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Abstract

Non-voluntary migration has been demonstrated to have an impact on family relationships as a result of children
acculturating to the host country faster than their parents. Studies have reported on immigrant parents’ perceptions of their
parenting in host countries. However, less is known about how both children and parents view and make sense of their
relationships in new contexts. This exploratory qualitative study aims to capture the dialectical processes in parent-child
relationships among Somali families in Sweden. Data were collected using focus group discussions with youth (n = 47) and
their parents (n = 33). The data were analysed using a thematic analysis. Two themes, each with three themes of their own,
were identified from the analysis: finding a balance between hierarchical and egalitarian relationships and sharing of
spaces. Youth and parents described different factors, including contextual changes, generational gaps, peer pressure and
lack of a father figures, as affecting their relationships with each other and sometimes creating conflicts between them. Both
perceived themselves as active agents in contributing to family life after migrating to Sweden. In general, the youth
expressed their emotional needs, the motivations desired from their parents and their desire to be equally treated as sons and
daughters. Overall, this study demonstrates that there is a need to offer immigrant families culturally tailored parenting
support programmes, thereby strengthening parent-child relationships.

Keywords Dialectical processes * Immigrant + Parent-child relationship * Qualitative * Somali families

Highlights

e This study aimed to describe the dialectical processes in parent-child relationships among Somali families in Sweden.

e There was a discrepancy between the parents’ and youths’ narratives of the dialectical processes in their relationship.

e An acculturation gap, peer pressure and a lack of a father figure were perceived to have negative impacts on parent-youth
relationships.

e Both youth and parents described themselves as active agents.

e The youth stressed their emotional needs and the desire for sons and daughters to be treated equally.

After the 1991 civil war in Somalia, many Somalis emi-
grated from their homeland to different countries around the
world, including Sweden. Previous studies have shown that
post-immigration factors such as acculturation dissonance
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and loss of social networks bring about several challenges
for Somali parents raising their children in Western coun-
tries. These challenges include insufficient knowledge of
parenting practices and social obligations as parents in their
new host countries. In turn, parenting difficulties have been
shown to have an impact on their confidence in parenting
and their relationships with their children (Bowie et al.,
2017; Lewig et al., 2010; Mohamed & Yusuf, 2012; Osman
et al., 2016). Positive effects of culture-sensitive parenting
education (including education about societal structure,
parental values and children’s rights) have been docu-
mented. These effects include improved mental health and a
sense of competence in parents, as well as decreased social,
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attention and behaviour-externalisation problems in chil-
dren (Osman et al.,, 2019; Osman et al., 2017a, 2017b;
Renzaho & Vignjevic, 2011).

However, less is known about children’s perspectives on
the enhanced knowledge their parents acquire from par-
enting support programmes and how these perspectives
correspond to parents’ views on their own parenting. By
examining the interview reports of Somali youth and par-
ents, we can gain knowledge about the nature of the dia-
lectical processes in parent-child relationships, knowledge
that can be used to support parents’ and children’s accul-
turation processes.

Family Change Models

Currently, nearly 100,000 Somalis live in Sweden, meaning
Somalis are the host country’s largest immigrant group from
Africa. More than two-thirds were born in Somalia, and
one-third were born in Sweden but have two Somali-born
parents (Statistics Sweden, 2018). Somalia has a traditional
society, characterised by its collectivistic orientation and
extended families, with children valued for both economic
and emotional dependencies. The family structure is built
on hierarchy, obedience and an authoritarian parenting
style, and it is organised according to patrilineal kinship
with strong familial ties (Luling, 2006). In Somali culture,
extended family and social connectedness provide support
in child-rearing and the maintenance of family values
(Heger Boyle & Ali, 2010). According to Kagitcibasi’s
(2013) family change theory, this family type is called a
model of interdependence.

