcomes (Hibbard et al., 2012; 

Sanders, 2012). Parents derive meaning and connection from the tasks associated with 

parenting and communication with their children, yet much of this work is invisible and 

occurs in the day-to-day activities of caring for young children.

Parenting young children is labor-intensive and requires a great deal of hands-on physical 

care, attention to safety, and interpretation of cues. Thus, caring for a newborn or young 

child can be physically exhausting. The child's communicative abilities and needs change 

over time: Therefore, the parents must accommodate this evolution by changing how they 

communicate with the child and how they interpret the child's communication. Because of 

this, tasks and communication often serve as the focus of evaluation and intervention 
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research with clinical populations of children (Horowitz et al., 2001; Horowitz et al., 2013; 

Sanders, 2012). While more is known about the antecedents to or consequences of 

parenting, gaps in the literature exist around the normative tasks or processes of parenting. 

For example, more is known about the influence of a parent's personality on parenting and 

the effects of harsh parenting, than is known about the ordinary work and essential 

components of parenting, specifically tasks and communication. Understanding parenting 

tasks and communication could assist pediatric nurses in supporting families and optimizing 

child outcomes (Fussel et al., 2011; Kitzman et al., 2010; Olds et al., 2004). In addition, 

filling these gaps in the literature provides a foundation for theoretically grounded, 

evidence-based work with families. Thus, the goal of this integrative review is to enrich and 

expand the current conceptualization of the tasks and communication involved in parenting 

young children based on the evidence from the literature. The focus is on children 0-5 years 

of age because the nature of both tasks and communication are linked to the child's 

developmental phase.

Framework

This integrative review is sensitized by two frameworks. First, Symbolic Interactionism 

informs this review because it focuses on how people create meaning as a way to 

comprehend their world (Blumer, 1969; White & Klein, 2007), including the role of 

socialization, which is a major goal of parenting. Second, Horowitz's “Critical Components 

and Characteristics of Effective Parenting” (1995) informs this review in that it specifically 

examined the process of parenting in various family structures.

Symbolic Interactionism (SI) fits the study of tasks and communication within the context of 

parenting. Three concepts foundational to SI and their relevance to parenting are presented 

in Table 1. Essentially, individuals assign meaning to persons, thoughts, ideologies, and 

objects based upon the value they hold for the person within the context of the person's own 

life and how other people interact with the person regarding them. This process of 

designating meaning is iterative, interpretive, reciprocal, and social. Parents socialize their 

children through the completion of tasks and when they communicate with them. SI posits 

that this process of socialization is highly reciprocal, in that parents and children influence 

one another and that both the parent and the child are active participants in the relationship 

(Blumer, 1969).

The sharing of a complex array of common symbols (e.g. words, actions) allows children 

and their parents to adapt to new environments and roles. Even young infants who exhibit 

presymbolic or preintentional communication and parents who sensitively observe and 

respond to these actions participate in this complex exchange. The sharing of such symbols, 

and arriving at their agreed upon meaning, serve as a foundation for communication. 

Understanding the meaning inherent in parental tasks and communication for an individual 

(e.g. parent) is central to understanding the phenomenology of human behavior. Thus, 

examining the task and communication-related work of parenting through this lens can aid 

in understanding the meaning derived from parental work and how such meaning may 

influence parenting and ultimately the parent-child relationship.
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Horowitz's (1995) “Critical Components and Characteristics of Effective Parenting” is 

unique because of its focus upon the normative actions involved in parenting including the 

tasks, roles, rules, relationships, communication, and resources involved in helping a child 

progress from one developmental level to the next, across family structures. The focus upon 

the normative actions of parenting can situate both expected and unexpected events 

experienced by parents across situation, time, and place (Belsky & deHaan, 2011; Gilliss & 

Knafl, 1999; McCubbin, 1999).

