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Abstract

Mexican-origin families are a large and rapidly increasing subgroup of the U.S. population, but 

they remain underrepresented in family scholarship. This paper introduces a special section of four 

papers on Mexican-origin families designed to contribute to the advancement of research on how 

cultural, family, and gender socialization processes unfold across key developmental periods and 

life transitions in this cultural context. Two longitudinal studies of Mexican-origin families 

provided the data for these four papers: (a) The Juntos Project, an eight-year longitudinal study of 

mothers, fathers, and adolescent sibling pairs in 246 Mexican-origin families; and (b) The 

Supporting MAMI Project, a study following 204 adolescent mothers and their mother figures 

from the third trimester of pregnancy through their young children's 5th birthdays. In this 

introductory paper we highlight four themes, including (a) differential acculturation and reciprocal 

socialization, (b) interdependence in families, (c) the intersection of culture and gender, and (d) 

methodological issues, then offer suggestions for future research.
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Latinos are the largest and fastest growing segment of the U.S. population (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2014), and they accounted for more than half of the population growth between 

2000 and 2010 (Passel, Cohn, & Lopez, 2011). Within the Latino population, individuals of 

Mexican descent make up the largest subgroup (65% or 33.5 million individuals; Lopez, 

Gonzalez-Barrera, & Cuddington, 2013), and they are responsible for three-fourths of the 

growth in the Latino population from 2000 to 2010 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). In fact, 

outside of Mexico, the U.S. has the largest Mexican-origin population worldwide (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2013). In light of these trends, research on Mexican-origin families is 

critical to enhance our understanding of this important subgroup of U.S. families.

Mexican-origin families are a heterogeneous group, as they are characterized by substantial 

variability in their cultural backgrounds, values and practices, and socioeconomic resources 
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(Baca Zinn & Wells, 2000). Scholars who study ethnic minority families have increasingly 

recognized the need to study variability within specific cultural groups to better understand 

how cultural and family processes are interrelated (McLoyd, 1998; Umaña-Taylor, 2009). 

The study of a single ethnic or cultural group, referred to as an ethnic-homogenous design 

(McLoyd, 1998), also allows researchers to pay close attention to processes that are highly 

relevant to a particular group (e.g., familism values among Mexican-origin individuals). In 

this special section, we draw on two longitudinal studies of Mexican-origin families that 

share an emphasis on how cultural, family, and developmental processes unfold from 

adolescence to young adulthood. The first study, Juntos (Together): Families Raising 

Successful Teens Project (Killoren, Wheeler, Updegraff, Rodríguez, & McHale, this issue; 

Perez-Brena, Updegraff, & Umaña-Taylor, this issue, Paper A), includes data from mothers, 

fathers, and two adolescent siblings over an eight-year period. The second study, The 

Supporting MAMI (Mexican-origin Adolescent Mothers and Infants) Project, examines the 

transition to parenthood and first five years of teenage parenting for Mexican-origin 

adolescent females and their mother figures (Perez-Brena, Updegraff, Umaña-Taylor, 

Jahromi, & Guimond, this issue, Paper B; Toomey, Updegraff, Umaña-Taylor, & Jahromi, 

this issue). This paper highlights four interrelated themes in this work, discusses gaps in our 

current knowledge, and provides directions of future research.

Differential Acculturation Within Families and Reciprocal Socialization

A key aspect of family life for ethnic minority, and particularly, immigrant families is the 

transmission of culture from one generation to the next. For Mexican-origin families in the 

U.S., this task involves negotiating the values and practices of Mexican and U.S. culture. 

The process of cultural adaptation is complex when studied at the individual level, as it 

involves multiple dimensions in reference to at least two cultures (Schwartz, Unger, 

Zamboanga, & Szapocznik, 2010). It is substantially more complicated when studied as a 

within-family phenomenon because similarities and differences must be considered among 

the different dyads or subgroups within the family (Telzer, 2010; Updegraff & Umaña-