When coming to Sweden, Somali parents encounter a
different culture, typical of Western, industrial and
middle-class societies, characterised by individualism
and independence of families from each other. This
family type is called a model of independence (Kagitci-
basi, 2013), where autonomy is highly valued, lower
economic and (to some degree) emotional inter-
dependencies are present and reasons for having children
are emotional. Compared with women in other countries,
their Swedish counterparts have more opportunities to
combine work and family responsibilities early in their
children’s lives (Bergman & Hobson, 2002). It is also a
strong belief that both mothers and fathers should take
equal responsibility for parenting (Allard, 2007).
Equality is also reinforced in the relationships between
parents and children, where youth and adults are treated
equally (Harkness et al., 2011). An international study
finds that Swedish parents differ from parents in other
countries in the ways and the frequency with which they
emphasise children’s rights in the family and in family
life (Harkness et al., 2011).
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When the Somali family model of interdependence meets
the Swedish family model of independence, the family
change theory suggests that this does not necessarily mean
that Somali parents need to adopt the independent Western
family model (Kagitcibasi, 2013). Instead, the family model
of psychological or emotional interdependence is expected
to emerge, assuming that material interdependencies
weaken, whereas psychological or emotional inter-
dependencies are maintained. This model demonstrates
emotional interdependence at both family and individual
levels but calls for independence at both levels in material
aspects. The model also assumes a coexistence of, on the
one hand, an authoritarian parenting style, relatedness and
control and, on the other hand, an orientation toward
autonomy and permissive childrearing (Kagitcibasi, 2013).
However, many Somali immigrants have left the collectivist
societal support they had in their home country, which is
central to the extended family system (Degni et al., 2006),
and they lack the support for child rearing that the extended
family and the collective society originally provided (Degni
et al., 2006; Heger Boyle & Ali, 2010; Nilsson et al., 2012;
Osman et al., 2016). The absence of both the extended
family and collective society creates loneliness and stress in
parenting as well as conflicts between parents and between
parents and children. In several studies, Somali immigrants
reported a dual challenge in their host countries: to accul-
turate themselves to the new country and culture and to
make a decent living for their family (Bowie et al., 2017;
Degni et al., 2006; Heger Boyle & Ali, 2010; Nilsson et al.,
2012; Osman et al., 2016).

Acculturation and Parent-child Relationship

Refugees who flee their native countries for social or poli-
tical reasons usually encounter stressful experiences in
engaging with different cultures and in facing psychological
and family changes that challenge their beliefs, values,
family relations and practices (Kuczynski et al., 2013). Of
course, challenges to and changes in people’s values and
beliefs might occur in other situations, but for immigrant
families transitioning from collective to individualistic
society, acculturation dissonance has a much stronger pre-
sence. Immigrant families may have experienced social
disorder, war and violence in their homelands, which can
have an impact on family relationships (Hart et al., 2006).
As a result of immigration to a new country, parents may
encounter difficulties in adopting a new culture and may
feel that their relationship with their children has changed
and that their parenting ability is under stress in a number of
ways (Fleck & Fleck, 2013). For instance, children learn the
host country language from school and peer interactions
(Tyyskd, 2007), which in turn causes an intergenerational
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gap in communication, adoption of the host culture and
transmission of identity (Anisef & Kilbride, 2000). Fur-
thermore, studies show that youths’ rapid language learning
contributes to role reversal as parents become dependent on
their children for communicating with service agencies,
interpreting (e.g. serving as interpreters for school), paying
bills and even making financial decisions on behalf of their
families (Putman, 1993; Tyyski et al., 2007). In this way,
immigrant children are acculturated and navigate the system
faster than their parents (Lau et al., 2005). This is also true
for Somali children, and Somali parents have reported an
acculturation gap between themselves and their children due
to (among other reasons) the latter’s more efficient language
learning and understanding of the host country’s values,
norms and systems (Mohamed & Yusuf, 2012), factors that
have contributed to the conflicts between parents and chil-
dren (Degni et al., 2006; Heger Boyle & Ali, 2010; Nilsson
et al., 2012; Osman et al., 2016).

Acculturation gaps may give rise to role reversal
(Trickett & Jones, 2007) and conflict between parents and
children as a result of the children’s rejection of their par-
ents’ authority (Bowie et al., 2017; Osman et al., 2016;
Roche et al., 2015). As children take on new roles and
responsibilities, some parents may feel the loss in their
leadership role and struggle to restore their authority over
their children, which may result in family conflict (Creese
et al., 1999) and higher levels of psychological distress
(Trickett & Jones, 2007). Furthermore, role reversal may
escalate, as children learn that certain disciplines from their
parents’ culture are considered abusive in the host culture
and consequently resist their parents’ cultural disciplinary
practices (Mohamed & Yusuf, 2012), whereas parents
consider adolescents’ resistance to be a loss of respect and
challenge to parents’ authority (Heger Boyle & Ali, 2010;
Nilsson et al., 2012). The disagreement persists as a result
of the conflicting desires of adolescents seeking autonomy
and parents struggling to maintain family harmony by
upholding obedience, hierarchy, loyalty and attachment
(Kwak, 2003).