Definitions

In this review, parenting is defined as a complex social, cultural, and/or legally prescribed 

role that is directed towards caregiving for “...children from conception and birth through 

developmental challenges and life events to adulthood” (Horowitz, 1995, p. 43) and 

attending to their social, physical, psychological, emotional, and cognitive growth and 

development. In addition, parents are defined from a functional perspective as those 

individuals who identify themselves as the child's mother or father and provide consistent 

care to the child through various components of parenting. While this perspective has its 

limitations, this analysis is foundational and can be expanded based on other ways that 

families might organize to provide for children.

The preliminary definitions of parenting tasks and communication stem from Horowitz's 

(1995) original conceptualization of parenting. Parenting tasks are defined as, “activities 

parents do in managing the environment and maintain relationships among family members 

(Horowitz, 1995, p. 47). The particular activities vary across the age and developmental 

stage. Parenting communication is defined as the “...medium of exchange within families 

that occurs in three forms...verbal...non-verbal...and meta-communication” (Horowitz, 1995, 

p. 55). Please see Table 2 for a further description of tasks and communication.

Methods

Whittemore's and Knafl's (2005) steps for integrative review were used to guide this analysis 

including: problem identification, literature search, data evaluation, data analysis, and 

presentation. Their method was chosen for this review because it calls for inclusion of 

diverse research methodologies in the analysis. This approach encourages a cross-

disciplinary perspective on parenting and aids in the creation of a comprehensive model 

from which evidence-based clinical practice can grow.

The quality analysis guideline proposed by Tong, Sainsbury, and Craig (2007) was used to 

assess the qualitative articles and focused on participant-researcher relationship, how 

elements of qualitative rigor were maintained, and how analyses were undertaken. Quality 

analysis guidelines proposed by Long, Godfrey, Randall, Brettle, and Grant (2002; 2005) 

were used to assess the quantitative and mixed methods studies and focused on aspects of 

the research pertinent to a broad range of research designs and to evidence-based practice 

(e.g. generalizability to broader populations, policy implications, sample characteristics, 

intervention characteristics, statistical operations, and human subjects protections).
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Literature Search Strategies

Figure 1 depicts the librarian-assisted literature search strategy, as well as the analysis 

strategy. Specifically, the first author searched four databases, reference lists of included 

articles, and Parenting Science (2008-2013) using the following key words: parenting, 

children 0-5 years old, tasks, behaviors, and communication. The following inclusion and 

exclusion criteria also guided the search and were used to ensure review of all relevant 

studies (Inclusion: published between 1995-2013; written in English, addressed human 

subjects’ protections; employed a research approach; focused on parenting or the parent-

child relationship; conducted in North America; involved children 0-5 years of age; and, fit 

with Horowitz's definitions of parenting tasks and communication; Exclusion: published in a 

non-research format; not written in English; focused on the parenting of sick or disabled 

children or those in which a parent was disabled; focused on particular family structures or 

particular populations [e.g. those in which a grandmother is raising a grandchild, adolescent 

parents]; and those which focused on parenting in distress [e.g. child abuse and neglect]). 

These criteria narrowed the focus to core parenting processes that cross time, place, and 

space for varied populations.

Results

Thirty-eight articles fit the eligibility criteria and were included in the analysis: twenty-six 

quantitative articles on tasks and communication, two qualitative articles on tasks, five 

mixed methodology articles, and five integrative review, critical review, or concept analysis 

articles on tasks and communication. No study is represented in more than one article. 

Please see Table 3 for a descriptive summary of methodological considerations for the 

articles included in the analysis. Overall, most articles employed quantitative methods, 

especially observation of parent and child in a naturalistic or laboratory setting. The majority 

of participants across studies were White, well-educated, middle-class mothers. In nine 

articles, the authors described equal distribution of African American, Latino(a)/Hispanic, 

and White participants in the study sample. Please see Table 4 for a description of all articles 

included in the analysis.