Taylor, 2010). Much of the scholarly interest in cultural adaptation as a within-family 

construct originated from Szapocznik and colleagues’ work with Cuban American families, 

and their proposed acculturation gap-distress model (Szapocznik & Kurtines, 1993). This 

model purports that differential acculturation1 within families, and particularly when 

immigrant youth assimilate to U.S. culture at a faster rate and/or to a greater extent than 

their parents, leads to acculturation discrepancies between parents and youth. These 

discrepancies are expected to increase the likelihood of youth rejecting their ethnic culture 

and their parents’ authority, resulting in family conflict, and consequentially, youth 

maladjustment (Szapocznik & Kurtines, 1993). Although empirical tests of the acculturation 

gap-distress model have yielded inconsistent support (Telzer, 2010), emerging research 

points to the need for more nuanced approaches that consider: (a) different dimensions of 

cultural adaptation in reference to the ethnic and host culture; and (b) the moderating role of 

1We use the term acculturation to refer to the broader process of cultural adaptation, which includes both adaptation to a mainstream 
culture, as well as maintaining or enhancing aspects of the heritage culture (differentiated with the use of the term ‘enculturation’ in 
some work; Gonzales, Fabrett, & Knight, 2009).

Updegraff and Umaña-Taylor Page 2

Fam Process. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 June 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



the family and sociocultural context in the cultural adaptation process (Birman, 2006; 

Telzer, 2010; Updegraff & Umaña-Taylor, 2010).

A substantial proportion of the research testing the acculturation gap-distress model has 

focused on the period of adolescence (Telzer, 2010). The emphasis on this developmental 

period may have resulted, in part, because the initial goal of this body of work was to 

explain youth's internalizing and externalizing problems (Szapocznik & Kurtines, 1993), 

both of which increase exponentially during adolescence (Zahn-Waxler, Shirtcliff, & 

Marceau, 2008). Adolescence also is a time when youth assume a more active role in their 

cultural socialization (Bernal, Knight, Garza, Ocampo, & Cota, 1990; Umaña-Taylor, 

Zeiders, & Updegraff, 2013). As such, it becomes increasingly important in adolescence to 

recognize that parents and adolescents may be active socialization agents and influence one 

another's cultural development.

Another limitation of research on Mexican-origin families emerges from acculturation being 

conceived of as a developmental process, but rarely studied as such (Schwartz et al., 2010), 

particularly in the family context (Telzer, 2010; Updegraff & Umaña-Taylor, 2010). 

Research on differential (parent-child) acculturation in Mexican American/Latino families 

relies almost exclusively on the assessment of parents’ and youth's acculturation at a single 

point in time, as linked to concurrent (Bámaca-Colbert, Umaña-Taylor, & Gayles, 2012; 

Elder, Broyles, Brennan, & Zuniga de Nuncio, 2005; Updegraff, McHale, Whiteman, 

Thayer, & Crouter, 2006) or prospective indices of family and individual well-being (Lau et 

al., 2005; Schofield, Parke, Kim, & Coltrane, 2008). Thus, we are limited in our 

understanding of how culture unfolds within families across different developmental 

periods, and during key life transitions. Extending research in this direction, two papers in 

this special section investigated the associations among parents’ and offspring's cultural 

values using longitudinal designs (Perez-Brena, this issue, Paper A; Toomey et al., this 

issue). Collectively, these studies focused on three cultural values, familism values, respect 

for elders, and traditional gender role attitudes, and encompassed the developmental period 

from adolescence to young adulthood (Perez-Brena et al., this issue, Paper A) and the 

transition to adolescent motherhood (Toomey et al., this issue).

Together, the results of these studies offer valuable insights about the development of 

Mexican American cultural values within the context of the parent-adolescent dyad. For 

example, we find evidence of both youth socialization, characterized by youth-to-parent 

associations in the absence of parent-to-youth associations, and of reciprocal socialization, 

characterized by simultaneous parent-to-youth and youth-to-parent associations. 

Interestingly, the latter emerged in father-youth dyads, but not in mother-youth dyads, for 

familism and respect for elders values in two-parent families (Perez-Brena et al., this issue, 

Paper A). This pattern of youth's active socialization role in the father-adolescent dyad is 

consistent with the idea that fathers (relative to mothers) promote individuation and 

autonomy during adolescence (Parke & Buriel, 2006). Thus, fathers may be more likely than 

mothers to encourage adolescents’ active role in their cultural socialization.

