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a “vast diversity” of forms and circumstances around the world, and there are
many such families. Second, cultural notions of family life and parenting in these
diverse contexts make a big difference in the experiences and consequences
of separations. Third, what is considered “normal” family life and parenting is
changing; vet some practices, such as fosterage, grandparenting, and economic
migration, for example, remain common and continue from past generations
in many communities. The goals of the editors and authors are to broaden our
ideas of parenting, broaden our definitions of parenting through understanding
the ways our ecocultural niches influence family forms and family life, and use
these findings to “create a place for more sound developmental science in policy
affecting families and children around the world” These admirable goals are very
relevant to the topic of parenting from afar, and they are goals that are just as im-
portant for the study of parenting and child development in general.

For example, the putative “standard family model’—that is, the norma-
tive presumption of a co-resident conjugal family in a single houschold—is not
the majority, “standard,” or default expectation around the world. This volume
provides strong examples of the many kinds of families and households oper-
ating across distance that have to be included in that diverse set of family and
parenting models. This book provides a rich variety of examples of nonconjugal
households, nonmaternal or nonpaternal care, and kinds of families where chil-
dren and parents are dispersed for many reasons. Most contemporary family
research samples in Western research journals and in clinical practice are not rep-
resentative of the family forms and family practices with regard to parenting to be
found around the world. Our growing knowledge of the world diversity in family
life and how and why such variations occur depends on qualitative, ethnographic,
and mixed-method accounts of these variations, and this book shows the value of
such work.

The circumstances that lead to parenting at a distance also are diverse and,
unfortunately, increasingly common (e.g., forced migration, war, environmental
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dislocation, economic pressures, and others). The volume both establishes an an-
alytic and descriptive category (parenting from afar, from a distance} and shows
many vartations within the category. The conventional social address categories
for family residential situations (conjugal, single-mother, dual-earner married,
extended, joint, and so forth} do not fit these circumstances very well or are in-
complete descriptive categories. The close-in, on the ground observations and
field studies of parenting and family life under conditions of separation in this
book provide new evidence about parenting contexts and surely show the need
for new, more useful categories for describing and analyzing parenting situations
and household and family formations.

A simple example is the “one family, two households™ (or better, “one family,
multiple households™) unit of analysis for the study, initially, of rural-urban mi-
gration in Africa and elsewhere (Weisner, 1997). The household and relationship
category “living together apart (LTA)” is another contemporary example devel-
oped in the United States. Frequent separations followed by reunifications and
cohabitation of a couple along with (either partner’s) children can create an LTA
family unit. Parents, children, and other family and household members share
responsibilities, caretaking, and support while living apart from others. LTA
households and families are very widespread in the United States and throughout
the world—yet there is no category for them available in standard census or
survey work (Cross-Barnet, Cherlin, & Burton, 2011).

Other useful categories describe family processes in addition to static resi-
dential or household classifications (Weisner, 2014). Youth and young adults
often have to do “surfing,” for example--moving from one place to another, from
household to household, due to poverty, legal issues, child lending and fosterage,
family disruptions, and other reasons, as do some children and parents described
in this book. This is a not uncommon practice among children and parents today
(Roy, Buckmiller, & McDowell, 2008). “Kinscription” is a useful descriptive term
for relationship processes and negotiations (Roy & Burton, 2007). Kinscription
describes the constant attempts by single mothers (or other caregivers and
parents described in this volume} to recruit and involve biological fathers and
other romantic/intimate partners and their kin to help their families and be in-
volved in their and their children’s lives. Kinscription processes are central to the
lives of millions of mothers in the United States and elsewhere around the world,
and there are a number of examples of kinscription at a distance throughout
this book.

Framing parental relationships with children and other caregivers as trajectories
through time, rather than fixed statuses, and recognizing that parenting can
be “suspended” for periods of time, yet not abandoned since the potential for
reengagement continues, alse are constructs that fit with many of the reports
from this book. New family and parenting terms and analytic categories hope-
fully will emerge from research on parenting from a distance and will contribute
to stronger comparative, international, and cross-cultural research on family, par-
enting, and child development.