Themes

Task-oriented themes—Six theoretical and empirical themes emerged from analysis of 

the existing literature: three from the task-oriented literature and three from the 

communication-oriented literature (Table 2). Each theme will be described from the 

collective literature and then a specific supporting example from the literature will be 

explained. The first task-oriented theme is that parenting tasks are an avenue to parental self-

efficacy (PSE) and confidence, which is a description of the way in which parental tasks 

influence parents’ perceptions of their own competence in the parenting role. The work 

parents do in caring for their young child can improve their confidence in their ability to 

parent, their perception of self-efficacy as a parent, and their connection to their child. While 

mothers’ PSE was shaped also by their previous experience with young children (Leerkes & 

Burney, 2007), the authors of several articles described how fathers’ PSE and confidence 

were influenced by doing the work of parenting tasks (Barry, Smith, Deutsch, Perry-Jenkins, 

2011; Benzies, Magill-Evans, Harrison, MacPhail, and Kimak, 2008; Davis, Schoppe-
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Sullivan, Manglesdorf, and Brown, 2009; Fagan & Palkovitz, 2011). This influence is 

exemplified by the following quote, “...that father involvement in child-care tasks was a 

strong predictor of father efficacy at 6 months suggests that practicing parenting increases 

feelings of efficacy...” (Leerkes & Burney, 2007, p. 62). This finding demonstrates that 

when fathers participated in the daily work of caring for their infants, they became more 

confident in their ability to parent and developed increased parental self-efficacy.

The second task-oriented theme is that parenting includes hands-on work, as well as the 

intangible work of behavior and emotion regulation. This theme encompasses the actions 

and behaviors that parents assume in caring for their children and includes teaching the child 

how to respond appropriately to negative emotions or provocative situations. One examples 

of this theme is work by Mirabile, Scaramella, Sohr-Preston, and Robinson (2009) in which 

the authors found that mothers can teach positive or negative emotion regulation when they 

model such behavior. In addition, Cappa, Begle, Conger, Dumas, and Conger (2011) 

described the bidirectional relationship between parental stress and child competence in 

coping with stressful situations, noting higher parental stress was related to lower child 

coping competence.

The third task-oriented theme is that parenting includes distribution and allocation of child 

care work, both inside and outside the family, and influences role development. This theme 

includes how families carry out child care work, how expectations of who does the child 

care work are maintained, and how families do the work of finding/selecting parent 

extenders (childcare providers when both parents work outside the home). (Cowdery & 

Knudson-Martin, 2006; Rose & Ellicker, 2012). In addition, the manner in which time is 

spent as a family-especially within the context of work-family balance and inclusion of 

children's activities is important (DeCaro & Worthman, 2007; Milkie, Kendig, Nomaguchi, 

& Denny, 2010).

Communication-oriented themes—The three communication themes (see Table 4) 

center on the impact of communication within the parent-young child relationship. The first 

communication- oriented theme is that parents influence child development and behavior 

through communication and interaction. This theme describes how the nature of and amount 

of parent-child communication can have a positive or negative impact on child development 

and behavior. As Glascoe and Leew (2010) noted, “Findings underscore the importance of 

early development promotion with parents, focusing on their talking, playing, and reading 

with children, and the need for interventions regarding psychosocial risk factors” (pg. 313).

The second communication-oriented theme is that crying and other non-verbal means of 

expression are powerful means of communication within the family. This theme underscores 

the significance of information conveyed from one person to another through the act of 

crying and other non-verbal behavior. Interestingly, this theme highlights the ability of 

infants and young children to communicate and influence the parent-child relationship from 

an early age. This theme also supports the significance of parental observation and attention 

to infant cues and sensitive response to this presymbolic communication, which serves as a 

foundation for the parent-child connection. The value of presymbolic communication of 

infancy and sensitive parent observation and response as the foundation for parent-child 
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attachment is supported by this theme. Parent-child communication is certainly a reciprocal 

process that begins during pregnancy and becomes more explicit and multi-faceted 

beginning at birth. Moreover, communication becomes more nuanced and complex over 

time as parent and child develop and the relationship unfolds. The significance of crying as 

communication is noted by Zeifman (2001), “...in addition to serving to alert a mother of an 

infant's need for her attention in a general way, crying communicates information about an 

infant's state, health, and identity which influences maternal [parental] response” (p. 270).

