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Abstract 

This study seeks to build an explanation of the sociological, psychological and political 

processes and practices involved in relationships between mothers and practitioners, as 

generative and causal powers that underlie and shape this. Critical realist’s primacy of 

ontology forms the starting point, with grounded theory as the epistemological force 

providing critical realism's method, contextualising research and embedding this more firmly 

into practice. As such, this article offers critical realist grounded theory (CRGT) as a tool for 

contextualising parent-practitioner relationships, drawing on retroductive argumentation, 

which involves moving from the level of observation and lived experiences to making (non-

linear) inferences about underlying structures/mechanisms that may account for the 

phenomena. Thirty-four participants participated in six in-depth focus group discussions; 

three were with early years practitioners and three with mothers of children aged between 2-4 

years old. Focused coding led to themes reflecting the lived experiences of mothers and 

practitioners, namely being valued, relationships, what happens at home, child at the centre 

and when I am not there. In line with CRGT, multiple causal mechanisms (including the 

interpretations of each situation made by individuals) were identified that were active in the 

situated contexts. In order to improve relationships between mothers and practitioners, 

attention needs to be paid to the psychological, social and political forces at play, as 

generative, causal and contextual powers, that have an impact on the status and relationships 

of the players within this triad (mothers, practitioners and child).    

 

 

Introduction 

 

The study of social structures, context and social stratification, and related power and status, 

is at the heart of sociological research. Implicit in this is the role of social interactions, giving 

rise to or eliciting particular emotions and social relational outcomes (Jacoby, 2016).  Whilst 

sociology as a discipline tends to characterise interactions and contexts in terms of 

individual/community or individual/social structure binaries, there will also be forms of 

belonging and social interactions that fall in between these extremes (Kellet, 2012; Miller, 

2015). Relationships between mothers and practitioners are an example of such social 

interactions that fall in between the binaries of individual/community and individual/social 



structures. The current research poses the following question: Can relationships between 

mothers and practitioners be contextualised and what (if any) is the role of sociological, 

psychological and political processes and practices in this interaction?  With increasing 

numbers of children now spending at least part of the day in day-care, early years care and 

education, as well as parent-partnerships, have been high on British political agendas 

(Kochanska and Kim, 2012; Bate, 2017). At the same time research has shown that the 

primary care system needs to be improved so as to better support children’s transitions from 

home to day-care (Ebbeck and Yim, 2009; Osgood, 2009;  Spiteri  and Borg Xuereb, 2011).  

There is evidence that the status of the early years workforce is low and working in the early 

years is too often seen as a low-level job which involves, as some have expressed, ‘wiping 

noses’ and ‘playing with kids’, and it is not necessarily regarded as a professional occupation 

that demands good qualifications and expertise (Nutbrown, 2012). In practice, this means that 

parent participation has moved from the psychological to the political arena, and it has 

become important for early years practitioners to have a clear understanding of how to 

improve effective communication with parents about supporting children in their learning 

(Kennedy Reedy and Hobbins McGrath, 2010; Whalley, 2007).  

 

Influential research in the British early years sector (such as the Effective Provision of Pre-

school Education project, a longitudinal study of the overall effect of different types of 

preschool provision on child development in England and Wales, see Siraj-Blatchford, 2009; 

Sylva et al., 2010), is largely quantitative in nature ignoring the necessity of incorporating 

context and process into an understanding of parent-practitioner partnerships and parents’ 

engagement with services. Qualitative research highlights the ongoing discrepancy between 

practitioners’ and parents’ positive commitment to children’s learning and development, and 

the continued focus (in political and psychological discourse) on the fact that they are lacking 



in ability and in need of transformation (Osgood, 2009; Sims-Schouten and Stittrich-Lyons, 

2013). 

 

Notwithstanding the breadth and richness of literature in early childhood, there remains an 

important lacuna within it, namely detailed research on the role of the social context and 

related processes as causal powers and generative mechanisms. The emphasis on context and 

process of a phenomenon is reflected most strongly in the methodology of critical realist 

informed grounded theory (Kempster and Parry, 2014). This study is novel in that it seeks to 

build an explanation of the social, psychological and political processes and practices 

involved in relationships between mothers and practitioners, as generative and causal powers 

that underlie and shape this. Critical realist informed grounded theory draws on retroductive 

argumentation, which involves moving from the level of observation and lived experiences to 

making (non-linear) inferences about underlying structures and mechanisms that may account 

for the phenomena involved (Bhaskar, 1989; 2014). The theory resulting from critical realist 

informed grounded theory is a conceptually dense analytical explanation of the actual events 

represented in the data; its relatively enduring capability in this regard can be evaluated by 

confronting it with new data (Lee, 2012).  