In contrast to findings with two-parent Mexican-origin families, Toomey et al. (this issue) 

documented reciprocal socialization in traditional gender role attitudes among mother-
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daughter dyads in our teen parenting sample. Such reciprocity may reflect the structure of 

the mother-daughter dyad during the transition to adolescent motherhood. Specifically, 

mothers and daughters are likely to function as a coparenting dyad as adolescent daughters 

become new mothers (Pittman & Coley, 2011). This dynamic, in turn, may promote 

reciprocal socialization as mothers and daughters work together in their new coparenting 

roles, potentially influencing one another throughout this process. An open question is 

whether such reciprocal socialization in mother-daughter dyads is specific to cultural values 

pertinent to Mexican-origin females’ development, such as traditional gender role attitudes, 

given the emphasis in this cultural context on females’ responsibilities in the home (Cauce 

& Domenich-Rodríguez, 2002). Future research might profitably examine reciprocal 

socialization effects between mothers’ and daughters’ traditional gender role attitudes in 

two-parent families with non-pregnant/parenting teens, as well as cultural socialization in 

father-daughter dyads across the transition to adolescent motherhood.

Interdependent Family Systems

Evidence of reciprocal socialization processes is congruent with a family systems 

perspective (Cox & Paley, 1997), which emphasizes that families are comprised of different 

subsystems (i.e., individual family members, dyads, triads, and so on) and that these 

subsystems are interdependent and embedded within larger systems (e.g., family unit, 

community). In addition to the findings of Perez-Brena et al. (this issue, Paper A) and 

Toomey et al. (this issue), which demonstrate interdependent and reciprocal socialization 

processes among individual family members (i.e., fathers and adolescents, mothers and 

adolescents), several papers in this special section illustrate the interrelations among dyadic 

subsystems within Mexican-origin families: coparental, sibling, and parent-youth. Perez-

Brena et al. (this issue, Paper B), for example, focuses on the coparental subsystem and its 

relations to the mother-daughter subsystem in the context of adolescent motherhood, and 

identifies how unique coparenting patterns are informed by the mother-daughter 

relationship. Similarly, Killoren and colleagues (this issue) underscore how features of the 

parent-adolescent subsystem inform the sibling subsystem. Together, these findings provide 

support for the notion that systems adapt to one another and according to the needs of the 

broader systems in which they are embedded.

The coparental subsystem is defined as any two (or more) parental figures who work 

together to coordinate and share parenting responsibilities (Cox & Paley, 1997). The 

majority of the research has focused on coparental subsystems comprised of married or 

divorced heterosexual parents from European American backgrounds (Cabrera, Shannon, & 

Jolley-Mitchell, 2013; Feinberg, 2003; McHale, J., Kuersten-Hogan, & Rao, 2004). As such, 

our empirical understanding of coparenting processes and their implications for family 

dynamics and children's well-being in diverse family structures and ethnic and racial 

minority family contexts is limited (Cabrera et al., 2013; Feinberg, 2003; McHale et al., 

2004). Nevertheless, efforts to evaluate whether existing conceptual models of coparenting 

are applicable to Latinos are promising. A recent review of coparenting in Latino families 

(Cabrera et al., 2013), and several empirical studies of coparenting focused specifically on 

Mexican-origin families (Cabrera, Shannon, & LaTaillade, 2009; Solmeyer, Killoren, 
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McHale, & Updegraff, 2011), provide initial evidence for the cross-cultural applicability of 

current conceptual models of coparenting (Feinberg, 2003; Van Egeren & Hawkins, 2004).

Importantly, our understanding of coparenting in Latino families is even more limited when 

considering the coparental relationships between adolescent mothers and their mother 

figures. In the context of adolescent motherhood, the coparental dyad is often comprised of 

adolescent mothers and their own mother figures because most adolescents live with their 

mothers during pregnancy and the early years of parenting (Manlove, Mariner, & Papillo, 

2000) and rely on them as a primary means of support (Contreras, Narang, Ikhlas, & 

Teachman, 2002). Given the high rates of adolescent pregnancy among Mexican-origin 

females (i.e., more than double the rates of adolescent females from any other ethnic group 

in the U.S.; Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2011), efforts to examine the 

adolescent-mother figure coparenting dyad in this family context is critical (Pittman & 