The third communication-oriented theme is that parenting communication can be improved 

through methods to increase positive communication skills. The studies that support this 

theme offer a description of optimal parenting communication that is nurturing and 

responsive to the developmental stage and the needs of the child. This kind of 

communication and interaction with children can be influenced by interventions that 

promote and teach positive parenting skills, such as reading and responding to infant cues 

(Horowitz et al., 2001; Horowitz et al., 2013; Landry, Smith, & Swank, 2006; Leitch, 1999), 

reading and singing to children (Scharfe, 2011), and responding to misbehavior with 

sensitivity and consistency (Gross et al., 2009; Lakes, Vargas, Riggs, Schmidt, & Baird, 

2011). In addition, parents also experienced positive effects through participating in several 

of the interventions (Benzies et al., 2008; Gross et al., 2009; Horowitz et al, 2001; Horowitz 

et al, 2013; Scharfe, 2011). Finally, an important methodological element of several 

interventions studies is the offering of a service tailored to both the interests of a community 

(Gross et al., 2009; Scharfe, 2011) and to the context in which community members live 

(Gross et al., 2009; Lakes et al., 2011).

Meta-themes—The themes were distilled into two meta-themes which can be incorporated 

into clinical practice:

• Parenting tasks incorporate child care work, parenting roles, and outcomes for both 

the parent and child, and

• Communication within a family context among children and parents is a reciprocal, 

symbolic process based upon both parent and child development in which family 

members influence each other and are influenced both immediately and long-term.

Taken together, these meta-themes underscore the clinical and research significance of 

studying parents and children for individual, family, and public health.

Discussion

In this review, the findings of thirty-eight articles were synthesized in order to examine the 

evidence regarding the influence of parenting tasks and communication on young children 

and their parents. Parenting tasks and communication are critical elements of parenting, are 

supported by the current empirical evidence, and, as demonstrated by Horowitz (1995), 

remain powerful and pertinent aspects of parenting and family life.

The results of this review elaborate what is meant by tasks and communication by taking a 

renewed look at the science of parenting within normative context of everyday family life. 

The results are a reminder of the need to understand the normative work of parenting in 
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order to encourage parents in their roles appropriately. Children thrive when they are 

supported by their parents as demonstrated in numerous studies (Barnett, Gustaffson, Deng, 

Mills-Koonce, & Cox, 2012; Barry et al., 2011; Burchinal, Vernon-Feagans, Cox, & Key 

Family Life Project Investigators, 2008; Camp, Cunningham, & Berman, 2010; Cappa et al., 

2011; Coleman et al., 2002; Garrett-Peters, Mills-Koonce, Adkins, Vernon-Feagans, & 

Family Life Project Investigators, 2008; Glascoe and Leew, 2010; Horowitz and Damato, 

1999; Mirabile et al., 2009). Families thrive when parents are supported by invested 

professionals (Benzies et al., 2008; Gross et al., 2009; Horowitz et al., 2001; Horowitz et al., 

2013; Lakes et al., 2011; Landry et al., 2006; Leitch, 1999; Scharfe, 2011). This 

understanding may be necessary in order to elucidate parenting in non-normative situations 

(Gilliss & Knafl, 1999).

This review also draws attention to the need for assessment of parental development. Just as 

child growth and development are assessed over time to ensure health and growth, parental 

growth and adaptation over time should also be assessed. As early as the prenatal meeting or 

newborn exam, nurses can ask parents about their own developmental history since this may 

influence what a parent believes to be customary or normal parenting behavior (Super and 

Harkness, 1986) and may even influence potential risks the child could face 

developmentally (Tough, Siever, Benzies, Leew, & Johnston, 2010). A parental 

developmental assessment may be achieved by observing how parents carry out tasks of 

caring for their young children and how communication is done in a family. Nurses can also 

ask about parents’ goals of parenting. After a relationship is established with a parent, nurses 

could ask what has been challenging to deal with as the child develops, how the family has 

addressed the challenge, and how they would evaluate the response. Asking such questions 

allows the parent an opportunity to reflect and consider his or her actions without the 

emotion or distracting stimuli present during their interaction with the child. Anticipatory 

guidance can be based upon this assessment.