 

Critical Realism and the Interplay between Human Agency and Social Structures 

 

This study offers critical realist informed grounded theory as a tool for contextualising 

professional relationships, using partnerships between mothers and practitioners in the British 

early years sector as an example. The research design aims to identify causal mechanisms 

that are active in the situated context. Key principles of critical realism include the 

acknowledgement of the existence of a multi-layered ‘real world’ (ontological assumption), 



which is produced by underlying causal mechanisms (epistemological assumption) (Bhaskar, 

1989, 2014; Howard and Davies, 2013). Here, a stratified ontology is assumed, referring to 

critical realism’s distinction between the ‘real’ (social structures/context with their associated 

causal powers), the ‘actual’ (events and processes) and the ‘empirical’ (the real and actual as 

experienced by social actors) (Bhaskar, 1989; Sims-Schouten and Riley, 2014).  Simply put, 

for critical realists, phenomena exist at the level of events and experiences, but also at a 

deeper level that may not be observable; as such, critical realism is also sometimes referred to 

as post-positivism (Kempster and Parry, 2011).  This article is novel in that it presents critical 

realist grounded theory as a systematic tool for addressing both the event under study (in this 

case relationships between mothers and practitioners) and the meaning made of it, by viewing 

this in light of non-linear causal factors, social structures and generative mechanisms. We 

argue that by exploring causal mechanisms, as both generative and contextual, we can 

explore how people (in this case mothers and practitioners) manage themselves within a 

social context that is materially and institutionally structured (referring to the physical nature 

of the world, as well as government bodies and the psy-complex) and embodied (e.g. the 

body as a biological machine) (Cromby and Nightingale, 1999).  Critical realist’s primacy of 

ontology forms the starting point here, with grounded theory as the epistemological force 

providing critical realism's method and, in doing so, contextualising research and imbedding 

this more firmly into practice (Oliver, 2012). 

Traditionally, grounded theory has been a method for researching phenomena that are 

observable (see Glaser and Strauss, 1967); see also Apramian et al. (2016) for an analysis of 

the four schools of grounded theory. Critical realists focus on understanding and explaining 

phenomena; here, reality is seen as a result of causal powers, some of which can be observed 

to cause effect, whereas others are less obvious. Yet, despite the causality of mechanisms, 

their constitution, structure and interactions are likely to vary by context. In other words, a 



mechanism may be active in one context and not in another. Mothers and early years 

practitioners are the focal point of this paper, and in particular how they conceptualise their 

own role and professional relationships (and ‘context’) when engaging with the early years 

sector. It is suggested that children benefit the most from their experience in day-care if their 

parents are actively involved (Nalls et al., 2010). However, this is only the case when 

parental involvement is reciprocal, constructive and empowering (Sims-Schouten and Riley, 

2014; Sims-Schouten, 2016). In essence, this means reflecting with parents (in this case 

mothers) and early years practitioners on their engagement with services, and finding out 

what works or does not work for adults in a range of family contexts and with a variety of life 

experiences. 

In critical realist language a context consists of a set of relationships and embedded practices 

which have a ‘real’ power to cause an effect through an interaction of structure and agency 

(Kempster and Parry, 2014; Kessler and Bach, 2014). Here specific causal mechanisms may 

be inferred by exploring similarities and differences between how people conceptualise, and 

add meaning to, their experience of specific phenomena and the contextual structures within 

which these structures are realised (see Howard and Davies, 2013). Not only that, context is 

structured from a set of internal and external relations – the relationship between parents and 

practitioners is external in the sense that either can exist without the other; in contrast the 

relation between a parent and a child is internal, in that a person cannot be a parent without 

(having had) a child. 

Grounded theory utilises an abductive logic, with a focus on the dialogue between ideas and 

data, representing a consistent set of data collection and analytical procedures to developing 

theory (Charmaz, 2006; Reichertz, 2010).  Critical realist grounded theory (CRGT) allows for 

the explanation of the social processes that occur within a particular context, providing a tool 

through which causal powers at specific contextual levels of analysis can be examined, as 



well as explaining why in certain contexts generative powers have effect and not in others 

(Kempster and Parry, 2014). As such, critical realism provides the ontological realist 

foundation for grounded theory, identifying its objects for empirical grounding, structures 

and causal mechanisms, whilst grounded theory provides the research strategy by which they 

are empirically grounded (Lee, 2012). 