Coley, 2011). Perez-Brena et al. (this issue, Paper B) used a pattern-analytic approach to 

identify different subgroups that varied in their patterns of coparental communication, 

involvement, and conflict. In line with a family systems’ perspective, the mother-daughter 

relationship prior to the transition to adolescent motherhood predicted membership in the 

coparental subgroups. Further, the coparental relationship was associated with concurrent 

adjustment for both mothers and adolescents and with adolescents’ parenting efficacy. These 

findings suggest that there was meaningful variability in the coparental relationship, which 

was predicted by the quality of the mother-adolescent relationship before the arrival of the 

child, and was associated with each member's individual well-being in the first year of 

parenthood.

Moving beyond the coparental subsystem, the sibling subsystem is a prominent part of the 

landscape in Mexican-origin families. Demographic trends indicate that Mexican-origin 

families in the U.S. have high fertility rates and, subsequently, children have more siblings 

in this as compared to other ethnic/racial groups (McHale, Updegraff, & Whiteman, 2012). 

Further, time-use data reveal that Mexican-origin youth spend more time during their non-

school hours with siblings than with parents or extended family (Updegraff, McHale, 

Whiteman, Thayer, & Delgado, 2005) or peers (Updegraff, McHale, Whiteman, Thayer, & 

Crouter, 2006). These trends, in combination with strong family-oriented values 

emphasizing solidarity, loyalty, and support among family members in Mexican American 

culture (Cauce & Domenich-Rodríguez, 2002; Marín & Marín, 1991), suggest that siblings 

may be an important source of support, companionship, and influence in Mexican American 

culture. In immigrant families, in particular, when mothers and fathers are less familiar with 

U.S. culture, language, and customs, siblings may be particularly important resources for 

one another as they negotiate contexts outside of the family, such as peer relationships, 

dating, and school (Updegraff, McHale, Killoren, & Rodríguez, 2010).

Grounded in a family systems perspective, with the goal of exploring the interdependence 

among parent-adolescent and adolescent-sibling relationships, Killoren et al. (this issue) 

investigated the associations between acceptance from parents and emotional intimacy with 

siblings using data from older and younger siblings over a five-year period. Interestingly, the 

findings of Killoren et al. suggested that interdependence among parent-adolescent and 

sibling relationships was more characteristic of older siblings than younger siblings. In 
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particular, parental acceptance was associated with increases in older siblings’ reports of 

sibling intimacy five years later, but no associations were found for younger siblings. 

Further, familism values in middle adolescence were associated with closer sibling 

relationships for older sisters in young adulthood, extending our cross-sectional findings 

(Updegraff et al., 2005) to reveal these associations longitudinally. As we address in more 

detail in the next section, gender constellation of the sibling dyad also moderated parent-

sibling relationship associations, such that mothers’ and fathers’ acceptance was 

differentially linked to older siblings’ intimacy depending on the gender composition of the 

sibling dyad. In combination, the current findings highlight the importance of studying the 

interdependence among family relationships as they are embedded within the larger family 

and cultural context.

The Intersection of Gender and Culture

A third theme essential to understanding family dynamics and functioning in Mexican-origin 

families centers upon the role of gender. Gender is as an organizing feature of family life in 

Mexican American culture (Cauce & Domenich-Rodríguez, 2002; Umaña-Taylor & 

Updegraff, 2012), and has implications for the roles of mothers and fathers and the 

socialization of girls and boys. Much of the early scholarship focused on gender dynamics in 

marriage, but research in the past two decades directs our attention to the role of gender in 

the parental and familial socialization of Mexican-origin girls and boys (for a review, see 

Umaña-Taylor & Updegraff, 2012). Qualitative research provides initial insights about the 

dimensions along which girls and boys may experience differential socialization within the 

family context (Crockett, Brown, Russell, & Shen, 2007; Raffaeli & Ontai, 2004; 

Valenzuela, 1999). Collectively, this work suggests that parents may place more demands on 

daughters to provide family assistance and support and require them to spend more time 

within the home setting as compared to boys (Raffaeli & Ontai, 2004; Valenzuela, 1999). 

