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Örebro University
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Lansford et al.

Adolescent Positivity and Future Orientation, Parental Psychological Control, and Young Adult
Internalising Behaviours during COVID-19 in Nine Countries
Reprinted from: Soc. Sci. 2022, 11, 75, doi:10.3390/socsci11020075 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 153

v



N. Keita Christophe, Gabriela Livas Stein, Lisa Kiang, Natasha C. Johnson, Shawn C. T. Jones

and Howard C. Stevenson et al.

A 21st Century Take on Racial-Ethnic Socialization: Patterns of Competency and Content
among Diverse Parents of Color
Reprinted from: Soc. Sci. 2022, 11, 88, doi:10.3390/socsci11020088 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 177

Kimberly A. Updegraff, Adriana J. Umaña-Taylor, Daye Son and Karina M. Cahill

Mother–Child Relationships in U.S. Latinx Families in Middle Childhood: Opportunities and
Challenges in the 21st Century
Reprinted from: Soc. Sci. 2021, 11, 8, doi:10.3390/socsci11010008 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 197

Jennifer E. Lansford, Susannah Zietz, Suha M. Al-Hassan, Dario Bacchini, Marc H. Bornstein

and Lei Chang et al.

Culture and Social Change in Mothers’ and Fathers’ Individualism, Collectivism and Parenting
Attitudes
Reprinted from: Soc. Sci. 2021, 10, 459, doi:10.3390/socsci10120459 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 219

James B. McCauley and Marjorie Solomon

Characterizing Parent–Child Interactions in Families of Autistic Children in Late Childhood
Reprinted from: Soc. Sci. 2022, 11, 100, doi:10.3390/socsci11030100 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 239

Michaeline Jensen, Andrea M. Hussong and Emily Haston

Digital Parenting of Emerging Adults in the 21st Century
Reprinted from: Soc. Sci. 2021, 10, 482, doi:10.3390/socsci10120482 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 255

Melissa A. Lippold, Brandon T. McDaniel and Todd M. Jensen

Mindful Parenting and Parent Technology Use: Examining the Intersections and Outlining
Future Research Directions
Reprinted from: Soc. Sci. 2022, 11, 43, doi:10.3390/socsci11020043 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 281

vi



About the Editors

Christy M. Buchanan

Christy M. Buchanan is a Professor of Psychology at Wake Forest University, NC, USA. Her

research focuses on adolescence and emerging adulthood and has addressed how characteristics

of the family (e.g., family structure, family relationships, parenting practices, ethnicity) and of the

individual (e.g., beliefs about development, biological change) are associated with one another and

with adjustment during this time of life. She has a special interest in predictors of parenting and

parent-child relationships during adolescence.

Terese Glatz

Terese Glatz is an Associate Professor of Psychology at Örebro University, Sweden. She studies

parenting, parent-child relationships, and children’s and adolescents’ development. Her main

research regards parents’perceptions of their parenting role, what might influence their sense of

competence as parents, and how this makes them relate and behave towards their children. Another

research area concerns parents’ use of the Internet and social media.

vii





Citation: Buchanan, Christy M., and

Terese Glatz. 2022. Introduction to

Special Issue “Parenting in the 21st

Century”. Social Sciences 11: 484.

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci

11100484

Received: 5 October 2022

Accepted: 5 October 2022

Published: 17 October 2022

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2022 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

$
€£ ¥

 social sciences

Editorial

Introduction to Special Issue “Parenting in the 21st Century”

Christy M. Buchanan 1,* and Terese Glatz 2,*

1 Psychology Department, Wake Forest University, Winston-Salem, NC 27109, USA
2 School of Law, Psychology, and Social Work, Örebro University, 702 81 Örebro, Sweden
* Correspondence: buchanan@wfu.edu (C.M.B.); terese.glatz@oru.se (T.G.)

1. Introduction

The nature of parenting and parent–child relationships is often dramatically affected
by the historical period in which one raises children. Historical changes in a myriad of
possible areas, ranging from gender roles and healthcare to technological innovations and
globalization, influence values, norms, and expectations for parents as well as the unique
opportunities, pressures, and challenges they face in raising healthy children.

Historical and cultural change over the 20th and 21st centuries has been rapid and
all-encompassing. The invention, rise, and pervasiveness of smartphones and social media
is only one example of a historical development that has rapidly and dramatically changed
the landscape of parenting over the first two decades of the 21st century. Many other
technological, scientific, and social changes of the 21st century have affected the task of
parenting and parent–child relationships directly or indirectly. The impact of these changes
has sometimes been positive, sometimes negative, and sometimes both simultaneously.
To make things even more complex, the impact sometimes has universal features, or
sometimes varies for parents in different demographic (e.g., racial, ethnic, and economic)
contexts.

In this Special Issue, we sought to explore some of the distinctive features of and
challenges for parents in the 21st century. The papers include review and reflection pieces
as well as new empirical pieces addressing historically important aspects of parenting.
Each paper contains interesting details that are worth fully exploring. Here, we point to
three overlapping themes from these papers, and their relevance for parents, practitioners,
and researchers today. These themes are Managing Stress, Supports for Effective Parenting,
and Emphasis on Supporting Children’s Independence and Competence for an Uncertain
Future.

2. Managing Stress

We cannot claim that parenting is more or less stressful during one historical period
versus another for many reasons, including that we very seldom have direct historical
comparisons of parental stress using comparable measures. Certainly, there have been
different stresses for parents in different historical periods. For example, advances in science,
technology, and globalization have reduced stress for many (though certainly not all)
parents when it comes to providing food, education, health care, and opportunity to their
children. Some of these same or related changes have created new challenges and different
stresses. For example, greater global connectedness and mobility, “expert” scientific medical
advice, and “fast” or processed foods have contributed to physical—if not emotional—
distance among extended families and new health problems. People can more easily move
within or across national borders to pursue what they believe will be better educational or
employment opportunities, but if they do, extended family members are less available for
help with parenting (Atkinson 2022). Parents who live in contexts where modern vaccines
are widely available might have fewer worries about children contracting smallpox or
polio, but more worries about conditions related to modern nutrition or lifestyle practices,

1



Soc. Sci. 2022, 11, 484

such as diabetes or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Many parents in the
21st century now have the ability to keep close track of their children using cell phones,
enhancing safety, but they also have to address how to manage children’s access to the
internet and social media. Therefore, stresses have changed over time, and we cannot say
with confidence that parenting is more stressful in the 21st century than it has been in the
past.

However, some of the articles in this Special Issue point to evidence of an objectively
high level of stress among parents, and a perception that the stress of parenting has increased.
For example, a majority of parents in a German sample (Walper and Kreyenfeld 2022)
reported feeling high or increasing pressure in multiple domains: time, finances, and
education of their children. Additionally, Dupont et al. point to indicators that parental
“burnout” (exhaustion due to chronic stress, Mikolajczak et al. 2021) is a historically new
phenomenon that has increased over recent decades.

Therefore, at a minimum, it is clear from the papers in this Special Issue that 21st
century parents feel stressed and that this stress emanates from current realities that reflect
both ongoing and new issues for parents, issues to which practitioners and researchers
should attend. One newer issue is an increasingly child-centered culture, dubbed by Dupont
et al. as the “cult of the child”. These authors provide an intriguing and insightful analysis
of historical and societal emphasis on children’s interests, and the consequences of excessive
emphasis on children’s needs for both parents and children. Walper and Kreyenfeld refer
to a similar phenomenon when they refer to the “intensification of parenting”, which
they argue has resulted from changes in gender roles and employment, family structure,
and changing norms and expectations for parenting. Importantly, non-resident fathers,
who have often been neglected in both research and practice (as have fathers in general,
Zimmermann et al. 2022), appear subject to these pressures just as other parents are. It
might be worth noting that despite historical changes in parenting and expectations for
parenting, Zimmermann et al. do not find corresponding changes in children’s behaviors
towards parents or relative preference of parents. These authors speculate that children’s
age-specific needs have not changed over time, although given that research does not
address children’s perspective on expectations for parenting, historical stability in their
expectations remains an untested assumption.

Negotiating changing values can also create stress. Kuczynski et al. illustrate how
complex and emotionally challenging it can be to engage in positive parenting, which
has received increasing emphasis in recent decades. In valuing children’s autonomy and
assertiveness, and child-oriented and relational goals rather than parental goals, parents
tolerate and give legitimacy to children’s right to resist them and to express negative
emotions, all of which can be taxing. Lansford et al. similarly point to global social changes
that have likely increased the number of parents within many countries who possess a
mix of individualistic and collectivistic, or authoritarian and progressive, values. Trying
to achieve a complicated mix of sometimes new-fangled values in one’s larger cultural
context is likely not easy and might easily entail ambivalence and stress.

Twenty-first century technology also presents new and ever-changing stressors (Jensen
et al. 2021; Lippold et al. 2022). The omnipresence of smart phones and other portable
devices for both parents and children creates challenges for parents as they seek to protect
their children and raise them to be physically and mentally healthy. Beyond the challenges
involving monitoring and regulating exposure to information on these devices, parents’
own use of these ubiquitous devices can compromise their parenting if they are not con-
sciously mindful about usage (Lippold et al. 2022); the stress of finding a personal balance
in technology use can itself be mentally and physically exhausting. Once children reach
adolescence and emerging adulthood, parents struggle regarding how to use technology
in a way that promotes healthy communication and parental support while encouraging
healthy autonomy. Parents might find it frustrating when their older children do not offer
them information, and they might be inclined to push for or demand information (Jensen
et al. 2021). Jensen et al.’s findings suggest that waiting for older youth and young adults
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to initiate such contact is ultimately more positive for the relationship. Mindful parenting
practices might help parents be patient as they wait for their children to communicate
(Lippold et al. 2022). Much more research is needed to help guide parents in the challenges
regarding ever-changing technology.

Technology and social media have also given parents incredible access to parenting
“wisdom” and advice. Atkinson’s engaging photographic history points out that a plethora
of parenting “experts” have provided advice that is unfortunately often confusing and
stressful for parents, and sometimes outright wrong. The stress such information can create
is perhaps especially likely given the historical reality highlighted: trusted experts have
often provided guidance that has more to do with “selling” something (from middle-class
values to products) than science (Atkinson 2022). Those of us who research parenting
clearly believe there is value in gathering scientific data to support effective parenting
and healthy child development. Nonetheless, the validity of expert advice that reaches
parents—and the motivation for such advice—can be very difficult for parents to discern
in the moment. This reality speaks to the continuing importance, in the 21st century,
of good communication and collaboration between scientists, practitioners, and policy
makers, not only to ensure that the implications and limitations of science are relayed
clearly and accurately, but also to implement evidence-based randomized trials that test
the effectiveness of practices and programs informed by science.

The research in this volume also highlights how stresses, and effective responses to
them, differ for parents of different ethnic and economic groups. Beasley et al.’s work
demonstrates how poverty continues to create stressors in many domains (basic food and
shelter, education, health care) in the 21st century, and these stressors are a more frequent
reality for ethnic and racial minorities as well as parents with lower education (Beasley
et al. 2022; Walper and Kreyenfeld 2022). The authors highlight a range of policy measures
(e.g., increasing the minimum wage; providing help with childcare and higher education
costs) that would help parents in the U.S. to address these stressors.

Several authors (Beasley et al. 2022; Benito-Gomez 2022; Christophe et al. 2022; Upde-
graff et al. 2022) also address stresses specific to parents who are, and/or whose children are,
members of minority and/or marginalized groups. Racism, discrimination, and prejudice
in various forms are still facts of life in the 21st century and create stress for parents and
children alike. Immigrant parents are commonly confronted with a mismatch between her-
itage cultural values and the dominant cultural values to which their children are exposed
outside of the home (Benito-Gomez 2022), as well as anti-immigrant attitudes and policies
that have increased for some groups (Updegraff et al. 2022). Christophe et al.’s work
highlights the potential stress of racial socialization required of minority parents, and the
value of parents’ critical consciousness in helping with this task. Critical consciousness and
effective racial socialization add to the array of knowledge and tasks required of parents to
raise healthy children, tasks that White parents can ignore without peril if they so choose.
Of course, dealing with racism, prejudice, discrimination, and racial socialization in the
U.S. and other places is not new for parents. However, in the 21st century, the critical
consciousness and related skills needed might be less obvious or easily obtained, given
the purported progress that has been made in civil rights over recent decades and the
assumption by many that we live in a post-racial society and that racism is a thing of the
past. In other words, it might be harder for parents in the 21st century to understand and
articulate the dangers that lurk for their children in such a world. Educators, practitioners,
and researchers can contribute to addressing this need for parents of diverse backgrounds
through the dissemination of research and the development of programs and policies.

Finally, relevant to the theme of parenting stress, Skinner et al.’s work shows how
parents can promote resilience when faced with community-wide stressors such as those
that the world experienced with COVID-19. In their study of families across nine countries,
surprising results revealed that some parenting practices normally seen as negative (i.e.,
psychological control) might have a beneficial effect for children under especially stressful
and uncertain situations. These findings suggest the importance of examining the impact
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of parenting in a variety of different circumstances, not just culturally, but with respect
to community-wide threats, in order to provide guidance to parents on the most effective
strategies for helping their children through such difficult times.

3. Supports for Effective Parenting

Clearly, there are many stresses faced by parents in the 21st century, perhaps at a
level that is unprecedented. Fortunately, there are some supports for parenting that are
historically new. We recognized a pervasive focus on relational aspects of parenting in
the Special Issue, along with tools for enhancing this relationship. For example, despite
its drawbacks, technology can be used to enhance the parent–child relationship. Jensen
et al. demonstrate that the availability of texting can indeed be used effectively to support
children and to enhance the parent–child relationship as children gain independence and
spend most of their time outside of the family. Lippold et al. provide a clear and helpful
delineation of both the negative and the positive implications of technology use for mindful
parenting. Current attention to mindfulness and applying centuries-old practices and
understandings of mindfulness to multiple contexts—including parenting—is also a 21st
century development in many Western countries. An emphasis on and the availability
of mindfulness tools—in general and specifically for parenting—has the potential to be
helpful to parents. However, although in-person mindful parenting interventions have
shown promising effects (for reviews, see Lippold and Duncan 2018; Townshend et al.
2016), many popular mindfulness apps are not evidence-based and little is known about
their effectiveness (Mani et al. 2015; Schultchen et al. 2020), and therefore more research
and app development may be needed.

Another potential support for parents in the 21st century is an increased focus among
psychologists on positive aspects of psychology, including the promotion of positive behav-
ior in adolescents in particular. Although excessive emphasis on positive parenting and
involvement can become debilitating (as covered earlier, Dupont et al. 2022; Kuczynski
et al. 2021), evidence also shows that awareness of and reasonable use of these strategies
leads to good outcomes. Several of the articles in this issue articulate the value of posi-
tive parenting behavior to the emotional security of the parent–child relationship and to
child outcomes (Benito-Gomez 2022; Updegraff et al. 2022; Zimmermann et al. 2022). The
increasing focus on positive psychology has extended to research on adolescence, which
is reflected in other articles within this issue. Kaniušonytė et al. illustrate that positive
characteristics in areas such as character and caring early in adolescence can have cascading
positive effects on adolescents’ later perceptions of their relationship with their parents.
Their research suggests that efforts to promote prosocial development (and not only to
avoid negative developments, which has long been the focus with respect to adolescence)
might positively affect the parent–child relationship during a developmental time that has
been long stereotyped as a time of risk-taking, rebellion, and distancing—if not outright
rejection—of parents (Buchanan and Bruton 2016). The authors also speculate that the
increasing emphasis on and opportunities for adolescents to be socially engaged might
result in overall improved parent–child relationships in the 21st century, which could be an
interesting topic of further research. In a similar vein, Jensen et al. illustrate how judicious
use of cell phone technology can promote positive parent–child relationships during emerg-
ing adulthood. Given their finding that the majority of parents never sent a text providing
emotional/esteem support, encouraging parents to do so could have positive payoffs. In
summary, although the existence of positive parenting and positive youth development
is not historically new, a greater recognition and articulation of positive developments
and opportunities—in research, media, parenting resources, and by practitioners—can
be encouraging to parents and help, over time, to promote even more positive outcomes
among both parents and children.

A final potentially supportive feature of parenting in the 21st century that emerges
from these articles is the increasing research, and resulting knowledge, available for parents
in contexts other than WEIRD (White, educated, industrialized, rich, democratic; Thalmayer
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et al. 2021) or mainstream (e.g., one might add “abled” and “neurotypical” to the list above).
Atkinson’s article on the history of parenting advice illuminates how, for much of the 20th
century, advice and marketing failed to take into account parents outside of the dominant
culture. Two multi-country studies in this issue (Lansford et al. 2021; Skinner et al. 2022)
illustrate the proliferation of information on parenting outside of the U.S. and other Western
cultures, and the growing understanding of important cultural differences and similarities.
Other work (Benito-Gomez 2022; Christophe et al. 2022; Updegraff et al. 2022) does the
same for parents in minoritized groups within the U.S. McCauley et al.’s work supports
the historical move away from negative, “maternal blame” stereotypes in families with
autistic children, showing that parents of autistic children look much like parents of non-
autistic children with respect to supportive behavior, even despite facing more difficulties
engaging their children (McCauley and Solomon 2022), and face more unique parenting
challenges in general (Schieve et al. 2007). Overall, the articles give us perspectives on
variations in parenting experiences and practices across historical (Atkinson 2022; Dupont
et al. 2022), geographic (Lansford et al. 2021; Skinner et al. 2022), family structure (Walper
and Kreyenfeld 2022), gender (Dupont et al. 2022; Jensen et al. 2021; Lansford et al. 2021;
Walper and Kreyenfeld 2022; Zimmermann et al. 2022), racial/ethnic (Beasley et al. 2022;
Benito-Gomez 2022; Christophe et al. 2022; Updegraff et al. 2022), religious (Lansford
et al. 2021), socioeconomic (Beasley et al. 2022; Christophe et al. 2022; Lansford et al. 2021;
Updegraff et al. 2022; Walper and Kreyenfeld 2022), and neurotypical (McCauley and
Solomon 2022) contexts. Such work can potentially help parents in previously neglected or
negatively stereotyped groups to feel less alone, less judged, and more understood in their
parenting values and practices.

Relevant to the emphasis on diversity and caution about overgeneralizations, several
studies in this issue point to the importance of measuring “cultural values” at the individual
(parent) level as well as at the group (e.g., ethnic group, country, gender) level (e.g., Benito-
Gomez 2022; Lansford et al. 2021; Updegraff et al. 2022). Although both individual and
group differences in values such as individualism have no doubt always existed, Lansford
et al. point out that the demographic shifts and technological innovations of the 21st century
have likely led to increasing variation between individuals within countries. Encouraging
parents and those who work with them to recognize that variation might give parents more
confidence to trust their instincts, because the standards and values for parenting may feel
less monolithic within the larger community or context.

Altogether, these papers indicate a move toward better knowledge and understanding
of diverse parenting in the 21st century. This provides hope for a broader array of parents
to more easily find support, encouragement, and resources that were not available to them
twenty or thirty years ago. For this hope to be realized, efforts are needed to translate
research into programs and policies within diverse contexts and populations.

4. Autonomy with Relational Competence: Fostering Competence for an Uncertain
Future?

Like parents across the centuries, parents today aim to help their children develop
the competencies they will need to be successful adults in the future. In the 21st century,
what these competencies are might be less obvious than it has been in earlier times. We
noticed that some articles in this Special Issue focused on the development of competencies
that might support success in a range of uncertain futures. For the parents reflected in
this set of papers, who were predominantly but not exclusively Western, that seemed to
include finding a healthy balance between nurturing personal autonomy and relational
skills. Allowing children to exercise expression and practice independence arose as a theme,
whether in the context of school-aged children resisting parents (Kuczynski et al. 2021) or
communication through texting among emerging adult children (Jensen et al.). However,
parents emphasized personal expression that was socially skilled and took others into
account (Kuczynski et al. 2021). Altogether, the data support parental recognition of the
child as an active agent in relationships who needs guidance toward healthy interconnect-
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edness (see also Kaniušonytė et al. 2021; Skinner et al. 2022). In general, aiming for this
balance seems similar to parenting advice promoted in Western cultures over the past
century (i.e., authoritative parenting; Pinquart 2017; Pinquart and Kauser 2018), with the
idea that children benefit from independence, but not total freedom, as they learn to engage
in socially acceptable ways (Dupont et al. 2022).

However, Lansford et al.’s paper raises the possibility that emphasis on collectivist
(e.g., relational) values might be increasing in contexts that were once more individualistic,
and that emphasis on individualistic (e.g., personal autonomy) values might be increasing
in contexts that were once more collectivistic. Whether this melding of values is reflected
in an increasing concern with socializing both independence and relational skills, and
whether a balance of these attributes is seen as the best way to position children for success
in a rapidly changing world, would be interesting research questions.

5. Conclusions

The set of articles in this Special Issue cover a wide variety of specific topics, and
each article articulates in detail the implications of their work for parents, policymakers,
practitioners, and researchers in the 21st century. We have identified three themes that
emerge across the articles. The first is that there is plentiful evidence for the existence
of high parental stress. Whether this stress is higher than in past decades we cannot
say, but it is a reality of modern parenting that parents experience and that practitioners
and policymakers need to acknowledge and address. Researchers can build on these
data to further elucidate and illuminate sources of stress and strategies for management.
The second theme is that there are indeed improved supports for 21st century parents
in many respects, supports that should be put to use by practitioners and policy makers.
However, research is needed that addresses when and how parents in diverse contexts
access these supports and use them effectively, and practitioners and policymakers should
rely on empirically supported strategies. Additionally, fathers should be included more
often in this research (Walper and Kreyenfeld 2022; Zimmermann et al. 2022). Finally, the
articles suggest that today’s parents continue, like parents in the past, to focus on a balance
between socializing children for independence and positive relationships. How parents
in the 21st century prioritize these values and attributes might be shifting, perhaps due
to uncertainties about the future that awaits 21st century children, but more research is
needed to understand how aspects of today’s society, within and across cultures, might
influence these priorities.
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Abstract: This paper comprises a collection of illustrations, along with background information,
analysis, and commentary, from “baby books”—advice books published in the United States for
a parent audience from the 1890s to the 1980s. These publications, and especially their drawings
and photos, provide a window on past child rearing practices and beliefs. The paper provides
historical background on parenting behaviors such as toilet training and infant feeding, then traces
changes over time through drawings and photos that appeared in parenting advice publications.
These publications grew in popularity as changing work and family structures removed traditional
sources of information for parents, and scientific information and expert guidance took their place.
Publications from a variety of sources, but especially the U.S. Children’s Bureau, are explored. A
finding of note is that images of babies and their families, which in earlier publications were entirely
white and middle class, became more diverse over time. The author concludes that published parental
advice from professionals made for a fascinating study, was ideologically driven, and often lacked a
basis in empirical scientific knowledge of child development, and therefore asserts that parents may
regard such advice conditionally.

Keywords: parenting; historical trends; social change; infant care; parenting advice; child care books

1. Every Picture Tells a Story: Parenting Advice Books Provide a Window on the Past

No exploration of parenting in the 21st century would be complete without a look
back at parenting practices, beliefs, and customs of the past. One vehicle for viewing these
practices is the printed literature on child-raising marketed to parents, which provided
them with information and advice on infant care. This paper utilizes parenting literature
printed in the United States from the 1890s to the 1980s aimed at English language readers
and selected illustrations from that literature beginning in the 1910s in order to illuminate
and analyze child rearing advice and practices.

2. Why Parenting Advice Books?

Baby care advice books were not new to the period studied in this paper. Literate
mothers in colonial times in America could avail themselves of publications from England,
and by 1800, such books were written and published in the United States (Ryerson 1961).
However, a number of factors came together in the early 20th century to create an increased
demand for these publications. Industrialization that began in the 19th century had altered
division of labor in families. Continuing urbanization, as families increasingly lived in
cities rather than on farms, meant that nuclear families were less likely to live close to
extended family; therefore, mothers lacked communal parenting support they might have
found in earlier times. By 1900, the percentage of families living on farms had decreased to
40% (compared to 64% in 1850), and this decline continued throughout the period studied
to 32% in 1920, 17% in 1950, and 2% by 1980 (U.S. Census Bureau 2012). Declining infant
mortality (Brosco 1999) also contributed to a changed attitude toward children. In 1800,
women gave birth to seven children on average, half of whom did not survive to age five,
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but by 1900, the average woman had three and a half children, and hoped for each child
not only to survive, but to thrive (Ehrenreich and English 2005).

The early 20th century was a time when the public became increasingly interested in
science and impressed by modern ways rather than by tradition. All of these factors helped
to create a perceived need for parenting information from experts such as that provided by
baby care books. Another factor that helped to create an audience for these books was a
trend toward women delivering babies in hospitals, with a decrease in home births from
50% to 15% in the period from 1915 to 1930 alone (Grant 1998), as these hospitals sent new
mothers home with doctor-endorsed baby care publications.

