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Background

New debates about parental culture and the 
reproduction of inequality

• Classic studies

– Class differences in parental values and aspirations 
(Kohn 1963)

• Recent qualitative findings

– Evidence of shared and cross-cutting sets of values 
and aspirations (Irwin and Elley 2011, 2013; Perrier 2013)

– Differences in practices – ‘paradoxical pathways’ 
(Weininger and Lareau 2009)



Different theoretical 
understandings of culture

• From socialization to 
‘toolkits, frames and 
repertoires’ (Swidler 1986 
Lamont and Small 2008)

• Emerging influence of ‘dual-
process’ models of 
cognition (Vaisey 2009; 
Lizardo and Strand 2010)
– Idea that people draw both 

on ‘unconscious’ dispositions 
and public repertoires

– However, claim that 
dispositions better predict 
practices

Figure adapted from Lizardo, 
2017, p. 94
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Methodological debates

• Challenging the value of in-depth interviews

– Unlike surveys, cannot grasp ‘non-declarative’ 
dimension of personal culture (Vaisey 2009)

– Unlike ethnography, tell us little about practices 
(Jerolmack and Khan 2014)

• Qualitative interviewers fight back

– Importance of interrogating contradictions for 
understanding the ‘work’ of creating meaning (Pugh 
2013)

– Allow us to grasp ‘imagined meanings’ (Lamont and 
Swidler 2014)



EVIDENCE FROM SURVEY DATA
Background



Parental values

Consistent with international evidence 
the  European Values Survey shows 
that older, better-educated and female 
Irish parents are more likely to select 
values associated with autonomy and 
less likely to select religious faith as 
important for their children to learn at 
home.

However, prioritization of these values 
not significantly related to occupation 
or household income.

Irish parents across all categories 
continue to select obedience as an 
important value, similarly to parents in 
other countries in the ‘Roman Catholic 
cultural zone’ (Fjellvang 2011)



Parental expectations and 
concerted cultivation

• Evidence from Growing Up in Ireland study

– Parental expectations (Williams et al. 2009)

• Expectations of educational achievement for nine-year 
olds varied by mother’s level of education

• However, most mothers across all education levels 
expected their child to achieve a third level qualification.

– Concerted cultivation (McCoy et al. 2012)

• Class and gender differences in participation in structured 
activities after school 

• Participation in structured activities linked (in gender 
differentiated ways) to attitudes towards schooling and 
academic achievement



QUALITATIVE STUDY WITH THE 
CHILD COHORT

Evidence from qualitative interviews



About the qualitative study

• Semi-structured interviews with 
120 families who had opted in 
from the main sample

• Qualitative sample purposive and 
stratified according to socio-
economic status, urban/rural 
location and family type (one or 
two resident parents

• Deposited in Irish Qualitative Data 
Archive, disseminated through 
Digital Repository of Ireland



Guidelines from qualitative 
interview schedule

The researcher explains that they are now going 
to ask the parent(s) some questions about their 
concerns and aspirations for the child.

• What are your concerns for the future regarding 
[child]?

• What pressures does this put on the family?

• What goals do you have for [child]?

• Do you think [child] will have the opportunity to do 
this?

• What do you think needs to happen for [child] to 
get to do this? 



Low income parent 
(GUI_047)

I: what aspirations and concerns 
do you have for @@Dennis##’s 
future?

M: I just hope that he’d be 
healthy and…that he’d have a few 
friends and that he’d enjoy his 
childhood…and that he’d enjoy 
school and he’d enjoy going in to 
secondary and…get the best out 
of it and the most out of it  and 
just that he’d be happy to be 
honest and content, and happy in 
himself you know and whatever 
he wants to be

Parents’ responses typically 
incorporate generic statements about 
being ‘happy and healthy’ with:

• Normative expectations - ‘happy 
to be honest’ 

• Aspirations for personal fulfilment 
– ‘enjoy school’ and ‘happy in 
himself’ 

• Hopes surrounding relationships –
‘have a few friends’

• Expectations for educational and 
occupational achievement (often 
non-directive) – ‘get the most out 
of it’ and ‘whatever he wants to 
be’



Method

• Identification of ‘cultural configurations’

– ‘Ensembles of practical and activated constituted 
knowledge, focused on ongoing shared goals of 
collectivities’ (Patterson 2014, p. 6)

• ‘Abductive’ approach (Timmermans and Tavory 2014)

