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Chapter 4
Dominican Parenting and Early Childhood 
Functioning: A Comparison Study 
of Immigrant Families in the USA 
and Families in Their Country of Origin

Esther J. Calzada, Carolina Hausmann-Stabile,  
R. Gabriela Barajas-Gonzalez, Keng-Yen Huang, and Miguel E. Hernandez

It is widely recognized that the ways in which parents raise their children, and the 
impact that these parenting practices have, depend in part on the ecological context 
within which development occurs (Bornstein, 1995). While ecology is by definition 
multifaceted, culture (e.g., cultural group norms, values, and behaviors within the 
home) and socioeconomic status (e.g., poverty) arguably define some of its core 
characteristics (García Coll et al., 1996). Research with poor and non-poor children 
in their country of origin relative to those living in immigrant families in the USA 
presents an opportunity to further understand the ecological context within which 
children develop (Bird et al., 2006). In the present study, we use this approach to 
examine parenting and its association with early childhood functioning among 
Dominican-origin families. As one of the largest Latino immigrant populations in 
the USA (Motel & Patten, 2012), and one whose children and youth are at high risk 
for behavior problems, depression, suicide, and academic problems largely due to 
social and economic inequities (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2008), 
a better understanding of parenting and its association with child functioning in 
families originating from the Dominican Republic (DR) is clearly warranted. 
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�Parenting Across Cultures

Much of what is known of parenting and child development is based on empirical 
studies from Westernized societies (Gershoff et al., 2010; Kagitcibasi, 2012). This 
literature emphasizes two primary dimensions: parental nurturance (i.e., respon-
siveness, acceptance, warmth) and demandingness (i.e., control, discipline; 
Maccoby & Martin, 1983). A recent meta-analysis that included studies from 
Westernized and non-Westernized countries confirmed the universal importance of 
parenting, and parental acceptance in particular, for children’s optimal development 
(Khaleque & Rohner, 2012). Other researchers document the direct and consider-
able effects that discipline practices have on child development (Landry, Smith, & 
Swank, 2003; Pettit, Bates, & Dodge, 1997). Still, while parental acceptance appears 
to promote optimal development across cultures (Khaleque & Rohner, 2012), paren-
tal discipline and its effects on child development may be more likely to vary across 
cultures. Lansford and colleagues (2005) showed that parental discipline practices 
varied across nine countries (e.g., China, Italy, Kenya, Thailand). The use of threats 
and corporal punishment, for example, was highest in Kenyan families and lowest 
in Italian families, who endorsed the most frequent use of yelling/scolding. 
Moreover, those discipline practices that were perceived as normative had less 
robust associations with child functioning, supporting what is known as the cultural 
normativeness hypothesis, or the idea that when harsh parenting is viewed as nor-
mative, its impact on developmental outcomes is attenuated (Lansford et al., 2005).