3. Do Parenting Advice Books Reflect the Parenting Practices of the Period?

Historians and other scholars disagree on the extent to which parenting advice pub-
lications reflected actual parenting practices. Writing about advice to women over two
centuries, Ehrenreich and English (2005) assumed that such advice affected behavior, as did
developmental child psychologist Bronfenbrenner (1961). Bronfenbrenner wrote, specifi-
cally about parenting advice publications, “Mothers not only read these books, but [they]
take them seriously, and their treatment of the child is affected accordingly.” However,
historian Mechling (1975) held that child rearing manuals reflected cultural values rather
than actual parenting practices. Grant (1994, 1998), in a study of mothers’ groups in Upstate
New York in the 1920s found that baby care books provided the basis for discussion of
child raising practices; however, she also documented “a mixed response” from mothers
to the experts’ advice (p. 140). Therefore, while such publications may or may not reflect
what parents were actually doing at home, they do provide a window into the past, not a
precise record of parenting behavior, but of cultural values and goals. British psychologist
and best-selling baby book author Penelope Leach (1977) described published parenting
advice as “a complex and . . . entrancing folklore of child care which, once upon a time,
you might have received from your own extended family” (p. 26).

4. Methods and Materials

This paper samples “baby books”—printed pamphlets and books from a variety of
sources including United States Government publications, pamphlets provided to hospital
patients, and popular books from other publishers. Convenience sampling was used
in collecting publications for study. Riffe et al. (2019) gave three criteria for choosing
convenience sampling when studying media, all of which are met in this study: (1) the
material is difficult to obtain, a criterion that often applies to older material for which
there is no defined census, (2) random sampling is not possible due to resource limitations
or the lack of a defined census, and (3) the sample comes from an important but under-
researched area. All sources were assessed for documented popularity in the form of
sales and readership by parents, university medical school affiliation of the medical doctor
authors, publication by well-reputed sources, such as the Parents Association (publishers
of Parents Magazine), or publication and distribution by the United States federal agency
the Children’s Bureau, and only those meeting these criteria were studied. The materials
cited span the period from the 1890s to the 1980s. Illustrations that appear in this paper
were further selected for their status as public domain or noncopyrighted images. These
images were primarily published from the 1910s to the 1980s.

The selection of illustrations within the convenience sample followed three steps
outlined by Newbold et al. (2002) for media content sampling: (1) selection of the type
of media—in this study, books and pamphlets; (2) selection of time period—illustrations
were found in publications beginning in 1910 and were present in publications throughout
the period studied; and (3) sampling of relevant content from within those media. Step
three used particularistic sampling, as I chose those items that I believed best illustrated
the content being studied and potentially held interest for my audience. An analysis of the
illustrations consisted of direct interpretation (Stake 1995); a method used primarily in case
study research. For a more detailed, nonpictorial analysis of some of this literature, see
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Atkinson (2017). The illustrations are organized by parenting practices including infant
feeding, toilet training, and daily care, and other topics, such as the government’s role
in providing parenting advice literature and prevalent images in the literature, and are
presented chronologically within each topic section.

5. “Uncle Sam Will Help You Raise [Your] Baby”

The United States government played an important role in expanding the reach of
parenting advice literature, beginning with the founding of the Children’s Bureau in 1912
(National Archives 2016), which reflected a new role for the federal government—the
provision of expert child care information and advice for parents. Figure 1 shows the cover
of the first edition of the Bureau’s flagship publication, the popular and frequently reissued
Infant Care pamphlet (U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, Children’s
Bureau 1965; U.S. Department of Labor, Children’s Bureau 1914).

 
Figure 1. Cover of First Edition of Infant Care, published in 1914.

Unlike most baby care books, which were authored by male doctors, Children’s Bureau
publications were written by the Bureau’s mostly female staff. Figure 2 shows a response
in the popular press to the new government-issued baby care bulletin. “Do you want your
baby to be big and strong and healthy, sound of mind as well as body? Uncle Sam will
help you raise just that sort of baby; the kind he wants for future citizens” (Caring for Baby:
Suggestions from Uncle Sam 1915, p. 16).
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Figure 2. 10 January 1915 Edition of the Reading (Pennsylvania) Eagle.

Infant Care was sold for 10 cents per copy or was distributed free of charge by govern-
ment agencies, health departments, well-baby clinics, and members of Congress (Hymes
1978), such as North Carolina Congressman Charles Raper Jonas (see Figures 3 and 4).

 
Figure 3. Infant Care Cover—1951—Stamped by Congressman.
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Figure 4. Letter from Congressman to Constituent Accompanying Infant Care Booklet.

By 1929, the Infant Care booklet had been sold or distributed to parents of 50% of
American infants (Ladd-Taylor 1986). The publication was revised and reissued periodically
through 1989 (Deavers and Kavanagh 2010).

6. Feeding the Baby

“The Breastfed Baby Is the Best Fed Baby” . . . ?

Throughout history, babies consumed breast milk, either from their own mothers or
from a wet nurse (a lactating woman hired to breastfeed a baby other than her own). By the
1890s, “formula” feeding (mixing cow’s milk with other substances following a formula that
would best supply a particular baby’s needs) provided an alternative to wet nursing (Wolf
1999). While formula was intended to substitute when mother’s milk was unavailable,
an odd reversal occurred in that experts’ recommendations aimed to make breastfeeding
mimic artificial feeding, rather than the other way around. Scheduled breastfeeding began
to be recommended in the mid-19th century as experts blamed infant deaths from intestinal
infections on contaminated milk (Frant and Abramson 1937; Midsummer Mortality 1899)
and on incorrectly mixed formula (Ryerson 1961), but also, in a twist of logic that defies
current understanding, on irregularly timed feeding of breastfed babies.

Experts of this period, such as Herman Bundesen (1927, p. 18), quoted above, gave lip
service to breastfeeding as the preferred method of infant feeding, while undercutting their
stated support with extensive detailed information on formula preparation. Popular baby
advice-giver Dr. Emmet Holt (1894) published a pamphlet that he called a “catechism” for
mothers entitled The Care and Feeding of Children. With 12 revisions and 75 printings, his
publisher termed the book the “infant bible of the nation.” The new specialty of pediatrics
expanded the role of doctors beyond the treatment of ill children to include well-baby and
child care, and along with this change, their advice-giving role expanded beyond health
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issues. These male physicians, such as Dr. Holt, authored most of the parenting advice
literature of the period (Atkinson 2017).

Holt’s book recommended strictly scheduled feedings, so the clock, rather than the
baby, dictated when these feedings would occur. Babies were to be nursed every 2 h during
the day and twice during the night, and these breastfeeding sessions were to last no more
than 20 min. Holt’s recommendations were identical to his schedule and intervals for bottle
feeding. He stressed “regularity; it is just as important as in the case of bottle feeding.”
Moreover, similar to bottle feeding, “the nipples should be kept clean by being washed
after every nursing” (Holt 1894, pp. 20–21). Holt provided detailed information on how to
mix the baby’s formula: top milk (obtained from having the milk sit for six hours before
skimming it off), barley water (boil 2 tablespoons of barley in a quart of water for six to
eight hours, then strain through a cloth) combined with sugar in varying proportions (or
formulas) as the baby grew (pp. 20–28). This detailed, doctor-endorsed information on a
new feeding method exploited the public’s new-found interest in modern and scientific
ways.

Holt’s book contained no illustrations, but in the 1920s, some baby book authors began
to include drawings to support their recommendations, as in Figure 5 (Richardson 1925,
p. 131).

 

Figure 5. How to Make Baby Formula.

The 1926 and 1935 editions of the US government publication Infant Care, recom-
mended limiting nursing to scheduled 20 min sessions every 3–4 h, notably less frequent
than the 2 h interval Holt recommended in the 1890s. Figure 6, an illustration from the 1935
issue of Infant Care (U.S. Department of Labor, Children’s Bureau 1935, p. 70), alluded to
this scheduled breastfeeding.
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Figure 6. Nursing “By the Clock”.

Richardson (1925) advised mothers to nurse the baby in a quiet place, with no one else
in the room, after washing her hands, cleaning her fingernails, and washing her nipples.
Mothers were advised to eat fruit and green vegetables, and to drink milk, as long as the
quality was good. “If she lives in the country and keeps her own cow . . . she is indeed
fortunate” (p. 81). Few mothers could meet these requirements for privacy, cleanliness,
timing, and diet, and breastfeeding rates declined during this period (Wolf 2003).

Breastfeeding mothers troubled by sore nipples were advised to use nipple shields to
provide relief. “One made of lead is on the market, and can be recommended” wrote Dr.
Griffith (1921, p. 27; see Figure 7).

 
Figure 7. Lead Nipple Shield, Recommended for Nursing Mother to Shape and Protect Her Nipples.

By mid-century, recommendations for nipple shields made from other materials were
accompanied by a warning, “A lead nipple shield should not be used, as it is dangerous”
(U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, Children’s Bureau 1951, p. 131).

Mothers were provided with feeding instructions upon leaving the hospital after
giving birth. Figure 8 shows a formula card (name and birth date redacted) with recipe, 4 h
feeding intervals prescribed, and advertising sent home with a baby born at St. Vincent’s
Hospital in Bridgeport, Connecticut in 1952.
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Figure 8. Recipe, or “Formula,” for Baby’s Food.

Figure 8 notwithstanding, by the mid-20th century, many experts recommended a
more relaxed approach to feeding schedules, with growing emphasis on psychosocial
aspects of infant feeding. Child developmental pediatricians Gesell and Ilg (1943) and the
very popular Dr. Spock (1946) advised mothers to be guided by the baby’s hunger, rather
than a schedule. “Start with what he seems to need and work toward what is convenient
for all” (Spock 1946, p. 26). Like earlier advice-givers, Spock described breastfeeding as
natural and healthy; however, those words were undercut by 19 pages devoted primarily
to breastfeeding problems, and 29 pages providing detailed instructions on bottle feeding.
Breastfeeding rates continued to decline, reaching an all-time low in 1971 (Wolf 2003).

The 1962 Children’s Bureau publication, Your Baby’s First Year (U.S. Department of
Health, Education, and Welfare, Children’s Bureau 1962) described infant feeding as pro-
viding emotional support as well as nourishment, as seen in Figure 9.
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Figure 9. Infant Feeding Provides Nourishment and Affection.

The 1989 edition of Infant Care recommended breastfeeding only (no solid food) for baby
for the first 4 to 6 months, with nursing continuing until age 1 or beyond. Breastfeeding was
described as “the most healthful way of feeding your baby” (U.S. Department of HHS 1989,
p. 26). Figure 10 accompanied detailed instructions on positioning the baby for nursing.

 

Figure 10. How to breastfeed.

7. Weaning and Solid Foods for Baby

Prior to 1900, children were given their first solid foods around 1 year of age (Ryerson
1961). In the early decades of the 20th century, concern about overeating and digestive
stress lessened. In the context of aggressive advertising by the baby food industry, doctors
recommended starting solid food at much earlier ages. In 1894, Holt advised starting solid
food at 10 months, and a Parents Association publication (Beery 1917) gave a detailed
account of an 8 1/2-month-old baby’s daily routine with no mention of solid food. By 1925,
however, Richardson wrote that “many of the best men” now recommended that mothers
“give solid food much earlier in life than used ever to be thought of. According to this
new trend, it is now no uncommon thing to begin the feeding of green vegetables, usually
spinach, as early as six months of age” (pp. 192–93). Infant mortality rates had dropped
overall and, with safer and more reliable milk supply, no longer spiked in the summer, so
the “old fear of weaning in the summer” (pp. 198–99) no longer delayed feeding of other
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foods (Duffus and Holt 1940). Figure 11 from the 1935 edition of Infant Care shows a baby
being fed cereal on mother’s lap, now recommended at 5 months.

  

Figure 11. Learning to Like Cereal.

Spock (1946) advised giving the baby orange juice at 6 weeks and starting solid foods
between 1 and 4 months of age. By age 6 months, the baby should eat regular meals of fruit,
vegetables, meat, cereal, and eggs. Figure 12 from the 1951 edition of Infant Care shows
baby in a highchair with advice against overreacting to baby’s refusal of food.

 

Figure 12. Photo of Baby Being Fed in Highchair.
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Figure 13, from the 1989 edition of Infant Care, shows baby in highchair ready for
a meal.

 

Figure 13. Baby Awaits a Meal in Highchair.

8. Toilet Training

In the late 19th century, experts instructed mothers in toilet training, beginning as early
as 1 month of age. If mothers encouraged regularity, the baby might be bowel-trained by
3 months, stated Holt (1894). Other advice books also recommended early, but nonpunitive,
toilet training. Pediatrician and professor Griffith (1921) recommended that training begin
at 3 months, warning, “It need scarcely be remarked that punishment for delinquencies
in this line is totally out of the question at any age (pp. 186–87). Richardson (1925) gave
detailed, illustrated directions (see Figures 14–17).

 
Figure 14. All the Necessary Items for Early Bowel Training.

Mothers were instructed to use the pictured penknife to whittle a small “stick” out of
soap and to “apply the chamber.” “She should lay him on his back across her lap . . . holding
the chamber close up to the buttocks... If, after waiting for a few minutes, the expected
stool does not come, she may facilitate matters by inserting the small soap suppository . . . ”
(pp. 48–50). The contemporary 1926 U.S. government publication, Infant Care, advised,
“Toilet training may be begun as early as the end of the first month...The first essential in
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bowel training IS absolute regularity”(U.S. Department of Labor, Children’s Bureau 1926,
p. 42–43).

None of the illustrations (uncredited) in Richardson’s book show the mother’s head.
Mothers were instructed to use the soap suppository if necessary to encourage a timely

bowel movement.

 
Figure 15. The First Step in Early Bowel Training.

 

Figure 16. The Next Step in Early Bowel Training–Using the Soap Stick.
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Figure 17. “Applying the Chamber”.

The 1935 edition of Infant Care (U.S. Department of Labor, Children’s Bureau 1935,
p. 59) gave similar advice, adding a clock to the necessary utensils and campaign for
regularity, as seen in Figure 18.

 
Figure 18. Early Bowel Training.

By the mid-20th century, toilet training advice had changed considerably. Freudian-
trained Dr. Spock (1946) urged parents to avoid early and severe toilet training, explaining
that “second year possessiveness and balkiness” might actually delay early training efforts.
“I don’t think there is any one right time or way to begin toilet training,” he wrote, providing
advice on a variety of methods that began between 12 and 24 months (pp. 190–99). The
1951 edition of Infant Care, similar in tone, advised parents to look for readiness and to
focus on “having a baby who feels like working with you instead of against you” (p. 87).
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The 1962 Children’s Bureau publication, Your Baby’s First Year, advised letting baby set
the pace of toilet training (see Figure 19), and by 1989, Infant Care included no mention of
toilet training.

Figure 19. “Go Slow on Toilet Training”.

Some historians have questioned the Freudian explanation for the change in toilet
training timeline advice. Gordon (1968) posited the “Maytag hypothesis” (pp. 578–83)
that changing technology such as automatic washers and dryers that freed mothers from
unpleasant and time-consuming diaper laundering and sterilizing, rather than Freud-
inspired expert advice, explained trends toward later toilet training.

9. Fresh Air and Sunshine

“Fresh air is of almost as much importance to the baby as food” (Fischer 1913, p. 5).
Starting with the first edition of his book The Health-Care of the Baby in 1906, Dr. Fischer, in
keeping with his peers, preached the gospel of fresh air as rivaling food in its essentiality.
Experts recommended “copious amounts” of fresh air in the baby’s room, day and night
(Bolt 1924), to purify the blood, provide oxygen, and prevent colds and pneumonia. Fresh
air was touted as a cure for many ills, and napping in the open air was recommended, not
only in warm weather but during the winter as well. This might take place on a porch, or
for city apartment dwellers, in a “window crib” or “balcony cot,” a small screened and
roofed platform that hung from an apartment window (Hardyment 1983; Richardson 1925).
In 1923, Emma Read received a patent for such a “baby cage.” Figure 20 shows a drawing
from her patent application.
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Figure 20. Details from 1922 Patent Application #1448235 for a “Baby Cage” (Read 1923).

The 10th edition of Fischer’s book in 1920 included illustrations and an endorsement of
the Boggins Window Crib, shown in Figure 21, which Dr. Fischer assessed “absolutely safe.”

 

Figure 21. Open Air Window Crib (Fischer 1920, p. 6).

Parenting publications touted the benefits of fresh air and sunshine for general health
and well-being as well as for the prevention of rickets, including the U.S. government pub-
lication, Sunlight for Babies (U.S. Department of Labor, Children’s Bureau 1931; Figure 22).
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Figure 22. 1931 Children’s Bureau Pamphlet.

The 1935 edition of Infant Care encouraged sunbathing for baby in order to acquire a
healthy tan, as illustrated in Figure 23.

 
Figure 23. A Summer Tan for Baby.

While recommendations for outdoor naps and open windows in the winter had
moderated by the mid-20th century, fresh air and sunshine were encouraged, but with a
caveat about “too much sun” (see Figure 24) found in Your Baby’s First Year (U.S. Department
of Health, Education, and Welfare, Children’s Bureau 1962).
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Figure 24. Fresh Air, but Caution about Too Much Sun.

The 1989 edition of Infant Care also recommended fresh air as healthful and as a means
of ensuring that the baby would sleep well (U.S. Department of HHS 1989, p. 42).

10. Sleeping and Playing

While expert advice on infant sleep was given independently of advice related to the
role of play, those recommendations varied together over time. Early in the period studied,
advice-givers focused on ensuring the maximum amount of sleep, and showed no evidence
of valuing the infant’s daytime experiences in terms of play and learning, as control of the
baby’s habits took priority (Atkinson 2017).

The term co-sleeping (parent(s) and infant sleeping in the same bed) did not appear in
printed parenting literature during the period studied. For many centuries, children slept
in the parents’ bed until age 2 or older, after which they would share a bed with brothers or
sisters (Ryerson 1961). Separate beds became common during the 19th century; newborn
babies still slept with parents and were moved to their own bed by 1 year of age. In 1878,
English doctor Chavasse wrote, “Ought a babe to lie alone from the first? Certainly not . . .
he requires the warmth of another person’s body” (Chavasse 1878, pp. 3–4). However, by
1984, Holt advised, “Should a child sleep in the same bed with his mother or nurse? Under
no circumstances . . . nor should older children sleep together” (p. 50).

Newborn babies were expected to sleep “about nine tenths of the time” and “two
thirds of the time” at age 1 year (Holt 1894, pp. 50–51). Holt recommended putting the baby
to bed in a crib, awake, in a darkened room. He cautioned that rocking was “by no means
[necessary] and a habit easily acquired, but hard to break and a very useless and sometimes
injurious one” (p. 51). Crying, he advised, expanded the lungs, and was “necessary
for health. It is the baby’s exercise” (p. 53). Bolt (1924) warned that, “It is dangerous
for it [baby] to go to sleep in the same bed with [mother]. A number of instances have
been reported where a mother has unknowingly rolled over on the baby during a sound
sleep” (p. 9), evoking a myth debunked by current research (McKenna 2000; McKenna and
McDade 2005; McKenna et al. 2007) but persistent into the current era.

Holt’s recommendations for regulating and training the young baby’s habits contrast
with present-day emphasis on the importance of stimulation for intellectual growth. Holt’s
advice on playing with a baby was, “The less of it at any time the better for the infant”
(p. 57). A Parents Association publication (Beery 1917), providing a sample daily routine
for 8 1/2-month-old “Dickey,” assumed a great capacity for the older infant to sleep or to
entertain himself for long periods of time, and warned that too much play or excitement
might interfere with sleep.
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In the 1920s, behavioral psychologist Watson (1928) provided a psychological rationale
for discouraging touching, cuddling, or rocking a baby to sleep. That advice was similar
to Holt’s earlier cautions, though Holt justified his directives with concern for baby’s
health and mother’s workload. Watson claimed that too much handling and kissing was
detrimental because it would condition children to expect such treatment as they grew up.
In particular, a boy might become a “mama’s boy” and expect undue attention and affection
from his wife. Watson wrote, “Never hug and kiss them, never let them sit in your lap. If
you must, kiss them once on the forehead when they say good night. Shake hands with
them in the morning. Give them a pat on the head if they have made an extraordinarily
good job of a difficult task” (pp. 81–82).

Watson also viewed excessive handling and attention as a deterrent to an infant
exploring and manipulating their environment. This valuing of exploratory play revealed a
new perspective on infant development. The contemporary Children’s Bureau’s Infant Care
pamphlet (1926) cautioned, “The rule that parents should not play with the baby may seem
hard, but it is no doubt a safe one.” Playpens became popular, advertised as an alternative
to too much handling (see Figure 25; Trimble 1913).

 

Figure 25. “Kiddie Koop,” a Screened Playpen on Wheels, Patented in 1913.

In the 1940s, psychologist and pediatrician Gesell at Yale University Clinic of Child
Development and his associate, pediatrician Frances Ilg, advised mothers, “Don’t watch
the clock, watch the child” (Gesell and Ilg 1943, p. 53). Gesell and Ilg’s schedule for
a 9-month-old baby differed from that of earlier writers as they recommended flexible
times for sleeping (in the parents’ room, but not in the parents’ bed), waking, and feeding.
They described the baby beginning to talk and develop fine motor skills, developmental
milestones largely ignored in earlier advice books. Their recommendations validated the
baby’s needs and preferences, in contrast to earlier advice-givers who interpreted the baby’s
actions as attempts to manipulate caregivers. Figure 26, from the 1951 edition of Infant Care,
supports the value of play and exploration by the baby.
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Figure 26. Baby’s Job is Exploring the Environment.

While earlier experts advised against bath toys as a distraction, the 1951 Infant Care
pamphlet described bath time as a pleasurable activity, as seen in Figure 27.

 

Figure 27. Bath Time is Play Time.
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By 1962, play was valued not only for enjoyment, but also as a learning activity, as
shown in Figure 28 from Your Baby’s First Year (U.S. Department of Health, Education,
and Welfare).

 

Figure 28. Play is Baby’s Way of Learning.

The 1989 edition of Infant Care also encouraged play, as shown in Figure 29, encourag-
ing parents to be mindful of safety and aware of developmental changes in the infant.

 

Figure 29. Father plays with baby (U.S. Department of HHS 1989).

11. Images of Babies and Families Overwhelmingly White and Middle Class

The stated aim of the Children’s Bureau was to serve “all classes of our people”
(U.S. Department of Commerce and Labor, Children’s Bureau 1912, p. 2); however, while
their publications were affordable and widely distributed (Ladd-Taylor 1986), illustrations
showed white, middle-class families exclusively through at least the 1938 edition. Advice
books and pamphlets printed by the private sector followed the same pattern. Early publi-
cations had no illustrations (U.S. Department of Labor, Children’s Bureau 1914; Holt 1894).
By the 1920s, drawings were often included, and by the mid-20th century, photographs
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appeared in these publications, though by the 1980s, line drawings again predominated in
government publications.

Little research exists on the racial and socioeconomic status of baby book consumers.
Anderson (1936) found, based on a survey of 3000 American families, that 56.1% of 173
Black parents reported reading at least one book on child rearing in the previous year, in
contrast to 49.4% of white parents. Within both groups, parents of higher socioeconomic
status read more books than did parents of lower socioeconomic status. Readership of
parenting pamphlets was nearly identical across the two groups (65.9% for Black parents
and 64.8% for white parents), again with slightly higher readership among parents of higher
socioeconomic status in both groups (p. 287). In addition, 78.1% of Black parents and 88.2%
of white parents reported reading at least one article on child rearing in a newspaper or
magazine (p. 288). Anderson’s findings, though based on a small sample of Black parents,
documented nonwhite readership of parenting advice publications, despite the fact that
these parents were more likely to have purchased the books they read due to less access to
public libraries, a source of reading material included in the survey (p. 287).

Sociologists Robert and Helen Merrell Lynd, in their 1929 landmark study of white
residents (95%) of a small Midwestern city, Middletown, observed growing numbers of
new mothers in both working- and middle-class families looking for parenting advice.
They noted, “The attitude that child rearing is something not to be taken for granted
but to be studied appears in parents of both groups. One cannot talk with Middletown
mothers without being continually impressed by the eagerness of many to lay hold of every
available resource for help in training their children” (Lynd and Lynd 1929, p. 149). The
Lynds enumerated multiple printed sources, some cited in this paper, and noted, “Parents
could not help wondering about the efficacy of traditional child–rearing strategies in a
modern era,” (p. 133) as they viewed their own parents’ practices as inadequate for the new
generation of children. Ladd-Taylor (1986) also documented readership across social classes
and reported on mothers’ letters to the Children’s Bureau requesting advice publications,
many from women in poverty.

Figures 30–32 show early photographs and drawings in publications from the 1920s
and 1930s.

 
Figure 30. Outside Cover of Griffith’s 1921 The Care of the Baby.
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The front cover of the 1926 edition of Infant Care shown in Figure 31 (U.S. Department
of Labor) shows a white baby of remarkably similar appearance to the one in Figure 30.

 
Figure 31. Outside Cover of 1926 edition of Infant Care.

The cover of the 1935 edition of Infant Care (U.S. Department of Labor) shown in
Figure 32 used a drawing, again a white baby, now with mother.

 
Figure 32. Front Cover of 1935 edition of Infant Care.