S
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The findings from these studies also can challenge standard developmental
theories. What do the many kinds of parenting from afar (and the alloparenting
and caretaking at home by others that replaces and supplements parents’ roles)
suggest regarding classical attachment theory, for example? Attachment theory is
among the most widely described, taught, and accepted developmental theories in
Western psychology and clinical work today. Attachment research is an important
field that includes universal developmental mechanisms (such as the attachment-
sensitive period in children and the stress-buffering roles of privileged caretakers)
with likely universal developmental outcomes (security, safety, buffering of stress,
emotion regulation, learning favoring the attachment figures). Yet there is far
more diversity and pluralism than is claimed in most developmental research on
these topics, What does parenting at a distance suggest regarding ecologically and
culturally valid ways to assess children’s security, or parent’s and other caregivers
sensitivity and attunement, given that so many children are living with parents
far away and experience multiple caretaking, fostering, and other arrangements?
Many children described in this volume seem to have a sufficient sense of social
trust and attachment security from other caregivers, though certainly not all chil-
dren do so. The experiences are complex.

Mesman et al. (2016) point out that “Attachment theory without contextual
components is as difficult to conceive of as attachment theory without a univer-
salistic perspective” (p. 808) and also remark that “the current cross-cultural da-
tabase is almost absurdly small compared to the domain that should be covered”
(p. 809). Yet both these concerns are not widely recognized and acted upon—or
even admitted as a serious problem—within most of the attachment research
field, and the implications are not often appreciated in literature reviews, theory,
research design, and sampling frames (LeVine, 2014). Popular and journalist
versions of “attachment parenting,” attachment theory, and its clinical implications
remain remarkably unaware of these legitimate concerns, much less the kinds of
circumstances described in this book for parenting at a distance {for example, see
“Yes, If's Your Parent’s Fault] in the New York Times [Murphy, 20171).

This volume shows the importance of research incorporating multiple
caretaking, including parenting from afar in conjunction with other caregivers, for
the study of attachment and also for other developmental processes (Leinaweaver,
2014). It shows the importance of considering cultural beliefs about security, trust,
whom to orient toward for social learning and safety, and the many mechanisms
in addition to attachment through which children acquire security. Responsive
care is clearly important for children everywhere; indifference or outright rejec-
tion is not good for children regardless of the form it might take. Socially distrib-
uted care, including many of the situations described in this volume, can provide
responsive care. These studies provide examples of the many functional ways
caregivers can provide security and social trust other than through monomatric
attachment to a single co-resident maternal caregiver.

There are many other developmental processes and theories in addition to
attachment theory that would benefit from incorporating evidence such as
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presented in this volume. Learning responsibility and tasks in the family and
household, emotion regulation, gender socialization and task expectations, self-
construal and identity development, expectations for children’s competence at
different ages, cultural beliefs about developmental stages, and training for inter-
dependence, among others, are all social and cognitive developmental processes
influenced by the situations described in this volume.

Parenting From Afar and the Reconfiguration of Family Across Distance
encourages thinking about a set of principles for future research programs worth
considering for the next generation of scholarship on parenting and families on
the move, who are separated, and who experience fluid relationships and family
networks, These increasingly common circumstances require samples and designs
that reflect the actual behavior, beliefs, and experiences of those studied. More so-
phisticated designs can take advantage of the ethnographic and qualitative, inti-
mate evidence such as reported in this volume. Research methods and conceptual
frameworks at least should not cover up the circumstances in these local social
worlds, The authors in this collection provide terrific examples of situations where
new units for analysis and designs can be increasingly used and hopefully made
the default standard for research.

