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ABSTRACT 
 While traditional behavioural parent training programmes have assisted 

families with concerns of child behaviour problems, they have not kept abreast with 

recent conceptualisations of the development of problematic behaviours in the 

parent-child relationship. Research has indicated that understanding of this 

relationship needs to go beyond bidirectional explanations and that a dialectical 

framework better describes the complexity of this relationship, which, in turn, should 

be reflected in the parent training programmes offered.  

Therefore, this study provided a parent training programme focused on 

balance in the parent-child relationship, which encapsulated the complex, dialectical 

nature of this intimate relationship. A central implication when adopting this notion 

of balance was that all aspects of the programme were addressed at the parent and 

child level. In addition, multiple factors were addressed that included mindfulness 

and acceptance, dealing with emotions, understanding development, and addressing 

parental attributions. It was only within this overarching concept of balance and 

relationship factors that behavioural skills were introduced. Mechanisms of change 

were identified by investigating parental emotional schemas through their narratives 

about themselves, their child, and the programme.  

 This research involved 23 parents with their 3-4 year-old children in a parent 

training programme where both the parent and child met weekly with a therapist in 

group parent training. The groups involved 2-hourly sessions for 5 weeks, modelled 

on a “coffee morning” where parents met and discussed issues and the children 

played alongside in the same room. A research assistant was available to play with 

and tend to basic needs of the children. Measures at pre-, post-treatment, and at 

follow-up targeted child behaviour problems, how much of a problem these were for 

the parents, parents’ sense of competence, parental attributions, and what was useful 

for parents in the programme. 

Results indicated that at post-treatment parents were able to address and 

maintain balance in their parent-child relationship and this reflected multiple 

dimensions of a dialectical understanding that had not been evident prior to the 

intervention. There was an increased mindfulness of both parent and child’s needs 

with a strong emphasis on an increased understanding of the child as an individual in 

their own right. Parents reported an increased recognition of the importance of 
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dealing with emotions, with improved skills to be able to do this, an increased 

understanding of accommodating development, and an appreciation of needing to 

address parental attributions.   

 In addition, there was a decrease in parent-reported intensity of child 

behaviour problems and how problematic these were for the parents, which were 

corroborated with parental verbal reports of improved child behaviour. Mechanisms 

of change that were identified included changes in parental attributions, parents 

being able to share with other parents, accessing “expert” knowledge from the 

programme facilitator, and gaining parental strategies. Implications for practice were 

discussed with suggestions for behavioural parent training programmes. In 

conclusion, limitations of the research and directions for future research were 

indicated. 
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FOREWORD 
 Parent training is a fascinating field and there are numerous research studies 

to testify to this. Yet still, there are unanswered questions because the relationship 

between a parent and a child is complex, affected by multiple factors both between 

the two individuals and by wider contextual factors. My interest in this field has 

grown over time and I wish to explain some of my background that brought me to 

this particular research study. 

My undergraduate degree which I gained after leaving school was a Bachelor 

of Science in Chemistry and I worked in this field for a few years. I had started this 

degree with an interest in psychology and chemistry but dropped the psychology 

when course requirements clashed. While I did not continue on the psychology route 

at that stage, I did spend two years doing youth work with tertiary students in 

between laboratory work. At this stage I took a break from the paid workforce and 

parented my four boys while being involved voluntarily with the Playcentre 

movement. It was here that I spent ten years studying and learning, at a practical 

level, about early childhood development and education, while dealing with families 

from a wide variety of cultures and socio-economic groups. In addition, I completed 

the New Zealand Playcentre Federation Certificate, which is a nationally recognised, 

field-based Early Childhood Education qualification. It was through both formal and 

informal involvement at Playcentre that my interest was fostered in child and parent 

education. 

In addition, through this participation I saw that there were many issues 

beyond educational needs that required attention and therefore, chose to extend my 

work with children and families by working in the mental health sector. I returned to 

studying psychology, completed a Bachelor of Arts (Honours) in psychology at 

Massey University and entered into the Doctor of Clinical Psychology training 

programme. While this training is comprehensive my particular interest continued to 

be with children and their families, so when the opportunity arose to do research, it 

was in this field that I chose to study.  

When reading the literature I was interested that, while behavioural parent 

training had been popular, there were other factors that needed addressing and 

traditional programmes did not seem to address the complexity of the relationship 

between the parent and the child. It became apparent that parents could 
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simultaneously hold quite conflicting views of their child – at one level they could 

love their child and a certain characteristic, but then also find that characteristic 

frustrating. It was also a concern that these programmes did not address parents’ 

needs, emotions, and development when dealing with their children. I became aware 

that while these current programmes taught strategies for dealing with incidents of 

misbehaviour, it did not address the way that the parent perceived the child, or what 

their schema were about their child.  

 It became apparent to me that there were many answered questions and my 

interest was further raised to discover how parent-training programmes could be 

delivered more effectively for parents who have common concerns about their young 

child’s behaviour. It was from this base that I began the route of this current research 

study.  

 

 