Relatedly, parents also indicate being more protective of daughters than of sons via more 

limited autonomy and fewer opportunities to spend time with peers and romantic partners 

and in the community (Azmitia & Brown, 2002; Raffaeli & Ontai, 2004). The role of parent 

gender also is evident in this body of work. In particular, mothers’ parenting has been 

characterized by high levels of involvement in day-to-day activities and greater emotional 

support relative to fathers’, whereas fathers are noted for their instrumental support and role 

as an authority figure in comparison to mothers (Crockett et al., 2007; Umaña-Taylor & 

Updegraff, 2012).

Findings on how gender plays a role in Mexican-origin families become more complex 

when the gender constellation of the parent-youth dyad is considered. Several studies 

document that the links between fathers’ cultural orientations/parenting and youths’ 

outcomes vary depending on whether they have a son or daughter (e.g., Dumka, Gonzales, 

Bonds, & Millsap, 2009; White, Roosa, Weaver, & McNair, 2009), although findings are 

mixed. Evidence of parent-youth gender constellation effects comes from the work of 

Dumka and colleagues (2009), which found that fathers’ parenting was linked only to boys’ 

academic outcomes. Mothers’ parenting, in contrast, was associated with both girls’ and 

boys’ academic success, but sometimes in different ways.
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Central to understanding gender dynamics in Mexican-origin families and making sense of 

these different patterns is consideration of how gender socialization processes may vary as a 

function of the characteristics of the larger family and sociocultural context. That is, the 

division of parenting along gendered lines and the gender differentiated treatment of sons 

versus daughters may be stronger in some family and sociocultural contexts than others 

(McHale, Updegraff, Shanahan, Crouter, & Killoren, 2005). From an ecological perspective, 

these ideas are reflected in person-context and person-process-context models of 

development (Bronfenbrenner & Crouter, 1983). McHale et al. (2005), using the first phase 

of the Juntos Project, found that the differential treatment of sisters versus brothers (using a 

within-family design) varied by parents’ cultural orientations. When parents had strong ties 

to Mexican culture, gender differentiated treatment of sibling pairs was evident in families 

with mixed-sex dyads, such that brothers received more privileges and had fewer family 

responsibilities relative to their sisters. When parents had stronger ties to U.S. culture, 

however, brothers and sisters had more similar privileges and responsibilities. These 

findings are consistent with the premise that there is substantial within-group variability in 

gender roles and processes in Mexican-origin families that may be explained, at least in part, 

by variability in cultural beliefs, practices, and values.

Highlighting the intersection of gender and culture, Toomey et al. (this issue) found that the 

development of mother figures’ gender role attitudes over time varies as a function of 

mothers’ immigrant status. For Mexico-born mother figures, gender role attitude trajectories 

are characterized by declines across time, consistent with the idea that exposure to U.S. 

culture leads to declines in traditional attitudes (Valentine & Mosley, 2000), but Mexican-

origin mothers who were born in the U.S. had stable gender role attitudes across time. Such 

findings illustrate how cultural ties may introduce variability in the development of gender-

linked attitudes. Perez-Brena et al.'s findings (this issue, Paper A) revealed that the 

immigration status of the parent-youth dyad was associated with variability in mother-youth, 

but not father-youth, cultural socialization patterns, illustrating how parent gender and 

immigrant background may interact in explaining cultural socialization processes. Lastly, 

Killoren et al. (this issue) illustrates how a family context characteristic, sibling dyad gender 

constellation, moderates the associations between parental warmth and sibling intimacy in 

this cultural context.

In related research, McHale and colleagues (2003) have characterized the gender 

constellation of the sibling dyad as a feature of the family context that may invoke 

differential involvement of mothers and fathers, such that fathers may be “pulled in” by sons 

and the benefits may be evident for their sisters as well (McHale, Crouter, & Whiteman, 

2003). In fact, our findings suggest that links between sibling intimacy and paternal warmth 

are only evident when sibling pairs included both a son and a daughter, consistent with the 

idea that boys may engage fathers and these benefits may spill over to sisters (McHale et al., 