The 1935 edition of Infant Care also included recommendations to families for choosing
a home, recommending a well-ventilated house with a sunny yard and healthy surround-
ings (see Figure 33) without reference to economic or racial barriers to such housing.
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Figure 33. Advice on Choosing a Home.

The 1951 edition of Infant Care included some photos of nonwhite parents and babies,
as shown in Figures 34 and 35. These photos appeared without any race-specific captioning
and were the first use of such photos or illustrations in publications reviewed for this paper.
(At this time, according to the U.S. Census Bureau (1951), 89.7% of the population was
white, 9.9% was listed as “Negro,” and less than 1% were listed as “Other.”) Figure 32 also
represents a trend toward picturing more fathers in baby care publications.

 

Figure 34. Photo of Black Father Feeding Baby.
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Figure 35. Photo of Asian-American Baby in Play Pen.

The 1962 Children’s Bureau publication, Your Baby’s First Year, a “short picture leaflet
. . . designed for quick reading,” used cartoon-style line drawings to depict infants and par-
ents. The 1989 final edition of Infant Care used sketches, clearly multiracial but less distinct
than photographs, as shown in Figures 36 and 37. Figure 36 accompanied recommendations
for allowing the baby time on the floor to roll, kick, and begin to crawl.

 

Figure 36. Time Out of Crib and Infant Seat.
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Figure 37. A Front Pack was Recommended as a Handy Alternative to a Stroller.

Lack of racial representation prior to 1951 occurred despite apparent diversity in
readership. Other gaps existed between the lives of many readers and the suburban and
middle-class settings overwhelmingly pictured in parenting literature. These publications
rarely mentioned external forces that affected families’ lives, instead implying that solutions
to problems and challenges were to be found in behavior change by parents (Atkinson
2017).

12. Conclusions

This look through the window of baby care books at parenting advice and practices
of the past yielded interesting, puzzling, and even head-shaking ideas and illustrations.
It was, indeed, an “entrancing look at “the folklore of child care” (Leach 1977, p. 26).
However, along with fascinating pictures and descriptions of quaint parenting practices is
another story, of the increased revering of all things scientific, and of the rise of experts,
who stepped in with advice when grandma could not.

The publications highlighted in this paper met American parents’ perceived need for
expert advice in an era of increasing specialization and scientific study. Much of that advice
changed over the years; in fact, there were many changes over a relatively short time period.
In some cases, this reflected new scientific knowledge. For example, as scientists and
health professionals learned about the dangers of lead, lead nipple shields fell out of favor
with experts. Likewise, advice shaped by serious concern about infant mortality due to
contagious disease or contaminated milk changed when immunizations and pasteurization
became widely available (U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare, Office of
Child Development 1977, p. 29). New research about the danger of overexposure to sun
also led to changes in recommendations.

However, much of the experts’ changing advice was not based on new scientific
knowledge. Despite the Archimedean tone of the advice, no underlying basis in empirical
science supported many of these recommendations. Infant anatomy and physiology and
the timelines of child growth and development did not change over the short span of
years covered in this paper; however, experts’ advice on infant care and feeding, presented
to parents as scientific and universal, changed considerably over that same period. That
advice was informed as much by the experts’ opinion of what American families should
look like as by scientific findings (Atkinson 2017).

In less than a century, infant feeding recommendations transformed from rigidly
scheduled feedings, whether breast or bottle, to “demand” feedings based on the baby’s
hunger. Mothers were advised to introduce solid foods at increasingly earlier ages; over a
60-year time span, the recommended age for starting solid foods decreased from 12 months
to 1 month by the mid-20th century, only to be reversed somewhat in recent years. Over
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the same period, the recommended age for initiating toilet training changed even more
dramatically, though in the opposite direction, from 1 month to 2 or even 3 years of
age. Expert recommendations for babies’ sleep habits changed from scheduled naps and
nighttime sleep that might require a period of crying prior to sleep, to a more flexible
“baby led” schedule. As experts came to value play and stimulation over maximizing
the amount of baby’s sleep, these changing sleep recommendations were accompanied by
corresponding recommended changes in daytime practices. At the same time, the dominant
characterization of the baby (along with a pronoun change from “it’ to “he”; O’Conner
and Kellerman 2009; Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2000) changed from a manipulative creature
to a developing person with legitimate needs and preferences (Atkinson 2017). Experts’
recommendations, in fact, reflected changing patterns of thought in middle-class society
rather than an empirical body of knowledge that stood over time (Clark 1951; McKenna
2000), belying the absolutism of the experts’ advice.

13. My Story

I was a new mother in the 1980s, at home with a confounding, challenging small baby,
wondering why my extensive child development background and the support of family
and friends were not enough to make me feel confident and encouraged. I turned, as many
parents do, to books written to advise and guide parents, primarily mothers, through those
challenging early weeks and months filled with sleep deprivation, confusion, and angst.
I found some useful information and reassurance, but also many doubtful ideas and much
advice that raised more questions than it answered.

I wondered whether the parenting practices recommended so unequivocally by the
experts of the 1980s were the universal truths they purported to be. Did they hold up
historically and cross culturally? In the little time I could carve out of my day (actually
late at night), I began to search and read. I found that over the years, a wide range of
often-contradictory practices had been recommended to parents with just as much certainty.
I began to collect old “baby books”—pamphlets distributed by birthing hospitals, govern-
ment publications, and old copies of Dr. Spock’s books. Some years later, I researched
the stories behind the items in my collection and those in other advice books for parents.
Confirming my earlier, sleep-deprived suspicion, I found that the experts were influenced
not only by professional knowledge of the needs of the baby and family, but also by the
social and cultural environment in which they lived and wrote.

14. Relevance for Parenting in the 21st Century

Now, in the 21st century, the books and pamphlets cited in this paper, with their
captivating illustrations, may seem merely an interesting curiosity. We may be amused, or
horrified, or feel satisfaction that we know better now what promotes healthy infant growth
and development than did those writers. Indeed, the parental advice-giving profession in
the years studied was male dominated, classist, racist, and inconsistent, however we might
allow for the fact that the content and style of the books reflected the times in which those
people lived and wrote.

At its best, parental advice literature serves an important function in bridging the
gap between those who study children and parents who might benefit from information
and insights from the field of child development. “What’s the use of obtaining fascinating
information about bed-wetting if you don’t pass it on to the people who wash the sheets?”
asked baby book author Penelope Leach (1977).

Of course, many things have changed since the period studied in this paper. The role
of women has undergone dramatic change, the rate of maternal employment has increased,
and child-rearing literature has also changed. Beginning in the 1970s, more baby books
were written by women and nonphysicians. British psychologist Penelope Leach’s Your
Baby and Child: From Birth to Age Five, published in 1977, sold over two million copies. The
best-selling What to Expect . . . series of books on pregnancy and early child care (Murkoff
et al. 2014) are authored by a female medical writer.
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Sources of parenting advice are many. Parents can avail themselves of websites,
some hosted by popular baby book authors, and can search the internet for answers to
questions that arise. Parents can obtain and share information on social networking sites,
in a trend toward information sharing rather than a one-way flow from expert to mother.
This abundance of sources allows for specialization—information for parents of children
with special needs and parents in special situations.

However, baby care books continue to have a role. “The classics still do well,” com-
mented a local bookstore clerk, when I asked about preferences of today’s parents. A 10th
edition of Dr. Spock’s Baby and Child Care (Spock and Needlman 2018), advertised as “time-
less yet up-to-date,” with “the latest information on child development from birth through
adolescence—including cutting-edge research on topics as crucial as immunizations, screen-
time, childhood obesity, environmental health, and more” (Spock and Rothenberg 2018)
shares the shelves with newer books. Among these are books from a popular series first
published in 1992 by William and Martha Sears, medical professionals and parents of eight
children, who describe their The Baby Book (Sears and Sears 2013) as “the ‘baby bible’ of the
post Dr. Spock generations.” The Sears books support “attachment parenting” practices
such as extended breastfeeding and co-sleeping, both highly disapproved by the experts
cited in this paper. Specialized books advise parents of children with special needs, such as
autism. There are books about raising an only child, being a single parent, gay or lesbian
parent, older parent, or custodial grandparent, raising an adopted child, raising a boy,
raising a girl, and raising children in the digital age, as well as books targeted to fathers.

Black parents are finally represented on the baby book shelves as well. The Black
Parenting Book: Caring for Our Children in the First Five Years (Beal et al. 1998) was published
in 1999. “I am glad that someone created a book for black parents with pictures of African-
American people nursing and caring for their children,” commented a reader reviewer
(The Black Parenting Book 1998) who clearly would have viewed the parenting literature
of the early 20th century with less enthusiasm or identification. Parenting books are also
available online and in digital format for reading on a variety of handheld devices, blurring
the line between books and online content.

The lesson I learned as a young mother reading old baby books was that parenting
advice, however decisively prescribed, deserved scrutiny rather than unqualified accep-
tance. That same lesson can be applied to the consumption of current advice, printed or
online, written or illustrated, professionally sourced or peer-shared. “Trust yourself. You
know more than you think” wrote Dr. Spock (1946, p. 3), despite his abundance of decisive
advice.

In the end, published recommendations, along with well-meaning advice from older
generations and from friends and acquaintances, all resonate when parents make child-
rearing decisions. Gaining a historical perspective, such as that presented in this paper,
decreases the certainty that printed materials exude, as parents of young children continue
to make the best decisions they can with imperfect input and knowledge.

Funding: No funds were provided to the author.

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Conflicts of Interest: I have no known conflict of interest to disclose.

References

Anderson, John E. 1936. The Young Child in the Home: A Survey of Three Thousand American Families. Report from the Committee on the
Infant and Preschool Child, White House Conference on Child Health and Protection. New York: D. Appleton-Century Company.
Available online: https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.b4238191&view=1up&seq=278 (accessed on 28 November 2021).

Atkinson, V. Sue. 2017. Shifting sands: Professional advice to mothers in the first half of the twentieth century. Journal of Family History
42: 128–46. [CrossRef]

Beal, Anne C, Linda Villarosa, and Allison Abner. 1998. The Black Parenting Book: Caring for Our Children in the First Five Years.
Collingdale: Diane Publishing Company.

35



Soc. Sci. 2022, 11, 11

Beery, Ray C. 1917. Practical Child Training. Pleasant Hill: The Parents Association.
Bolt, Richard A. 1924. Baby’s Health. New York: Funk & Wagnall’s Company.
Bronfenbrenner, Urie. 1961. The changing American child—A speculative analysis. Journal of Social Issues 17: 6–18. [CrossRef]
Brosco, Jeffrey P. 1999. The early history of the infant mortality rate in America: A reflection upon the past and a prophecy of the future.

Pediatrics 103: 478–85. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Bundesen, Herman N. 1927. The Baby Book: A Complete Health Guide in Three Parts. Chicago: Women’s World Magazine Co.
Caring for Baby: Suggestions from Uncle Sam. 1915. Reading Eagle, January 10.
Chavasse, Pye Henry. 1878. Advice to a Mother on the Management of Her Children and on the Treatment on the Moment of Some of Their More

Pressing Illnesses and Accidents, 13th ed. London: Churchill. Available online: https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/007678870/
Cite (accessed on 20 December 2021).

Clark, Vincent E. 1951. Trends in infant care ideas. Child Development 22: 199–209. [CrossRef]
Deavers, Kimberly, and Laura Kavanagh. 2010. Caring for Infants then and Now: 1935 to the Present. Health Resources and Services

Administration, Maternal and Child Health Bureau. Rockville: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Available online:
https://www.hrsa.gov/sites/default/files/ourstories/mchb75th/mchbcaringinfants.pdf (accessed on 30 October 2021).

Duffus, Robert Luther, and L. Emmett Holt, Jr. 1940. L. Emmett Holt: Pioneer of a Children’s Century. New York: D. Appleton-Century Co.
Ehrenreich, Barbara, and Deirdre English. 2005. For Her Own Good: Two Centuries of the Experts’ Advice to Women. New York: Anchor

Books.
Fischer, Louis. 1913. The Health-Care of the Baby: A Handbook for Mothers and Nurses, 5th ed. New York: Funk and Wagnalls Company.
Fischer, Louis. 1920. The Health-Care of the Baby: A Handbook for Mothers and Nurses, 10th ed. New York: Funk and Wagnalls Company.
Frant, Samuel, and Harold Abramson. 1937. Epidemic diarrhea of the newborn: II. Control and prevention of outbreaks in hospital

nurseries. Journal of Pediatrics 11: 772–81. [CrossRef]
Gesell, Arnold A., and Frances L. Ilg. 1943. Infant and Child in the Culture of Today. New York: Harper & Brothers.
Gordon, Michael. 1968. Infant care revisited. Journal of Marriage and the Family 30: 578–83. [CrossRef]
Grant, Julia. 1994. Caught between common sense and science: The Cornell Child Study Clubs, 1925–45. History of Education Quarterly

34: 433–52. [CrossRef]
Grant, Julia. 1998. Raising Baby by the Book: The Education of American Mothers. New Haven: Yale University Press.
Griffith, J. P. Crozer. 1921. The Care of the Baby. Philadelphia: W. B. Saunders Company.
Hardyment, Christina. 1983. Dream Babies: Three Centuries of Good Advice on Child Care. New York: Harper & Row.
Holt, L. Emmett. 1894. The Care and Feeding of Children. New York: D. Appleton and Company.
Hymes, James. L. 1978. Early Childhood Education Living History Interviews. Carmel: Hacienda Press.
Ladd-Taylor, Molly. 1986. Raising a Baby the Government Way: Mothers’ Letters to the Children’s Bureau 1915–1932. New Brunswick:

Rutgers University Press.
Leach, Penelope. 1977. Your Baby and Child: From Birth to Age Five. New York: Alfred A. Knopf.
Lynd, Robert S., and Helen Merrell Lynd. 1929. Middletown: A Study in Contemporary American Culture. New York: Harcourt Brace.
McKenna, James. 2000. Cultural influences on infant and childhood sleep biology and the science that studies it: Toward a more

inclusive paradigm. In Sleep and Breathing in Children and Pediatrics. Edited by Gerald M. Laughlin, Carol Marcos and John M.
Carroll. New York: Marcel-Dekker, pp. 99–130.

McKenna, James J., and Thomas McDade. 2005. Why babies should never sleep alone: A review of the co-sleeping controversy.
Paediatric Respiratory Reviews 6: 134–52. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

McKenna, James J., Helen L. Ball, and Lee T. Gettler. 2007. Mother-infant co-sleeping, breastfeeding and sudden infant death syndrome
(SIDS): What biological anthropology has discovered about normal infant sleep and pediatric sleep medicine. American Journal of
Physical Anthropology 134: 133–61. [CrossRef]

Mechling, Jay. 1975. Advice to historians on advice to mothers. Journal of Social History 9: 44–63. [CrossRef]
Midsummer Mortality. 1899. Relation between “Summer Complaint” and the Effect of hot Weather upon Foods and Drinks. New

York Times, August 27, p. 10. Available online: https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1899/08/27/102413307.html?
pageNumber=10 (accessed on 30 October 2021).

Murkoff, Heidi, Arlene E. Eisenberg, and Sandee E. Hathaway. 2014. What to Expect Your Baby’s First Year, 3rd ed. New York: Workman
Publishing.

National Archives. 2016. Records of the Children’s Bureau. Available online: http://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/
groups/102.html (accessed on 30 October 2021).

Newbold, Chris, Oliver Boyd-Barrett, and Hilde Van Den Bulck. 2002. The Media Book. London: Arnold.
O’Conner, Patricia T., and Stewart Kellerman. 2009. All-purpose pronoun. New York Times Magazine, July 21. Available online:

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/26/magazine/26FOB-onlanguage-t.html?_r=0 (accessed on 20 December 2021).
Read, Emma. 1923. Portable Baby Cage. U.S. Patent 1,448,235, U.S. Patent and Trademark Office, March 13. Available online:

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:US1448235_Portable_Baby_Cage_Fig_1.png (accessed on 20 December 2021).
Richardson, Frank Howard. 1925. Simplifying Motherhood. New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons.
Riffe, Daniel, Stephen Lacy, Brenda Watson, and Frederick G. Fico. 2019. Analyzing Media Messages: Using Quantitative Content Analysis

in Research, 4th ed. London: Routledge.
Ryerson, Alice Judson. 1961. Medical advice on childrearing, 1550–1900. Harvard Educational Review 31: 302–23. [CrossRef]

36



Soc. Sci. 2022, 11, 11

Sears, William, and Martha Sears. 2013. The Baby Book: Everything You Need to Know About Your Baby from Birth to Age Two. Boston: Little,
Brown and Company.

Spock, Benjamin. 1946. Baby and Child Care. New York: Pocket Books.
Spock, Benjamin, and Michael B. Rothenberg. 2018. Dr. Spock’s Baby and Child Care. Available online: https://www.amazon.com/

Spocks-Baby-Child-Care-10th/dp/1501175335 (accessed on 3 December 2021).
Spock, Benjamin, and Robert Needlman. 2018. Dr. Spock’s Baby and Child Care, 10th ed. New York: Gallery Books.
Stake, Robert. 1995. The Art of Case Study Research. New York: Sage Publications.
The Black Parenting Book: Caring for Our Children in the First Five Years. 1998. Available online: https://www.amazon.com/Black-

Parenting-Book-Caring-Children/dp/0756794412 (accessed on 24 December 2021).
Tieken-Boon van Ostade, Ingrid. 2000. Female grammarians of the eighteenth century. Historical Sociolinguistics and Sociohistorical

Linguistics 1. Available online: http://www.let.leidenuniv.nl/hsl_shl/femgram.htm (accessed on 30 October 2021).
Trimble, Edward Maurice. 1913. Convertible Crib and Coop. U.S. Patent 1,079,675, U.S. Patent and Trademark Office, November 25.

Available online: https://pdfpiw.uspto.gov/.piw?PageNum=0&docid=01079675&IDKey=5E56884D80F3%0D%0A&HomeUrl=
%2F%2Fpatft.uspto.gov%2Fnetahtml%2FPTO%2Fpatimg.htm (accessed on 20 December 2021).

U.S. Census Bureau. 1951. Statistical Abstract of the United States. Available online: https://www2.census.gov/prod2/statcomp/
documents/1951-02.pdf (accessed on 30 October 2021).

U.S. Census Bureau. 2012. The 2012 Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2012. Available online: https://www.census.gov/library/
publications/2011/compendia/statab/131ed.html; (accessed on 30 October 2021).

U.S. Department of Commerce and Labor, Children’s Bureau. 1912. The Children’s Bureau: Establishment of the Bureau; U.S. Government
Printing Office. Library of Congress. Available online: https://www.loc.gov/item/12029019 (accessed on 30 October 2021).

U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare, Office of Child Development. 1977. 200 Years of Children. DHEW Publication No.
(OHD) 77-30103. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.

U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, Children’s Bureau. 1951. Infant Care. Bureau Publication No. 8. Washington, DC:
U.S. Government Printing Office.

U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, Children’s Bureau. 1962. Your Baby’s First Year. Bureau Publication No. 40.
Available online: https://www.mchlibrary.org/history/chbu/20155.pdf (accessed on 30 October 2021).

U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, Children’s Bureau. 1965. The Story of Infant Care. Available online: https:
//www.mchlibrary.org/history/chbu/20102.PDF (accessed on 30 October 2021).

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 1989. Infant Care. Bureau Publication No. 8. Washington, DC: U.S. Government
Printing Office.

U.S. Department of Labor, Children’s Bureau. 1914. Infant Care. Bureau Publication No. 8. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing
Office. Available online: https://www.mchlibrary.org/history/chbu/3121-1914.PDF (accessed on 30 October 2021).

U.S. Department of Labor, Children’s Bureau. 1926. Infant Care. Bureau Publication No. 8. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing
Office.

U.S. Department of Labor, Children’s Bureau. 1931. Sunlight for Babies. Bureau Publication No. 5. Washington, DC: U.S. Government
Printing Office. Available online: https://www.mchlibrary.org/history/chbu/29412.PDF (accessed on 30 October 2021).

U.S. Department of Labor, Children’s Bureau. 1935. Infant Care. Bureau Publication No. 8. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing
Office. Available online: https://www.mchlibrary.org/history/chbu/3121-1935.PDF (accessed on 30 October 2021).

Watson, John B. 1928. Psychological Care of Infant and Child. New York: WW Norton & Co.
Wolf, Jacqueline H. 1999. “Mercenary hirelings” or “A great blessing”?: Doctors’ and mothers’ conflicted perceptions of wet nurses and

the ramifications for infant feeding in Chicago, 1871–1961. Journal of Social History 33: 97–120. [CrossRef]
Wolf, Jacqueline H. 2003. Low breastfeeding rates and public health in the United States. American Journal of Public Health 93: 2000–10.

[CrossRef] [PubMed]

37





Citation: Dupont, Serge, Moïra

Mikolajczak, and Isabelle Roskam.

2022. The Cult of the Child: A

Critical Examination of Its

Consequences on Parents, Teachers

and Children. Social Sciences 11: 141.

https://doi.org/10.3390/

socsci11030141

Academic Editors: Christy Buchanan

and Terese Glatz

Received: 17 September 2021

Accepted: 12 March 2022

Published: 21 March 2022

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2022 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

$
€£ ¥

 social sciences

Review

The Cult of the Child: A Critical Examination of Its
Consequences on Parents, Teachers and Children

Serge Dupont 1,2,* , Moïra Mikolajczak 1 and Isabelle Roskam 1

1 Department of Psychology, 10 Place Cardinal Mercier, Université Catholique de Louvain,
1348 Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium; moira.mikolajczak@uclouvain.be (M.M.);
isabelle.roskam@uclouvain.be (I.R.)

2 Deparment of Pedagogy, Haute École Galilée, Rue Royale 336, 1030 Brussels, Belgium
* Correspondence: s.dupont@uclouvain.be

Abstract: The concept of the “cult of the child” highlights a radical change in child representation.
Having been neglected and even disrespected for centuries, children are now valued, and their
interests are placed above all others. This change in views of children, reflected in changes in laws,
institutions and practices, has also spread to two pillars of our democratic societies, the family and
the school, with a number of consequences for parents, teachers and children. The purpose of this
article is to (1) describe the changes in thinking that have led to the cult of the child, (2) examine their
consequences for children and parents, (3) examine their consequences for students and teachers, and
(4) reflect on how to preserve the benefits of these changes while limiting the negative consequences.

Keywords: burnout; authoritative; permissiveness; needs; protection

1. Introduction

Intergenerational studies have presented a worrying picture of the new generation (i.e.,
iGen/Gen Z, born 1995–2012). Since 2010, researchers have observed a decline in mental
health indicators in the United States, i.e., decreased happiness and increased loneliness,
anxiety and depressive symptoms (Duffy et al. 2019; Twenge et al. 2018), a decline in
vocabulary skills (see (Andreu and Steinmetz 2016) for France and (Twenge et al. 2019)
for the United States) and even mixed attitudes similar to those of previous generations
toward environmental protection in both Europe and the United States (e.g., Gray et al.
2019; VanHeuvelen and Summers 2019).

One explanation for this trend can be found in the intensive use of new technologies by
IGen, born precisely at the time of the rise of social media. Many studies have shown that
excessive use of smartphones and social networks has a negative influence on these mental
health and cognitive indicators (for a review, see Twenge 2020). This effect is direct, but
also indirect, via a disruption of in-person social interactions, interference with sleep time
and quality, exposure to a toxic online environment and reduction in time spent in reading
books (Twenge 2020; Twenge et al. 2019). However, other recent cultural changes, that may
have been neglected so far, can also explain these generational changes, particularly in the
educational sphere.

In the current article, we propose that this worrying situation of the new generation
could be in part the consequence of what we call, inspired by historian Boas (1966), the
“cult of the child”, a recent phenomenon that places the interests of children above all
others. We suggest that this cult leads to three attitudes towards children: (1) a decrease in
the constraints imposed on them; (2) a concern to meet their every need; and (3) an attempt
to prevent them from any harm or danger. We do not mean that placing interest in child
needs is negative per se; we instead think that this excessive concern, which is becoming
more and more popular, may affect mental health, cognitive skills and even the physical
health of young people today.
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The cult of the child is the consequence of a shift in the representation of children
whose roots lie mainly in the 18th century and that has been accelerated in the last two
decades through a series of laws and agreements aimed at protecting children’s interests.
This has changed not only parental practices but also those of teachers in schools, with
potential consequences for children and adults, and for society.

In this special issue article, we aim to understand this historical development, to show
how it has changed the relations between children and adults at the beginning of the 21st
century and to reflect on how to preserve the advantages of the change in the way we
think about children while avoiding its current pitfalls. We begin by describing the shift
in representations of childhood from a historical perspective. Then, based on research in
developmental and educational psychology, we examine the possible consequences of this
cult for children and parents and for students and teachers. In the discussion, we reflect
on ways to avoid current pitfalls and take a more intercultural perspective and end by
underlining the limits of our approach. This narrative review is based on a selection of
studies relevant to our theme of interest. No specific criteria for inclusion and exclusion
have been pre-defined (Collins and Fauser 2004). Our objective is to stimulate scientific
debate and open up new research perspectives.