 

Method: Applying CRGT 

Below we present our CRGT framework, which is applied to data from focus group 

interviews with mothers and early years practitioners in the South-East of England. Thirty-

four participants were in six in-depth focus group discussions, three were with early years 

practitioners, and three with mothers of children aged between 2-4 years old; there were 

between 4-7 participants in each focus group. The interviews were semi-structured with a 

focus on day-care choices, relationships between mothers and practitioners, and supporting 

the child; the data were analysed drawing on CRGT as a methodological framework (Sims-

Schouten and Riley, 2014; Bhaskar, 1989; Kepster and Parry, 2011; 2014). Grounded theory 

methods are suited to focus group data collection and analysis; focus groups enable 

participants to respond to ideas shared by other members of the group, as well as providing 

insight into the experiences of individual participants (Kitzinger, 1994).  

The focus groups with the early years practitioner were mixed gender; participants in both 

groups were a mix of white and BME (black, Asian and minority ethnic minority) 

participants. Early years practitioners were either childminders, catering for children in their 

own homes or worked in day-care centres, and were contacted through the placement officer 

in our University. Mothers were contacted through the early years practitioners. In 

consultation with the participants, it was decided to run the interviews with the mothers in a 



day-care centre located in a central (i.e. easy to access) part of the city; the interviews with 

the early years practitioners took place at the University. The early years practitioners worked 

in different settings and did not know each other; similarly, the mothers were not familiar 

with each other.  In line with grounded theory, theoretical sampling was applied, with a focus 

on developing a conceptual theory as opposed to creating a descriptive account (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967). Here theoretical sampling could be viewed as purpose-driven, and the sample 

is selected for the purpose of explicating and refining the emerging theory (Breckenridge and 

Jones, 2009). Ethical principles were adhered to throughout the study; informed consent was 

obtained and participants were informed of their right to withdraw.  

A key premise of grounded theory is to allow issues to emerge from the data, rather than 

forcing this into preconceived categories. In line with Charmaz (2006) we applied line-by-

line coding, building our analysis from the ground up, leading into focused coding allowing 

us to create and try out categories for capturing our data. Combining critical realism and 

grounded theory, our goal is to identify instances of the phenomenon under investigation and 

subsequently determine which conditions precede its appearance, drawing on an adaptation of 

the four stages of retroductive argumentation proposed by Kempster and Parry (2014): 

1. Description of the phenomenon – in this case, mothers and early years' practitioners’ 

perspectives regarding their own position and relationships in early years' settings. 

2. Description of causal powers that produce the phenomenon, i.e. positioning and 

relationships, or are a condition for it. 

3. Theories and concepts are developed to explain how ‘real’ causal powers shape 

mothers’ and practitioners’ lived experiences in relation to working together. 

4. The theories are tested in reality against a pragmatic common reference in order to 

establish if the causal mechanisms make sense.  



The latter (point 4), is achieved through the iterative nature of testing, with emerging 

explanations from respondents occurring throughout the research process. In practice this 

means adopting an iterative dynamic process throughout, leading firstly to possible themes, 

secondly to read extant literature that suggests possible themes and thirdly to revisit the data 

and question initial interpretations (Kempster and Parry, 2014, 100). In order to fit in with 

stage 4 of the retroductive argumentation (the iterative nature of testing), participants were 

consulted throughout the analysis of the data. As such, this research sought to triangulate the 

emerging theory across the range of participants. It is at this stage, that the retroductive 

movement of going beyond the data occurred in order to derive generative mechanisms and 

causal factors that may explain the phenomenon (Sims-Schouten and Riley, 2014).  It should 

be noted here that in traditional grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser and Strauss 1967) 

there is an expectation to bracket out theory. Yet, this is not necessarily the case for critical 

realists; instead, theory and metaphor are perceived as essential to help explore beyond the 

empirical domain and establish what causal powers play a role here. As such, as well as 

addressing grounded theory’s notions in relation to observable phenomena/events,  we focus 

on ‘real’ and ‘deep’ causal factors and powers that are often unobserved (Oliver, 2012). 

 

CRGT in Action: Themes, Causal Powers & Generative Mechanisms  

A number of themes were identified, namely: ‘being valued’; ‘relationships’; ‘what happens 

at home’; ‘child at the centre’; ‘when I am not there’. Numerous iterations of 

conceptualisations, which included testing the theories in reality against a pragmatic common 

referent (stage 4 of the retroductive argumentation – Kempster and Parry, 2014), led to the 

distillation of potential causal factors impacting on the themes, for example: 

 



1. Self-concept – causal powers connected with notions of self-esteem and academic 

achievement (Marsh and Martin, 2011), as well as self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). 