The newly derived meta-themes are based upon the research literature. They reflect the 

developmental and family contexts that influence parenting tasks and communication; the 

bidirectional, dynamic nature of the parent-child relationship; the effect of this relationship 

on parent and child; and the significance of assessing parental development. Consist with 

symbolic interactionism, the dynamic, symbolic, and reciprocal nature of parenting work is 

reflected in these meta-themes and draws attention to the manner in which parent and child 

learn about themselves through interaction with the other and the potential for meaning 

derived from this interaction.

Finally, the everyday deserves consideration. This review draws attention to the value of 

those tasks that may be perceived as mundane and the communication involved in such 

tasks. As noted in the communication themes, simple acts of talking to and reading with 

children in the context of everyday tasks, such as buying groceries or walking to the park, 

can have a profound effect of childhood outcomes. The articles that describe the 

communication interventions demonstrate how nurses can influence the daily lives of 

children by offering support the parent recognizes as valuable and contextualized. Parenting 

tasks are an avenue to improve communication and the quality of the parent-child interaction 
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and serve as a method to help parents find meaning in the seemingly unending work of 

caring for young children.

This integrative review is shaped by several important limitations. First, analysis is 

hampered by the limitations of the studies included in the review, especially in terms of 

sampling. For example, nearly half of the studies in this review employed samples with a 

majority of white, well-educated, middle-class mothers. This limitation highlights the need 

for thoughtful recruitment and retention strategies. The articles with more diverse samples 

reported planned and targeted recruitment of less-represented groups or employed 

community-advisory boards to provide guidance to the study team. In addition, the 

intervention studies that targeted less-represented groups consistently demonstrated positive 

effects through most time points, pointing to the significance of constructing studies and 

interventions that are sensitive to the contextual realities of their participants. Second, this 

review was limited to research that came from North America. While there is great 

heterogeneity in North American parenting, this step was taken in order to gain a 

contextualized understanding of parenting. Consistent with Super and Harkness (1986), 

parents are influenced by the surrounding culture, which organizes parenting behaviors and 

impacts their beliefs about the nature and needs of children. Lastly, the review covered the 

years 1995 (the year of Horowitz's initial conceptualization)-2013, which may have limited 

access to other seminal works. While ancestral reviews of the included articles and of a 

journal specifically focused on parenting were conducted to adjust for this limitation, the 

review may not be exhaustive.

Implications for Clinical Practice

Optimizing family and child health outcomes is at the heart of pediatric nursing (Lutz, 

Anderson, Riesch, Pridham, Becker, 2009). To promote the best outcomes for children, 

however, parents and caregivers must also be the recipients of our attention (Bright Futures, 

2008). Children are typically nested within a family and community; to divorce children 

from those broader influences is to address only part of the puzzle. Parenting discussions are 

within the realm of pediatric, mental health, and family nursing. In discussing parenting 

beliefs and practices, nurses can learn about family goals, the beliefs that drive parenting 

behaviors, and the source of such beliefs. Knowing this information, nurses can build on 

family strengths, support their positive beliefs, and assist the family in restructuring negative 

thoughts and beliefs in order to optimize the parent-child relationship (Goldenberg, 

Goldenberg, & Pelavin, 2011). Nurses are vital because they have sustained interaction with 

families across settings, including the home.

The findings of this review also provide a pathway for family-focused collaboration in the 

clinical setting (i.e. with physicians, clinical psychologists and social workers, physical/

occupational therapists) and in the community (i.e. with school psychologists and nurses, 

early childhood and kindergarten teachers, and clergy). Frequently, families of young 

children desire to learn about the child, build on family strengths, and address opportunities 

for change. The results of this analysis demonstrate that nurses and other professionals can 

promote child and parent development and well-being, provided this support is relevant, 

timely, and sensitive to the context in which families live.
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Family and parenting science scholarship is readily applicable to the many well-child visits 

that characterize the care of healthy young children. An assessment of not only child 

development, but also of parenting communication and management of tasks is essential. 