– Initial identification of themes by lead researcher

– Independent fuzzy-set coding to identify extent of 
‘membership’ within configuration

– Refinement of configurations through discussion 
and agreement on conflicting scores



Four configurations
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Distribution of configurations



Distribution of individuals



G084, Mother, Middle 
Income

“I’d like to see him doing something 
professional, so he could pay his 
way. All my brothers are builders 
and that was all right in their 20’s 
and 30’s but they are hitting their 
40’s now and its tough for 
them…But no generally he’s very 
clever he’s good at school…I would 
like to see them find something that 
they are happy with. You don’t want 
a job to be a job really you want it to 
be more…[I]f any of them want to 
go to college all the stops will be 
pulled out to make it possible for 
them.” 

Upper right quadrant

High level of orientation to cultivating 
achievement, moderate level of 
emphasis on happiness and self-
fulfillment



GU051, Two Parents, High 
Income

M: Health and happiness really.  
Health and happiness, that’s all I 
want.…[L]ike we both have this 
conversation with him where you 
know he says “I want to be a 
fireman.”…And I’d say, “would you 
not like to be a doctor And [father] 
would say ‘you know you’re right, 
just do what will make you happy, 
not what’s going to make you lots of 
money.’  Like money will make him 
happy…money will help happiness 
(laugh). But no, I hope that…we just 
want him to feel very secure and 
happy and healthy then.”

Upper right quadrant

Significant emphasis both on 
achievement and personal fulfilment

Nice example of how upper-income 
participants often use humour to 
address moral ambivalence around 
orientation towards securing high 
earnings



G041, Two Parents, High 
Income

“M: [To]be honest I don’t have 
concerns, I […] will worry about it like in 
the future.  I have got to make sure he 
is happy and healthy now. ..

F: […]He is mixing well with all his 
peers.  There is nothing bad about him, 
he is not bullied or he is not a bully […] 
You can only guide them….

M: Really now personally I have no 
hopes and dreams for him it is 
whatever he wants to do.  Like… I know 
people who are talking about wanting 
them to go to university and all, I have 
nothing like that in my head for him…if 
he doesn’t want to he won’t do it.”

Bottom left quadrant

Emphasis on standing back and on 
quality of relationships (especially by 
father in extended quote not included 
here)

Note also evaluative distancing from 
‘other’ parents who have strong 
achievement goals



GU068, Low-Income, 
Mother, Lone Parent

“Em…I suppose the same as every 
mother who has a daughter. I 
think as long as children are 
happy everything else will be fine. 
It doesn’t matter what else is 
going on in their life as long as 
they are happy. […]

I am not one of these mothers 
who sets goals for their kids. As 
long as they are happy. As long as 
they are not putting themselves 
in danger. I honestly think that is 
the most important thing.”

Bottom left quadrant

Emphasis on standing back and 
happiness

Note reference to avoiding danger



GU101, Mother, Low-
Income, Lone Parent

“R: I would hope that he would go 
to university. I would hope that he 
is happy in himself and that he 
likes himself and he is a nice 
person and a good friend to his 
friends and he would have the guts 
to strand up for what he believes 
in, that he disagrees with 
something that he would be able 
to say it. […]

I: And do you think he will have the 
opportunity to go to university?

R: I shouldn’t see why not.”

Bottom right quadrant

Emphasis on quality of relationships 
and achievement

Good example of how participants 
often wove together statements about 
aspirations with statements about 
personal values

Participant continues to describe how 
other members of her family 
continued to third level – describes 
university education as ‘the norm’ in 
her family.



Overview

• Qualitative responses to questions about ‘hopes and 
dreams’ take the form of shared, overlapping 
configurations in which

– Statements about aspirations are interwoven with 
statements about personal values

– Moral ambivalence about practices of cultivation is displayed 
through distancing from ‘other’ parents and humour

• However, there are class differences in the distribution 
and inflection of configurations

– Lower income parents more likely to adhere to configuration 
centred on ‘standing back’

– Middle income parents display less ambivalence about 
achievement orientation



Discussion

• Qualitative interviews have been criticized in recent 
times because they are performative and take the 
form of ‘post-hoc rationalisations’

• However, this analysis has shown how qualitative 
interviews can reveal the ‘cultural work’ through which 
personal ‘declarative culture’ gives rise to shared 
public culture 

• Implications for policy

– Better understanding of differentiated and overlapping 
cultural configurations key to developing approaches that 
are widely accepted and likely to be successful in their 
implementation
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