2. Historical Background

The Ancient Greeks mainly regarded children as physically weak, morally incompetent
and mentally incapable (Golden 2015). Aristotle, for example, regarded them as brutes
who only pursued their own pleasure (Boas 1966). As a consequence, the main objective
of the Greek education was to force the child to become “other”. The nature of this other
depended on the ideal help up by each city-state: the obedient soldier in the case of Sparta
or the enlightened citizen in the case of Athens. Educational institutions, which were
created at this time, were all centred around these objectives (Marrou 1982). In other words,
there was no concern for children’s well-being at that time—something that is underlined
by the prevalence of violence as an everyday reality in education (Marrou 1982).

Catholicism historically viewed children in the same way as the Greeks. The infant
Jesus was considered an exceptional being, so his veneration did not extend to other
children. According to Boas (1966), there was no idealization of the child until the 18th
century. The philosopher Pascal likened children to animals and the humanist Erasmus
defined them as “half-human” creatures who must be corrected through intense discipline
so as to prevent their bestial nature from appearing (Kennedy 2006).

The real and profound change in mentality came with the publication of Rousseau’s
book Emile, or on education (Cunnigham 2020; Koops 2012). Rousseau ([1762] 2010) depicted
adults as spoilt by the artifices of civilization and close to death, whereas children were
presented as lively, animated and enjoying the fullness of life. According to Rousseau,
“Everything is good as it comes from the hands of the Maker of the world, but degenerates
once it gets into the hands of man (p. 7)”, and education should thus preserve this set
of qualities rather than force the child to become other. It was no longer the mature and
cultured man who was the model, but the innocent, pure, creative and curious child. To this
end, Rousseau ([1762] 2010) proposed major pedagogical innovations based on freedom
and the need to start from the child’s interests and needs. Traditional education based on
harsh discipline was rejected by Rousseau. Instead, he encouraged mothers to care for and
be tender with their children (Koops 2012).

The Romantics in the 19th century consolidated Rousseau’s vision of childhood (Boas
1966), as can be seen in many poems and tales of that period. This shift in the representation
of children can also be seen from the paintings of this period (Koops 2003).

More recently, experts in education have recommended a new, gentler and more
respectful way of raising children. Previously, parents were told to put their children to
bed and feed them at regular, imposed times and to raise them “the hard way” to face
the world. The works of the paediatrician Spock in the United States (Spock 1946) and of
neo-Freudians such as Dolto in France (Dolto 1985) and Brown in the US (see Boas 1966)
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take the opposite view. They invite parents to consider their children as individuals to
whom they should listen and with specific needs that should be satisfied. Since Spitz’s
work on hospitalism (Spitz 1947), experts have increasingly insisted on the importance of
the child’s emotional needs and the need to decode and understand these needs.

In the post-Romantic period, pedagogues such as Pestalozzi, Fröbel or Key put forward
severe criticisms of traditional teaching (Boas 1966), which they described as annihilating
the child’s potential: “the ability to act by oneself, the gift of observation, all qualities that
children bring with them to school, have, as a rule, disappeared at the end of the school
period” (Key 1909, p. 88). If children have lost their intrinsic qualities by the time they
have finished school, this is because they have been forced to eat the poisoned fruit of the
tree of knowledge (Boas 1966). Dewey ([1916] 2007) shared the same view, describing the
traditional teacher as a “dictator” who mutilated the child’s abilities. This critique was
accompanied by concrete proposals: from now on, school must take into consideration the
needs of each child by proposing activities—such as free play or experimentation—that
would allow them to bloom.

The image of the child has thus been transformed. These young creatures with great
intrinsic qualities must now be protected, listened to and cherished. This new status took
concrete form during the 20th century through a series of laws and agreements aimed
at protecting children’s interests. In the next two sections, on parenting and school, we
examine how the cult of the child emerged, how it became enshrined in law, and what its
consequences are for practices, for children and for the adults who educate them. We have
chosen to examine parenting and school because they are two pillars that shape the adults
of tomorrow.

3. The Cult of the Child in Parenting

3.1. The Advent of Child-Centered Parenting

Until the 19th century, the family environment was considered as a place of intimacy
with the paterfamilias (who held power over his wife and children) at its head. The state
did not intervene.

At the end of the 19th century, children become of greater interest to the state. Poverty,
crime and vice were widespread in industrialized cities, and the state began to see children
as the future of the nation (Bullard 2015). It became necessary to protect them, not for their
own sake, but to change and protect society as a whole. The idea began to gain ground that
parents were responsible for the future of their children and that the state could intervene
(by force) in families who were unable to ensure that their children survived and were
brought up properly (Michel and Varsa 2014).

At the beginning of the 20th century, the First World War led to a fall in the birth
rate, leading to a concerted drive to reduce infant mortality. Mothers were perceived as
key to children’s survival and were therefore encouraged to adopt new hygiene practices
and to breastfeed their infants. Because children not only needed to survive but also
represented the future of the nation, concrete measures were taken (King 2016), such
as regulation of child labour (Somavia 2002), compulsory schooling (Miller 1989), child
protection laws (Walsh 2020), the creation of juvenile courts (Thompson and Morris 2016),
or the implementation of youth assistance or family support services through which the
state could intervene in families that were deemed defective in order to protect children
(Walker 2012). At the international level also, crucial political changes occurred, with the
recognition for the first time of specific rights of children and the responsibility of adults
in upholding these (League of Nations 1924), the creation in 1946 of the United Nations
International Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in
1948 (United Nations 1948), the Declaration of the Rights of the Child (United Nations 1959),
and ultimately the International Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) (Convention
on the Rights of the Child 1989). Besides instituting the rights of children, the CRC outlines
the duties of those responsible for them, particularly parents, and the importance of the
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role of signatory states in supporting parents in their complex task, monitoring them, and
intervening (by force if necessary) when parents are not acting in the child’s “best interest”.

At the beginning of the 21st century, the Committee for European Social Cohesion pub-
lished a report aimed at identifying the implications of the CRC for parenting (Daly 2007).
This report sought to define the notion of “good parenting” using the concept of “positive
parenting”. The experts who participated in this committee relied on the scientific knowl-
edge at that time about child development to provide guidelines on the parenting practices
to be favoured or proscribed (Daly 2007). They were mainly influenced by two particular
fields of research. The first was attachment, where research emphasized the importance of
emotional security for optimal social, cognitive, affective and physical development (e.g.,
van Ijzendoorn et al. 1995), the influence of the caregivers’ sensitivity and mentalization
competencies, and the lifelong consequences of attachment failure for the child’s develop-
ment and health (e.g., De Wolff and van Ijzendoorn 1997). The second field was that of
parenting styles. In reference to Baumrind’s seminal work on parenting (Baumrind 1971),
the authoritative style (as opposed to authoritarian, indulgent and neglectful styles) was
associated with better cognitive, academic, emotional and social development, as well as
with greater well-being and health for children. Accordingly, the combination of warmth
and democracy seemed to be the formula for optimal parenting.

In this context, laws aimed at regulating parenting started to be introduced. The most
emblematic example is undoubtedly the prohibition of spanking, adopted in 37 countries
in the last 40 years (Global Partnership to End Violence against Children 2021). Never
before in history has parenting been so socially regulated. Parenting is no longer a matter of
common sense: it requires reference to the rules enacted by the state and to the knowledge
disseminated by experts. These experts hold the keys to positive parenting that respects the
rights of children and their best interests and seek to optimize their development. All the
conventions, reports, rules and laws described in this section testify to the cult of the child
and are the direct product of the development in the representation of the child outlined in
the historical background section.

3.2. Development of Parenting Practices

The institutionalization of childhood in international conventions and national laws
has led to changing parental practices. This change has occurred in just two generations
and has been driven by experts, including both scholars and practitioners, through (1) the
production of scientific knowledge about parenting and its relations with child develop-
mental outcomes (Bornstein 2019); (2) the transmission of this knowledge in the form of
formulas, recommendations or even injunctions to parents to adopt optimal childrearing
behaviours (transmitted through online information, websites, popular scientific books,
campaigns, etc.) (Kay 2010); (3) the assessments of parenting practices and the quality of
the parent-child relationship by experts working in specialized consultation centres, when
the child’s development is not considered optimal (Foran et al. 2020); and (4) the growing
number of preventive or curative parenting programs, under the guidance of experts or
even self-administered, aimed at training parents to adopt optimal practices with respect
to their children (e.g., Webster-Stratton 2005). Clearly, parenting experts have become
important figures in the educational landscape today (Lee et al. 2014).

It is difficult to objectively state the extent to which parenting practices have really
evolved over the last few decades. However, in order to illustrate the cult of the child,
i.e., how the changes that have occurred have led to both a decrease in constraints and an
increasing concern to meet all children’s needs and avoid any dangers, we have gathered a
set of indicators from several sources.

3.2.1. Changes in Parenting Practices towards Decreased Constraints

Classifications of parents according to the most documented parenting styles (i.e., au-
thoritative, authoritarian) show an increase in the combination of warmth and democracy,
with more parents being classified as authoritative, and a decrease in parents’ authority,
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with fewer parents being classified as authoritarian. We searched the PsycInfo and Psy-
cArticles databases with the keywords Baumrind*authoritarian*authoritative*cluster. We
selected studies published in peer-reviewed journals after the seminal work of Baumrind
(1971) and Maccoby and Martin (1983), in which a classification of parenting styles from
Western samples was reported. This bibliographical research is not intended to be ex-
haustive and is not without limitations. It does, however, give an initial hint as to the
development of parenting practices. As the frequencies in Table 1 suggest, the percentage
of parents classified as authoritative is tending to increase. It averaged 58% (min. 53%–max.
68%) in the studies up to 2000 and 75% (min. 57%–max. 88%) in the studies published in the
21st century, an average increase of 23%. In addition, the percentage of parents classified as
authoritarian seems to be decreasing over time. It averaged 42% (min. 32%–max. 47%) in
studies up to 2000 and 33% (min. 12%–max. 45%) in studies published in the 21st century,
an average decrease of 9%.

Table 1. Frequencies (%) of parents classified under the authoritative and authoritarian parenting
styles from 1987 to 2020 1.

Authoritative Authoritarian

(Dornbusch et al. 1987) 2 53 47
(Lamborn et al. 1991) 68 32
(Power et al. 1992) 3 53 47

(Shucksmith et al. 1995) 61 39
(Aunola et al. 2000) 55 45

(Metsäpelto and Pulkkinen 2003) 69 31
(Wolfradt et al. 2003) 67 33

(Lee et al. 2006) 57 43
(De Bourdeaudhuij et al. 2009) 4 72/74/83/79 28/26/17/21

(Garcia-Espana et al. 2009) 86 14
(Howenstein et al. 2015) 88 12

(Kuppens and Ceulemans 2019) 81 19
(Parra et al. 2019) 5 68/69 32/31
(Calders et al. 2020) 80 20

1 Frequencies did not always add up to 100% because some authors use additional clusters that differ from
one study to another (e.g., unclassified). For the purpose of comparison between studies, we have scaled the
frequencies to 100%. 2 The authors report the classification of 50% of the sample as pure cases, but for comparison
purposes, the frequencies have been recalculated to 100%. 3 The study was conducted in Japan and the United
States; the frequencies reported are those for the United States. 4 The study was conducted in Spain, Portugal,
the Netherlands and Belgium; four values are reported. 5 The study was conducted in Spain and Portugal; two
values are reported. More than 50% of the data were missing, but for comparison purposes, the frequencies were
recalculated to 100%.

Although the authoritative style is widely accepted by most scholars and experts as
optimal (Daly 2007; OECD 2020), a certain shift towards an approach known as “exclusively
positive parenting” (EPP) has been noted among parents and popularized in lay books in
very recent years (e.g., Ducharme and Beaumont 2017). EPP is a parenting style almost
exclusively based on warmth, support and autonomy of the child, avoiding any form of
punishment (such as timeouts or intentional ignoring), discipline or even structure (consid-
ered as restrictive to the autonomy and exploration of the child). Although it contradicts
the scientific evidence—i.e., authoritative style including firm discipline when needed
(Larzelere et al. 2017), EPP is presented as the only possible alternative to maltreatment or
downright violence towards children.

Though not without methodological limitations, studies of the intergenerational trans-
mission of child-rearing practices also tend to confirm the development of parenting
practices towards fewer disciplinary constraints. Although the correlations between suc-
cessive generations are rather modest—suggesting that some transmission occurs but that
there is also some discontinuity (e.g., Bailey et al. 2009)—intergenerational studies suggest
greater continuity for practices such as warmth that have consistently been regarded as
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desirable, than for those that have been regarded as more controversial in society, such as
strict discipline (Roskam and Stievenart 2013).

3.2.2. Changes in Parenting Practices towards Meeting All Children’s Needs

In order to meet their children’s needs, parents are expected to be more involved
in their parenting role, and in particular to spend more time with their children and be
fully emotionally available to them. As early as the end of the 1990s, mothers who were
interviewed about their parenting role already reported feeling increasingly under pressure
to meet the cultural norms of highly involved parenting aimed at optimizing the child’s
development (Hays 1996). Hays (1996) proposed the notion of intensive parenting to
designate the child-centred, expert-guided, emotionally absorbing, labour-intensive, and
financially expensive approach to parenting that began to appear in the 1990s. Intensive
parenting has been illustrated by many qualitative analyses of parents’ experiences (e.g.,
Gomez Espino 2013) and confirmed by the increasing amount of time spent daily with
children by their parents. In 11 Western countries, between 1965 and 2012, this time
increased by 48% for mothers, from 54 min to 104 min on average per day, and by 73%
for fathers, from 16 to 59 min (Sani and Treas 2016). This time spent with children has not
only quantitatively augmented but is also increasingly used to optimize child development
rather than for passive supervision (Craig 2006). While the intensification of parenting
has often been considered more typical of mothers, fathers are increasingly involved too
(Shirani et al. 2011).

3.2.3. Changes in Parenting Practices towards Avoiding Any Danger

In the 21st century, parents are well informed by experts of the dangers that threaten
children. Therefore, to ensure their normal or even optimal development, parents are
expected to avoid exposing their children to any known threat, e.g., smoking or drinking
alcohol during pregnancy; not breastfeeding; providing food rich in salt, sugar or fat;
using strict discipline, exposing children to technology (screens, 5G, cell phones, social
media, etc.); or allowing them contact with people who may be a bad influence (Faircloth
2014). Parents who, despite knowing about these dangers, do not take all the necessary
precautions to avoid them, are held morally responsible for any consequences. This includes
not only about protecting children from immediate dangers present in the environment,
but also predicting and preventing any circumstances that might interfere with the child’s
optimal development (Wolf 2011).

This risk aversion may lead to daily concerns, loss of self-confidence and increased
stress in parents. These beliefs have been shown in patterns regarding changes in be-
haviours. For example, can they still let their children go to school on their own knowing
that there is a risk that they will be kidnapped? Studies report that in 1969, 48% of Amer-
ican children walked or cycled to elementary school, whereas in 2009, only 13% did so
(Twenge 2017). Moreover, 76% of parents nowadays report that they always know where
and with whom their young adolescent is (against 62% in 1999; Twenge 2017). And ge-
ographical studies attest to the withdrawal of children from the streets of Western cities,
with parents nowadays preferring to watch over them in person (Holt 2011).

Although risks that could potentially interfere with children’s optimal development
are indeed present in the environment, there is some disparity between the actual occur-
rence of certain phenomena and the concerns expressed about them (concerning breastfeed-
ing, for example: see Wolf 2007). Thus, certain parental behaviours considered in the 20th
century as normal practices or even good practices encouraging autonomy in children (e.g.,
letting them go to school on their own) are seen in the 21st century as benign neglect, i.e.,
neglect due to ignorance of the risk. As a corollary, parents considered in the 20th century
as “good enough parents” are seen in the 21st century as “at-risk parents” who need to be
advised or even trained by experts, and subject to state monitoring. The professionalization
of parenthood is thus legitimized and “the task of raising children is turned into a skill”
(Macvarish 2014, p. 99).
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3.3. Consequences of the Cult of the Child for Children

The changes in institutions and practices described above were all made with a view
to the best interest of the child. They have in fact had a number of positive effects, including
the prohibition (moral or even legal) of all forms of violence against children, the reduc-
tion in the risk of unintentional injuries and falls in childhood, and the related mortality
(Grossman 2000), more inclusive education with a greater tolerance for “non-normative” be-
haviour (e.g., homosexuality), and the increase of intimacy within families and in particular
of parent-child quality time (Collishaw et al. 2012). However, and unfortunately, there have
also been a number of negative consequences, which are becoming even clearer and more
problematic as the cult of the child intensifies. In this section, we focus more specifically on
the negative consequences of the above-mentioned changes, for both children and parents.

Although the beneficial effects of positive parenting on children have been widely
documented (for a review, see OECD 2020), the intensification of positive parenting may
have become counterproductive. While positive parenting aims at optimizing the develop-
ment and well-being of the child, its intensification and excessive approaches to which it
can sometimes lead, such as EPP or hyper- or over-parenting, have negative consequences
for the child (Faircloth 2014). The system thus ends up working against those it claims to
protect. The negative consequences have been empirically demonstrated in some recent
studies that we selectively review below.

We will base our review on the consequences of “helicopter parenting”, a typical
form of parenting embedded in the cult of the child as characterized by the alleviation of
disciplinary constraints and frustrations, the prioritization of meeting all the child’s needs,
and the focus on child protection. Helicopter parenting is by far the most studied of all
the parenting styles that have emerged from the cult of the child. The term was coined
in 1969 (Ginott 1969) and has become increasingly popular in the Unites States since 1990
(Cline and Fay 1990). It describes parents who are excessively child-oriented, over-involved,
over-caring and over-protective. These parents disagree with the idea of their child being
exposed to any risk and therefore behave in an intrusive and controlling way. Prevented
from facing any problematic situation and therefore from finding solutions by themselves,
overparented children have been called the ‘cotton wool kids’ (Bristow 2014).

Interestingly, and somewhat paradoxically, helicopter parenting has negative effects on
the child’s physical health: over-protective parents severely limit the child’s possibilities of
exploration, resulting in a reduction in motor activity (Janssen 2015). Helicopter parenting
also has deleterious effects on the psychological well-being and mental health of children
(Kouros et al. 2017). Children of helicopter parents are more anxious (Spokas and Heimberg
2008) and use more medication for depression and anxiety (LeMoyne and Buchanan 2011).
They also report higher worries and psychological difficulties in emerging adulthood
(Segrin et al. 2015).

Given its excessive focus on the child, it is not surprising that research has found
that helicopter parenting is associated with narcissistic traits in children (Eberly-Lewis
et al. 2018) and ego inflation (Yılmaz 2020). Moreover, by trying to anticipate and solve
difficulties before they affect the child, helicopter parents prevent their children from
becoming independent and making autonomous choices (Schiffrin et al. 2015). As a result,
these over-parented children consider that they have the right to expect others to solve
their difficulties and give them a lot of support of the kind that they received from their
parents, creating a general sense of entitlement (Segrin et al. 2012). These children display a
more external locus of control (Spokas and Heimberg 2008), procrastinate more (Hong et al.
2015), and show a lower level of school engagement (Padilla-Walker and Nelson 2012).

The finding that over-parented children show lower school engagement (Padilla-
Walker and Nelson 2012) is somewhat paradoxical, because another facet of over-parenting
is overstimulation. In order to optimize their child’s development, parents provide numer-
ous structured activities aimed at developing language quality, cognitive reasoning and so
on. To achieve their goal, parents use stimulating materials at home, interact actively with
the child’s school experience and limit play and informal leisure time in favour of learning
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time. While stimulation through participation in structured activities is important for child
development, over-stimulation (i.e., excessive stimulation through too many structured
activities) may have negative consequences by depleting children’s energy, by not teach-
ing children to organize their time by themselves and by exposing children to extremely
demanding standards. Although the links with parental over-stimulation have not been
formally demonstrated, it is likely that changes in parenting practices have contributed
to the increase in perfectionism among young people in recent years. A meta-analysis
gathering data from more than 40,000 college students from the United States, Canada and
the United Kingdom between 1989 and 2016 has shown that young people perceive others
as more demanding of them and are more demanding of themselves and of others (Curran
and Hill 2019).

3.4. Consequences of the Cult of the Child for Parents

The increase in parental investment and pressure that has resulted from the cult of
the child has most likely resulted in increased parenting stress and parental burnout. We
describe this development only as a likelihood because, to the best of our knowledge,
there is no cohort study on parental stress/burnout in lay parents. However, two indirect
indicators suggest that parental stress and burnout may have increased over the past few
decades. First, the notion of parental burnout, coined in 1983, has become increasingly
popular with both the lay public and the scientific community, with a twentyfold increase
in the number of publications using the term since the 2000s. Parental burnout (see
Mikolajczak et al. 2021 for review) has recently been pointed to as an important research
direction in psychology (Gruber et al. 2021). Interestingly, the prevalence of parental
burnout has been found to be much higher in Western countries (Roskam et al. 2021), i.e.,
precisely where the cult of the child is the most apparent. The second indirect indicator
that parental stress and burnout may be on the increase is a recent retrospective study
by Mathy (2019) on 470 parents, suggesting that the prevalence of parental burnout in
Belgium may have been eight times lower in the 1960s than nowadays. As the study was
retrospective and conducted on a small sample, the results must be taken with great caution.
However, they dovetail with those of the studies conducted in the school domain, where
the cult of the child seems to have paved the way for teachers’ burnout (see below).

3.5. Summary

As the foregoing shows, changes in the representation of the child have been paralleled
with changes in parenting practices towards imposing fewer constraints on children and
focusing more on their needs and protection. In parallel with this development, cohort
studies found a host of negative outcomes for children, and parental burnout is now a hot
topic. Based on this evidence, we can only speculate that the cult of the child has brought
about these negative consequences. No study so far has directly tested the hypothesis of a
direct link between the cult of the child and the negative outcomes observed in children and
parents. The next section, showing the negative consequences of child-centred curriculums
in schools, provides further evidence of the potential effects of the cult of the child and
suggests that studies that directly and thoroughly examine its impact on parenting and
schools are needed.

4. Cult of the Child in Schools

4.1. Toward a Child-Centered School

In the 19th century, school systems were established in Europe and the United States.
Between 1852 and 1918, American states adopted diverse laws requiring school enrolment
for children of 8 years of age and older (Mendez et al. 2017), and between 1881 and 1888,
the French parliament approved a series of laws in favour of compulsory education, free
primary education and secularism (Hirsch 2016). These projects were the direct result of
the Enlightenment; they were aimed at creating citizens who were aware of public issues
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and therefore able to take part in public government and debate, in accordance with the
fundamental principles of emerging democracies.

At the same time, the child began to take its place in official texts and other pedagogical
treaties. For example, the Dictionnaire de Pédagogie (Buisson 1911), written by a team led
by Buisson, winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, founder of the League of Human Rights and
director of French primary education between 1879 and 1896, served as a theoretical and
practical guide for teachers (Nora 1997), and was partly based on contributions from Fröbel,
Pestalozzi and Rousseau. Several articles reflected the desire to understand the nature of
children in order to instruct them better. For example, the article on “school discipline”
stated that “complete immobility and absolute silence are incompatible with the nature of
childhood” (translated from the French, p. 200).

But it was only at the end of the last century that the child became the centre of some
Western school systems. This child-centred school was promoted at the international level
by the agencies mentioned above—the OECD, UNESCO and UNICEF—which worked
for the acceptance of international conventions upholding the needs and rights of every
child, such as the Dakar Framework for Action or the Millennium Development Goals.
Their objectives were to advocate access to education for all and combat all forms of dis-
crimination and violence against children, and also to promote child-centred teaching
practices (Clair et al. 2012). In line with these principles, UNICEF issued the Child-Friendly
Schools Manual (UNICEF (United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund) 2009),
which states that (1) schools should operate in the best interests of the child; (2) educational
environments must be safe, healthy and protective and (3) children’s rights must be pro-
tected and children’s voices heard. These points correspond to our conceptualization of
the cult of the child. At the pedagogical level, UNICEF recommends that child-friendly
schools should promote active and cooperative methods such as “discovery learning”, that
learning should be appropriate to the characteristics of each child and that students must
be included in all aspect of school life (self-government).

These international agencies also defined the “good teacher”. This teacher gives
students more freedom, adjusts practices to the characteristics of each student, adopts
active methods and is attentive to students’ well-being. These criteria were used by the
OECD in its Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and made it possible
to measure the practices of teachers in order to verify how close they came to this ideal.

4.2. The Development of Teacher Practices

The classroom today is very different from that of the first public schools in France
and the United States. The teacher who gives lectures and punishes the slightest deviation
has been replaced by a more benevolent and caring figure, who leaves much more space
and initiative to students. Like the changes in parental practices, these rapid changes
can be explained in part by the role played by international agencies such as the OECD,
UNESCO and UNICEF (Komatsu et al. 2021). Through PISA, the OECD offers each country
a “diagnosis” of their education system (including an evaluation of teachers’ practices) and
then delivers a set of recommendations (for a review, see Pons 2017). These strategies of
assessment, production and diffusion of scientific knowledge, advice and regulation have
led, according to some researchers (e.g., Zapp 2021), to an international convergence in the
pursuit of schooling goals and a gradual change in teacher training and practices, although
this relation is not causal, and differences remain between countries (Pons 2017).