In a parallel line of research, scholars of immigrant parenting in the USA consis-
tently describe the parenting practices of minority families as distinct from those of 
middle-class White families. Specifically, authoritarian parenting (e.g., that com-
bines low responsiveness with high demandingness) may be normative and in some 
cases optimal for development among ethnic minority families (Varela et al., 2004). 
The conceptualization of authoritarian parenting practices emerged from studies 
with White middle-class families (Baumrind, 1967) and in contrast to authoritative 
parenting (e.g., that combines high responsiveness with high demandingness) was 
long regarded as detrimental to healthy child development. Later studies challenged 
the universality of these conclusions, citing evidence that highly demanding parent-
ing practices that often relied on harsh or physical discipline were not only consis-
tent with cultural norms but also potentially adaptive for ethnic minority families 
(Deater-Deckard, Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 1996). In support of this notion, Luis, 
Varela, and Moore (2008) found that parental control, in the form of a high number 
of commands, was related to greater anxiety for the Mexican youth in Mexico but 
to lower anxiety for Mexican American youth in the USA. The researchers posited 
that for Mexican American children living in the USA, direct commands from par-
ents may serve an adaptive function, enhancing deference to authority and making 
the family a more cohesive unit “facilitating unified responses to external challenges 
faced as ethnic minorities” (p. 1018). Thus, parents may endorse authoritarian prac-
tices that stress obedience among youth in poor neighborhoods in an attempt to 
protect children from high-risk environments marked by violence and poverty.
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Although rates of poverty are high among immigrant and ethnic minority fami-
lies living in the USA, immigrant parenting is shaped by a confluence of factors 
beyond socioeconomic disadvantage. For example, as parents acculturate, or adapt, 
to mainstream culture, parenting goals, values, and practices are expected to shift 
(Calzada, Fernandez, & Cortes, 2010; Fuller & García Coll, 2010). Some evidence 
suggests that these changes may occur for some immigrant groups but not for oth-
ers. For example, Bornstein and Cote (2004) compared the parenting cognitions 
(attributions and self-perceptions) of middle-class Japanese and South American 
immigrant mothers in the USA to mothers from their countries of origin (Japan and 
Argentina), as well as to nonimmigrant White mothers. South American immigrant 
mothers’ cognitions tended to resemble those of nonimmigrant White mothers in 
the USA, whereas Japanese immigrant mothers’ cognitions tended to be similar to 
those of Japanese mothers in Japan. Consistent with Bornstein and Cote’s (2004) 
findings, other studies with Latina mothers show that less acculturated (e.g., foreign-
born, Spanish-speaking) mothers tend to use authoritarian practices more than 
acculturated mothers, who tend to use authoritative practices (Dumka, Roosa, & 
Jackson, 1997; Parke et  al., 2004). Collectively, this literature suggests that an 
authoritarian approach to parenting may be consistent with pan-Latino cultural val-
ues of child rearing (Calzada et al., 2010).

�Parenting in Dominican-Origin Families

Given the lack of research attention to Dominican-origin families, little is known 
about normative parenting practices among Dominicans, the extent to which they 
differ according to contextual characteristics such as poverty and migration (i.e., 
parenting in the USA as an immigrant vs. in one’s country of origin) and how they 
are associated with child functioning. Based on a few studies to date, Dominican 
mothers in the USA appear to value interdependence (and more specifically, 
familism and respect for authority; Calzada et  al., 2010; Guilamo-Ramos et  al., 
2007) and to be highly responsive with their children (Calzada & Eyberg, 2002; 
Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2007). During teaching interactions, Dominican American 
mothers have been shown to rely on physically directive and nonverbal strategies 
with their toddlers (Planos, Zayas, & Busch-Rossnagel, 1995, 1997). There is less 
consensus over the use of discipline strategies; Dominican American mothers report 
low levels of physical discipline on parenting questionnaires (Calzada & Eyberg, 
2002), but qualitative studies suggest a culturally-sanctioned reliance on corporal 
punishment (Calzada et al., 2010; Calzada, Basil, & Fernandez, 2012). Finally, con-
tradicting the cultural normativeness hypothesis, there is some evidence that author-
itarian parenting is associated with higher externalizing and internalizing problems, 
at least among families of young (4–5-year-old) children (Calzada et  al., 2012; 
Calzada, Barajas-Gonzalez, Huang, & Brotman, 2017).

4  Dominican Parenting and Early Childhood Functioning
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�Parenting in the Context of Poverty

In the Dominican Republic (DR), 41% of the population lives in extreme poverty, 
with the highest rate (55%) among children ages 0–5 (Oficina Nacional de 
Estadística [ONE], 2014). In New York City (NYC), 26% of Dominicans live in 
poverty, and, as in the DR, the poverty rate is highest, at 33%, among children 
(Center for Latin American, Caribbean, and Latino Studies, 2011; PEW Hispanic 
Center, 2009). Living in poverty affects parenting and child outcomes (Bornstein & 
Bradley, 2014; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). In the USA, across ethnic groups, 
stress and depression commonly occur in the context of poverty (McLoyd, 1998), 
compromising the use of authoritative practices (e.g., explaining the reasons for a 
rule) and increasing the use of authoritarian practices (e.g., scolding or spanking in 
response to misbehavior) (Barajas-Gonzalez & Brooks-Gunn, 2014; Gutman, 
Sameroff, & Eccles, 2002). For example, in a national dataset that compared the 
home environments of poor and non-poor families, poor Latino families were 
observed to use harsh discipline practices more often compared with non-poor 
Latino families (Bradley, Corwyn, McAdoo, & García Coll, 2001a, 2001b).