2003). Similar associations with maternal warmth, on the other hand, were evident only for 

older sister-younger sister pairs. These findings illustrate the complexity that parent gender-

sibling gender combinations introduce into family gender socialization processes within this 

cultural context. In the future, it will be important to further examine whether such patterns 

are exacerbated when families have stronger ties to Mexican culture (McHale et al., 2005).
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Methodological Considerations

We have devoted the majority of this article to reviewing substantive advances in research 

on Mexican-origin families. It is noteworthy, however, that this work also draws our 

attention to a number of methodological innovations missing in much of the current research 

on Mexican-origin families and points to the need to be strategic in the design of future 

research. Thus, the final theme we present is closely intertwined with the three prior themes, 

but pertains specifically to methodological advances necessary to increase the quality of 

research conducted with this rapidly growing and increasingly diverse ethnic population in 

the U.S. We present four recommendations: (a) increasing the use of longitudinal designs; 

(b) sampling in a manner that captures within-group variability; (c) increasing collaborative 

efforts; and (d) addressing processes, mechanisms, and the dynamic nature of family life.

Longitudinal designs

There is a substantial need for more research that addresses how individual, cultural, and 

family processes unfold over time in ethnic minority families (Cabrera & The SRCD Ethnic 

and Racial Issues Committee, 2013; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). As illustrated in this special 

section, family members influence one another's development over time (Toomey et al., this 

issue), and the degree and direction of influence can vary based on the developmental 

period, relationship dyad, and aspect of culture under study (Perez-Brena et al., this issue, 

Paper A). Further, with two unique samples of Mexican-origin families, we provided 

empirical support for the notion that cultural adaptation is a dynamic process that changes 

over time--an area of focus that is central to the advancement of research on Mexican-origin 

families living in the U.S. However, these important questions of change over time and 

variability in degree of influence by developmental period must be addressed with 

longitudinal data.

We are aware of the challenges inherent in recruiting and retaining these samples over a 

substantial amount of time to capture developmental periods and key life transitions. One 

consideration for future research may be the use of cohort-sequential designs with planned 

missing data (Enders, 2010), which reduces participant burden and research costs (e.g., all 

participants do not have to participate in all waves of data collection; participants can 

complete a subset of measures within each wave). Similarly, as we elaborate upon below, 

developing collaborative efforts across multiple research teams makes this type of work 

increasingly possible.

Capturing within-group variability

Scholars underscore the substantial within-group variability that exists among Mexican-

origin families (Umaña-Taylor, 2009; Updegraff & Umaña-Taylor, 2010), and this special 

section illustrates this diversity within two distinct samples of Mexican-origin families. 

Perez-Brena et al. (this issue, Paper A) found, for example, that parent-adolescent nativity 

status introduced important variability into the transmission of cultural values across 

generations; among Mexico-born parent-youth dyads, youth's values predicted increases in 

parents’ values five years later, whereas this pattern was not evident in U.S.-born parent-

youth dyads. Similarly, Toomey et al. (this issue) found that mothers’ trajectories of gender 
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role attitudes varied significantly by immigration status underscoring the need to examine 

how variability in immigrant status can inform changes in cultural values over time. 

Importantly, to examine the within-group variability that exists in family processes and 

adjustment among Mexican-origin families, study samples must include an adequate 

representation (i.e., large enough sample size) of families with diverse cultural 

characteristics. Although there has been an increase in research on ethnic minority 

populations, much of this research over-represents selected subgroups (e.g., English-

speaking immigrants; Knight, Roosa, & Umaña-Taylor, 2009).

The Juntos Project (Killoren et al., this issue; Perez-Brena et al., this issue, Paper A) was 

designed to recruit a socioeconomically diverse Mexican-origin sample, so as to avoid 

overrepresentation of one segment of this diverse population. The sampling frame was 

school-based and private and public schools in both urban and suburban areas that ranged in 

socioeconomic resources were sampled to increase the diversity within the sample. On a 

larger scale, Roosa and colleagues devised a community-based sampling frame to recruit a 

Mexican-origin sample that was diverse in social class and cultural orientation (Roosa, Liu, 

Torres, Gonzales, Knight, & Saenz, 2008). Their approach included using qualitative 

observations to rate indicators of community support for traditional values and lifestyles 

(e.g., availability of traditional foods) and quantitative indicators (e.g., Latino population 

density). By recruiting from diverse cultural contexts, and consistently monitoring the 

acculturation and socioeconomic levels of families being recruiting (and modifying 

recruitment as needed), a diverse sample of approximately 750 Mexican-origin families was 

recruited (Roosa et al.). These efforts demonstrate successful strategies for recruiting diverse 

samples of Mexican-origin families.