Dialectical Processes in the Parent-child
Relationship

Studies by Kuczynski et al. (2013) and Kwak (2003)
surmise that parent-child conflicts cannot merely be due to
the acculturation gap but also to the intergenerational gap.
Kuczynski et al. (2013) describe the parent-child rela-
tionship as a bidirectional and dialectical socialisation
process in which both parents and children are equal
agents affecting each other and their common relationship.
This means that parents and children have the capacity to
construct and make sense of their experiences and to

exercise their agency in the culture and context in which
they live. According to Kuczynski and Mol (2015), par-
ents’ and children’s actions depend on three categories of
power resources: individual, relational and cultural. In
terms of individual resources, parents and children use
their expertise, cognitive abilities or physical strength to
bring about their desired outcomes in the parent-child
relationship. Parents and children employ relational
resources when they use the resources provided by others
to influence their agency. A parent may seek the alliance of
his/her spouse, friends or extended family to achieve his/
her goals in the relationship. Youth may also seek to
enhance their agency by using external relational resour-
ces, such as a teacher or other family member who is
responsive to their requests. Parents and children act upon
their agency depending on the cultural resources they
have. The embedded cultural practices, such as rights,
customs and entitlements, are important sources that affect
parent-child agency. For instance, in a cultural context
where children are expected to show total obedience to and
respect for adults, youth have fewer cultural resources with
which to amplify their agency. However, this is not always
the case: in some contexts and situations, children’s
agency is not totally rejected (Santah, 2020). In societies
where children have the right to express their autonomy,
they exercise their power due to the existing norms and
rules in these societies (Kagitcibasi, 2013; Kuczynski &
Mol, 2015).

According to the social relational theory of family
acculturation (Kuczynski et al., 2013), parents and children
form their working models based on the context in which
they live. When parents live in their own country, the
intergenerational transmission of cultural values and par-
enting practices may be easy since parents are supported by
the external environment. However, in the context of
immigration, parents’ and children’s adaptation to the new
context and culture may not be synchronised, and children
may have more power in the parent-child relationship
(Kuczynski & Knafo, 2013). Parents’ working models are
not the same as those of their children (Kuczynski et al.,
2013). In the new context and culture, parents are separated
from their social and cultural resources, and their children’s
working models are formed through interaction with peers
and adaptation to the new culture.

The social relational theory (Kuczynski et al., 2013;
Kuczynski & Mol, 2015) is an effective framework for
studying immigrant families’ relationships in the accul-
turation process because it takes into account the perspec-
tives of both parents and children and also highlights the
impacts of several dynamics on individuals and relation-
ships. Furthermore, it considers the process of change that
individuals and families encounter as a result of
immigration.
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The Present Study

Altogether, previous studies in Sweden (Osman et al., 2016;
Osman et al., 2019) involving Somali-born parents report
that they encounter a number of challenges in raising their
children, such as insufficient knowledge of parenting
practices and parental social obligations in the host country.
Furthermore, parents have poor confidence in their parent-
ing ability and lack a good relationship with their children
(Mohamed & Yusuf, 2012; Osman et al., 2016). The pur-
pose of this study is therefore to capture the dialectical
processes in the parent-child relationship among Somali
families in Sweden and, by doing so, gain knowledge that
can be used to better support immigrant parents’ and ado-
lescents’ acculturation processes.

Methods

An exploratory qualitative approach using focus group dis-
cussions (FGDs) (Creswell, 2013) was used in this study. The
present work is part of a larger study that evaluated the impact
of Ladnaan (2015), a culturally tailored parenting support
programme for Somali-born parents living in a Swedish
middle-sized town. The Ladnaan programme aimed to
improve the mental health of children and parents and to
strengthen the parent-child relationship (Osman et al., 2017a,
2017b). The Ladnaan programme consisted of two compo-
nents: the evidence-based parenting programme Connect,
which is based on attachment theory (Moretti et al., 2009), and
societal information, which was developed through qualitative
findings from Somali-born parents living in Sweden (Osman
et al., 2016). It comprised 12 weekly sessions with 12-17
parents, each session lasting 1-2 h. This present study sought
to capture and describe the current parent-child relationships
three years after parents participated in the Ladnaan pro-
gramme. A detailed description of the research project was
published elsewhere (Osman, 2017).