Most of what is known about Dominican families is based on research with pri-
marily low-income samples in the USA, but in a unique study that took place in the 
DR, the role of poverty was examined through a comparison of poor, rural families 
and middle-class, urban families (Foucault & Schneider, 2009). The authors found 
that relative to Dominican mothers from middle-class communities, mothers living 
in poverty were more likely to value conformity over self-direction in their children, 
and they were observed as less engaged, cognitively and emotionally, during parent-
child interactions.

�The Present Study

Parenting serves as the most proximal influence on children’s development, particu-
larly during early childhood when the role of peers and other extrafamilial networks 
is limited. Parenting scholars generally decry authoritarian practices as harmful, but 
authoritarian practices may be normative within Latino culture and/or adaptive for 
Latinos living in the USA as a minority group. Mothers may intentionally use an 
authoritarian parenting approach that stresses obedience to protect children from 
negative influences outside the home, especially in poor neighborhoods (Deater-
Deckard et al., 1996; Luis et al., 2008; Pinderhughes, Nix, Foster, & Jones, 2001). 
The extent to which these findings can be generalized to the early childhood devel-
opmental period, however, remains unknown. In the present study, we focused on 
families of young children to examine authoritarian parenting given the long-lasting 
scholarly debate regarding its effects across cultural groups (Chao, 1994; Deater-
Deckard et al., 1996; Steinberg, 2001). 
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Our specific aims were to address several issues in families of young children: 
(1) whether authoritarian parenting is normative in Dominican culture by compar-
ing parenting practices of mothers in the DR with those in the USA, considering 
poverty status (poor and non-poor), and (2) whether authoritarian parenting is adap-
tive by examining its relation to child functioning across levels of risk defined by 
poverty status and country of residence (living as a minority family in the USA or 
living in their country of origin, the DR). For Aim 1, we hypothesized that authori-
tarian parenting would be more commonly reported among Dominican mothers 
raising their children in the DR relative to those raising their children in the USA. For 
Aim 2, we hypothesized that the association between authoritarian parenting and 
child functioning would be moderated by both poverty status and country of resi-
dence, such that the relation would be attenuated for children living in poverty and 
those living as minority children in the USA.

�Methods

�Participants

Participants were 672 Dominican female caregivers of children between the ages of 3 
and 5 recruited in two separate studies in New York City in the USA (n = 332, USA) 
and Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic (n = 340, DR). In both studies, families 
were drawn from schools (11 in the USA; 12 in the DR) that offered prekindergarten 
and kindergarten classes. Children were 4.38 (SD = 0.70) on average, and approxi-
mately half were boys. In the immigrant sample, mothers had lived in the USA an 
average of 12.80 years (SD = 8.05). Family and child characteristics of the two study 
samples, by poverty status, are shown in Table 4.1. Mothers were more likely to be 
married or living with the child’s father and more likely to have completed high 
school, if they were non-poor and living in the USA. In addition, child internalizing 
and externalizing problems were highest in the DR poor sample compared to the DR 
non-poor sample, the US poor sample, and the US non-poor sample.

�Measures

Family demographic characteristics. Mothers completed a demographic form that 
assessed maternal and child age, maternal education level, and household composi-
tion. In NYC, mothers also reported on their income and family size, which was 
used to determine family poverty status, as described below.

Family poverty status. Our measure of family poverty status differed across stud-
ies. In the USA (NYC), poverty status was determined using the US Department of 
Health and Human Services poverty guidelines, which considers income relative to 
family size (US Department of Health and Human Services, 2013). For example, 
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the income threshold in 2013 was $23,550 for a family of four. Based on mothers’ 
report of their annual household income and family size, families were classified as 
“poor” if their annual income was below the poverty guideline level in the year of 
their participation and as “non-poor” if their annual incomes surpassed that level.