It is exciting, then, to consider the next steps in research programs that could
follow from this volume. Theorizing on the topics of parenting and families at a
distance will benefit from this work, and offer a broader range of concepts and
situations for understanding distance parenting and its consequences. Local beliels
and meaning systems, ecocultural theories, and religious and family traditions are
important, for example, and these all are shown to be important for parenting in
many chapters. Research designs can now be expanded based on these findings.
For example, sending and receiving communities should be part of the research
design wherever possible. In fact, there are often more than just one sending and
one receiving places that matters for the children, parents, and other caregivers.
Many chapters show how parents, siblings, grandparents, and other caregivers

near and far from the child have important roles in financial support, in providing
direct as well as indirect care, and in children’s imaginations and memory.

The value of adding improved, contextualized outcome measures and process
measures also comes through in many of these studies. The chapters describe rea-
sonably successful accommodations to dispersed parenting even in the face of
hardship, inequality, and separation. Locally valid and meaningful ways to assess the
consequences of parenting at a distance on all concerned should be developed and
tested and then perhaps used in complement with other comparative assessments.

Let us imagine an ideal model research collaboration among scholars inter-
ested in parenting and child development more generally and parenting at a dis-
tance specifically. Let’s call it the “Parenting from Afar Study” The team selects
eight or so communities with different forms of parenting from afar from around
the world. Ethnographic research done alongside local partners describes the
situations and then proposes samples and research designs that reflect those
parents’ and children’s circumstances. A suite of mixed methods are developed
that incorporate normative developmental and family assessments, some regional
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measures appropriate for situations in, for example, India, East Africa, China,
or other culture areas, as well as local measures sensitive to parent and child in
each local place (Weisner, 2013). These measures move across levels of analysis
(physiological, psychological, behavicral, social, cultural, structural, and his-
toric). Samples will be large enough for statistical analysis, and each site has a
nested ethnographic subsample within the larger sample for qualitative, inten-
sive studies as well. Some sites may add an appropriate comparison sample of co-
resident families as well. The children are selected at comparable ages and family
sizes and then followed longitudinally along with their parents and caregivers in
both sending and receiving locales. Cross-talk among quantitative and qualita-
tive researchers about their findings, along with local researchers and community
partners, improves the study and measures as the project moves along. Each site
has a policy researcher and practitioner collaborating, developing, and piloting
possible interventions.

Funders surely will recognize the importance of this work and provide continuity
and stability of funding for this multiyear international study. Results are reviewed
and disseminated by local and national organizations interested in this work, along
with scientific publication and policy follow-on projects. Junior researchers and
students from each nation participating in this research program gain invaluable
apprenticeship skills and go on to contribute to their nation’s research and policy
capacity. These younger team members, along with the more senior members,
form a convoy and cohort of collaborators who benefit and influence future studies
of families and children on other topics related to parenting from afar.

Well, perhaps this idealized, gold standard project is not all achievable-—but
even a good portion of such a longitudinal comparative research program would
be terrific! Of course, there already are many examples of research programs like
this in the field of culture and human development; this can be done.

Future comparative work, even if only partially meeting this ideal, will help
further the goal of the many fine authors in this volume to create better policy. It
is likely that research programs for assessment of what might improve the lives
and well-being of children, parents, and caregivers in conditions of distance par-
enting require initial close-in ethnographic knowledge, such as we find in this
volume. These kinds of holistic, contextuoal, policy-related studies can reverse the
policy paradox in which children, parents, and families that don't easily fit the
“standard expected model”—though clearly likely to benefit from support—miss
out on programs or are in institutions not well adapted for them (Yoshikawa,
2011). The next steps, then, are to construct a logic model for how and when to
provide useful supports that add value to the successful accommodations that al-
ready exist for parenting from a distance, to test that model, and then to improve
the difficult economic and sociopolitical situations that also go along with sepa-
ration and change. This can improve the well-being of all children, parents, and
communities, including those parenting from afar.

—Thomas 5. Weisner
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