Participants

The participants were Somali youth living in Sweden (the
Somali youth participants indicated that they preferred to be
called “Somali” rather than “Somali-Swedish”), the parents of
whom participated in the Ladnaan programme. These families
were contacted by phone and informed about the study’s
purpose and procedures. Those who were interested were
given written and oral information and were invited to parti-
cipate in an FGD. All youth gave their consent for participa-
tion; for those under 15 years old, consent was obtained from
their parents. In almost every FGD, 1 or 2 siblings from the
same families participated together. In total, 6 FGDs with 47
youth (25 girls and 22 boys) were conducted.
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The participants also included the parents of the Somali
youth in this study. The Somali parents were also asked if
they wanted to participate in group discussions with other
parents. All parents consented to participate in the FGDs,
although 4 participants could not join 2 FGDs due to
sickness or other personal reasons. In total, 6 FGDs with 33
parents (23 mothers and 10 fathers) were held.

The age of the youth was between 14 and 18 years, and
almost half of the youth had lived in Sweden for less than
five years. Some youth had come to Sweden with their
parents, and some had joined their parents in Sweden after
the parents had already arrived. Approximately 60% were in
lower secondary school. The parents were of a mean age of
45 years. At the time of the study, 39% of the parents had
lived in Sweden for up to five years. None of the parents or
youth in our sample had lived in any other Western country
before arriving in Sweden. The number of children living at
home ranged between 2 and 13, and 26 of the parents were
married and lived with their spouses. The majority of the
parents had lower secondary education.

Data Collection

Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the
Regional Ethical Review Board in Uppsala, Sweden (DNR
2014/048/2). The data were collected in 2018 using a
semi-structured, pre-defined interview guide, which was
pilot tested with the first of each FGD group (youth and
parents). The interview guide was not revised after the
pilot test. Conducting FGDs has both advantages and
disadvantages. FGDs can enable the collection of rich data
in which the participants describe their experiences and
build on their thinking, contributing to both general and in-
depth discussions. Additionally, one strength of this study
is that the data were collected from both the youth and
their parents in the same household. Both the youth and
parent FGDs inquired about parenting practices, the cur-
rent relationships between the parents and their children,
and what might contribute to the improvement of the
parent-child relationships. The FGD participants were
asked probe questions and were requested to give exam-
ples of their relationship. All FGDs were tape-recorded
and transcribed verbatim.

Data Analysis

All transcribed data were analysed inductively using the six-
phase approach of Braun and Clarke’s (2012) thematic
analysis. The FGDs with the parents and the youth were
analysed separately. The analysis started with a general data
familiarisation by reading the responses several times to
obtain an overview of the content. This first phase included
taking notes and highlighting sentences and paragraphs that
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captured or related to the concept of a dialectical process in
the parent-child relationship. In the second phase, codes
were systematically extracted from the data to a table, which
was used to devise a coding scheme to apply to the data.
The codes explicitly focused on the core object of the
analysis and were on a descriptive level—the parents’ and
youths’ experiences and perceptions of the dialectical pro-
cesses in the parent-child relationship. In the third phase,
when the entire text was coded, the authors reviewed and
clustered the codes based on their similarities and differ-
ences. Several themes were identified and then clustered
under different subthemes. In the fourth phase, the authors
compared and discussed the potential subthemes that had
been identified from the codes. The potential subthemes
were then refined so that each theme was broad enough to
capture a set of the participants’ experiences and percep-
tions. All the subthemes were merged and arranged into
themes that encapsulated and summarised the core of the
subthemes. In the last step of the analysis, the authors
reviewed the themes and the subthemes and compared them
to the codes. To ensure the findings’ credibility and con-
firmability, all authors discussed the findings until they
reached a consensus on the themes.

Results

The analysis identified two themes: 1) finding a balance
between hierarchical and egalitarian relationships and 2)
sharing of spaces. These two overarching themes were further
broken down, each consisting of three subthemes.

Finding a Balance between Hierarchical and
Egalitarian Relationships

The theme finding balance between hierarchical and ega-
litarian relationships includes three subthemes: describing
past and present relationships between parents and youth,
demanding changes that influence the relationship and
creating mutual influence in agency.