In the DR, family poverty status was measured using a proxy variable of “school 
type.” Specifically, families who were recruited at the public schools were classified as 
poor, and those recruited through private schools were classified as non-poor. These 
schools were located in diverse neighborhoods, ranging from slums to upper-middle-
class areas, and private schools’ tuition ranged from moderately expensive to expen-
sive. Public schools were all located in poor neighborhoods and were free of tuition.

Table 4.1  Sample characteristics and comparisons by country and poverty status

Total 
sample 
(N = 672)

USA 
(n = 332)

DR 
(n = 340)

USA, 
non-poor 
(n = 142)

USA, 
poor 
(n = 179)

DR, 
non-poor 
(n = 236)

DR, poor 
(n = 102)

M (SD)/%
M 
(SD)/%

M 
(SD)/%

M 
(SD)/%

M 
(SD)/%

M 
(SD)/%

M 
(SD)/%

Family demographics
Mother’s age 33.58 

(6.86)
33.47 
(7.30)

33.69 
(6.40)

32.32 
(5.98)

34.48 
(8.21)d

34.36 
(5.92)d

32.13 
(7.21)e, f

Two-parent 
home

66.8% 60.20%b 73.20% 66.90% 53.60%d 81.50%d 53.90%d, e

Mother 
completed HS

80.6% 77.00%b 84.10% 88.70% 68.50%d 97.90%d 52.50%d, 

e, f

Child characteristics
Child’s age 4.38 

(0.70)
4.46 
(0.58)

4.29 
(0.80)

4.42 
(0.56)

4.51 
(0.58)

4.07 
(0.81)d

4.82 
(0.43)d, e, f

Child gender 
(male)

53.2% 50.00% 56.40% 49.30% 52.50% 57.40% 53.90%

Externalizing 
problemsa

15.90 
(9.22)

15.36 
(9.01)

16.43 
(9.35)

15.57 
(8.96)

15.19 
(9.19)

15.62 
(7.25)

18.26 
(12.73)d, e, 

f

Internalizing 
problemsa

21.57 
(8.82)

20.63 
(8.63)

22.32 
(8.98)

21.27 
(8.69)

20.43 
(8.53)

20.36 
(6.94)

26.62 
(11.24)d, e, 

f

Parenting practices
Authoritariana 1.80 

(0.51)
1.71 
(0.46)

1.90 
(0.55)

1.74 
(0.50)

1.70 
(0.43)

1.77 
(0.43)

2.19 
(0.67)d, e, f

Authoritative 4.21 
(0.55)

4.26 
(0.56)b, c

4.16 
(0.54)

4.34 
(0.50)

4.18 
(0.61)

4.22 
(0.48)

4.03 
(0.66)

Note. NYC New York City; DR Dominican Republic; HS high school. Mean-level differences were 
examined for all variables. A country-by-poverty interaction was examined for child externalizing 
and internalizing problems and for authoritarian and authoritative parenting
aIndicates a significant interaction term. bindicates a significant difference between the USA and 
DR samples; cIndicates a significant difference between poor and non-poor samples; dIndicates a 
significant difference compared with the US non-poor sample; eIndicates a significant difference 
between the DR poor and DR non-poor samples; fIndicates a significant difference between the US 
poor and DR poor samples
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Parenting practices. The Parenting Styles and Dimensions (PSD; Robinson, 
Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 1995) questionnaire is a 32-item self-report measure of par-
enting practices with three orthogonal factors corresponding to Baumrind’s (1995) 
authoritarian, authoritative, and permissive parenting style constructs. The PSD has been 
standardized for parents of young children and has been used with samples from various 
countries and of various ethnic backgrounds including Latina mothers from Puerto Rico, 
the Dominican Republic, and Mexico (Calzada et al., 2017; Calzada & Eyberg, 2002). 
The permissive scale, which revealed low internal consistency in past studies with 
Dominican mothers, was not used in the present study. Sample items for the authoritative 
scale included “I give comfort and understanding when my child is upset” and “I give 
my child reasons why rules should be obeyed.” The authoritarian scale included items 
such as “I use physical punishment as a way of disciplining my child” and “I use threats 
as punishment with little or no justification.” Parents respond to each item on a 5-point 
Likert scale anchored by “never” and “always.” In the present samples, internal consis-
tencies (Cronbach’s alpha) were 0.83 and 0.80 on the authoritative scale and 0.66 and 
0.74 on the authoritarian scale, for the NYC and DR samples, respectively.