2. Political agenda – causal powers associated with status and raising the qualifications 

of early years practitioners in England, and an increased focus on parent-partnerships 

(DfES, 2017; Nutbrown, 2012; Osgood, 2009). 

3. Early Years Curriculum – causal dynamics enforced by the early years foundation 

stage (DfE, 2017; Sylva et al., 2010), with a goal to developing the skills and 

capacities children need to develop and become ready for school.   

4. Psychological structures – early childhood as a formative phase; attachment theory 

and the role of early relationships (Bowlby, 2005; Fearon et al., 2010; Keller, 2012).  

5. Family structure -   which includes hierarchies, boundaries, subsystems, homeostasis, 

equifinity/ equipotentiality, as well as social economic situation, resources and family 

resilience (Burr et al.,1993; Whalley, 2007). 

6. Structure-agency relationship (see Kempster and Parry, 2014) – including causal 

powers to do with morphogenesis  (the ability of a system to change its form) and 

morphostasis (the ability of a system to hold its shape). 

 

Causal powers and configurations are central within the critical realist approach, and allow 

for an examination of the generative powers that have an effect in one context and not in 

another. As can be seen from the figure below, some causal powers play a role in both 

contexts, e.g. the early years curriculum and associated guidelines and regulations, the role of 

psychological theories, as well as self-concept. At the same time, academic achievement and 

associated self-efficacy, as well as experience and career and the low status of early years 

practitioners in England were generative powers in the early years context, whilst family 

structure, needs of the child and family and SES played more of a role in the mother context.  



 

 

Figure 1:  Contrastive Causal Configurations of Positioning and Relationships 

                                                                    THEMES 

Being valued – Relationships between mothers and practitioners – What happens at home – 

Child at the Centre -When I am not there  

                                                                             

                             CAUSAL FACTORS & GENERATIVE  MECHANISMS 

Early Years Practitioners Mothers 

Academic self-concept – low expectations of 

academic achievement 

Experience, expectations 

Self-concept and self-efficacy 

Career 

Increased focus on parent-partnerships in 

the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) 

Psychological theories, child as vulnerable,  

attachment 

Family structure - Needs of the child and 

family 

SES – Social Economic Status 

Self-concept and self-esteem 

Attachment focus, bonding and power of 

psychological theories 

Early Years Foundation Stage –non-

compulsory, yet early years care and education 

strongly promoted (political discourse) 

 

                                                                                                                                          

                                                                                      

                                                                 CAUSAL TENDENCY 

 

                                                                                                                   

  Media, Politicians; 

Legislation; Psychology 

                                                                                                                   

                                   Outcome: Relationships between Mothers & Practitioners 

      

 

Below we provide examples to showcase applications of the CRGT tool. We will analyse this 

against the causal factors, generative mechanisms and (literature) frames of reference (items 

1-6) identified above. In line with Pitchforth, Porter, Van Teijlingen & Forrest Keenan 



(2005), we will use the following unique identifiers for each focus group: FG1M, FG2M, and 

FG3M refer to the focus groups with the mothers, and FG1P, FG2P and FG3P refer to the 

focus groups with the practitioners. 

Being valued: 

Both early years practitioners and mothers talked about being valued. Interestingly, for both 

groups this was very much related to how they were perceived by (other) parents. The first 

extract comes from a FG1P, and is part of a discussion around working with parents: 

 

P1: I have always been very good with children, I work well with kids, but I am not always 

confident when it comes to advising parents, I mean, I can talk about what their child has 

done all day and stuff, but I don’t always think that they are interested or take me seriously 

really, after all I am only a childminder. 

  

Confidence as a concept and element of professional identity and perceived competence 

appears a number of times in the interviews with the practitioners – below is another 

example. 

 

P2: I have always been a very confident person, but in this particular field I believe I have 

had a huge mountain to climb. 

 

Traditionally, the status of workers in early childhood services in England has been low. 