Past and Present Relationships

The study identified a discrepancy between parents’ and
youths’ narratives of the dialectical processes in parent-
child relationships. The parents discussed the relationship
between themselves and their children based on the Lad-
naan programme, while the youth compared Somali parents
with Swedish parents.

The youth discussed how Somali parents used
authoritarian parenting in general and how this led
to conflicts and non-disclosure. As one participant

expressed, “They [Somali parents] know only how to
shout at the child; they say to do that and that, then the
child pretends to obey just to satisfy the parents” (FGDI,
female youth (FY) 1). Some youth, particularly those
who had lived in Sweden for a short period only, argued
that the authoritarian way of parenting could be useful for
some youth and that Somali parents want what is best for
their children:

“But it is in our interest when parents are shouting at
us because if we are at home using our mobile phones
all the time, boys are playing videogames, so no one
does their homework, but if the parents shout at us and
take the mobile phones from us, then we take the
books” (FGD1, FY 3).

Furthermore, the youth highlighted the importance of
setting rules and boundaries and how their lack could lead
to problems for boys:

“To discipline the child, this means taking him to
good places like mosques and advising him. I saw
other children going with bad friends, and then going
to buy or sell drugs. Parents should ask the child how
school was today, but some children are going out,
coming back and then sleeping” (FGD2, male youth
MY) 5).

However, other youth who were against the authoritarian
style of parenting described the importance of balancing
authoritarian and relational parenting:

“So let them grow as a person so they can explore
themselves. It is they who are growing, then you have
a friendly relationship with your daughter, and you
ask her, for example, what is happening today? What
did you do in school?” (FGD3, FY 1).

On the other hand, parents attributed the improvement of
their relationship with their children to the parenting pro-
gramme they attended. All parents in this study reported
changing their parenting practices and switching from the
authoritarian way of parenting to authoritative parenting.
Moreover, due to this shift, many parents reported being
amenable and vulnerable to their children’s emotional needs:

“I do much more now, try to understand why my child
is angry, what made him angry, understand what
makes him happy, respect his opinion and talk gently
with him. This is not something we did before the
course, and this made our relationship much better”
(FGD2, father 4).
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Demanding Changes that Influence the Parent-child
Relationship

Somali youth and their parents described different factors
affecting their relationship and sometimes creating conflicts
between them. From the youths’ perspective, the parent-
child relationship was influenced by contextual changes,
generational gaps, peer pressure and lack of a father figures.
In these youths’ experiences, immigration to a new country
contributed to power imbalances and conflicts between
parents and children. Some youth reported that their Somali
peers understood the rights of children in the new context in
erroneous ways and began to refuse to listen to their
parents:

“When you come to Sweden, you hear things like,
‘you can decide what you want. It is a free country,
and nobody [parents] can tell you what to do. You can
live as you want’. And then this goes to their heads,
and they think they can do whatever they want”
(FGDS5, FY 1).

Power imbalances and conflicts were caused by youths’
more rapid adaptation to the new societal context than their
parents, which resulted in youth becoming both language
and cultural brokers for their parents:

“When parents and children come to this country, they
do not understand each other, especially when parents
are not integrated in the country. Children learn the
language faster” (FGD6, FY 2).

“And you become an interpreter for your mom. You
read even letters [from authorities] to her. You do all
those things. Technically... you grow up faster,
reading letters or paying the bills, and we are their
interpreters, and this creates the relationship imbal-
ance” (FGD3, FY 1).

Peer pressure and lacking/missing father figures were
reported by the youth, particularly the boys, to cause power
conflicts negatively affecting their parent-child relation-
ships. Both the boys and girls explained that single mothers
had difficulties since they needed to be both a mother and a
father to their children:

“Most of the foreign-born kids — their mothers are
single mothers. When the children reach a certain age,
and they need their fathers, I think that is why you do
not listen to her [mother], and most of the foreign-
born kids have no fathers” (FGD5, MY 3).
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Like their children, the parents explained that the
contextual change, moving from their home country to
the host country, introduced acculturation gaps to the
parent-child relationship. However, adapting to the new
context was also perceived as an opportunity to improve
the relationship between them. One parent explained, “As
the Somali saying [goes], ‘Be and behave like everybody
in that context [When in Rome, do as the Romans do],’
and we need to raise our children the way one does in this
context” (FGDI1, mother 1).