Child functioning. The Behavior Assessment System for Children-Parent Rating 
Scale (BASC PRS; Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2004) is a widely used, well-validated 
measure of child behavior and emotional functioning for children between the ages 
of 2.5 and 18 years. The BASC PRS is available in both English and Spanish based 
on translation and standardization by the measure developers with a sample of 386 
Latinos (specific ethnic groups not described; Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2004). In the 
present study, we used the anxiety and depression subscales to create a composite 
(alpha = 0.81 and 0.80 for NYC and DR samples, respectively) as a measure of child 
internalizing problems. We also used a composite of the hyperactivity and aggres-
sion subscales (alpha = 0.88 and 0.89 for the NYC and DR samples, respectively) as 
a measure of child externalizing problems.

�Procedures

In the USA (NYC), Dominican-origin mothers of 4–5-year-old children enrolled as 
prekindergarten or kindergarten students in 1 of 11 public elementary schools in the 
city were eligible to participate. At partner schools, research staff, fluent in Spanish 
and English, attended parent meetings and were present during daily school drop-off 
and pickup times to inform parents of the study. Seventy-three percent of mothers 
approached agreed to participate. Interested mothers were scheduled for an inter-
view that took place at the school. Participating mothers were asked which language 
they preferred to be interviewed in (Spanish or English) before beginning research 
activities. The majority of mothers (92%) chose to be interviewed in Spanish. 
Interviews lasted 2 h and mothers received a stipend for their participation.

In the DR, mothers of 3–5-year-old children enrolled as prekindergarten or kinder-
garten students in 1 of 12 elementary schools in Santo Domingo were invited to par-
ticipate. After distributing fliers advertising the study, research staff attended school 
events (i.e., parent workshops) to inform mothers of the study in person. Because the 

4  Dominican Parenting and Early Childhood Functioning



58

study was described to groups of potential participants, we were not able to determine 
the participation rate. Interested mothers were consented in person and then given the 
choice of completing the questionnaires on their own or with research staff. Mothers 
who completed the questionnaires on their own returned the packet to school staff in 
a sealed envelope; no information on the return rate was available. All study activities 
were conducted in Spanish (e.g., recruitment, interviews). Interviews lasted approxi-
mately 45 min, and mothers received a small stipend for their participation.

�Data Analyses

Aim 1 was to compare parenting practices (i.e., authoritarian, authoritative) by 
country of residence (USA, DR), poverty status (poor vs. non-poor), and a coun-
try × poverty interaction. To address this aim, we first conducted a MANOVA to 
examine whether there were significant interaction or main effects. To follow up, we 
conducted ANOVAs to examine significant interactions. Aim 2 was to examine the 
association between parenting and child functioning across contexts. To address this 
aim, we conducted multivariate linear regression analyses that included parenting 
practices, country of residence, and poverty status. Models were conducted sepa-
rately for child externalizing and internalizing problem outcomes. To test for mod-
eration, interaction terms between parenting and (1) country of residence (USA = 0, 
DR = 1) and (2) poverty status (non-poor = 0, poor = 1) were included. All models 
controlled for child gender and age. Because the sample had a modest amount of 
cases with missing data on key variables (e.g., poverty) that did not allow for impu-
tation, we employed a listwise deletion approach to handle missing data.