Examples of questions to guide this assessment are offered in Table 5. Anticipatory 

guidance can follow based on this assessment. By knowing that parenting work can also 

strengthen the parent-child relationship, nurses can draw attention to a child's reaction to a 

parenting behavior (i.e. by communicating, “See how the baby looks for you when he hears 

your voice”), especially with fathers, partners, and less-experienced mothers. Consideration 

of the parenting communication themes is a reminder to observe the totality of family 

communication, including verbal, non-verbal, and meta-communication, while modeling 

optimal communication with both parents and young children.

The many disciplines that interact with young children and their families need not reinvent 

the wheel: the reviews and cross-sectional works demonstrate that families have strengths on 

which invested professionals can build. Further, the intervention studies demonstrate how 

simple advice and behavior modification grounded in a family's reality, improved children's 

cognitive, social, and emotional outcomes. By reorienting parents to their children and by 

reframing the significance of tasks and communication as a way to bolster the parent-child 

relationship, nurses and other professionals can help families achieve their potential.

Implications for Clinical Research

The findings of this integrative review have important implications for future research. First, 

the findings draw attention to the work of parenting that may not be highly visible in clinical 

practice. Parenting, as an evolving process that crosses developmental and illness stages, 

must be further explored based on frameworks derived from the literature. Second, to apply 

a model of parenting widely, more diverse samples are needed in terms of race, ethnicity, 

gender, age, and socioeconomic status. In addition, studies are needed regarding parenting 

within various family contexts. Such studies will yield increased generalizability and a 

broader empirical base. Finally, if the functions and processes of parenting are not 

understood, it will be difficult to understand the healthcare decisions that parents make as 

well as the care and illness management they provide and incorporate into family life. 

Understanding how parents find meaning in their parenting work provides insight into 

parental growth, family adaptation, and opportunities for further development. This insight 

may also be an avenue to prevent harsh parenting or divert parental reactions that stem from 

being overwhelmed by the work of parenting.

Conclusion

Theory and research pertaining to parenting are the building blocks of frameworks that 

guide evidence-based practice with children and families. Promoting nursing care and 

communication with families of young children that is grounded in theoretical and empirical 

research allows for the most effective care of families. Helping families recognize the power 

in what they do each day in caring for their young children allows our pediatric care to truly 

be family-focused. When nurses help families recognize the power of their daily interactions 

with their children, children and families come closer to reaching their potential.
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Figure 1. 
Flow chart of article selection criteria
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Table 1

Foundational principals of Symbolic Interactionism and the application to parenting

Precept of Symbolic Interactionism Illustration in parenting

A person acts towards a thing based on the meaning a 
thing has for him/her. These things are all the things a 
person encounters in daily life (objects, people, 
feelings, concepts) (Blumer, p.2).

A new mother finds it difficult to perform childcare tasks for and communicate 
sensitively to her new baby after her husband announces he wants to end their 
marriage (shapes communication with baby and tasks of attending to baby's needs).

Meaning is “derived from or arises out of the social 
interactions” a person has with other people regarding 
a thing (as defined above) (Blumer, 1969, p. 2).

An exhausted mother feels better able to perform child care tasks for and 
communicate with her toddler after a trusted nurse practitioner points out and praises 
the benefits of a toddler's curiosity and energy to the exhausted mother, which helps 
the mother interpret the child's behavior and manage everyday childcare activities 
(shapes meaning child's behavior has for the mother and how she communicates 
with her child about it).

“Meanings are handled in and modified through an 
interpretive process used by the person in dealing with 
the things he encounters” (Blumer, 1969, p. 2).
A person recognizes the meaning a thing has initially 
through a process of self-awareness or self-
communication and then begins to interpret and shape 
these meanings as she/he considers this sense of 
meaning. This becomes a guidepost for how to act 
towards the thing.