Increasing Collaborative Efforts

The sampling and recruitment efforts described above, coupled with the need to recruit 

samples large enough to obtain adequate statistical power to examine longitudinal processes, 

will require researchers to reach out to collaborators and design studies that capitalize on 

collective resources. As illustrated in this special section, the nuances of family processes 

and individual development are more easily captured with multi-informant designs that 

follow participants across critical developmental and life course transitions, and that include 

samples with sufficient variability in key dimensions of culture and large enough samples to 

examine within-group variability. Recruiting such a sample can be challenging and, in some 

cases, impossible because the community from which Mexican-origin participants are being 

recruited can become saturated. Collaborating with colleagues in other geographical regions 

is a possibility, particularly because this increases the opportunities for recruitment of the 

targeted population and also adds to the variability captured in the sample. By pooling data 

across multiple sites, researchers also have the opportunity to test the generalizability of 

hypothesized patterns in distinct regions across the U.S.

Collaborative efforts also can be fruitful because they capitalize on staff resources and 

research ingenuity. For instance, a challenging aspect of conducting high quality work with 

a diverse sample of Mexican-origin families is the need to have measures that are valid and 

reliable in both English and Spanish (Knight et al., 2009). Research teams expend much 
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time and resources on the translation and examination of measurement equivalence across 

languages. Within a collaborative project, however, such resources could be shared across 

teams.

Processes, Mechanisms, and the Dynamic Nature of Family Life

The final consideration we raise is based on our observation that each paper in this special 

section addresses the dynamic interplay of individual and context characteristics, albeit in 

unique ways. For example, in Killoren et al. (this issue), family processes were examined 

with attention to the role of sibling and family context characteristics (e.g., birth order, 

sibling gender constellation, parent gender) and the interaction among these characteristics 

were essential to understanding the interrelations of parent-adolescent and sibling 

relationships in this cultural context. In Perez-Brena et al. (this issue, Paper A), the 

development of family members’ cultural values were examined as a function of the 

interactions between the broader cultural context (e.g., parent-youth nativity status), the 

parenting context (e.g., mother and father), and the period within which development was 

occurring (e.g., early to late adolescence versus middle adolescence to early adulthood). 

Findings from this set of papers repeatedly illustrate the interactive nature of individual, 

family, and cultural contexts over time, and suggest that to increase our conceptual 

understanding of family processes, research must model the dynamic nature of multiple 

systems within the family and how these systems interact with the broader cultural context 

in which they exist.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the papers in this special section illustrate several key ideas that can guide 

future research. First, attention to the variability that exists within cultural groups is critical 

to identify how cultural processes are related to individual and family functioning. By 

focusing on variability within an ethnic group, we are able to pay attention to the cultural 

mechanisms that are most pertinent to that ethnic group (McLoyd, 1998). Importantly, 

insights gleaned from ethnic-homogeneous designs complement those from ethnic-

comparative research, and together, advance our understanding of how individual, family, 

and sociocultural processes unfold over time in different sociocultural contexts. Second, it is 

essential that we pay more attention to the different subsystems that comprise families and 

the ways in which they are interrelated and influence one another (Cox & Paley, 1997). 

Compared to research on Mexican-origin mother-youth dyads, we know considerably less 

about father-youth and sibling relationship dyads in this cultural context, and we have much 

to learn about how these and other subsystems within the family are interrelated. Finally, 

insights about how development unfolds within the family and cultural context across key 

development periods and life transitions is at the core of a solid foundation of empirical 

knowledge about Mexican-origin families and will contribute to the development of 

culturally appropriate interventions and family-based policies in the U.S (see Stein & 

Guzman, this issue). As Latinos are projected to comprise almost one third of the U.S. 

population in the next 50 years (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013), efforts to understand youth 

development within the most significant context of their daily lives – family – is essential.
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