�Results

Descriptive statistics of the variables are shown in Table 4.1. In examining parenting 
across contexts, results from the MANOVA showed main effects for country of resi-
dence, t (1, 655) 9.134, p = 0.003, and poverty status, t (1, 655) 14.797, p < 0.001, 
but no significant country × poverty interaction, F (1, 655) 0.156, p = 0.693, on 
authoritative parenting. As shown in Table 4.1, authoritative parenting was signifi-
cantly higher among non-poor compared to poor mothers and among US mothers 
compared to DR mothers. For authoritarian parenting, results from the MANOVA 
showed a significant country × poverty interaction, F (1, 655) 21.933, p < 0.001. A 
follow-up ANOVA showed significant differences in the use of authoritarian prac-
tices between DR poor mothers compared to other mothers, including DR non-poor, 
US poor, and US non-poor mothers. There was no difference on authoritarian par-
enting between the US mothers based on poverty status.

Results of model testing to examine parenting as a predictor of child functioning 
are presented in Table 4.2. We found that authoritarian parenting was a significant 
predictor of child internalizing problems (Model 1) and that the relation was moder-
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ated by poverty status. Specifically, as shown in Fig. 4.1, the strength of association 
between authoritarian parenting and internalizing problems was greater among poor 
children relative to non-poor children. Authoritarian parenting was also a significant 
predictor of child externalizing problems (Model 2), but this association was not 
moderated by country of residence or poverty status. Authoritative parenting was 
not associated with either child outcome.

Table 4.2  Regression results for test of the relation between parenting and child behavior 
problems by poverty status and country

Internalizing problems
(Model 1)

Externalizing 
problems
(Model 2)

Beta SE p Beta SE p

Child’s age 1.093 0.478 0.023 −1.147 0.486 0.019
Child’s gender 1.412 0.641 0.028 −2.108 0.651 0.001
Authoritative parenting 1.685 1.110 0.130 −1.360 1.129 0.229
Authoritarian parenting 5.339 1.169 0.000 7.373 1.191 0.000
Poverty status 1.208 0.711 0.090 −0.117 0.724 0.872
Country of residence 0.788 0.685 0.250 −1.005 0.698 0.150
Authoritative parenting × poverty status 0.123 1.189 0.918 −0.561 1.204 0.642
Authoritative parenting × country of residence −0.869 1.168 0.457 −0.571 1.187 0.631
Authoritarian parenting × poverty status 3.490 1.283 0.007 2.404 1.299 0.065
Authoritarian parenting × country of residence −1.686 1.300 0.195 −1.641 1.320 0.214

∆R2 = 0.19 ∆R2 = 0.22

Note. Child gender is coded such that 0 = male, 1 = female. Country is coded such that 0 = USA, 
1 = Dominican Republic. Poverty status is coded such that 0 = non-poor, 1 = poor. Models included 
a poverty × country interaction term. Three-way interactions that included parenting, poverty sta-
tus, and country of residence were nonsignificant.
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Fig. 4.1  Interaction between authoritarian parenting and poverty status on child internalizing 
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�Discussion

Current theories suggest that parenting is deeply rooted in culture at the same time 
that it is shaped by a family’s contextual characteristics (García Coll et al., 1996). In 
the present study, we focused on one cultural group of mothers, Dominicans, who 
were raising their children in very distinct contexts to provide a more nuanced 
examination of parenting and its association with early childhood functioning. 
Specifically, we compared poor and non-poor Dominicans living in their country of 
origin with those living in the USA, allowing us to consider whether and how coun-
try of residence and poverty status are related to parenting. Our findings indicate the 
potential ways in which culture and context interplay to influence Dominican par-
enting practices and, in turn, young children’s development.

In line with previous research on Dominican parenting (Calzada & Eyberg, 
2002), we found that in both the DR and the USA, mothers reported greater use of 
authoritative than authoritarian parenting practices, suggesting that Dominican par-
enting of young children is characterized by high levels of nurturance and accep-
tance. In comparing parenting across contexts, however, we found more frequent 
use of authoritarian practices by mothers in the DR compared with those in the 
USA. This discrepancy was expected given the cultural emphasis in the Dominican 
Republic on hierarchical parent-child relationships, respect for authority figures, 
especially parents, and the subjugation of individual needs to those of the group 
(e.g., family; Calzada, 2010; Calzada et al., 2010). For parents raising their children 
outside of their countries of origin and acculturating to a new set of cultural norms 
and behaviors, as was the case for the Dominican mothers in the USA, shifts are 
likely in both child-rearing values and practices (Tamis-LeMonda et  al., 2007), 
leading to a less authoritarian approach to parenting (Dumka et  al., 1997; Parke 
et al., 2004). Beyond societal norms, it may also be that Dominican parents in the 
USA were attuned to the potential legal consequences of using corporal punish-
ment, making them less willing to reinforce their authority using physical means. In 
contrast, parents in the DR may not be deterred—legally or otherwise—from using 
authoritarian practices.