There appears to be an ongoing discrepancy, as is also evident from the extract above, 

between practitioners’ positive commitment to their work with children and the fact that they 

are lacking in professional knowledge (Sims-Schouten, 2016). Working in the early years is 

too often seen as a low level job, rather than as a professional occupation that demands good 

qualifications and expertise (see also Nutbrown, 2012). Despite the recent focus on early 

years professional development,  a discrepancy remains between practitioners’ positive 

commitment to their own professional development (Mahadevan 2011), and the continued 

focus on the fact that they are lacking and in need of transformation (Allen 2011; Osgood 

2009). Not only does this appear to affect how practitioners are perceived or ‘being valued’ 

by the parent, there is also the link with confidence, academic standing and self- esteem as a 



causal factor (1). Thus, in the ‘structure-agency relationship’ (6) there is a sense that change 

is happening very slowly, and as P2 argues, there is ‘a huge mountain to climb’. 

 

The mothers also referred to being valued but in a slightly different way, namely by referring 

to communication and interactions in the playground. The extract below is from FG1M and is 

part of a discussion around engaging with practitioners and fellow parents when picking 

children up from day-care at the end of the day: 

 

M1: When I pick up my child, you see little huddles of the mums and dads, and then you feel 

like you want to go out and speak to them and then they basically put their guards up. But, 

erm, at the end of the day, it’s not like, ‘I’ve done nothing wrong’, just like, basically, they 

dont want to speak to you, because they dont know who you are or vice versa, but sometimes 

that makes you feel like you are not part of it, or being valued as worthy or something. So, I 

think, communication, sometimes it’s down to a learning curve for, from date of birth 

onwards.  

 

The playground is a conundrum of personalities and behaviours, which is portrayed vividly in 

Gill Hornby’s book ‘The Hive’ (2013), in which she illustrates examples of playground 

politics, social standing and cliques. Here, links can be made with family structures and 

related hierarchies, boundaries, subsystems and homeostasis, as well as social economic 

situation (5).  Socioeconomic status (SES) is often measured as a combination of education, 

income, and occupation, and is commonly conceptualized as the social standing or class of an 

individual or group. Parenting is socially patterned, and when viewed through a social class 

lens, privilege, power, and control are emphasized (see Belsky et al., 2006). 

Relationships between parents and practitioners 

In their discussions, participants frequently addressed the relationships between parents and 

practitioners. At the same time, there was a sense that this relationship is challenging at times. 

The extract below comes from a focus group with early years practitioners (FG2P), and is 

part of a discussion around parental behaviour and choices: 

 



P1: What is convenient, how early does it open, how late is it open, is it close to home. I think 

a lot of those are the priorities and will my child be happy, for some parents comes quite far 

down the list, and they think my child will adapt to it! Yet, it is the relationship we have with 

parents that is key here and the parents’ willingness to engage for a child to settle in.         

P2: I do think there are parents that don’t necessarily choose on what will be best for their 
child. They chose what is going to fit in with what they have got to do. 

 

Research consistently highlights the significance of parent-partnerships (see Hadley, 2012; 

Whalley, 2007). This includes recognising parents as their child’s primary educators and 

establishing ways to actively engage with parents (see also Whalley, 2007). As can be seen 

from the extract above, this can be tricky, because parents and practitioners may have 

different priorities. Thus, different factors need to be negotiated here, and family structures 

and related boundaries (5), as well psychological structures (4), such as the child’s happiness, 

come into play.  

 

This was also evident from the focus group interviews with the mothers (FG2M). The extract 

below is part of a discussion around engaging with early years practitioners and 

childminders: 

 

M1: My little boy came home yesterday, I picked him up from the childminder, and he said to 

me, erm, ‘mummy they all call me stupid’, you see. Whatever I was doing, it was stupid, 

stupid, stupid, and he suffers a little bit, because he is a bit slower then the rest of them 

learning. He is, erm, he sort of said that to me, so that now I am wondering what was going 

on today, and she [childminder] didn’t tell me. 

M2: I think it is down to the practitioner or pre-school teachers to help them, and encourage 

as well, and let the parents know and stop the other children from making that person or 

child to be pinpointed. 

  

The above shows that relationships between parents and practitioners are key in early years 

settings.  Families and early years settings as contexts, can form protective factors and 

enhance the resilience of the child. This is reflected in government policy and key early years 

studies (DfE, 2015; Sylva et al., 2010) with a focus on improving developmental outcomes of 

children. Moreover, following Whalley (2007), it should be acknowledged that most parents 



appreciate practical help in identifying ways in which they can support their children. Thus, 

political agendas, including the status, knowledge and qualifications of early years workers 

(2), psychological factors, such as the child’s wellbeing (4) and family structures and 

subsystems (5) are significant factors here. 