The meaning of a child becoming incontinent (“having an accident”) (“it is a big 
deal” or “it is not a big deal”) arises from the parent's own interpretation of the 
accident (“this is more work for me” or “these things happen”) in relationship with 
the child (“she is just bad” or “he is so engrossed in playing”)and this shapes the 
way in which the father cares for and communicates with the child after the accident 
(rough handling of the child and saying “you are bad” or normalizing the situation 
and saying, “It's ok. Let's change your clothes.”)
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Table 2

Summary of study themes and implications for practice

Parenting Tasks:

Theme Definition Findings Implications

Parenting tasks are an avenue to self-
efficacy and confidence (Barry et al, 
2010; Benzies et al., 2008; Coleman 
et al., 2002; Davis et al., 2009; Fagan 
& Palkovitz, 2011; Leerkes & 
Burney, 2007)

Description of the ways in 
which parental tasks 
influence parents’ 
perception of their own 
competence in the 
parenting role

Maternal PSE predicted by her 
prenatal sense of self-efficacy; 
Paternal PSE predicted by 
involvement in childcare tasks and 
social support; PSE level 
influences satisfaction & stress in 
parenting role, as well as 
interactions with child

The work parents do in caring 
for their young child can 
improve their confidence in their 
ability, their perception of self-
efficacy as a parent, and their 
connection to their child; nurses 
are in a position to provide 
anticipatory guidance and 
coaching

Parenting includes hands-on work, as 
well as the intangible work of 
behavior and emotion regulation 
(Cappa et al., 2011; Combs-Orme et 
al, 2002; Cipriano & Stifter, 2010; 
Lesane-Brown et al., 2010; Mirabile 
et al, 2009)

The actions and behaviors 
parents assume in caring 
for their children, 
including teaching the 
child how to respond 
appropriately to negative 
emotions or provocative 
situations

Infant care is described more than 
care of toddlers & preschoolers; 
parenting work needs to be 
examined through a 
contextualized lens (i.e. child 
developmental stage); findings 
demonstrate influence of child and 
parent upon one another

Nurses can understand parenting 
goals, beliefs, & behaviors by 
asking about this work; nurses 
can encourage parents to 
promote emotion regulation 
through direct coaching, role 
modeling, and understanding 
child's temperament well enough 
to alter the environment

Parenting includes distribution and 
allocation of child care work both 
inside and outside the family and 
influences role development (Barry 
et al., 2010; Cowdery & Knudson-
Martin, 2005; DeCaro & Worthman, 
2007; Ehrenberg et al., 2001; Milkie 
et al., 2010; Rose & Elicker, 2012)

How child care is carried 
out in the family, 
expectations maintained by 
family of who fulfills such 
roles, the work of finding/
selecting parent extenders 
when both parents work 
outside the home, & how 
time is spent as a family

Traditional conceptualization of 
gender roles may not fit the needs 
of modern families; more 
discussion of shared parenting 
since 1995; less focus on fathers 
as providers of child care in family 
(versus mothers)

Doing child care tasks may 
create & enhance parent-child 
bond, therefore nurses can coach 
new and experienced parents in 
childcare tasks; nurses can ask 
both parents about how 
childcare is done in the family

Communication:

Theme Definition Findings Implications

Crying and other non-verbal means of 
expression are powerful means of 
communication within the family 
(Zeifman, 2001; Catherine et al., 2008)

Describes the significance 
of information conveyed 
from one person to another 
through the act of crying 
and other non-verbal 
behavior

Crying and other non-verbal 
communication is important 
and powerful within a family; 
infants and young children 
communicate & influence the 
parent-child relationship from 
an early age

Nurses can help families become 
attuned to their child's cry and 
ask about their perceptions of 
crying; further conceptualization 
of crying will be helpful in areas 
of infant mental health & pain

Parents influence child development & 
behavior through communication 
(Barnett et al., 2012; Burchinal et al., 
2008; Burnier et al., 2012; Camp et al., 
2010; Garrett-Peters et al., 2008; 
Glascoe & Leew, 2010; Horowitz & 
Damato, 1999; Pesch et al., 2011)

Describes how parents exert 
a significant influence upon 
child development and 
behavior by the nature of & 
amount of communicating 
with them.