Although it is difficult to objectify these changes in practices—the studies measuring
them are too recent—some data are available. For example, traditional practices such as
constant monitoring and the extensive use of corporal punishment (Ariès 1973) are distant
memories in most Western countries. In a study conducted by UNICEF and UNGEI (2019),
less than one percent of 15-year-olds surveyed report having been violented by a teacher in
Europe. In terms of pedagogical practices, there has also been, as recent PISA and TIMSS
studies have shown, a decline in the West from transmissive practices to a student-centred
learning approach that gives students more autonomy and more opportunities to discover
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on their own or in groups, and takes their interests into account (OECD 2016), whereas
teacher-centred practices remain dominant in Japan, for example (46% of the lesson time
devoted to lecture-style presentation against 20% in England, Martin et al. 2008). The
growing popularity of child-centred pedagogies such as “flexible classroom,” which assigns
each child a safe and individualized space in the classroom, is another clue to these changes
in practices among teachers.

4.3. Consequences of the Cult of the Child for Students

In this section, we present a representative selection of psychological studies that have
examined in greater detail the consequences of these student-centred practices.

4.3.1. Consequences of More Freedom for the Child

The “self-government” movement calls for children to be given more freedom and
responsibility in schools. One area of research has examined the effects of giving students
more or less freedom. Based on Baumrind’s theoretical framework, this area focuses on
classroom climate (authoritarian, permissive, autocratic or neglectful).

An authoritative school climate is characterized by a combination of strict but fair
discipline and emotional support. This climate appears to reduce the proportion of school
bullying (Cornell et al. 2015), violence toward teachers (Berg and Cornell 2016), depressive
symptoms and substance abuse (Lau et al. 2017). In contrast, these factors increase in
schools where autocratic (strict discipline without emotional support), permissive (emo-
tional support without discipline), or neglectful (neither discipline nor emotional support)
climates are observed. Interestingly, the highest scores for violence, bullying, depres-
sion and substance abuse are registered where the climate is permissive or neglectful
(Lau et al. 2017). In short, these problems increase when discipline is absent.

4.3.2. Consequences of the Focus on the Child’s Needs and Interests

The teacher today, encouraged by laws and international agencies, tries to respect the
specific needs of each child. After all, numerous quantitative studies published in the field
of motivational psychology have shown the positive influence of practices that respect
the basic needs of autonomy, competence and belonging on both academic (i.e., school
performance) and personal (i.e., self-esteem) factors (for a review, see Ryan and Deci 2020).
The potential adverse effects of increased attention to children’s needs have not yet, to our
knowledge, been rigorously studied. However, some pedagogues in the United States have
raised some concerns. Biesta (2017, cited in Floom and Janzen 2020) states: “A student-
centred approach encourages that all of the attention be given to students’ thoughts and
feelings, with little mention of how these thoughts and feeling exist in relation to others and
in the world around them. Further, when thinking about the world, child-centred learning
creates a dynamic in which the children are relating everything back to themselves—an
egotistical way of being”. In line with this statement, recent preliminary findings collected
in several countries (based on OECD data) have shown strong positive correlations between
the student-centred approach and individualism (Komatsu et al. 2021).

This focus on child needs and interests has also led many Western countries to reduce
the amount of knowledge in their curriculum and to replace it with activities that are more
respectful of children’s supposed nature (Hirsch 2016). However, cognitive psychology has
shown that this strategy may hinder the development of skills that are considered crucial
in the 21st century, such as reading comprehension and critical thinking (for a review, see
Tricot and Sweller 2014). For example, readers who have knowledge of a topic consistently
perform better in reading about it than those who are less informed; they also make more
inferences and learn new words more easily (for a review, see Smith et al. 2021). To give
a concrete example, to understand an article about the climate crisis, a person must be
familiar with the concepts and methods specific to the discipline; this expertise will make
it easier for this person to follow new events about this crisis and to distinguish between
what is true and what is false (Byrnes and Dunbar 2014).
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Based on this research, one may doubt the effectiveness of new schools’ curricula that
have emerged in this child-centred perspective. France provides a case study. The country
was at the top of the international rankings in reading comprehension in 1991 (Raudenbush
et al. 1996), just before the new school curricula, following the child-centred “Jospin Law”,
introduced in 1989, came into effect; in the latest international PIRLS study, France was
ranked second-last in Europe (Colman and Cam 2017). National intergenerational studies
have shown a similar decline (a 60% increase in the rate of errors on the same task) between
1987 and 2015 (Andreu and Steinmetz 2016). These studies further reveal a widening
gap between students from advantaged and disadvantaged backgrounds, presumably
because schools no longer compensate for initial family differences in knowledge (Gilkerson
et al. 2017; Hart and Risley 1995). These curricula reforms are now the most compelling
explanation for this phenomenon (Hirsch 2016).

4.3.3. Consequences of the Discovery Learning Approach

As stated above, the discovery learning approach has gained some acceptance in
education policy in many Western countries (OECD 2016). However, the international
PISA and TIMSS studies have shown that discovery learning is negatively associated with
student performance (Hwang et al. 2018), whereas lecture-style presentation is positively
associated with math and science performance (Schwerdt and Wuppermann 2011).

Alfieri et al. (2011) meta-analysed the results of 164 studies that compared the effec-
tiveness of different instructional methods. Their results show that pure discovery (where
students work on their own or in groups on problem-solving tasks, for example) is less
effective for learning than enhanced discovery (with more guidance). These researchers
also highlighted various factors that facilitate learning: precise feedback on the work done,
working examples and scaffolding. Another meta-analysis by Stockard et al. (2018), which
included 400 studies, confirmed the effectiveness of direct instruction on students’ learning
in different disciplines—reading, math or spelling—but also on the development of their
self-esteem and on classroom behaviour. Finally, a study by Andersen and Andersen
(2017), which included 56,000 Danish students, found that discovery learning increased
achievement gaps between students from advantaged and disadvantaged backgrounds.

4.4. Consequences of the Cult of the Child for Teachers

The cult of the child and the associated pedagogical innovations place great demands
on teachers: they must respect the needs and interests of each student, devise interesting
activities and create a less structured classroom climate. The profession has become more
complex and faces new demands. One of the possible consequences of this development is
the increased incidence of burnout among teachers.

The first research on this topic dates back to the last two decades of the 20th century
(for a review, see Chang 2009), precisely when children were acquiring a new status in
many school systems; the number of studies then multiplied in the 2000s, possibly because
of the high number of teachers affected by burnout. In a meta-analysis, García-Carmona
et al. (2018) showed that 28.1% of the teachers’ sample examined suffered from severe
emotional fatigue, 37.9% from a high level of depersonalization, and 40.3% from a low level
of personal accomplishment. This is especially worrying as teachers’ burnout has been
associated with absenteeism, difficulty in performing job duties, health problems (Chang
2009), and ultimately lower student performance (Madigan and Kim 2021). Burnout is also
one of the reasons for which many teachers, especially younger ones, leave or consider
leaving their profession (OECD 2018).

Researchers have identified many personal (e.g., personality) and organizational (e.g.,
class size) factors that lead to burnout. In a meta-analysis, Aloe et al. (2014) showed that
disruptive students’ behaviour was an important predictor of burnout among teachers. If
we consider that in France, for example, 41% of secondary school teachers feel that their
classes are disrupted by “a lot” of noise (OECD 2018); this gives an idea of how high the
risk of teachers’ burnout may be.
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Based on this evidence, though, it is only possible to speculate that the cult of the child
is responsible for this phenomenon. The hypothesis of a direct link between the two has
not been directly tested so far.

4.5. Summary

Child-centred practices (self-government, a focus on students’ needs and interests and
discovery learning) are becoming increasingly popular in Western countries. The studies
presented in this section show, however, that possible consequences of these practices are
a decrease in student learning and performance and an increase in student depressive
symptoms, disruptive behaviour and adherence to individualistic values. Teachers, on
the other hand, may become exhausted in their efforts to get closer to students. Further
research is needed to estimate more precisely the prevalence of the cult of the child in
schools and confirm the associations presented in this section.

5. Discussion

Children are the product of our imagination (Koops 2003). If we perceive them as
animals or sub-humans, we may legitimately be violent towards them, prevent them from
expressing themselves or ignore their needs. Decades of research in psychology taught us
that these strategies can seriously hinder children’s development. Conversely, if children
are seen as innocent, pure and curious, it is important to cherish them, to protect them and
to satisfy their every need. In this article, we have argued that the latter view of the child,
which has its roots in the 18th century and has had many benefits, has reached an extreme
in the last two decades (an extreme that we have called the cult of the child) that may partly
explain why the new generations show more symptoms of mental illness and less verbal
competence than previous generations.

The fact that the cult of the child occurs both at home and at school is particularly
noteworthy. First, it makes it difficult for parents and teachers to escape it, as each party
will tend to reinforce it. Second, the fact that the cult of the child manifests itself in the two
spheres in which the child spends the most time (i.e., family and school) probably increases
its impact.

We also hypothesize that the cult of the child may affect the relationship between
children and adults. Adults may become exhausted in their efforts to relate to and protect
children, with potential consequences for their mental health, but also for the quality of the
education they give to their children. In other words, the cult of the child may well backfire
on adults too.

In addition to the above-mentioned consequences for children and adults, we identify
an additional risk to be aware of. By getting too close to children, we risk neglecting
the ultimate purpose of education: to create citizens. Nussbaum (2010) proposed that a
citizen should be able to: understand the issues that affect the city and the world; criticize
politicians who betray democracy; examine, argue and debate about different topics;
recognize fellow citizens as equals; and ultimately prioritize the general interest over his
or her own interest. It is only by producing citizens of this kind that a democracy will
be able to face the main challenges of the present times. If the cult of the child creates
individuals who are far from this ideal, i.e., more individualistic, more self-focused, less
cultivated, and more reluctant to make an effort, this may complicate future struggles for a
more sustainable, democratic and egalitarian society.

5.1. Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This article is intended as a first step in understanding the cult of the child and its
possible consequences for children and adults. Further research is clearly needed to sustain
our hypotheses. A first step would be to document the cult of the child more precisely. From
a historical point of view, a comparative analysis of parental and teacher practices over
time would inform us more clearly about this new view of childhood and its prevalence
today. It is also necessary to examine the differences between socioeconomical levels and
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between countries. The majority of the arguments presented in this article are justified
via studies conducted among middle- and upper-class people from Western countries. It
is likely that the cult of the child is much less present in countries with more collectivist
values. We have seen, for example, that teaching in Japan is much more teacher-centred
than student-centred (Martin et al. 2008). Similarly, parental burnout, which we assume is
linked to the cult of the child, is higher in individualistic countries than in Japan (Roskam
et al. 2021).

At the methodological level, we suggest creating measurement tools to identify and
evaluate practices of parents and teachers that correspond to the three dimensions that we
have identified in this article: (1) a decrease in constraints; (2) a concern to meet children
every need; and (3) a concern to avoid any danger. These new tools would then allow
for a more accurate examination of the associations between such practices and their
consequences for children and adults.

We also recommend using longitudinal methods. For example, current studies tend
to show that educational games (Ryan and Rigby 2019), a practice close to the cult of
the child, because play is in children’s nature, have positive effects on motivation and
learning. However, what about the long-term effects? Is there not a risk that the child
will have difficulty in the future taking an interest in something that does not match his
or her immediate interests? It may also be because of the cult of the child that a decline in
motivation during the school career has been observed in many countries (Scherrer and
Preckel 2019). Ryan and Deci (2020) argue that this phenomenon is a consequence of the
lack of consideration of students’ basic needs. The data identified in this article suggest
that the opposite hypothesis is plausible: if teachers make students the centre of attention
too much, students may lose the will to engage with new subjects.

Finally, we recommend examining the interrelations between parental and teacher
practices and how they may influence children’s development. We have seen that helicopter
parenting was associated with a decrease in student engagement. This may ultimately
affect teachers’ practices and mental health. Similarly, student-centred approaches may also
affect the practices of parents, who may try to compensate for their children’s deficiencies
as students. As schools and parents are the two pillars that create future citizens, it is
important to study these two domains in concert and from an interdisciplinary perspective.

5.2. Implications for Parenting and Parent–Child Relationship in the 21st Century

The “spirit of child protection” has certainly brought about salutary advances, but its
extreme version—the cult of the child—may have many drawbacks. The ideal would be to
find a fair balance between the immediate interests of the child and those of society. This
new balance would require a change in parental practices that would take into account the
data we have presented in this article. Concretely, and if the ultimate purpose is to create
citizens in line with Nussbaum’s conceptualization, we would encourage parents to:

• Take a long-term perspective. The immediate interest of the child is not always the
interest of the future adult and of society.

• To balance children’s needs with those of others and of the world around them. This
entails restoring discipline and standing firm on certain key principles in line with a
democratic, sustainable and inclusive society.

• Combine firmness with benevolence in order to achieve this balance. Far from being
opposed to benevolence, firmness is its natural ally. Without it, benevolence is a
source of insecurity for children, making them incapable of relating to others and their
environment with respect (Larzelere et al. 2020).

• Let children breathe, have their own experiences and overcome difficulties without
the stifling presence of parents.

The first three points also apply in a similar form to teachers. We further recommend
that teachers focus more on knowledge, as it is essential for the development of 21st
century skills such as reading comprehension and critical thinking. In addition, teachers
should not underestimate their role. Explaining, modelling, giving feedback and providing
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scaffolding are essential for student learning, especially for students from a disadvantaged
background or with learning disabilities. Letting these students work on problem-solving
tasks without guidance may well create a situation of cognitive overload that has deleterious
consequences for learning (Kirschner and Hendrick 2020).

5.3. Contribution of This Article and Conclusion

The benefits of the shift in views of children over the last century appear so obvious
that the possibility of negatives consequences of the current representations and practices
(referred to collectively here as the “cult of the child”) have been possibly underestimated
and under-researched. The preliminary evidence gathered in this article suggests that
research is urgently needed on this issue.

The cult of the child has been promoted at various levels of power in the hope of
creating a more democratic and inclusive society. However, such an assumption is not
borne out by the facts. Based on the evidence reviewed here, Emile, Rousseau’s ward, is
unlikely to become a citizen who is concerned with the issues affecting the city, who is
critical and who puts the common good first. His most likely fate is to become immature,
ignorant and selfish. If, on the other hand, we want parents and teachers to raise children
to the rank of citizens capable of meeting ecological, economic, health and social challenges,
the goal is to strike a fair balance between the interests of the child and the interests of
society.
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Abstract: Fathering and mothering have changed in many ways within the last decades. Earlier
studies showed a clear hierarchy in infant attachment figures with a preference for mothers. This
study examined whether infants in the 21st century still prefer mothers over fathers in their expression
of attachment behaviors, whether differences in parental involvement still exist, and whether this
will result in differences in attachment security to mother and father. A total of 50 German families
with infants between 10 and 19 months were observed in an experimental setting and during
home visits. Parents reported on their involvement. The results revealed a clear hierarchy with
regard to the duration of attachment behaviors directed towards mothers, followed by fathers and
strangers. Mothers reported to be more involved in child care on weekdays compared to fathers.
Involvement was not associated with attachment variables. Attachment security to mother and
father was positively related and did not differ significantly. Infants in the 21st century in a Western
country still prefer mothers over fathers in their expression of attachment behaviors. Mothers were
more involved in child care than fathers. However, these differences did not result in differences in
attachment security to mother and father.

Keywords: mother attachment; father attachment; involvement; attachment behavior; attachment
security; AQS; early childhood

1. Introduction

1.1. Historical Changes in Parenting and Parenting Roles

Societal changes in economic, political, or educational conditions and affordances and
their effects on the living conditions and arrangements of families can result in changes in
individual developmental processes over time (Bronfenbrenner and Crouter 1983; Sameroff
1990). In many Western countries, family constellations, family life, and the corresponding
parenting roles and styles have changed in many ways within the last decades (Cowan
and Cowan 2019; Walker 2008). Trifan et al. (2014) reported a change from traditional
complementary family roles of fathers as decision makers and mothers as caregivers to a
more egalitarian household decision-making between parents comparing three cohorts of
families from the 1950s until 2011 studying 207 to 457 Swedish families. In parallel, au-
thoritarian parenting also declined, and a more egalitarian family life between parents and
children has been established at least in Sweden. Collishaw et al. (2012) reported increases
in parents’ monitoring and expectations about children’s behavior but also increases in
quality time that both mothers and fathers spend with their children in the United Kingdom
comparing self-reports of adolescents and their parents in two national samples between
1986 and 2006. Several representative surveys in the United States, Australia, and Germany
also reported an increase in time that mothers and fathers spend in intense and supportive
interaction with their children (Ramey and Ramey 2009; Dotti Sani and Treas 2016; Craig
et al. 2014; BMFSFJ 2021). Although more parents in many Western countries seem to
spend more time with their children than in former decades, they do not necessarily seem

59



Soc. Sci. 2022, 11, 51

to feel more self-reliant or comfortable in doing so. Glatz and Buchanan (2021) reported a
decline in parental self-efficacy in the beginning of the 21st century in the United States.
Parental self-efficacy assesses parents’ beliefs in their ability to influence their child in ways
that foster positive child development (Jones and Prinz 2005). Thus, the historical trend
to more intense parenting may not be paralleled by feeling more secure or competent in
caregiving and support. This may be of special relevance for fathers, as a higher rate of
father involvement increases the importance of parenting efficacy in fathers (Rominov et al.
2016; Donithen and Schoppe-Sullivan 2021).

1.2. Father Involvement in Child Care

Father involvement includes paternal engagement, accessibility, and responsibility for
child care (Lamb et al. 1985). Pleck (2010) proposed a revised conceptualization of father
involvement with the components of positive engagement and activities, warmth and
responsiveness, and control. Cabrera et al. (2000) especially emphasized the importance of
qualitative characteristics of parent–child interactions such as warmth, affect, sensitivity, as
well as participation in specific activities with the child for positive child development.

There are some historical changes in popular opinion or expectations regarding father
involvement. In an analysis of cultural models of father involvement from the 1920s to
2006, Milkie and Denny (2014) reported a shift from an ideal of enjoyment of fathering to
an ideal of paternal involvement as fulfillment in the Unites States. Moreover, fathering
ideals may differ (Iwanski et al. Forthcoming). Father involvement also became a hot topic
in the scientific literature on family characteristics, parenting, or child development within
the last decades. A Web of Science search on the number of articles on father involvement
reveals an increase from one article in 1962 to 502 listed articles in 2020.

In popular publications as well as in scientific studies, fathers are increasingly expected
to show more involvement in child care and more shared responsibilities. In the literature
on parenting or child development, this is mainly associated with positive developmental
outcomes for children (Cabrera et al. 2018; Jia et al. 2012). However, there is variability in
the actual amount of father involvement depending on specific characteristics of the family,
the age of the child, maternal depression, parental conflicts, or the father’s personality
(Planalp et al. 2013; Planalp and Braungart-Rieker 2016; Donithen and Schoppe-Sullivan
2021). In many countries, fathers still spend less time with their children than mothers
and engage more in play activities than in caregiving with their children (Dotti Sani and
Treas 2016; Mehall et al. 2009; Robinson et al. 2021; BMFSFJ 2021). So, there may still
be differences in the effects of maternal and paternal involvement on child development.
Nevertheless, the trends to more paternal involvement and changing family roles in many
Western societies may also affect the social and emotional experiences of children with their
fathers and, as a consequence, may also influence children’s attachment relationship to
their fathers.

1.3. Early Research on Attachment to Fathers: Are Fathers Attachment Figures?

Early research on infant–father attachment examined whether fathers are attachment
figures at all. In one of the fundamental studies, Cohen and Campos (1974) used an
experimental design similar to the one that Harlow had developed for rhesus monkeys
(Harlow and Zimmermann 1959) to test whether “the father is an attachment object in
infancy” (p. 154). Mother, father, and a stranger sat within equal distance to the infant, and
the infant’s attachment and affiliation behavior was observed. Infants showed a shorter
latency and a longer duration of attachment behaviors towards their mothers compared to
their fathers, but both parents were preferred over the stranger in this study with 60 infants
in the United States. Infants stayed 66% of the time close to their mothers and 33% of the
time close to their fathers. However, vocal signs of distress on separations from mother or
father did not differ. Thus, Cohen and Campos (1974) concluded that fathers are attachment
figures for infants and remarked that some infants of their study even preferred their fathers
over their mothers, which is similar to observations reported by Ainsworth (1967). Another
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early study on attachment to father in the UK found that 75% of the infants showed signs of
attachment to father at 18 months but not yet at 10 months of age where only 30% showed
signs of attachment to their fathers in reaction to different forms of separations (Schaffer
and Emerson 1964). Lamb (1976) reported similar proportions of attachment behaviors of
infants towards mothers and fathers during home visits in a smaller sample of 20 families
in the United States. Subsequent studies on attachment to mothers and fathers using
the Strange Situation Paradigm (SSP) in Germany, the United States, and Israel showed
that patterns of attachment to mothers and fathers are comparable in percentage and are
independent (Grossmann et al. 1981; Steele et al. 1996; Sagi et al. 1985). These early studies
on infant–father attachment were conducted during times where fathers were less involved
in caregiving than today and when infant daycare was not common. Given this low amount
of caregiving by fathers in the last decades, it may seem somehow surprising that infants
did show attachment behaviors towards their fathers and that the percentage of secure
attachment patterns to fathers was comparable to that of infant–mother attachment already
in these early studies.

1.4. Child–Father Attachment: The Role of Paternal Involvement and Paternal Sensitivity

Theorizing and empirical literature on factors influencing the development of at-
tachment security to fathers and on characteristics of the emotional relationship between
children and fathers are quite diverse (Paquette 2004; Grossmann et al. 2008; Brown et al.
2007; Cabrera 2020; Ahnert and Schoppe-Sullivan 2020). One major topic refers more
to the quantity of the father–child interaction, focusing on father involvement, parental
responsibility, and caregiving time. The other major influential factor is the quality of
father–child interaction.

Shared time with infants is a widely used operationalization of father involvement
(Pleck 2012). Research in the United States shows that fathers spend more time with older
children and also increase their number of shared activities from infancy to toddlerhood
(Planalp et al. 2013). However, the quantity of paternal involvement is not always positively
associated with children’s attachment security nor with sensitive or appropriate fathering
(Lickenbrock and Braungart-Rieker 2015; Grossmann et al. 2002). Brown et al. (2007)
showed that the amount of time that fathers spent with their children was negatively
associated with children’s attachment security to fathers. This is especially the case when
the time spent together is characterized by poor interactive play quality, bad paternal
mood, and high paternal intrusiveness. Lickenbrock and Braungart-Rieker (2015) reported
that paternal involvement was not significantly associated with attachment security to
father and paternal sensitivity. Moreover, Brown et al. (2012) reported no associations or
even negative associations between paternal involvement and paternal sensitivity. Some
theorists on fathering and empirical evidence suggest that many fathers tend to shape
their interaction with their children in a more active and challenging form than mothers
(Paquette 2004; Grossmann and Grossmann 2020; StGeorge et al. 2021). Therefore, some
studies differentiate between caregiving and play when assessing paternal involvement
(Planalp and Braungart-Rieker 2016). However, this has not yet been clearly differentiated
in attachment research.

Beside quantitative aspects of fathering, the quality of the father–child interaction
may also influence the development of secure attachment to fathers. Children need their
attachment figures as a secure haven in times of challenging distress but also as a secure
base to explore the surroundings when experiencing more positive affect (Ainsworth 1989;
Bowlby 1982; Grossmann et al. 2008). Parents can offer both safe haven and secure base
behavior by showing both sensitivity and sensitive exploration support (Grossmann et al.
2008; Kerns et al. 2015). Thus, the quality of caregiving is relevant for attachment security.
There is ample evidence that maternal sensitivity and not maternal involvement is a central
factor for an infant‘s attachment security (Ainsworth et al. 1978; Grossmann et al. 1981;
Leerkes 2011). However, studies on paternal sensitivity as a predictor of attachment security
and other developmental outcomes do not reveal identical effects as for maternal sensitivity
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(Grossmann et al. 2002; Rodrigues et al. 2021). The mean effect size of the association
between maternal sensitivity and child’s attachment security to mother is moderately
strong (r = 0.24), while associations of paternal sensitivity as providing a safe haven with
attachment security to father are less strong (r = 0.12) (Lucassen et al. 2011; Zimmermann
2017). Earlier studies only showed small positive and negative associations of father
involvement and attachment security, and the associations with paternal sensitivity are
smaller compared to results from research on mother–infant attachment. If the current
historical trend to more father involvement fosters the development of secure attachment,
this might be seen in an increase of specific attachment behaviors that infants express
directed to their fathers and in more attachment security to fathers.