We also found more frequent use of authoritarian practices among poor, relative 
to non-poor, mothers in the DR, corroborating past studies in the USA that indicate 
that positive parenting may be compromised in the context of poverty. This may be 
because poor parents experience high levels of stress leading to a reliance on author-
itarian practices (McLoyd, 1998). In contrast, no differences based on poverty status 
were found in the USA. It is not clear why we did not observe more authoritarian 
parenting among NYC Dominican mothers living in poverty, but the literature on 
the immigrant paradox may be relevant. According to the paradox, immigrant popu-
lations tend to fare better than their US-born counterparts on indicators of mental 
health, a pattern that may be attributable to resilience and strength factors that buffer 
foreign-born individuals from the stressors of socioeconomic disadvantage (Vega 
et al., 1998). In the US sample of immigrant Dominican mothers, it is possible that 
despite experiences of poverty, they were less vulnerable to stress and depression—
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potentially as a function of immigrant optimism (Bacallao & Smokowski, 2007; 
Viruell-Fuentes, 2007)—and thus less likely to use harsh practices with their chil-
dren (Parke et al., 2004; Riley et al., 2009).

It is also possible that we did not find a link between poverty and authoritarian 
parenting in NYC, in contrast to the DR, because of neighborhood characteristics. 
Past studies suggest that parents living in poverty intentionally adopt an approach 
that stresses unquestioning obedience to authority figures or guardians to protect 
their children from negative influences outside the home (Luis et  al., 2008; 
Pinderhughes et al., 2001). Parents who are raising children in environments per-
ceived as less threatening (e.g., middle-class neighborhoods) may feel less com-
pelled to demand obedience from their children as a means to protect them from 
environmental risks and more compelled to foster independence and autonomy in 
their children. Some research shows that rather than poverty itself, residence in 
unsafe communities may be a more proximal predictor of parenting practices 
(Kelley, 1988). Perhaps, then, the neighborhood environments of poor children in 
the DR were more dangerous than those of poor children in the USA. In that case, 
the DR mothers living in poverty may have been more likely to directly experience 
environmental stressors that influenced their parenting.

It bears noting that the difference between poor and non-poor neighborhoods 
was likely greater in the DR than in the USA.  In the DR, the non-poor group 
included middle- and upper-class families attending moderately priced or expensive 
private schools. In the USA, household incomes in the Dominican population are 
skewed toward poverty so that sampling from middle- to upper-class families is not 
feasible. As a result, the non-poor group included working and middle-class fami-
lies attending the same public schools as the poor group. To the extent that the non-
poor groups across the two countries were qualitatively distinct, caution is warranted 
in drawing firm conclusions from these comparisons. More research is needed that 
oversamples non-poor Dominican families in the USA to understand the effects of 
poverty in this population.