Creating Mutual Influence in Agency

This subtheme captures two active agencies in the rela-
tionship: both the youth and parents had the responsi-
bility and possibility to affect their relationships in
positive and negative ways. The youth were aware they
had control over the relationships with their parents and
could influence these relationships in ways they per-
ceived would be beneficial for them. They expressed their
agency in two different ways: first, by taking into con-
sideration their parents’ moods and calming down or
stepping back when their parents were upset, and second,
by confronting or reasoning with their parents when they
felt that their parents were not looking at an issue from
their children’s perspectives. For example:

“I tell them [my parents] that I cannot be what they
want me to be. I cannot do and have no capacity to
achieve it, so if I take [their] choice, I may fail. I tell
them how I feel” (FGD2, MY 1).

Like the youth, the parents also constructed their agency
in the new context, meaning that changed their parenting
methods to accommodate the Swedish norms. Somali par-
ents reported that they stepped back and gave their children
more freedom to articulate their needs and ideas. However,
the parents’ motivation came from a belief that their posi-
tive interactions with their children would change the lat-
ter’s behaviours:

“I came up with different ideas and ways to behave
with my children, and when the children saw change
in [my] parenting, they changed” (FGD1, mother 6).

“Parents must change themselves if they do this and
behave kindly with their children. I believe children
come closer to them. Now there is harmony, and the
relationship has changed; there are satisfaction,
happiness and good communication” (FGD6,
father 1).
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Sharing of Spaces

The theme sharing of spaces describes parents’ and youths’
desire to improve their relationships. This overarching
theme includes three subthemes: fulfilling emotional needs,
communicating and being available and trusting and
sharing decisions.

Fulfilling Emotional Needs

Youth and parents understood the emotional needs of the
former in different ways. The youth generally expressed
that they wanted their parents to motivate them in becoming
empowered and accepted. The boys in particular empha-
sised the need for emotional support from their parents and
described how this would make them mentally strong. As
one boy expressed:

“In my view, there is a lack of mental and emotional
support given to the Somali youth. This means if the
Somali parents give emotional support to their child,
he/she will develop mentally” (FGD6, MY 1).

In two of the FGDs, the girls described receiving
emotional support, but they also reported gender bias in
their parents. The girls felt that they received emotional
support but less freedom to be independent. The freedom
granted to the boys resulted in their being in trouble as
reported by the girls. The girls felt that parents took their
daughters to vacations abroad, while the boys stayed with
other relatives in Sweden. According to the girls from
these two FGDs, parents were afraid of the shame and
what the Somali community might say about their
daughters if they displayed any bad behaviour or brought
shame to their families. However, in these same two
FGDs, youth of both genders reported that for Somali
parents, the fear of shame over their child committing
criminal acts or abusing substances was the same for both
daughters and sons.

As opposed to the youth, the parents never mentioned
differentiating between their daughters and sons. However,
in two of the FGDs, the fathers discussed how they softened
their treatment of their sons and started becoming friends
with them. Somali parents described how they increased
their understanding of their children’s emotional needs due
to their more sensitive parenting. The parents explained that
they made a conscious decision to try to improve their
relationship with their children by understanding and
meeting their emotional needs.

“The strategy I used to improve our relationship was
to be more empathetic and humble. Because having
empathy is the only way you can improve your

relationship with your children, no one benefits from
being strict” (FGD1, mother 6).

Communicating and Being Available

The Somali youth and their parents agreed on the impor-
tance of spending time with each other and having regular
communication. For the youth, communication and inter-
action involved parents asking their children about their
feelings and their day, not for interrogation but as a way to
understand and help them. The youth emphasised the
importance of spending time with each other. “Parents must
spend time with their children, talk to and go outside with
them; then the child will see his/her parents as caring per-
sons” (FGD6, FY 1). The youth also discussed their hopes
for themselves as future parents. One girl said, “Always talk
with them, have contact with them, do things together”
(FGD4, FY 3).

The parents explained that communication with their
children had improved. They also perceived communication
as a way to avoid conflicts and ameliorate their own stress.

“The stress will be gone if you have good commu-
nication, listen to your child, ask how his/her day was.
So this gives all of us mental wellbeing, stability at
home, love and compassion” (FGD3, mother 2).

Trusting and Sharing Decisions

The youth described trust and shared decisions from the point
of view of becoming parents themselves. They also reported
that mutual trust had a positive impact on their relationship
with their parents. The youth underlined that trusting each
other would make them disclose to their parents the difficulties
they were going through. Regarding decision-making, the
youth had different opinions. While some emphasised the
importance of parents giving them a choice, others argued that
parents always consider what is best for their children. These
were some of the ways youth wanted to parent.