1.5. Caregiver Preference and Attachment Security to Mother and Father

Attachment research has shown that infants expressed their attachment behaviors
longer to their mothers compared to their fathers if the experimental situation forces a
choice (Cohen and Campos 1974) and in natural observations including separations that
activate the attachment system (Schaffer and Emerson 1964) but not in non-distressing
situations (Lamb 1976; Umemura et al. 2013). These results suggest an attachment hierarchy
at least in early childhood, with a preference of proximity to mother over father when
the attachment system is activated. However, the duration of proximity seeking or bodily
contact to a caregiver is no sufficient indicator of attachment security, as security also
includes the regulation of negative affect with the caregiver and exploration (Ainsworth
et al. 1978). In order to put the preference of proximity to one caregiver in attachment-
related situations into context, it is important to examine whether this is also an indicator
of differences in attachment security and whether attachment security can be found more
often for infant–mother compared to infant–father attachment.

Already the first studies on infant attachment quality with both parents using the
SSP showed a quite comparable distribution of attachment patterns to mother and father
(Grossmann et al. 1981; Steele et al. 1996). A review of attachment patterns to fathers in
early childhood including 15 studies assessing and reporting the SSP with both mothers
and fathers, including 1155 families, found a comparable rate of secure attachment patterns
(66.5% to father; 67% to mother). Moreover, an odds ratio of 1.16 (95% CI [0.96 to 1.41],
p = 0.12) also suggests independence of attachment patterns to mother and father in infancy
in the same family (Zimmermann 2017). Comparably, the mean attachment security score
to mother and father using the Attachment Q-Sort (AQS) shows no general significant
difference (Cadman et al. 2018). Studies on infant and toddler attachment security do
not show more attachment security to either mother or father. Therefore, it is important
to examine whether the duration of expressed attachment behaviors is an indicator of
attachment security and whether this is similar for mothers and fathers.

In a historical perspective, the comparable percentages of secure attachment patterns
to mothers and fathers may seem somehow surprising given the fact that many studies on
attachment to father were conducted within the last decades, which were characterized by
lower paternal involvement for child care compared to the 21st century. Interestingly, a
recent study on infant attachment also reports comparable rates of 66% and 63% secure
infant attachment patterns to mother and father, respectively (Kuo et al. 2019), as found in
earlier studies.

Therefore, a study examining potential caregiver preferences in expressing attachment
behaviors comparable to the early studies in father attachment can offer insights in whether
changes in parenting roles and involvement over time also lead to changes in preferences
of mothers over fathers. The currently reported increase in father involvement in many
Western societies might increase infants’ tendencies to direct their attachment behaviors
towards their fathers. This may especially be the case in situations that activate the at-
tachment system (e.g., stranger approach, negatively valenced stimuli). Moreover, if the
amount of involvement is a relevant variable for the development of attachment security,
this might be relevant for both mothers and fathers. However, a complete interpretation
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of an attachment preference for one caregiver needs the inclusion of overall attachment
security to mother and father within the same family.

1.6. Aims of the Study

If fathers in the 21st century spend more time with child care, this might affect infants’
reactions towards their fathers, perhaps also in the attachment domain. Thus, our study
had four aims.

(1) First, we wanted to replicate and expand an earlier study on characteristics of infant–
father and infant–mother attachment conducted more than 40 years ago (Cohen and
Campos 1974). More precisely, we wanted to examine whether infants in the 21st
century still prefer mothers over fathers in their expression of attachment behaviors in
direct triadic interactions. Thus, we expected infants to show a comparable duration
of attachment behaviors towards mothers and fathers. However, both parents still
should be preferred over strangers.

(2) Second, we examined differences in involvement between mothers and fathers in the
sample to test whether we find empirical evidence for the general trend in society in
community samples of current parents. We specifically studied different domains of
involvement.

(3) Third, we studied more closely whether the duration of infants’ attachment behaviors
and also whether attachment security (assessed by the AQS) are associated with
involvement in mothers and fathers.

(4) Fourth, as an extension to our earlier research questions, we examined whether infant
attachment security (AQS) differs between mothers and fathers. We did not expect
differences in attachment security between parents.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants

The sample consisted of 50 infants (52% female) and their mothers and fathers from
Germany. Infants’ age ranged from 10 to 19 months with a mean age of 14.07 months
(SD = 2.89 months). Mothers’ age ranged from 21 to 40 years (M = 30.88 years; SD = 4.42 years)
and fathers’ age from 22 to 53 years (M = 33.62 years; SD = 6.08 years). Most parents were
highly educated with 76% of the mothers and 62% of the fathers reporting a general university
entrance qualification (German Abitur or Fachabitur). Twenty-two percent of the mothers
and 34% of the fathers reported a secondary school certificate or at least ten years of school
(German Realschulabschluss), and only 2% of the mothers and 4% of the fathers had no
educational qualification. Most parents finished professional education (58% of the mothers
and 66% of the fathers). Approximately one third of the parents reported a university degree
(38% of the mothers and 28% of the fathers). Only 4% of the mothers and 6% of the fathers had
no professional qualifications. In 49 out of the 50 participating families, parents reported the
mother to be the primary caregiver, whereas one family reported the father to be the primary
caregiver.

Approximately half of the mothers (46%) were employed with an average working
time of 10.85 hours per week (SD = 13.84 hours), but nearly all fathers (92%) were working
with an average of 38.89 working hours per week (SD = 14.96 hours). All mothers took
parental leave with a range from eight to 78 weeks (M = 46.66 weeks, SD = 17.02 weeks),
whereas only half of the fathers (48%) reported parental leave ranging from two to 60 weeks
(M = 4.64 weeks; SD = 8.91 weeks). We recruited families in public kindergartens, daycare
facilities, and via social media.

2.2. Procedure and Measures

Two experimenters visited all families at home and videotaped an experimental
interaction similar to Cohen and Campos (1974) and family interactions including dyadic
tasks between the infant and only one parent, short separations, and triadic tasks. The
home visits lasted about 1.5 h.
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Attachment security was observed by six independent raters based on the complete
home visit by use of the AQS. The duration of single attachment behaviors was only
observed during the experimental interaction using an event-sampling procedure by two
different and independent raters who did not also score the AQS and did not observe the
complete home visit. Parental involvement was assessed by self-reports, separately by
mothers and fathers.

2.2.1. Observation of Attachment Behaviors

Infants’ attachment behaviors were observed in interaction with the infant, both
parents, and a female stranger, for a total of four experimental trials (adapted from Cohen
and Campos 1974). The presence of the stranger (in the first two trials) combined with
presenting audiotaped infant cries for emotion contagion (in the last two trials) served
to activate the infant’s attachment system, consequently eliciting attachment behaviors
(Geangu et al. 2010).

Procedure: Both parents and the stranger were seated on the floor in front of the infant
at a 1.5 m distance on marked spots. The positions of mother and father (to the left or to
the right of the stranger) were counterbalanced across subjects. At the beginning of each
trial, the experimenter seated the infant on a specific spot on the floor. The stranger showed
a neutral facial expression and did not interact with the infant or the parents during the
trials. The parents were instructed to react to their infants’ signals as they would usually
do but not to initiate interaction by themselves and not to leave their assigned spots during
trials. The infant was free to move throughout the room during trials. Each trial lasted one
minute. The total duration of the observation was about five minutes.

Coding: We observed the duration of three attachment behaviors: (1) proximity seeking,
(2) bodily contact, and (3) distress vocalization, and, in addition, (4) duration of looks. All
behaviors were coded independently directed to either the mother, the father, or the stranger
by two independent raters with extensive training. One rater coded two trials per infant.
The second rater independently coded the other two trials. The interrater reliability was
good with K > 0.65.

2.2.2. Observation of Attachment Security

Infant’s attachment security to mother and father was assessed by use of the Attach-
ment Q-Sort (Waters 1995). The AQS consists of a set of 90 cards that each contain a written
characteristic of child attachment behavior as well as affective reactions and explorative
behaviors in their familiar home environment. In order to describe a particular infant
based on the video tapes of the conducted home visits, reliable coders sorted these 90 items
equally into nine categories ranging from 1 = “not at all characteristic” through 5 = “neither
characteristic nor uncharacteristic” to 9 = “very characteristic” with 10 items per category
depending on how characteristic these behaviors were for the observed infant. Each infant’s
Q-Set was correlated with the prototype for attachment security (Waters 1995), resulting in
scores ranging from −1.00 to 1.00 with higher scores indicating higher attachment security.

Six raters, who received extensive training, coded attachment security to mother and
father separately and independently. Interrater reliability was good with a mean agreement
of r = 0.75 on all Q-Sort-items and a maximum mean deviation of 0.10 with regard to
attachment security prototypicity.

2.2.3. Self-Report of Parental Involvement

We assessed parental involvement by the use of six items with an open-response
format. Two questions asked how much time the respective parent spends at home on
average during the week and on weekends (e.g., “On average, how much time do you
spend at home during the week?”). The other four items asked about the amount of time
spent in direct interaction with the infant. Two items asked how much time on average
parents spent reading to the infant during the week and on weekends. Two further items
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asked how much time on average parents spent caring for the infant, also during the week
and on weekends.

One father did not provide information on his involvement. Thus, the analyses were
based on 49 father-involvement data.

2.3. Data Analysis

Data were analyzed with SPSS28 (IBM Corporation 2021). As the participants in our
study came from families, data for infants, mothers, and fathers were not independent.
Therefore, we analyzed infants’ attachment behaviors and their attachment security to their
mother and father as a within-subject MANOVA design. We used paired t-tests for expected
differences between attachment behaviors directed to mother compared to father within
the same family and differences to the expression towards the stranger. We first report
results for infants’ attachment behaviors towards the mother, the father, and the stranger
examining differences of the person towards whom infants directed their attachment
behaviors. Second, we used paired t-tests to examine differences in involvement between
parents. Third, we report zero-order correlations between infant´s attachment behavior,
attachment security, and parental involvement. Finally, we examined differences in infant
attachment security towards mother and father using a paired t-test.

3. Results

3.1. Differences in Duration of Observed Infant Attachment Behaviors towards Mother, Father,
and Stranger

A repeated-measures MANOVA showed a significant effect of the person towards
whom the infant expressed attachment behaviors, F(2,48) = 19.64, p < 0.0001, η2 = 0.345 (see
Figure 1). Posthoc paired t-tests showed that the duration of attachment behaviors towards
the mother was significantly longer compared to the duration of attachment behaviors
towards the father, t(49) = 3.26, p = 0.002, Cohen’s d = 0.75, and the stranger, t(49) = 5.32,
p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 1.12. Additionally, the duration of attachment behaviors towards the
father was significantly longer compared to behaviors towards the stranger, t(49) = 2.69,
p = 0.010, Cohen’s d = 0.55.

Figure 1. Duration of attachment behaviors towards mother, father, and stranger (means and SE).

3.2. Differences in Proximity Seeking, Bodily Contact, Distress Vocalization, and Looks towards
Mother, Father, and Stranger

Next, we examined differences in the duration of the three observed attachment
behaviors: proximity seeking, bodily contact, and distress vocalization towards mother,
father, and stranger. Furthermore, we tested differences in the duration of looks to mother,
father, and stranger. Therefore, we present results comparable to the original study by
Cohen and Campos (1974) (see Figure 2). Paired t-tests revealed that infants showed
significantly longer proximity seeking, bodily contact, and distress vocalization towards
mother than father (proximity seeking: t(50) = 3.27, p = 0.002, Cohen’s d = 0.75; bodily
contact: t(50) = 3.10, p = 0.003, Cohen’s d = 0.69; distress vocalization: t(50) = 2.27, p = 0.028,
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Cohen’s d = 0.37) and stranger (proximity seeking: t(50) = 4.94, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 1.03;
bodily contact: t(50) = 5.51, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 1.14; distress vocalization: t(50) = 3.15,
p = 0.003, Cohen’s d = 0.46). Furthermore, infants sought proximity (t(50) = 1.80, p = 0.077,
Cohen’s d = 0.36) and bodily contact (t(50) = 3.41, p = 0.001, Cohen’s d = 0.73) longer
towards father than stranger. The duration of distress vocalization towards father and
stranger did not differ significantly. Paired t-tests showed that the duration of looks to
mother compared to father did not differ significantly. In contrast, looks to stranger were
significantly longer than looks to mother, t(50) = −3.29, p = 0.002, Cohen’s d = −0.60), and
the father, t(50) = −4.21, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = −0.64).

Figure 2. Duration of observed attachment behaviors and looks to mother, father, and stranger
(means and SE).

3.3. Differences in Maternal and Paternal Involvement

Mothers reported to spend significantly more time at home on weekdays (t(49) = −2.38,
p = 0.021, Cohen’s d = 0.36) than fathers, but not on weekends. Mothers also reported
to spend more time reading and caring for the infant than fathers (t(50) = 5.10, p < 0.001,
Cohen’s d = 0.60) (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Self-reported parental involvement by mothers and fathers (means and SE).

3.4. Correlational Analyses

Table 1 shows zero-order correlations between all study variables. Correlation coeffi-
cients for mother variables are presented below the diagonal, whereas father variables are
presented above the diagonal.
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Infants’ attachment security to father measured with the AQS was significantly posi-
tively related to the observed duration of infant attachment behaviors towards father. There
were no other significant associations between father variables.

For mothers, the reported time spent at home during weekdays and weekends was
significantly positively correlated. The attachment security (AQS) to mother was signifi-
cantly negatively related to the duration of looks to mother during the experimental task.
There were no other significant associations between the mother variables.

Table 1. Correlations of all variables (correlations for mothers below diagonal, correlations for fathers
above diagonal).

Involvement

Attachment
Security (AQS)

Duration of

Time at
Home

(weekdays)

Time at
Home

(weekends)

Reading and
Caring

Attachment
Behaviors

Towards Parent
Looks

Involvement:
Time at Home
(weekdays) - 0.18 0.16 −0.21 −0.27 −0.08

Time at Home
(weekends) 0.66 *** - −0.15 −0.17 0.02 −0.09

Reading and Caring 0.06 −0.14 - −0.26 −0.05 −0.14
Attachment Security
(AQS)

−0.15 −0.12 −0.26 - 0.38 ** 0.20

Duration of Attachment
Behaviors

−0.10 0.00 −0.11 0.08 - 0.14

Duration of Looks 0.13 0.19 −0.17 −0.31 * 0.03 -

N = 49–50; *** p < 0.0001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.

3.5. Differences in Infant Attachment Security to Mother and Father

Finally, we tested for differences in infant attachment security to mother and father
(AQS). A paired t-test revealed no significant differences in attachment security to mother
and father. Thus, infants are comparably securely attached to mother and father (see
Figure 4). Attachment security scores in the AQS were significantly positively associated
(r(50) = 0.47, p < 0.001).

Figure 4. Attachment security (AQS) to mother and father (means and SE).

4. Discussion

The current study had four aims: (1) We wanted to examine whether infants in the 21st
century still prefer mothers over fathers in their expression of attachment behaviors, (2) to
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examine differences in involvement between mothers and fathers, (3) to study whether
the duration of infants’ attachment behaviors and also whether attachment security are
associated with maternal and paternal involvement, and (4) to examine whether infant
attachment security differs between mothers and fathers.

4.1. Caregiver Preference

In this study, we aimed to replicate and expand an earlier study on characteristics
of infant–father and infant–mother attachment conducted more than 40 years ago in the
United States (Cohen and Campos 1974) now in the 21st century. Cohen and Campos
(1974) reported that infants prefer their mothers over their fathers as attachment figures by
showing more proximity seeking and bodily contact towards mothers in an experimental
study. Given the many changes in family life within the last decades and empirical studies
reporting an increasing number of fathers who are willing to show more involvement in
child care, we wanted to examine whether in attachment contexts it is still the mother who
is preferred over the father after all these years.

Actually, the results of the study suggest no change in infants’ preferences to stay
closer to their mothers compared to their fathers in more than 40 years of change in family
life. Even in the 21st century, infants show a longer duration of attachment behaviors
directed to their mothers compared to their fathers. Infants stayed longer in close proximity,
had longer bodily contact, and also directed their vocal signs of distress longer to their
mothers compared to their fathers.

The experimental design of the study with equal distance to the mother and the father,
counterbalancing the location of the parents during the trials and reducing and controlling
active initiation of interactions by both parents, increased the probability that the observed
duration and the direction of attachment behaviors depend on the infant’s choice. This is
similar in the SSP, which is designed to make the infant’s attachment pattern salient and
not the infant’s reaction to the parent’s caregiving in that specific moment (Ainsworth et al.
1978). In contrast, during natural observations, parents usually differ in their distance and
activity when interacting with the child, as reported by Lamb (1977) who found that fathers
vocalized more than mothers to their children during home visits. Therefore, in natural
observations, parental behavior may influence infants’ proximity seeking, and consequently
the results are confounded. Moreover, attachment behaviors can only validly be assessed
by proximity seeking or bodily contact when the attachment system is activated and infants
are mildly distressed (Ainsworth et al. 1978; Waters and Sroufe 1983). Indeed, differences
in preference of close contact to one parent over the other are mainly shown when children
are distressed but not when they are content (Umemura et al. 2013). In this study, we
used the stranger and negative-emotion contagion by playing audio-taped infant cries as
mild-distress elicitors. Thus, we conclude that staying closer to one parent compared to
the other may not be elicited by a parental difference in offers to play or to interact. The
results of our study on the duration of attachment behaviors towards mothers and fathers
might be interpreted as indicating an attachment hierarchy favoring mothers. Umemura
et al. (2013) similarly interpreted their results in this direction showing that mothers were
preferred over fathers in their study. This study also reveals evidence that infants in the 21st
century prefer one parent over the other when feeling distressed, resulting in an individual
attachment hierarchy towards the primary caregiver during distress (Umemura et al. 2013).
However, there is no preference when the infant’s attachment system is not activated (i.e.,
infants are content).

Our study also showed that infants expressed their attachment behaviors longer
towards parents compared to the stranger. The clear preference of parents over strangers
in attachment-behavior duration also replicates the results by Cohen and Campos (1974).
However, infants looked longer towards the stranger compared to both parents, showing
that the stranger is of interest to them. Long looks of infants to the stranger have also been
reported by Lamb (1976) during home visits. However, looking without signaling distress
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has been interpreted as affiliative behavior or a sign of curiosity and not as attachment
behavior (Lamb 1977).

Our results also revealed that infants show longer durations of proximity seeking, bodily
contact, and distress vocalization towards their mothers compared to their fathers. The effect
sizes of these differences were greater for proximity seeking and bodily contact than for
distress vocalization. We assume that distress vocalization is a parent-activating attachment
behavior signaling the need for external support. In contrast, the other two forms of attachment
behaviors are autonomous actions of the infants. Moreover, distress vocalization has a shorter
mean duration compared to proximity seeking and bodily contact suggesting that children
directed their attachment needs to both parents but then did not remain passively seated but
moved closer to one attachment figure. One of the most intriguing results of this study is
the preference of proximity and close bodily contact to mothers over fathers. This may be a
result of still-existing differences in interaction styles between parents. Many studies showed
that mothers provide more affection and offer more proximity towards their children, while
the father’s interaction style is more characterized by active play and structuring (Sabey et al.
2018; Barnett et al. 2008; Starrels 1994; StGeorge et al. 2021). Children’s expectations regarding
their parents’ behavior are based on their experiences with each parent. We therefore assume
that young children expect more closeness and regulation via body contact from their mothers
compared to their fathers. Moreover, mothers may also influence the longer duration of bodily
closeness by intentionally maintaining physical contact with their children. In some cases, the
duration of bodily contact may not only reflect the decision of the child but also a decision of
the mother.

4.2. Parental Involvement

The second aim of our study was to examine whether the participating parents indeed
live according to the postulated trend towards more paternal involvement and shared
responsibilities. The results showed that mothers spend more time at home with the child
and spend more time with child care during the week compared to fathers. In contrast,
during weekends, the time with child care and reading is similar. However, the effect
sizes of these differences are small to moderate. We conclude that the families studied
here do not equally share responsibility for child care, but the time difference is not huge.
This distribution of child care is rather common for German families and seems similar to
other studies showing that although there is a historic increase in paternal involvement or
attitudes that favor more paternal involvement, mothers still spend more time with child
care than fathers in many Western countries (McMunn et al. 2017; Dotti Sani and Treas
2016; Walper and Lien 2018; BMFSFJ 2021).

4.3. Involvement and Attachment

Third, we examined associations of attachment behaviors and attachment security
with parental involvement. We tested whether high paternal involvement would promote
infants’ attachment behavior towards their fathers or attachment security to their father. The
results showed no significant association between any of the father-involvement variables
and the duration of attachment behaviors expressed towards him. Moreover, paternal
involvement showed negative but non-significant associations with attachment security to
the father as assessed with the AQS. This is in line with earlier research on involvement
and attachment to father showing no significant associations or even negative associations
(Brown et al. 2007; Lickenbrock and Braungart-Rieker 2015). Thus, fathers’ time spent at
home or even time spent with reading and caring seems to be no guarantee that infants
seek them as attachment figures when the mother is available at the same time. Father
involvement also does not promote infants’ attachment security to their fathers, as assessed
during home visits. Thus, as research on infant–father attachment has shown, fathers’
quality of interaction and not quantity of interaction seems to be relevant for infant–father
attachment security (Brown et al. 2007; Grossmann et al. 2002).

69



Soc. Sci. 2022, 11, 51

However, the results are similar for mothers. Maternal involvement is also not signifi-
cantly associated with the duration of infants’ attachment behaviors directed to them and
also not with infant–mother attachment security in the AQS. The rich literature on mater-
nal sensitivity and attachment security quite early focused on the quality of interaction
(Ainsworth et al. 1978; Grossmann et al. 1981; Leerkes 2011) and not on involvement or
time spent with the infant. However, the associations between maternal involvement and
infant attachment are also diverse and differ between studies and samples. Fuertes et al.
(2016) reported that mothers of securely attached children showed higher involvement in
play and lower involvement in primary care than mothers of insecurely attached children.
As we had no longitudinal or intervention design, we cannot interpret the results as causal
associations.

4.4. Attachment Security and Attachment Behaviors to Mothers and Fathers

The fourth aim of our study was to examine whether infant attachment security differs
between mothers and fathers. The duration of single attachment behaviors alone does
not represent the complete organization of attachment security as a balance of proximity
seeking and exploration (Ainsworth et al. 1978). Securely attached infants seek proximity
when distressed but recover quickly in contact to the caregiver. Insecure-ambivalently
attached infants also show a long duration of attachment behaviors, keeping them close to
their caregiver but without effective regulation and exploration. We therefore also examined
whether attachment security to mothers and fathers assessed with the AQS differs between
parents. Interestingly, and in contrast to the observed duration of attachment behaviors
when infants have to choose between their mother and their father in the experimental
interaction task, infants showed similar attachment security to mothers and fathers. This is
in line with the results of the meta-analysis by Cadman et al. (2018) reporting similar mean
AQS scores for attachment to mothers and fathers from mainly independent samples. This
is one of the few studies that assessed infants’ AQS attachment security to mothers and
fathers in the same family at the same time. Similar to the results of our study, Umemura
et al. (2013) showed that attachment security (assessed in the SSP) was not associated with
caregiver preference when distressed. We conclude that even if infants still express longer
attachment behaviors towards their mothers compared to their fathers, this does not mean
that they are less securely attached to their fathers.

Interestingly, the duration of attachment behaviors expressed to fathers was positively
associated with infants’ attachment security to fathers in the AQS. However, this was
not the case for attachment security to mothers, suggesting differences in the meaning
of duration of expressed attachment behaviors for infants when both parents are present.
Especially the duration of proximity seeking and bodily contact in contrast to expressions of
secure base behavior in contact with mothers and fathers needs to be explored (Grossmann
and Grossmann 2020).

Finally, the only moderate positive association between attachment security to mother
and father in the AQS suggests that some infants show quite different attachment secu-
rity scores to mother than to father. However, this differentiation is not associated with
quantitative involvement. Shared time alone does not guarantee attachment security.

4.5. Summary

Taken together, we found a preference for the mother over the father when infants
have the choice to address their attachment behaviors to one of their two caregivers when
both are closely available. We cannot interpret this attachment preference as an effect of
primary caregiver status alone as differences in involvement do not explain this preference.
However, when observing infants’ interaction during the home visits for a longer period
and in other interaction contexts using the AQS, the infant’s attachment security to father
is not lower than to mother. This shows that mothers and fathers similarly can provide
attachment security for their infants, probably functioning as a safe haven as well as a
secure base, and independent of the status as primary or secondary attachment figure.

70



Soc. Sci. 2022, 11, 51

Thus, time for child care does not automatically cause the status as the primary caregiver or
an attachment figure for the infant. Additional aspects, e.g., the quality of interaction or the
effectiveness of emotion regulation by each parent, might be more significant. Especially for
family court decision-making, it is important not to interpret such differences in caregiver
preference or attachment behavior duration in one specific context as a valid indicator of a
general and overall difference in attachment security to mother and father (Forslund et al.
2021). Nevertheless, the results also show that in such mildly distressing situations when
the infant has the immediate choice between both caregivers, the duration of proximity
seeking to father is an indicator of attachment security to him. In contrast, AQS attachment
security to mother is not associated with the duration of attachment behaviors to her. As the
difference of these associations was marginal given the sample size (p = 0.06), we conclude
that given the general preference of mother over father in this immediate triadic interaction,
the duration of attachment behaviors to father might be a valid indicator of attachment
security to father but not that much to mother. However, this warrants replications as a
certain duration of attachment behaviors when distressed can be observed in the case of
insecure-ambivalent attachment as well as secure attachment and may also depend on
sample characteristics. Finally, the study does not support the idea that higher paternal
involvement supports the development of attachment security to father. However, there
still may be a difference between a positive attitude towards fathering and the actual
amount of daily fathering.