 

What happens at home: 

Participants viewed the home situation as an important factor in itself, both in relation to how 

parents engage with early years settings, and in fostering parent-practitioner partnerships. The 

next extract comes from a focus group with practitioners (FG3P) and is part of a discussion 

around settling in: 

 

P1: Of course, how a child settles in and behaves in the setting very much depends on the 

home situation, and the relationship they have with their parents. Sometimes a child is 

dropped off in the setting and the parent can’t wait to leave and get on with their things, no 

time to talk, no time to help them settle in. 

P2: There was an article in TES a few years ago, where parents at a very small exclusive 

school in London were asked why they had chosen that school, and this was a school that 

took children from 5, I think it was a prep school, so 5-11. These are very well educated 

people, very smart people, career people and so many of them gave inane answers like, ‘I 

liked the uniform’ they were there because they liked the uniform. Another one said they 

chose the school because it had extra long school holidays and meant they could go away 

abroad on their holidays. I can remember reading it, and I don’t believe what I am reading 

here but it was a true interview. 

 

Here, direct links are made between the home-situation and family structure (5) and ‘how a 

child settles in’. Bowlby’s (2005) attachment research has been of significant influence in 

exploring social-emotional development in children, with subsequent studies and meta-

analytic reviews (Fearon et al., 2010) showing links between the child’s early relationships 

and future maladaptive and adaptive developmental outcomes. Some of this is reflected in the 

participants’ suggestions that the home and family situation of the child play a key role in 

how the child behaves in the setting (4). In addition to this, by making links between the 

home situation and ‘no time to talk, ‘no time to help them settle in’, there is a sense that a 



smooth transition from home to day-care is to an extent prevented by a lack of 

communication and engagement between the parents (mothers) and practitioners (6). Here, 

P2 refers to the fact that this can also be parents who are ‘very well educated people, very 

smart people, career people’, which is interesting in light of causal factors associated with 

self-esteem, academic achievement and self-efficacy(1).  

 

The home situation and ‘what happens at home’ was also discussed by the mothers. The 

mothers focused on their role and responsibility as parents teaching their child how to 

behave, both at home and in the early years setting. The next example comes from FG3M and 

is part of a discussion around preparing young children for day-care: 

 

M1: Obviously, if he is naughty in nursery, you feel bad as a parent, because at home you’re 

disciplining them. You know, and then they do it in nursery, you know, you feel... they can be 

nasty to other children, and you’re thinking, ‘well, I’m doing what I can at home you know, 

I’m not just doing nothing. 

 

In this extract, the link between ‘what happens at home’ and how the child gets on in the 

setting is extended to the accountability of the parents for their child’s behaviour, the notion 

that parents are their child’s first and foremost educators (Whalley, 2007).  This can be also 

linked back to Bowlby’s attachment theory, and the suggestion that children’s early 

attachment relationships provide templates for their internal working model of the self and 

the world (Bowlby, 2005). Thus, parenting, family (5) and psychological structures (4) play a 

mediating role here. 

 

Child at the Centre: 

A ‘child-centred approach’ marked some of the earliest relationships between parents and 

practitioners, as well as playing a key role in the initial engagement between parents and 

practitioners. The first extract comes from a focus group interview with early years 



practitioners (FG2P), and is part of a discussion around introducing the child and parent to 

the setting:  

 

P1: When I show parents round our setting, that is one of the things I say to them. All 

children are different and you may feel after having looked round that the setting isn’t the 

right style for your child, you have to pick what suits                                                                               

P3: Another interesting thing that came out was that the reason, parents, some mothers put 
their children into day-care, large nurseries, is the fact they don’t want that child to get too 
attached to somebody because they want that attachment, but they aren’t necessarily 
thinking that is good for the child.  

 

In the extract above the ‘uniqueness’ of each child is emphasised and used as a starting point 

for the discussion with parents around whether the setting is suitable for their child. This 

child-centred approach is also one of starting points of the Early Years Foundation Stage 

(2017), the early years curriculum with a focus on every child as a unique child, who 

deserves the best possible start in life. Thus, it could be argued that in the initial interaction 

between parents and practitioners the causal dynamics stimulated by the early curriculum 

play (3) a significant role. Moreover, the psychological needs of the child (4) and family, 

specifically when it comes to boundaries and resilience (5) need to be taken into account here 

as well. 

 

See below for an example from a focus group with mothers (FG1M), which also highlights 

the suitability of the setting and relation to the individual needs of the child. The extract is 

part of a discussion around day care and choice:  

 

M2: Before our girls, before my girls started preschool, I used to take them round once a 

week and stay there with them, just so they got used to the environment and the teachers, and 

it was helpful 

M3: Yes, me too. It was very helpful. 