As future parents, they would want to be their children’s
best friends and have trust in each other. “Good relationship
and trust each other. Become their best friend” (FGD4, FY
6). Somali parents saw sharing decisions and asking for
feedback from their children as symptoms of increased trust
between them. The parents indicated that due to their
growing reflectiveness and awareness, they started looking
at things from their children’s point of view.

“I have made many changes in my parenting practices.

For example, I didn’t reflect previously that children had
a role and [their] viewpoint of family matters, but now, I
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have started to listen to their ideas and suggestions. I
have begun to consult with my children, consider what
they like and do not like” (FGD2, father 2).

Another father, in agreement with this view, said, ‘“Parents
and youth are friends, and the home is stable now. We began
to discuss and consult on every issue” (FGD2, father 6).

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to capture the dialectical pro-
cesses in parent-child relationships among Somali families in
Sweden. Our analysis showed that youth and parents had
different narratives of these dialectical processes. Neither the
youth nor the parents talked about their current relationship,
except in 1 of the youth FGDs, in which they described their
current relationships with their parents and how they saw their
parents as role models. The parents discussed parent-child
relationships in terms of the parenting support programme that
they had attended previously, while the youth discussed their
views of the ideal parent-child relationship.

Contextual Change Requires a New Way of
Parenting

As anticipated, the youth raised issues having to do with
moving to a new country, the impact of the change on
family relations and their social position relative to their
parents insofar as the children often served as brokers to the
new society. The generation gap weakened the possibility of
support for both parents and children because of the loss of
family networks and generational chains. Family separation
—that is, spatial dispersion of the nuclear family—has been
shown to be a post-migration stressor that negatively affects
the mental health of family members. In particular, the
presence or absence of a father figure plays an important
role in mental health (Lobel, 2020). Several of the youth
lived in the new country with only one parent, usually a
single mother, and the lack of a father figure influenced their
relations and put pressure on the single parent. Thus,
adjustments in the parental role were required in the new
country, and elements of a more individualistic, interactive
parenting role emerged. The youth compared their parents
to Swedish parents, which is certainly natural in a new
context. Adolescent years comprise an intense time of
socialisation and identity-seeking, when comparisons
among young people are constantly made (Pfeifer &
Berkman, 2018) and the reception of positive or negative
attention becomes especially important for adolescents’
self-image and wellbeing (Randell et al., 2016).

The youth described their parents as having undergone
changes in their parenting style, from being highly
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demanding and maintaining hierarchical positions and
control to becoming responsive, understanding, and
involved parents. The parents explained that changes in
their parenting style occurred after participating in the
parenting programme; they were listening more to their
children’s signals and were more emotionally present.
Furthermore, they had learned to listen and solve problems
instead of deciding for their children. According to Kagit-
cibasi’s (2013) family change theory, the changing context
and culture deemphasised the family model of inter-
dependence to which the Somali immigrants were accus-
tomed. In the new context, material interdependencies
weakened and psychological or emotional inter-
dependencies increased. The Somali-born parents explained
that after completing the parenting programme, their
responsiveness increased, and their eyes were opened to the
emotional needs of their children. Several of the youth in
the study expressed the importance of open communication
with their parents and being listened to.

Changes in Positions and Gender

After coming to Sweden, the Somali-born parents underwent a
transformation of the power relations within their families. The
assumption of unequal power between parents and children is
fundamental when describing parent-child relationships
(Kuczynski et al., 2013). Children’s acculturation process is
faster than that of their parents, and culture has been demon-
strated as an important source of children’s power (Kuczynski
et al., 2013). The youth in this study learned many of their
attitudes, values and behaviours from Swedish culture and
language, allowing them to assist their parents in reading let-
ters from authorities, served as brokers between parents and
Swedish cociety and take on more adult roles. Their language
skills and more adult roles contributed to a changing power
balance in their families that gave youth in their new country
power they had not had previously.