4.6. Limitations

Although the current study yielded some important and unique findings, it also has
limitations. First, the measure used in the study to assess parental involvement is a self-
report, which may be affected by social desirability. Infants’ attachment security to both
parents was assessed using the Q-Sort methodology. During the home visits, both parents
were present. Therefore, no conclusions can be made about how infants would behave and
show attachment behaviors with only one parent present. Further studies investigating
attachment security to both parents in separate settings using the Q-Sort methodology
comparing dyadic and triadic interactions are necessary. We can only report concurrent
associations between variables. As the present study lacks longitudinal data or an inter-
vention design for improving involvement, we cannot interpret any causal relationships
between parental involvement, attachment behaviors, and attachment security. Therefore,
future longitudinal studies are needed. The participants in this study came from Germany,
were mainly Caucasian, and were highly educated, which limits the generalizability of our
findings. Future research may therefore investigate whether comparable results can be
found in other samples.

4.7. Implications for Parenting in the 21st Century

This study showed that despite the historical trend of changes in fathering, mother-
ing, family structure, and individual expectations regarding involvement, infants in the
21st century in a Western country still prefer mothers over fathers in their expression of
attachment behaviors. We found a clear attachment hierarchy towards mothers, followed
by fathers and strangers. It may well also be that in the 21st century several types of
fathers still exist that have already been identified in the 1990s, differentiating caretakers,
playmates-teachers, disciplinarians, and disengaged dads (Jain et al. 1996). Therefore, a
more differentiated assessment of fathering beyond the time spent with the child might
be more appropriate (Schoppe-Sullivan and Fagan 2020). However, although mothers are
still more involved in child care on weekdays compared to fathers, in Germany, as in many
countries, this neither explains infants’ preference or the duration of attachment behavior
nor the attachment security to mother or father. If replicated, this might be a relief for
current mothers and fathers given that it is not the quantity of time but providing emotional
security to infants during distress and during exploration when interacting that fosters
attachment security.
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Abstract: This study explored mothers’ perceptions of their children’s resistance to their requests and
defiance of parental authority during middle childhood and early adolescence. We were interested
in parental perceptions of change in resistance, their interpretations of the meaning of resistance,
and parental responses to these behaviors. Forty Canadian mothers of children 9–13 years of age
participated for one week in a study focused on parents’ experiences of children’s resistance and
opposition. Procedures consisted of a qualitative analysis of mothers’ reports from a five-day event
diary and a 1 h semi-structured interview. Mothers reported developmental changes in the quantity
and quality of children’s resistance to parental requests and expectations. Most mothers reported
increasing displays of defiance and direct and indirect expressions of attitude but also noted changes
in the skill with which children expressed resistance. Mothers interpreted children’s resistance as
annoying but normal expressions of children’s developing autonomy. Mothers supported children’s
right to expression of agency through resistance but attempted to channel children’s resistance toward
socially competent expressions of assertiveness. The findings have implications for a relational
perspective on autonomy-supportive parenting and parents’ goals for children’s developing social
competence in the 21st century.

Keywords: autonomy; children’s agency; noncompliance; resistance; parent–child relationships;
parenting practices; socialization; social relational theory; teenage attitude

1. Introduction

Children’s tendency to resist or disobey the requests and directives of their parents or
to defy parental authority is a common occurrence in family life. How parents interpret this
phenomenon in the 21st century, as in previous centuries, has important implications for
how they respond to their children and the nature of parent–child relationships (Kuczynski
and Hildebrandt 1997). Parental childrearing values regarding autonomy and obedience
provide one lens for understanding parents’ interpretations of their children’s resistance.
Do parents in the 21st century prefer compliant children who immediately obey without
challenge? Or do they want children who advocate for themselves by questioning rules
and requests, think independently, and make their own decisions?

An important perspective originating from some cultures and religions is that chil-
dren’s resistance is illegitimate and should be suppressed. Strict respect for the authority of
elders and communal cooperation is a common expectation for appropriate parent–child
relationships in collectivist cultures (Tamis-LeMonda et al. 2008; Trommsdorff and Kornadt
2003). In contrast, individualistic cultures and cultures transitioning to modernity tend to
prioritize independence, self-assertion, and the pursuit of autonomous goals.

There have also been social changes in how parents value obedience and autonomy in
individualistic cultures. For example, Miller (1990) in the European context and Greven
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(1990) in the North American context documented the religious roots of authoritarian
childrearing beliefs and practices and argued that unquestioning obedience and coercive
parental control persisted as child-rearing norms prior to the first world war. However,
Alwin (1988); (Alwin and Tufis, 2021), using data from the United States and Europe, found
that there were consistent decreasing trends in parental values for obedience and increasing
trends for autonomy as childrearing goals throughout the 20th century and into the present.
Despite this trend for parents to value autonomy, Alwin and Tufis, (2021) found relatively
greater preferences for obedience among conservative religious groups and cultural groups
such as Latinos and Blacks, and greater preference for autonomy and self-direction for
parents with higher education, and for females compared to males.

An implication of cultural and historical surveys of childrearing values is that parental
responses to children’s resistance during the 21st century, particularly in Western cultures,
are influenced by prevailing social values that favor children’s autonomy. However, re-
searchers who study parenting practices have generally not acknowledged the significance
of such background social values. Therefore, in the present study, we were alert to how
values for autonomy and obedience contribute to parental perceptions of and responses to
acts of resistance and defiance in their children.

In psychological research, there are two principal perspectives on how parents experi-
ence and “should” respond to children’s refusal to follow parental directives, one using the
construct of noncompliance and one using the construct of resistance. The term “noncompli-
ance” is used in longstanding research on authoritative and authoritarian parenting styles
(Baumrind 2012) and clinical/behavioral approaches to child management (Patterson et al.
1992; McMahon and Forehand 2003). The noncompliance construct interprets nonconform-
ing behaviors from the perspective of the adult authorities and is operationalized as the
failure to comply immediately and exactly to the parents’ requests or standing rules. In
this perspective, noncompliance is considered to be a deviant or coercive behavior and
concepts such as children’s autonomy or agency receive little consideration.

In contrast, the term “resistance” is used to describe children’s nonconforming re-
sponses from the perspective of the child agent (Kuczynski and Hildebrandt 1997). Re-
sistance, in this view, is a manifestation of children’s motives for autonomy and reflects
children’s attempts to protect their freedom of thought and action from their parents’
attempts to control them. Similarly, in self-determination theory, oppositional defiance is
thought to be triggered when one’s need for autonomy is thwarted by others (Van Petegem
et al. 2015).

Children’s resistance is associated with the development of autonomy motives, in
research on the phenomenon of toddler negativism when young children begin to oppose
parents’ increasing attempts to control or restrict their behavior (Wenar 1982; Kuczynski
et al. 1987). Resistance is also implicated in increased parent–child conflict during early
adolescence when children’s strivings for independence and freedom of action are thought
to be particularly acute (Branje 2018; Laursen et al. 1998). In these perspectives, children’s
resistance may serve positive developmental functions. For very young children, parental
leeway for resistance provides an opportunity for children to develop their skills as agents
in the supportive context of the parent-child relationship (Kuczynski and Hildebrandt
1997). In early adolescence, the increased tension between children’s desires for more
autonomy and parents’ efforts to retain control may serve as a catalyst for parents to realign
their expectations in a way that recognizes children’s developing maturity. These changed
expectations, in turn, may create changes in parent–child relationships so that they function
on a more egalitarian foundation (Branje 2018).

Building on the idea that resistance is an expression of children’s agency, Kuczyn-
ski further proposed that specific acts of resistance can be viewed as social strategies
that children use in the attempt to influence parents to drop or modify their demands
(Kuczynski et al. 1987; Kuczynski and Kochanska 1990). Using this framework in a re-
search program using Canadian samples, Kuczynski et al. followed the development of
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children’s repertoires of resistance strategies covering the age range from 18 months to 18
years.

Observational research with toddlers (Kuczynski et al. 1987) and preschool children
(Kuczynski and Kochanska 1990) indicated that young children’s strategies for resisting
parental requests became increasingly skillful and assertive between the ages of 18 months
and five years. For example, children were less likely to ignore or directly defy parental
requests and more likely to use polite refusals or engage in verbal negotiation such as
offering explanations or suggesting compromises as they grew older. These findings were
extended using qualitative methodologies with 9–13-year-old children (Kuczynski et al.
2019) and 13–18-year-old adolescents (Parkin and Kuczynski 2012) who reported a rich
repertoire of overt and covert strategies for resisting parental expectations. Children in these
studies displayed increasing social skill in negotiating and evading parental demands and
an increasing willingness to challenge parental authority. For example, children reported
using assertive refusals, direct defiance, and verbal and nonverbal ways of communicating
their nonacceptance of parental authority when forced to comply.

The Present Study

As reviewed above, there is now substantial research documenting the development of
children’s strategies for expressing agency by resisting parental requests and prohibitions.
However, there is little research on parental responses to resistance using the “child as
agent” perspective, especially past early childhood. The purpose of the current study was
to explore parents’ perspectives and responses to resistance and defiance in a sample of 9–
13-year-old children attending elementary school. The 9–13 age range straddles the periods
of middle childhood and early adolescence and coincides with developmental changes
in children’s cognitive and social skills, increasing orientation to peers, and freedom of
action outside the direct supervision of parents (Collins and Madsen 2003). This is also a
period of increased parent–child conflict due to differences between parents’ and children’s
expectations regarding children’s exercise of autonomy and children’s emotional lability
associated with pubertal changes (Branje 2018; Cservenka et al. 2015; Mastrotheodoros
et al. 2020). Social relational theory (SRT) informed the design and interpretation of the
study. SRT is a framework for studying bidirectional processes in socialization and parent–
child relationships (Kuczynski and De Mol 2015). In SRT, parents and children are both
considered to be human agents who are causally connected within the constraints of a
culturally embedded, interdependent, long-term, close relationship (Kuczynski and De
Mol 2015). This distinctive social context influences how parents and children experience,
interpret, and respond to each other and makes them both receptive and vulnerable
to each other’s influence (Kuczynski 2003). In the case of parents, the history of the
relationship provides them with knowledge about the child’s competencies, vulnerabilities,
and probable reactions to their interventions. Furthermore, the anticipated future of the
relationship enables parents to construct long-term socialization goals for the child, or goals
to maintain or strengthen the parent–child relationship (Dawber and Kuczynski 1999).

The implication is that because of this distinctive relationship context, parents may
tolerate or even promote resistant behaviors in their children that would not be contem-
plated with children with whom they were not in a close long-term relationship. Several
general predictions can be made on using existing theory and research. Findings that
parental attitudes favor autonomy over obedience (Alwin and Tufis, 2021) suggest that
contemporary parents, particularly in individualistic cultures, may tolerate, if not encour-
age, children’s opposition to their instructions under some circumstances. In addition,
parents may have competing goals when confronted with resistance from children besides
compliance. For example, parents may use children’s resistance as a context to support
children’s autonomy or to guide them to develop skills for asserting themselves in an
appropriate manner (Kuczynski and Hildebrandt 1997). Parents may also be receptive
to their children’s resistance and other requests to maintain a close mutual relationship
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with their children or empower children to be confident and assertive and not afraid to ask
parents questions (Kuczynski et al. 2016).

We had three main research questions: (1) We were interested in mothers’ perceptions
of changes in resistance since earlier in childhood. (2) We were interested in mothers’
interpretations of the meaning of children’s resistance, particularly, whether mothers
viewed children’s resistance positively or negatively. (3) We were also interested in parental
responses to children’s expressions of resistance or defiance to their authority.

2. Materials and Methods

The parental data were collected as part of a larger study on socialization during
middle childhood that also included child participants. The criteria for recruiting families
stipulated families with at least one parent and one child between the ages of 9 and 13
who were attending elementary school. The final sample consisted of 40 well-educated,
English-speaking mothers who had a mean age of 44.4 years. The educational breakdown
of the sample was as follows: high school (1), technical college, (8), undergraduate, (20),
postgraduate (11). The employment status of mothers was as follows: 23 worked full-
time, 13 worked part-time, and 4 did not work outside the home. The ethnic background
of the sample was predominantly Canadian or European in origin but included several
participants who identified themselves as Metis, West Indian, and African. Of the 40
children who were the focus of the interviews, 20 children were ages 9, 10, or 11 (10 males,
10 females), and 20 children were ages 12 or 13 (10 males, 10 females).

This research was a component of the Socialization in Middle Childhood Study and
was approved by the university research ethics board. Families received two CAD 25 gift
cards for their participation. Mothers participated with their children in their homes during
three phases occurring within one week. The data were collected between 2007 and 2009.
The larger study also included data from the children (see Kuczynski et al. 2019). However,
the present study focuses on mothers’ responses only. Phase 1 was designed to introduce
parents and children to the study, build rapport, and train mothers to use the Parents Daily
Report (PDR) for Phase 2 of the study. Building rapport was important because parents and
children were asked to report separately, and in private, on sensitive incidents involving
non-compliance and rule transgressions.

Phase 2 consisted of the PDR, a booklet of target incidents that guided parents to
track and report specified incidents using a digital voice recorder for five consecutive days.
The target incidents include parental requests and prohibitions (including out-of-home
instructions and reminders of standing rules), children’s noncooperation with parental
instructions, parental knowledge of the child, and enjoyable parent–child interactions.
Each page of the booklet consisted of one target incident, followed by prompts that guided
the parent to describe each incident in detail. For example, there were three prompts for
reporting incidents of children’s noncooperation (resistance). These were: “How did it
start?”, “How did your child respond to your request?” and “How satisfied were you with
your child’s response?”

Only the reports describing children’s disagreements and resistance to parental re-
quests, rules, and prohibitions were relevant to the current study. The PDR methodology
served two purposes. First, it contributed to the ecological validity of parental narratives
in the Phase 3 interview (Bolger et al. 2003) by providing parents with concrete, recently
occurring, contextualized experiences on which to base their responses. Second, it provided
complementary data to that obtained in the final interview regarding counts and detailed
descriptions of specific acts of resistance.

During Phase 3, parents participated in a 1-hour semi-structured interview that capital-
ized on the rapport and insights generated during the 5-day diary. The interview covered
four broad topics: parental rules and expectations, children’s resistance to parental requests
and prohibitions, recent changes in children’s resistance, behavior away from home, and
parent–child intimacy. In practice, information from the digital diaries and open-ended
interviews overlapped but provided complementary information, with the digital diaries
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contributing to the counts and detailed descriptions of specific acts of resistance and the
final interview contributing an in-depth understanding of parents’ meanings and intentions
regarding the events reported during the previous week and parents’ views of longer-term
changes in children’s resistant behaviors.

Qualitative Analysis

The analyses of parental narratives took place within the theory-generating mode of
research (Kuczynski and Daly 2003) using the procedures for theoretical thematic analysis
described by Braun and Clarke (2006). The goal of theory-generating research is to identify,
describe, and explain phenomena by the process of interpreting naturalistic data. See
Kuczynski and De Mol (2015) for a discussion of theory-construction methodology as a
complement to theory-testing methodology in developmental science.

The interviews and daily digital diary reports were transcribed from audio recordings.
To identify themes, the researchers used Braun and Clarke’s (2006) theoretical thematic
analysis procedures. The steps of thematic analysis included familiarization with data
through repeated reading of the transcripts, creating initial categories, searching for overar-
ching themes, evaluating themes, and labelling and conceptualizing themes. In the present
study, the initial interpretation of the data was sensitized by existing behavioral and social
relational perspectives on child noncompliance and resistance. However, throughout the
analyses, the researchers were alerted to novel ideas expressed by the participants that were
not present in the theoretical or empirical literature. Constant comparison (Charmaz 2003)
was used to continually assess the similarities and differences between coded segments
and themes as well as between the emerging themes themselves.

In qualitative research, quality assurance is addressed by the criterion of trustwor-
thiness, which is analogous to reliability in quantitative research. Stiles (1993) suggested
that a trustworthy study is one where the researcher’s theoretical orientation is outlined
and intensively engages with the data, and discussions with other researchers confirm the
findings and emerging themes during the analytical process. All three authors participated
in data coding and met regularly to review the themes, discuss alternative interpretations,
and ensure rigor in the constant comparison process. The first author reviewed all the
coding and selected the final themes. Throughout the analyses, the researchers used the
qualitative data analysis software program MAXQDA to ensure the systematic categoriza-
tion of data, documentation of the analytical process in memos, and interpretive comments
assigned to narratives and codes.

3. Results

The results focus on three research questions: mothers’ perceptions of change in
resistance, the meaning of change, and responses to children’s expressions of defiance. The
analyses suggest that mothers in our middle-class sample perceived that children between
the ages of 9 and 13 increasingly resist parental rules and requests and defy parental
authority. Moreover, parents perceived children’s resistance as a normal developmental
process and supported and channelled children’s resistance toward socially appropriate
expressions of agency. The illustrating quotes from mothers are identified by family
number, sex, and age of the child to which the narrative refers. Most mothers accompanied
their reports with laughter, and these expressions were preserved in the quotes.

3.1. Perceptions of Change in Assertion and Defiance

Most mothers (75%) said their children displayed increasing resistance since early
childhood. Mothers who reported no recent changes in resistance said that their children
had always been resistant (20%) but that the way they expressed resistance had changed in
recent years. The two parents (5%) who reported that their 9- and 10-year-old sons had
never intentionally said “no” to parental requests also commented about their children’s
developmental immaturity.
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The mothers who reported changes in resistance comprised two groups: those who
reported increases in direct defiance and those who reported increases in indirect resis-
tance. About two-thirds (19) of parents who reported changes in their children’s resistance
characterized the change as increases in defiance, whereas the remaining parents reported
that their children (at middle childhood) were more resistant but did not defiantly express
resistance.

Increases in defiance. Mothers used terms such as “attitude”, “backtalk”, “mouthy”,
“lippy”, “grumbling” and “saucy” when children communicated their unwillingness to
comply, or that their compliance was not voluntary. Examples of verbal expressions of
attitude included questioning the legitimacy of mothers’ requests, complaining, defiant
refusals, and rude rebuttals. Nonverbal expressions included kicking or slamming doors,
displaying anger, whining, dismissive facial expressions such as eye-rolling, and vocaliza-
tions such as sucking teeth or “Pssh!”

Many mothers experienced the change as qualitatively different from how their chil-
dren behaved earlier. A mother who reported instances of talking back and verbal attacks
said that during the previous year, her son began to “flat out refuse” her requests. “He has
come up . . . with sort of a very defiant response. Like basically, ‘S please take your shoes
away’, ‘No! {Laughter}. Well, you can’t be more direct. Um, and it stuns me!” (F37, male,
9). Another described her son as being “much more attitudey, much more attitude. The
whole, you know, shrug your shoulders, drag your feet, slam the door. Yeah, that’s really
big” (F11, male, 13). Mothers of girls reported similar examples. One mother said, “You
know, she was always so compliant {Laughter} . . . And now I get ‘Oh my gosh, you’re
repeating yourself! Are you going to say that again?’” (F1, female, 12). Another described
her daughter’s resistance as “Just the usual, what I would expect from kids you know—the
‘Uhh! I don’t want to do that’, the eye rolling, the ‘Oh, give me a break, not again!’” (F38,
female, 11). Another said, “I think they’re just more mouthy” (F33, male, 10).

Increases in indirect resistance. A third of parents (11) reported that their children’s
increased resistance took the form of delaying compliance or asking parents to justify
their requests rather than direct defiance. “When she was younger, in a way, she did it
immediately, like spontaneously. But now you have to ask, and then maybe she will do it”
(F8, female, 12). Other parents reported that their children began to choose the timing of
their cooperation. For example, a mother of a girl said, “I’ve noticed that we will ask them
to do the dishes, and if they are younger, they want to please more and they’ll do it right
away. But as they get older and more independent, they will do it on their own time” (F26,
female, 13). Similarly, a mother of a boy put it this way: “When he was younger it was
more that he would it do it like, immediately, and now, it’s like, ‘I’m not so sure I want
to do that. I’m not so sure I want to do that right now. I’m going to put you off. Wait a
minute’ (F30, male, 11).” Another said, “He won’t talk back. He’s not rude. He just won’t
do it, and he’s completely and utterly immovable” (F31, male, 11).

3.2. Increasing Skill in Expressing Resistance

Mothers also talked about changes in the skill with which their children expressed
resistance. Some mothers noted that their children’s current displays of attitude constituted
an advance over earlier temper tantrums. For example, one mother said, “Yeah, the lip
now. There was no lip when she was younger. It was just that three or four temper tantrum
. . . It’s gone from stomping to just attitude. Change is part of the course” (F9, female, 9).
Another mother said, “He would go up to his room when he was four and would slam the
door and kick it from the inside and just bang and bang and bang and just refuse to stop
. . . But what I am going to call the typical teenager shrug and nonchalance has probably
come in the last year” (F11, male, 13). Other parents described a change from crying to
more assertive forms of resistance. “When she was younger, her way of dealing with when
she didn’t like something was just to start crying. Now . . . she might say something like,
‘Nope, I don’t want to do it’ or, ‘Um, okay, in a minute’ (F27, female, 11). Similarly, a mother
described how at age three, her son responded to her requests with temper tantrums, but
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now at age 10 “no longer throws himself on the floor” but instead cried, walked away, or
displayed attitude (F32, male,10).

Another advance was from children’s earlier strategies of blatant defiance or ignoring
to their current practice of questioning instructions or offering verbal excuses. “Because
when they were younger, it’s like ‘No!’ . . . and as they get older, they sometimes turn it
back on you which isn’t a good thing. They’ll be like ‘Well, remember when you did la la
la’ . . . So, you can almost see them developing logic. So certainly, the way that they don’t
cooperate becomes different” (F7, male, 12).

In summary, most mothers reported changes in their children’s expression of resis-
tance from earlier in childhood. For most parents, the change was from an earlier period of
relative cooperation and acquiescence to the increasingly intentional and direct communi-
cation of defiance. In addition, mothers reported changes in the skill with which children
expressed resistance. However annoying or coercive their children’s resistance was in mid-
dle childhood, their child’s way of expressing resistance, including expressions of attitude,
was an improvement over the way they expressed their agency earlier in childhood. One
mother explained the continuity of her son’s resistance over time and the discontinuity of
how he expressed opposition. The mother explained: “So, yeah, of course, the behavior
changes. The reaction changes, but the triggers are the same—Something is not the way
that want you it to be. Right? So, it’s the reaction to not getting what you want, and life is
not about getting everything that you want anyways {Laughter}” (F32, male, 10).

3.3. Meaning of Resistance

Mothers commonly interpreted their children’s increased displays of defiance as an
inevitable developmental phenomenon associated with emerging motives for autonomy.
Mothers used terms such as “pre-teen”, “teen” and “hormones” in an assumed way of
explaining their children’s defiant behavior. One mother, having described her daughter’s
increasing displays of attitude, said, “Actually, both of my older children were around 13
or 14 and sort of snapped into this attitude. Kind of, ‘I don’t need to do that” (F16, female,
13). Another said, “He’s a teenager and when I ask him to do something—‘Yeah, what
do you want?’ Typical answer you know?” (F21, male, 12). Another described her son as
“Flashing of that teenager sort of attitude where he knows everything and we as parents
know nothing” (F7, male, 12). Some mothers used this explanation even for very young
children, “I know she’s changing even though she’s only nine, she’s changing into that
teenage kind of phase with that little bit of back talk” (F40, female, 9). A mother describing
her struggles with a previously cooperative daughter attributed a spectrum of behaviors
including increased demands to do things her own way, increased resistance, and increased
emotional lability to her daughters’ developmental status: “Okay, she’s a pre-teen, she’s
soon to be 13 and all those hormones” (F8, female, 12).

Mothers also attributed their children’s resistance to an emerging autonomy motive,
where old tendencies to comply voluntarily competed with impulses for self-determination
and assertion of agency. “Her attitude is getting stronger. Her will is getting stronger. I can
tell that she wants more decisions on her own (F 40, female, 9).” Another mother said, “I
guess it’s because they don’t like being bossed around” (F26, female, 13). Some mothers
said that they detected in their children an internal struggle between competing motives to
cooperate with parents and motives to assert their own control. “It’s not that she doesn’t
want to do it—she wants to argue about doing it . . . It’s almost like inside her, ‘I want to
be helpful, but I want to show you that, almost like, I’m in charge’ . . . And I don’t know,
maybe that’s just a sense of, they’re learning their own power” (F 35, female, 10).