Our second aim was to explore the relation between parenting and child func-
tioning across contexts, and we found that authoritarian parenting was associated 
with both externalizing and internalizing problems for all children. Evidence is 
mixed regarding the effects of authoritarian (or harsh) parenting, with many studies 
finding no relation in Latino families (Hill, Bush, & Roosa, 2003; Ispa et al., 2004). 
Importantly, though, past research has focused primarily on older children, and it 
may be that authoritarian practices such as spanking produce stronger negative 
effects for younger Latino children than for their older counterparts (Bradley et al., 
2001a, 2001b), underscoring a potential vulnerability to harsh practices during early 
childhood. For example, in contrast to school-aged children or adolescents, young 
children may not have the cognitive skills to understand the potentially normative or 
adaptive nature of authoritarian practices. Also from a developmental perspective, 
authoritarian parenting, with its emphasis on obedience, may be particularly harm-
ful in early childhood when children are acquiring developmental competencies and 
require parental guidance to master foundational behavioral and emotional skills. 
Cross-sequential studies are warranted to explore these potential three-way interac-
tions between child age, parenting practices, and developmental outcomes.
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Contrary to the authoritarian as adaptive parenting hypothesis, which would 
predict an attenuated association in families experiencing poverty-related stressors 
(e.g., dangerous neighborhoods), authoritarian practices were related to externaliz-
ing problems regardless of context and to internalizing problems to a greater extent 
among families living in poverty. These unexpected findings may be a function of 
child age, especially considering the relatively limited exposure that young children 
have to influences outside of the home and school. Without an immediate need to 
protect young children from neighborhood gangs, for example, authoritarian prac-
tices may be more likely to reflect parental stress than protective parenting. Future 
studies are needed to identify the correlates of parenting practices, but what seems 
clear from the present study findings is that authoritarian practices in early child-
hood may serve only to undermine the parent-child relationship with no accompa-
nying adaptive purpose.

There are several limitations to the present study. First, as noted above, our 
assessment of poverty was different across studies and, in the DR sample, was based 
on a proxy measure (public vs. private school attendance) rather than household 
income. Better measurement of poverty status would be especially useful in further 
exploring whether authoritarian parenting possibly exacerbates the negative effects 
of poverty on Dominican early childhood development. Second, we relied on mater-
nal report of parenting practices and child functioning, contributing to reporter bias, 
especially because mothers who are authoritarian may also be less tolerant of child 
misbehaviors (Canino & Guarnaccia, 1997). Future research should include teacher 
ratings and/or observational data to examine the robustness of associations found in 
the present study.

We also did not collect data on fathers. Latino children, regardless of their coun-
try of residence (DR or USA) or poverty status, often come from two-parent homes, 
and fathers’ involvement and parenting practices have a significant and direct influ-
ence on children’s development. Future studies should include data from fathers 
with the aims of providing a more nuanced picture of the family context of 
Dominican children and of identifying potential buffering effects that father involve-
ment may have on the development of young children living in poverty. In addition, 
longitudinal work is needed to understand the influence of authoritarian parenting 
on Dominican children, especially in light of a robust literature showing the bidirec-
tional effects of child behavior on parenting, with child misbehavior eliciting 
authoritarian practices that further exacerbate child misbehavior (Fite, Colder, 
Lochman, & Wells, 2006; Sameroff, 1975). Finally, our results may not generalize 
to Dominican families living outside of the unique contexts of NYC and Santo 
Domingo, the Dominican Republic (Foucault & Schneider, 2009).

Despite these notable limitations, the present study is innovative in its focus on 
Dominican parenting and early childhood functioning in families living in vastly 
different contexts. Its significance is underscored by the virtual absence of research 
on Dominicans, who represent the fifth largest Latino subgroup in the USA and 
number approximately 1.5 million residents of the USA (US Census Bureau, 2011). 
Our findings suggest a number of strengths in this population, including a greater 
reliance on authoritative than authoritarian practices, and among immigrant moth-
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ers in the USA, potentially less vulnerability to the stressors of poverty (i.e., the 
immigrant paradox). Specifically, no differences in parenting or child functioning 
were found between poor and non-poor Dominican families in the USA, despite a 
wealth of evidence that poor children present with more externalizing and internal-
izing problems than their non-poor peers (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997; Xue, 
Leventhal, Brooks-Gunn, & Earls, 2005). Indeed, in the DR, the effects of poverty 
appeared profound. Regardless of poverty, though, authoritarian practices seem to 
serve as a risk factor for young Dominican children’s mental health. Given the rela-
tively low reliance on this approach across families, it may be that harsh practices 
contribute to early childhood mental health problems even at a low “dose.” Efforts 
to promote healthy child development, then, may focus on teaching parents alterna-
tives to authoritarian practices and, for those in the USA, identifying and leveraging 
immigrant strengths that contribute to positive parenting.
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