 

 



The fact that this uniqueness of the child warrants an individual approach, is also evident in 

the extract below, from FG3M, in which a mother discusses how her child has benefitted 

from preschool: 

 

M2: My three-year old, before he started preschool, he, you know, he would only stay with 

me and his dad and stuff. And when, even when we had family gatherings and stuff, it was 

more the confidence issue he had. And we were trying to get him, like get him to encourage 

him doing, you know, playing with other children and stuff. As soon as he started preschool, 

they have done so much work with him. As well as stuff at home, but just be with someone 

independent you know, to encourage him and him to talk more and interact more with other 

children and become confident. 

 

The extract above shows how in an ideal situation, psychological factors, such as the child’s 

needs, confidence and attachment (4), and family structures and resilience (5), as causal 

mechanisms and powers, play a mutual role in the relationships between parents and 

practitioners impacting both on the wellbeing of child, parents and practitioners. Parent-

practitioner partnerships are marked by the ‘un-known’, as most of the time parents drop their 

child off and are not there when their child is in day-care. At the same time, a lot of learning 

and development happens in the home environment, a setting that practitioners are overall not 

part of (Cottle and Alexander, 2014). This is summed up in the last theme below. 

  

When I am not there: 

The first extract comes from a focus group interview with mothers (FG1M) and is part of a 

discussion around what happens (or may happen) in the setting when you are not there: 

 

M1::I think that I probably have a filtered view of it, mostly from what they tell me and what 

they post on their website, as well as how the setting is rated overall. Basically, because I am 

not there, so I can sit here and say what is going on in the setting, but I don’t know. 

M2: True 

M1: But it would be interesting to know exactly what is happening at pre-school when I am 

not there. 

 



This extract suggests that the ‘filtered view’ is influenced by causal dynamics associated with 

political agendas (2) and the early years curriculum (3), evident from the reference to how the 

setting is rated and what is posted on their websites. Yet, the suggestion here is that if 

relationships are to be truly reciprocal, there needs to be more mutual involvement, 

knowledge and understanding beyond what is available through social media and verbal 

communication. The extract below comes from FG2P and is part of a discussion around the 

child’s home situation: 

 

P1: I think, social background is important, because if parents aren’t parenting them at 

home, telling them they do need to share, they do need to be gentle, or they might have a 

culture at home. For example, in this particular instance, a very very lovely family with 

children that are coming to pre-school, but daddy’s’ daddy’s been taking his little boy boxing 

and he is only three, and he goes boxing, so it is natural to him to come in and want to box 

with the children because that is what he does with daddy. So for them, the family feel that is 

perfectly fine, and it wasn’t until I chatted to mum, and I said, actually do you know that he is 

hitting other children and causing them damage. But they didn’t realise that what they were 

doing was just building up and aggressive side of him. And it’s that sort of stuff, you only 

really see the child in the setting and don’t always know what is going on at home. 

 

The extract above reinforces what was said earlier on about reciprocity and home structures – 

namely that effective two-way communication is the key for building successful partnerships 

(Chu, 2017). It could be argued that although parent practitioner partnerships are an essential 

element in early years settings, the way this is understood and enacted by the various partners 

is very different (see also Cottle and Alexander, 2014).Whilst  practitioners may be 

influenced by dominant policy and psychology discourses as well as their personal and 

professional histories and their perceptions of the purposes and priorities of their setting, 

parents may view that what happens outside of the setting is irrelevant in this context. This 

could lead to tensions and dilemmas around constructions of the role of practitioners and 

parents in child development, echoing the tensions within government policies, outlined 

above. Thus, parents and practitioners personal experiences and perceptions of their 

(professional) roles permeate both these areas (1-6). 



 

Discussion & Conclusion 

The current study focused on social processes and causal factors in relation to mothers’ and 

practitioners’ engagement with early years settings, by adopting a form of critical realist 

informed grounded theory. As Reichertz (2010) has noted, the abductive nature of grounded 

theory assumes an openness and flexibility of approach, with a fundamental premise to let the 

key issues emerge, rather than to force them into preconceived categories. Following 

Charmaz (2006), most grounded theory researchers aim to develop rich conceptual analysis 

of lived experience, and social worlds, instead of intending to create substantive or formal 

theory. Drawing upon retroductive argument, our CRGT framework sought to build an 

explanation of social processes and practices by identifying generative causal powers that 

underlie and shape this.  