Optimal development is 
associated with talking to 
infant or child. Significance of 
talking in a responsive, 
sensitive manner not 
universally understood; 
positive socio-emotional 
outcomes from warm, 
responsive, & sensitive 
communication from parent to 
child

Nurses can assist parents in 
promoting their child's 
development through discussing 
the importance of & modeling 
warm interactions, even in the 
context of daily, mundane 
activities (e.g. getting dressed, 
shopping for groceries)

Parenting communication can be 
improved through methods to increase 
positive communication skills 
(Benzies et al., 2008; Gross et al., 
2009; Horowitz et al., 2001; Horowitz 
et al., 2013; Lakes et al., 2011; Landry 
et al., 2006; Leitch, 1999; Scharfe, 
2011)

Describes that optimal 
parenting communication is 
nurturing and responsive to 
the developmental stage 
and the needs of the child

Parenting communication can 
be influenced through various 
interventions that promote and 
teach positive parenting 
communication

Nurses can provide timely, 
relevant, experiential learning 
that teaches nurturing, responsive 
communication to strengthen 
parenting skills
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Table 3

Summary of methodological considerations

Descriptive category Authors

Concept Analysis or Review Combs-Orme et al., 2003; Fowles & Horowitz, 2006; Gage et al., 2006; Lutz et al., 2009; Zeifman, 
2001

Mixed Methodology Ehrenberg et al, 2001; Horowitz & Damato, 1999; Horowitz et al, 2013; Pesch et al, 2011; DeCaro & 
Worthman, 2007

Qualitative Research Cowdery & Knudson-Martin, 2005; Schulze et al., 2002

Quantitative research

    Observational in naturalistic setting Benzies, Magill-Evans, Harrison, MacPhail, & Kimak, 2008; Burchinal, Vernon-Feagans, & Cox, 
2008; Gross et al., 2009; Horowitz et al., 2001; Horowitz et al., 2013; Davis et al., 2009; Garrett-
Peters et al., 2008; Huang et al., 2005; Landry et al., 2006; Mirabile et al., 2009

    Observational in laboratory setting Barnett et al., 2012; Cipriano & Stifter, 2010; Coleman et al., 2002; Glascoe & Leew, 2010; Leitch, 
1999

Studies with mostly White participants 
(n=14)

Barry et al., 2011; Benzies et al., 2008; Coleman et al., 2002; Cipriano & Stifter, 2010; Davis et al., 
2009; DeCaro & Worthman, 2007; Ehrenberg et al., 2001; Glascoe & Leew, 2010; Horowitz et al., 
2001; Leerkes & Burney, 2007; Leitch, 1999; Milkie et al., 2010; Rose & Elicker, 2012; Scharfe, 
2011

Studies with equal representation of 
Black/African American and White 
participants

Barnett et al., 2012; Cappa, Begle, Conger, Dumas, & Conger, 2011; Gross et al., 2009; Horowitz & 
Damato, 1999; Landry et al., 2006; Mirabile et al., 2009; Pesch et al., 2011

Studies with equal representation of 
Latino/Hispanic and White 
participants

Camp, Cunningham, & Berman, 2010; Gross et al., 2009; Horowitz & Damato, 1999; Lakes et al., 
2011; Landry et al., 2006
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Table 5

Questions to assess tasks and communication in the clinical encounter

Tasks Communication

1. Who does what in terms of the hands on work of the 
child? (Probe for satisfaction with allocation of work if 
the parent has a partner, i.e. mutuality)
2. What do you believe are the most important things 
that you do for your child now? Has that changed over 
time? (Probe for both tangible and intangible work and 
emotional regulation)
3. How manageable is the work? (Probe for perceptions 
of competence or ability)

1. How does your child tell you he/she needs something? How has that changed 
over time?
What happens when your child cries?
Who typically responds? How has that changed over time?
2. How does your child generally respond to your attempts to comfort him/her?
3. (As appropriate) Does your partner typically give you feedback about your 
parenting in front of your child? If so, what does he/she say or do? (probe for 
criticism or threatening non-verbal behavior)
4. What happens when your child does something that he/she is supposed to do? 
Not supposed to do? (Probe for verbal, non-verbal, and meta-communication).
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