Differences in the parents’ treatment of their children
were gender based, and the youth experienced certain
inequalities between boys and girls. The girls in the study
reported that their parents had stricter boundaries than they
did for the boys. At the same time, the girls received more
emotional support than the boys. Increased control along-
side increased emotional support may be experienced by the
girls as contradictory. While the boys were described as
possessing more freedom but receiving less emotional
support, some boys could not manage their freedom
responsibly. Unclear boundaries and lack of control and
support could lead some boys to trouble. Several of the
youth underscored the importance of not only clear beha-
vioural boundaries but also emotional support.

Thus, gender seemed to be an important underlying
factor in the parent-child relationship, producing more
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restrictions for the girls and fewer for the boys. There were
some differences in the parents’ and the youths’ descrip-
tions of gender. The parents explained that they did not
differentiate between their daughters and sons, while the
youth highlighted gender differences in their parents’
treatment of them. This discrepancy may be due to the
traditional gender norms such as more control for girls than
boys that are deeply embedded in thinking, behaviour and
culture, something that adults rarely reflect on. Shame was
an important emotion-shaping social behaviour and a factor
in setting boundaries for girls. Emotions, such as shame is
an indicator of the quality of a social bond, signalling a
threatened bond and alienation (Scheff, 2003). One study
conducted among adolescent boys showed that experien-
cing secure relationships within the family and with close
friends who can provide emotional support is vital for boys’
health and wellbeing (Randell et al., 2016).

However, a couple of fathers described how they had sof-
tened their parenting style and developed friendships with their
sons. This is an example of adopting broader gender norms in
parental behaviours due to contextual changes.

Agency and Emotional Interaction

In line with the theories of Kagitcibasi (2013) and Kuc-
zynski et al. (2013), the youth in this study acculturated
faster in the new society, and the families were forced to
find new ways of functioning between two cultures. The
parents struggled to find a balance between hierarchical and
egalitarian approaches. The parents felt that they could no
longer decide for their children, as they did in the home
country, where their power was a given and not questioned.
New skills were required to cope with their family life and
children in a new cultural context, such as negotiating with
the children and making decisions together. Thus, new
dialectical practices were developed, and new reciprocal
relationships were established. This new parenting style
aligns with the model of emotional/psychological inter-
dependence, which synthesises traditional Western indivi-
dualistic values that reinforce autonomy and the family
model of interdependence that is prevalent in rural societies.
This new model reinforces both intergenerational inter-
dependence and collectivistic values (Kagitcibasi, 2013).
The parents explained that they eventually came to
understand the emotional needs of their children due to their
increased consciousness and communication with their
children. Responses emphasised dynamic processes in
parent-child relationships, processes to which both children
and parents contributed. They shared a common space
where the views of both the youth and parents mattered and
were communicated. Mutual trust and the ability to decide
together were underlined. Trust was a prerequisite for
having confidence in each other and holding open

discussions. The parents expressed their awareness of the
interconnectedness between their own behaviour and the
behaviour and the emotions that their children displayed.
The parents explained that they tried to improve their
relationship with their children by understanding and
meeting their emotional needs. Their ability to communicate
well, ask questions and negotiate with their children helped
them manage conflicts and avoid getting angry. Likewise,
the youth stressed the importance of their parents asking
questions about their daily lives and feelings. The youth
asserted that as future parents, they would emphasise giving
emotional support, being present for their children and
asking their children many questions.

This study shows that both youth and parents are active
agents contributing to family life after immigration to a new
country. Being parents in a new country poses many chal-
lenges, but having insight into children’s emotional needs
and fostering communication skills with children provides a
basis for improved interaction and increased sociocultural
competence.

Conclusion and Implications for Practice

This study’s findings revealed that Somali parents and youth
encountered challenges and changes that had impacts on their
relationships, such as unequal power between them. How-
ever, an encouraging finding is that both the parents and
youth constructed and made sense of their relationship, so
both perceived themselves as active agents. Parents found a
way to balance hierarchical and egalitarian approaches,
thereby developing and establishing new dialectical processes
and reciprocal relationships. Despite positive changes in their
relationship, the youth experienced gender-based differences
in their parents’ treatment of them, and they sought more
equal treatment of sons and daughters. The youth expressed a
desire for both boys and girls to be independent and, at the
same time, receive emotional support. Nonetheless, the
changes reported by parents and youth in this study demon-
strate an ability to adapt and construct their relationship, but it
also suggests that more efforts should be made to offer
immigrant families culturally tailored parenting support pro-
grammes. This support would contribute to strengthening
parent-child relationships and improving parents’ and chil-
dren’s mental health and acculturation processes.
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