This research has provided insight into ways in which mothers and practitioners position 

themselves.  Focused coding led to examples of themes that play a role in the lived 

experiences of both mothers and practitioners, namely being valued, relationships, what 

happens at home, child at the Centre and when I am not there. In line with CRGT, causal 

mechanisms were identified that were active in the situated contexts. Here, a stratified 

ontology was assumed, referring to CR’s disctinction between the ‘real’, the ‘actual’ and the 

‘empirical’, showing how phenomena exist at the level of events and experiences, but also at 

the deeper level that may not be observable. As such, through retroductive argumentation 

(see also Kempster and Parry, 2014) an explanation of social processes and practices in 

relation to mother/practitioner engagement with early years settings was generated, through 

identifying and explaining the underlying causal powers. For example, low status associated 

with the early years workforce in England, and issues to do with self-efficacy and academic 



self-concept, played a role in the themes ‘being valued’ and ‘relationships between parents 

and practitioners’. Social issues to do with how practitioners are perceived by parents (i.e. in 

relation to their status and academic ability) have an impact on how parents are treating them, 

e.g. as a childcare worker, rather than a professional with knowledge and expertise in child 

development. This also needs to be viewed in light of the role and causal dynamics of 

political agendas (e.g. to raise the qualifications of early years practitioners) and the early 

years curriculum (DfE, 2017) and how this may (or may not) affect parent-practitioner 

relationships (e.g. in relation to expectations). Dynamics in social policy, where the focus 

appears to consistently be on how the early years workforce is lacking and in need of 

transformation, also play a role in parent-practitioner relationships (Allen, 2011; Osgood 

2009). Psychological structures and discourses were also highlighted, especially in relation to 

the role of attachment and early relationships, with a specific link to the themes ‘what 

happens at home’ and ‘child at the centre’. Family structure, needs of the family and SES 

were also highlighted, as well as structure-agency relationship, which includes 

morphogenesis and morphostasis. 

 

Thus CRGT provides insight into phenomena and processes that emerge, as both 

contextualised and generative. It is the particular combination of internal and external causal 

factors that act as ‘generative mechanisms’ (Bhaskar, 1989) for phenomena. All phenomena 

can be explained in part by, but not reduced to, their underlying generative mechanisms 

(Oliver, 2012). This means that positioning in relationships between parents and early years 

practitioners may be generated in part by interrelated beliefs about status, self-esteem 

educational achievement and academic background, which may be generated in part by 

broader political and psychological discourses, which, in turn, emerge from the intersection 

of oppressive political and economic structures. Thus, multiple causal mechanisms, including 



the interpretations of each situation made by each individual, constantly interact with, negate 

and reinforce each other. It could be argued that in order to improve parent-partnerships, 

attention needs to paid to the psychological, social and political forces at play, as generative, 

causal and contextual powers, that have an impact on the status and relationships of the 

players within this triad (parents, practitioners and child).    

The implicit warning for anyone adopting the GT method has always been not to get too far 

away from objectivity when explaining phenomena and resultant theory. Those people may 

say that the risk with critical realism is that we stray too far away from objectivity (Kempster 

and Parry, 2014). We would argue that by exploring causal mechanisms as both generative 

and contextual, we can explore how people manage themselves within a social context that is 

materially structured (e.g. the elemental, physical nature of the world), embodied (e.g. the 

body as a biological machine) and institutionally structured (e.g. government bodies, and the 

psy-complex) (Cromby and Nightingale, 1999). Despite various moves towards critical realist 

grounded theory, there have been a number of criticisms, namely in relation to the clash of 

epistemologies and lack of a systematic method. The purpose of this article was to engage 

with both criticisms by offering CRGT as a systematic tool for addressing both the event 

under study (in this case relationships between mothers and practitioners) and the meaning 

made of it, by viewing this in light of non-linear causal factors, social structures and 

generative mechanisms (embodied, material and institutional). Critical realist’s primacy of 

ontology formed the starting point here, with grounded theory as the epistemological force 

providing critical realism's method and, in doing so, allowed us to contextualise research and 

embedding this more firmly into practice (see also Oliver, 2012). As such, this study has 

provided insight into the powers and mechanisms at play in mothers’ and practitioners’ 

engagement with and social relationships in the early years sector. More research is needed to 

explore parent-partnerships (including mothers and fathers) and underlying mechanisms, also 



with a view to strengthening relationships between parents and practitioners in early years 

settings. 
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