Mothers also attributed children’s resistance to intentions to test parental limits and
push back parental control boundaries. “It was like, at age three, you know, when they
start talking back {laughter} was when [child] and my oldest son both started, you know,
really finding out where the boundaries are” (F29, male 9). Other mothers said, “I think
she’s just trying to see how far she can go” (F38, female, 11) and “Maybe he’s testing us,
maybe . . . just wants to rebel a little bit” (F20, male, 13). Another said, “I think it’s a natural
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development in a child. I think it’s the newfound freedom of being a step older and a step
further in life that they just need to check their boundaries” (F37, male, 9).

3.4. Qualified Support for Children’s Resistance

Almost all mothers (90%) indicated that they supported their children’s expression
of agency through resistance. However, their support tended to be both ambivalent and
conditional. Mothers believed that assertiveness was desirable for children but annoying
for themselves as parents. As well, more than half of the sample said that they supported
or tolerated their children’s resistance only if they did so in a skillful manner. Only two
parents indicated that they did not tolerate resistance or defiance. As an example, one
mother who described herself as having strict and distant parents when she was young
reported that she slapped her daughter for talking back. “Because, she has a real attitude.
It just scares me, you know, I mean she’s a good kid, don’t get me wrong, I’m just scared
that she will rebel. That’s every parent’s nightmare” (F3, female, 11).

Some parents clearly articulated their support for their children’s resistance: “She is a
lot more vocal about how she feels. She’s a lot more disagreeable and, surprisingly, I’m
okay with that” (F1, female 12). Another referred to the motive to resist as an existential
prerogative of human agents: “That comes with the turf, they want to know what their
boundaries are and how much they can push, and I expect them to push the envelope.
They are thinking human beings and I think we welcome that, but there is a time when
you ask and a time when not to ask” (F16, female 13).

Some mothers described their dilemma of wanting to empower their children by
tolerating or supporting their children’s resistance but nevertheless wishing for voluntary
acquiescence. For example, one mother said, “I guess I don’t really have a problem with
kids standing up for themselves . . . I think it’s good that a child feels comfortable to say
that ‘I don’t want to do this. Or that he’s not afraid . . . I think it’s good for kids to challenge
and to push things a little bit because it would be bad if he didn’t. Because he’s going to
have to learn, and I don’t want them to be pushovers. Obviously, I don’t want them to
argue, I know I’d be great if he’d say, ‘OK mom!’ but, like I know that would be wrong,
because I think that’s only normal “(F13, male, 11).

Another mother said that she wanted her son to rebel now, so he won’t have to do it
in his 20s when rebellion is more dangerous. However, she said she was happy that the
child began showing resistance at age 13 rather than earlier at age 10 and that she wanted
her child to be only moderately rebellious: “We want a little rebellion. But I guess, you
know, we don’t control them a whole lot. Maybe they won’t have to rebel so much” (F20,
male 13).

Parents also said that children’s resistance allows them to practice skills of indepen-
dence and assertion that would empower children in their future lives: “I don’t want her to
be a doormat, I don’t want her to do everything I say without having a thought, but I want
her to be fair in her resistance” (F9, female 9). Another said, “It’s really important that she
does establish a feeling of independence . . . she needs to be able to make her own decisions
and not second guess what we’re going to think about her decisions” (F18, female, 13).

One mother discussed her different concerns about her two daughters, one described
as defiant, and the other, compliant: “[Child] is the type who will always stand up for
herself, [child] is not going to let anyone walk over her, where my other daughter, as I said
before, she is the pleaser, right, to keep the peace. [Child] might piss some people off, but
she might be better for it because she doesn’t let them walk all over her” (F15, female, 11).

Another mother said she tolerated her daughters’ sometimes “brutal” defiance to
empower her for her future life: “One, because I want her to get it out of her system now,
and the other thing, too, is that I believe that if she could stand up to me then maybe she
could stand up to some of her friends once she gets into high school. So, some days I’m
actually glad she talks back—as long as she does it appropriately” (F1 female, 12).

Mothers identified several aspects of skillful resistance that they wished to foster in
their children. These included verbal negotiation, acknowledging parental requests, and

82



Soc. Sci. 2021, 10, 469

respectful forms of assertion. Verbal negotiation, which consisted of providing explanations,
asking for explanations, and bargaining, was regarded as the most skillful form of resistance.
One mother said approvingly, “I like that he was able to, even though he didn’t agree with
what I was making him do, I was happy that he chose to negotiate for a compromise as
opposed to just getting angry and giving attitude or refusing to do it or something. So . . .
I’d much rather that type of response” (F7, male, 12). Another mother shared, “Yeah, it is
more communication, you know? If, say ‘mom I am in the middle of whatever,’ okay, well
either I can get it myself, or I can say I’m sorry I need you to do it. But the give and take
and the communication is more to me the better solution than to just shrug and say ‘Okay,
well, yeah, maybe’” (F11, male, 13).

Another mother described her efforts to teach her son the skills of conflict manage-
ment:

“I was also trying to explain to him some of the techniques to use while having
a discussion so that people don’t get defensive and get their back up and how
that can work against you when you’re trying to work things out because it’s
not reasonable to expect that you’re going to get 100% of what you want”. (F22,
male, 13)

Another parent encouraged her son to construct skillful arguments for resisting
parental requests:

“He, J, is getting to that point where he will argue back, and like I said, we’ve
sort of encouraged him to use that. ‘Okay, you want it your way. Explain to me
why with a persuasive argument of why because you know we can give you
ours. Let’s hear what you have to say, and we’ll see.’ He still usually doesn’t win
because he usually can’t get it together well enough. And you know what? It
works the same way with anybody in a job and if you can’t explain yourself fully,
you’re not gonna make your point well”. (F24, male, 13)

Another mother said she encouraged her daughter to explain her position rather than
just refuse or ignore requests. “I’ve been trying to say that ‘Use your words to tell me what
it is that don’t like about it or, you know, maybe we could come to some kind of {laughter}
common ground together” (F27, female, 11).

Parents were most firm in correcting children’s verbal and nonverbal displays of atti-
tude. Although parents believed that attitude and defiance are associated with autonomy
development, this way of expressing resistance was not acceptable. For some parents,
attitude needed to be absolutely discouraged because it violated core values that the parent
wished to foster: “The no violence, the no swearing, the no disrespect with attitude are the
core, everything other than that is fair game for re-negotiation” (F9, female, 9). Another
said “Oh, we just say ‘No’ {laughter}. Yeah, you just think ‘Oh no you are not going to talk
to me that way!’ because I know if you don’t nip it now at nine . . . good Lord knows what
coming at me when she’s 13 . . . And if you can’t be respectful to your parents, who are
you going to be respectful to?” (F9, female 9).

“He’s got to obey us and respect his adult, adults in his life. That he’s not to
talk back . . . that’s a pretty firm rule I would think . . . Otherwise, he’s perfect
{laughter}”. (F29 male, 9)

Mothers also said that they confronted both nonverbal and verbal aspects of their
children’s displays of attitude:

“I just can’t stand when they’re really disrespectful. We’ll allow certain latitude in
terms of joking around, but if you’re just being rude and disrespectful, like ‘If I’m speaking
to you, look at me, give me the courtesy of pausing your game, give me your attention so
we can just talk about it instead of me having to repeat myself’. And, you know, talking
back and stuff, it’s just . . . you have those certain trigger things that drive you crazy, and
you also want to teach them some social graces and everything too” (F7, male, 12).

Similarly, another mother said “But it depends on how he expresses it. If he goes
‘Waaaah!, I don’t want to!’ No, that’s illegitimate . . . I don’t stand that type of behavior.
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You tell me normal voice. You tell me what you don’t like. I’ll explain to you what I feel
about it. Or I’ll explain why I’m insisting on this. Um, um . . . when he goes and shuts
down and starts you know just showing his temper then I also resent that” (F32, male, 10).

In summary, all parents said that the right to express resistance was conditional
and involved a process of parental guidance and mutual adjustment between the parent
and child. Some parents looked forward to this process as a positive challenge that they
approached in a game-like manner: “Learning your own independence . . . that whole
growing up. ‘Why are you telling me what to do?’ ‘Because you live here {laughter},
because I feed you.’ Yeah, it comes from growing up and learning that you do have a say,
that you do have a right to question authority. And sure! Feel free! {laughter}. Bring it on!
But I’m gonna put you back down!” (F24, male, 13). Another mother said she sometimes
“got a kick” out of watching her son negotiating out of her requests: “I want to see the
mental gymnastics that he’s going through to see what the thought process was to arrive
at that” (F22, male 13). Others approached children’s challenge to their authority with
ambivalence: “Uh I really struggle with that attitude and try to say and try to point things
out and be logical . . . So, I find that tough because, you know, in your head you’re going
‘They have no idea what they’re talking about!’ And the whole attitude with which they
deliver their knowledge about whatever the topic is, is quite annoying. But, you know, on
the other hand I do realize that he has to learn on his own and make his own mistakes” (F7,
male, 12).

4. Discussion

Contemporary parents tend to have childrearing values that favor autonomy over
obedience, and this represents a continuation of social change in values and norms oc-
curring during the previous century (Alwin and Tufis, 2021). The present study makes
empirical and theoretical contributions to understanding how such values affect family
dynamics and parent–child relationships during the 21st century. Empirically, the study
contributes several insights into parents’ perceptions and management of resistant and
defiant behaviors of their school-age children. Theoretically, the study highlights the
advantages of viewing children’s resistance as a form of agency expression and adds a
neglected relational perspective to conceptions of parental support for autonomy.

Mothers’ descriptions of the various strategies their children used to evade their
requests align with those reported by children from the same families (Kuczynski et al.
2019). Mothers’ reports of defiance, arguing, negotiation, displays of attitude, and ignoring
or deflecting parental requests closely corresponded to children’s reports of their own overt
strategies. What was different was that children also reported subversive strategies such as
minimal compliance (e.g., following the letter but not the spirit of mothers’ instructions),
covert transgressions occurring out of the parents’ sight, and internal resistance where
children complied overtly but emotionally and cognitively rejected the parents’ messages
(Kuczynski et al. 2019). Although mothers in this study could not report these hidden
forms of resistance, their frequent references to children’s motives and internal dialogues
indicate an awareness of opposition occurring beneath the surface.

The finding that mothers perceived that children’s resistance and defiance are a
manifestation of children’s developing autonomy or assertion of agency is important
conceptually because it adds complexity to a dominant psychological perspective that
views resistance exclusively from the pathologizing lens of “noncompliance” (McMahon
and Forehand 2003; Patterson et al. 1992). Although mothers experienced their children’s
increased resistance as aversive, they interpreted their opposition as a symptom of a normal
developmental process. The finding of increased defiance clarifies that one of the processes
underlying parent–child conflict in middle childhood and early adolescence is, specifically,
children’s resistance to parental control. Although the phenomenon of increased conflict
between parents and children during early adolescence is well established (Branje 2018;
Laursen et al. 1998; Mastrotheodoros et al. 2020), the underlying processes have been
obscured by the use of the more general term “conflict.” A specific focus on the process
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of resistance enables researchers to link parent–child conflict in adolescence with similar
phenomena known as the “terrible twos” and toddler resistance in early childhood and
as assertion (Potter and Potter 2016), reactance (Brehm and Brehm 1981), or resistance
to oppression (Kent 2012; Scott 1990) in adulthood. We suggest that the emergence of
resistance and defiance of authority in middle childhood is part of a continuous process of
autonomy development and expression of human agency extending into adulthood.

The identification of social skills in expressing resistance as a central concern of
parents is also a novel contribution of this study. We argue that by middle childhood,
what parents object to is not so much their children’s resistance but the way they express
their resistance. This provides evidence for a proposal first made in research on toddler
resistance, namely, that children’s repertoires for communicating “no” develops along two
orthogonal trajectories: increasing assertiveness and increasing social skill (Kuczynski
et al. 1987; Kuczynski and Kochanska 1990). In this study, parents identified changes
both in their children’s assertion of autonomy and the skill with which children defended
their autonomy. Mothers appeared to welcome resistance, albeit with ambivalence, as
an inevitable sign of growing maturity, but they did not tolerate their children’s direct,
aversive, or socially unaccommodating way of asserting their opposition. These findings
are consistent with research indicating that parents of toddlers react more punitively when
children display oppositional and defiant tactics but are more likely to use positive tactics
when children resist using verbal negotiation (Larzelere et al. 2018). Similarly, parents of
adolescents perceive strategies such as simple assertion, explanation, and negotiation as
acceptable and legitimate expressions of children’s autonomy in adolescence (Morrissey
and Gondoli 2012).

Parents’ joint focus on supporting autonomy and promoting social skills has a larger
theoretical implication. The idea that parents were interested in promoting socially skillful
forms of resistance suggests that parents wished to promote a relational rather than an in-
dividualistic mode of autonomy expression in their children. According to social relational
theory, individuals can develop relationally connected versus relationally isolated modes
of expressing agency (Kuczynski and De Mol 2015; De Mol et al. 2018). Children who
develop as connected agents enact their agency within the context of interdependent social
relationships, which enables and constrains their actions as agents. In contrast, children
who develop as isolated agents, which can be considered an extreme form of individualism,
experience themselves and act without relying on or considering others. We argue that
mothers’ focus on respectful and socially skillful forms of assertion suggests that they had
an implicit goal of fostering a relational or connected autonomy in their children.

Implications for Parenting in the 21st Century

The parents in this study represent middle-class families exposed to prevailing 21st-
century values favoring children’s autonomy. We suggest that one way that this social
change in values has played out is that contemporary parents look beyond the short-term
annoyance of their children’s resistance and defiance and tolerate these behaviors as actions
of agents in order to promote long-term goals for their children. One of these goals was to
foster in their children the skills of competent adults who competently assert their own
wishes and resist harmful or unquestioning submission to the influence of others. Mothers
of both girls and boys expressed concerns about behavior that seemed overly compliant or
expressed hopes that their children would not become “pushovers” or “doormats” in their
future lives.

For these families, parents’ supportive yet ambivalent responses to children’s resis-
tance reflect contemporary values for autonomy, assertion, and egalitarian parent–child
relationships that are likely culturally and historically specific. The reality is that children
in this sample could practice their agency in a protected parent–child relationship context
that affords leeway for the child to resist parental authority. However, strict obedience
and hierarchical parent–child relationships remain ideal in collectivistic cultures, where
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parental responses are likely to be harsher and less tolerant of children’s resistance (Burke
and Kuczynski 2018).

We also highlight two directions for research on parenting in the 21st century. First,
we suggest expanding the kinds of practices that constitute autonomy-supportive parent-
ing. Existing conceptions of autonomy support stem from self-determination theory and
focus on parental practices that foster intrinsic motivation by enabling children to perceive
themselves as determining their own actions and outcomes (Grolnick 2003). Examples of
autonomy support include valuing autonomy over obedience, using techniques such as
explaining requests with reasons rather than using coercive power, and allowing choices
rather than imposing parental agendas (Grolnick and Ryan 1989). An implication of the
present findings is that tolerating and supporting a degree of opposition from children may
also constitute a form of autonomy support. This form of autonomy support is not permis-
sive because parents were firm in demanding that children assert themselves in a socially
skillful manner. Parental acquiescence to children’s resistance (Kochanska and Kuczynski
1991) and, more generally, parental receptivity to children’s requests (Kuczynski et al. 2016)
may support children’s developing autonomy by providing them with experiences of suc-
cessfully influencing their parents. A history of such interactions may contribute to a sense
of relational efficacy, knowing that one can influence significant others in a relationship
(De Mol et al. 2018).

The second implication is that developers of parenting interventions should consider
redirecting parental efforts from an exclusive focus on suppressing noncompliance to im-
proving the skill with which children express their opposition. In the present study, parents
firmly opposed unskillful expressions such as angry defiance, sullenness, or unassertive
expressions of nonacceptance of parental communications. Instead, parents discussed
many approaches to guiding children to express resistance in an assertive but socially
competent manner. These included respectful forms of communication, acknowledging
that the other’s request has been heard, providing logical explanations, and negotiating
compromises. In addition, parents coached children to consider others’ perspectives and
appraise situations to determine when to stand firm and when to relent.

5. Limitations

The present sample of well-educated Canadian mothers constitutes a limitation of
this study. Because the participants’ socioeconomic status and cultural diversity were
restricted, it must be considered that middle-class families’ experiences and parent–child
interactions might differ from the general population within that culture. Additionally,
as representatives of Western culture, their experiences and expectations may differ from
families in collectivistic cultures that expect reverence for adults and obedience to their
rules and expectations (Trommsdorff and Kornadt 2003).

The qualitative methodology of this study is both a strength and a limitation. A holistic
approach to methodology in developmental science involves not only the process of testing
theories and hypotheses, which is a domain of quantitative and experimental methods, but
also the process of theory construction and hypothesis generation, which typically relies on
naturalistic and interpretive methods (Kuczynski and De Mol 2015; Overton 2002; Valsiner
2000). As such, the present study identified neglected phenomena regarding the nature
of mothers’ responses to children’s resistance. A limitation is that qualitative methods
do not adequately fulfill the theory testing phase of the research process. Although it is
hoped that this study may lead to the construction of new measures and the testing of new
hypotheses, this requires replication in different and larger samples, and the attendant
tools of operationalization of constructs, reliability testing, and statistical analyses.

6. Final Conclusions

In conclusion, our paper suggests that children’s expression of resistance and defiance
in 21st-century families should not be considered a form of deviance or the action of isolated
or disconnected agents. Rather, children’s resistance occurred in the context of supportive
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parent–child relationships where mothers allowed their children to exercise some degree of
self-determination. Allowing self-determination during interactions involving resistance
does not mean parents were responding permissively or abandoning rules, structures,
and expectations. On the contrary, mothers’ impulses to allow resistance were intended
to provide the opportunity for children to develop social skills and self-confidence, and
make decisions about their own actions through practice and their mothers’ guidance for
appropriate responses.

Mothers also appeared to be more concerned about the health of their relational
connections than strict adherence to rules and commands. When taken together with
an earlier study (Kuczynski et al. 2019) that examined children’s perspectives on the
interactions reported here, the study indicated tcontemporary children’s comfort in overtly
resisting their mothers’ rules and requests. This also suggests a level of trust and a knowing
that their autonomy was not under threat within the confines of the relationship.
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Abstract: The advent of the 21st Century brought a new interest in promoting Positive Youth
Development and a renewed emphasis on understanding transactional relations between parenting
and adolescent development. The present study examined conventional parent-driven pathways,
which describe the putative role of parents in the formation of positive characteristics in children,
as well as the prospect of child-driven effects, which describe how parents respond to evidence of
Positive Youth Development by potentially increasing support and reducing psychological control.
We tested these pathways in a sample of 458 Lithuanian adolescents (52.2% girls; M = 15.14 years old
at the outset) who completed surveys assaying perceptions of parent behaviors and self-reports of
positive development (character, competence, connection, caring, and confidence) at annual intervals
from ages 15–18. Across most lags, children’s perceptions of parenting changed in response to their
own positive development with increased support and decreased psychological control. In contrast,
there were no longitudinal associations from perceptions of parenting to subsequent Positive Youth
Development. The results offer insight into parenting in the 21st Century, a time when youth are
increasingly encouraged/required to acquire volunteer experiences designed to promote positive
development. To the extent that these experiences are successful, one unexpected offshoot may be
better relationships with parents.

Keywords: adolescents; Positive Youth Development; parental support; psychological control;
bidirectional effects

1. Introduction

In the 21st Century, youth are increasingly viewed not as problems to be solved, but
as resources to be fostered (Lerner et al. 2005). This shift and the dynamic developmental
systems-based ideas that undergird it afford an optimistic view about the ways that parents
can promote Positive Youth Development in ways that constructively contribute to the
neighborhood, community, and society. Conventional wisdom holds that parents shape the
development of positive attributes in their adolescent children. Parent-driven effects have a
long and influential history in the literature on parenting and parenting styles (Power 2013).
The field of Positive Youth Development is no exception; many studies endorse the view
that parents are an important source of influence over the acquisition of adaptive attributes
(e.g., Bebiroglu et al. 2013; Bowers et al. 2014). Yet, for much of this time, scholars have
warned of the dangers of focusing solely on parents as socialization agents, arguing that
just as children react to parents, many parent behaviors are also reactive, arising in response
to child attributes and behaviors (e.g., Pettit and Arsiwalla 2008). Child-driven models
hold that children influence parents—in their own right—resulting in a transactional,
cross-lagged, longitudinal feedback loop wherein children influence and are influenced
by parents. Transactional models are ascendant in 21st Century scholarship on parenting
and adolescent development (Overton 2015), but they are not well represented in empirical
studies that assess Positive Youth Development as originally defined by the Five Cs of
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character, competence, connection, caring, and confidence (Lerner et al. 2005). The present
study examines mutually influential associations between adolescent positive development
and perceptions of parenting behaviors across four consecutive years spanning the end of
secondary school.

1.1. 21st Century Models of Adolescent Development: A Focus on the Positive

A major shift in our understanding of optimal adolescent development occurred
early in the 21st Century, as scholars sought alternatives to models that emphasized the
acquisition of problem behaviors. Mid- and late-20th Century models defined optimal
developmental outcomes as the absence of undesirable behaviors, prompting policy mak-
ers and practitioners to create programs to reduce the frequency of adjustment problems
such as mental health challenges, suicide, teenage pregnancy, substance and alcohol abuse,
and delinquency. Although laudatory in their goals and outcomes, this view inadvertently
characterized adolescence as a period full of problems to be fixed, instead of opportu-
nities waiting to be fulfilled. Paradoxically, an emphasis on adolescence as a period of
normative disturbance may have inadvertently created a self-fulfilling prophecy for some
(Lerner et al. 2006). The term “Positive Youth Development” emerged in response, to em-
phasize the promise of youth and to capture the opportunities available to those in this age
period (Lerner et al. 2005).

Positive Youth Development is a strengths-based model built on the assumption that
all adolescents possess the potential for healthy, successful development (Lerner 2021). It is
defined through the psychological, behavioral, and social characteristics known as the Five
Cs (competence, confidence, connection, character, and caring). The model recognizes the
importance of connectivity between the individual and the environment, also known as
person ⇔ context coactions, the most important of which is captured in close, interpersonal
relationships (Lerner et al. 2015). The main premise of the Five Cs of the Positive Youth
Development model is that youth will thrive when their strengths align with key resources,
such as positive and sustained relations with caring adults, life-skill-building experiences,
and opportunities to participate and take leadership in family, school, and community
activities (Lerner 2021).

Fast-forwarding to the 21st Century, increasingly, youth are viewed in terms of their
potential for positive development. Every adolescent has a unique set of strengths that
can be harnessed for the benefit of themselves, their interpersonal relationships, and their
community (e.g., Bornstein 2003; Flanagan and Faison 2001). Youth with specific interests
and talents are encouraged to channel them in ways that constructively afford skill develop-
ment and encourage engagement with family members and the community. Children and
adolescents who participate in school clubs and other structured activities report greater
involvement in community groups and closer parent–child relationships, compared with
those who are not similarly engaged (Moore and Glei 1995). Thus, adolescent participation
in structured Positive Youth Development activities yields benefits for the community and
the family. Parents are assumed to play an important role in successful youth develop-
ment by fostering a sense of belongingness and meaningfulness and by promoting the
development of self-regulation skills connected to competence (Lewin-Bizan et al. 2010).
Positive youth characteristics, in turn, are believed to promote successful interpersonal
relationships, including those between parents and children.

Volunteerism is a prominent example of the emphasis on promoting positive develop-
ment. In recent years, there has been a push for children and adolescents to be involved in
community activities. Accompanying the shift away from programs focused on reducing
negative behaviors, practitioners and policy makers have turned to civic engagement as a
means of promoting Positive Youth Development (Lerner et al. 2003). These commitments
stem from the belief that competence, confidence, connection, character, and caring all flow
from community engagement. Secondary education continues to highlight the importance
of volunteerism because high-quality volunteering opportunities foster civic engagement
in high school students, which promotes positive attitudes among youth and later civic
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engagement in adulthood (Gallant et al. 2010; Lerner 2004). Much less attention has been
given to understanding how parenting and parent–child relations can similarly promote
Positive Youth Development.

1.2. 21st Century Models of Parent–Child Relationships: A Focus on Transactions

The outset of the 21st Century also marked a renewed emphasis on conceptual models
that emphasize mutual parent–child influence. To be sure, transactional models have
long been discussed in the field (Bell 1968; Sameroff 1975). However, applications to
relationships during adolescence are a recent development (Laursen and Collins 2009).
Transactional models posit a longitudinal, mutually reciprocal interplay between par-
ent and child behavior, characterized by bidirectional influence processes (Sameroff and
Mackenzie 2003). The model does not start with one partner or the other, but recognizes
that parents act on and react to child behavior and that children act on and react to par-
ent behavior, which produce reciprocal influence pathways. It is important to note that
although transactions are often depicted in terms of the same variables (e.g., negativity on
the part of one partner elicits negativity from the other), reciprocal interconnections can
and do exist between different variables. Herein, we operationalize transactional processes
in terms of longitudinal cross-lagged effects, recognizing that other scholars have other
strategies for representing these processes.

One notable transactional model that emphasizes Positive Youth Development is the
dynamic relational developmental systems metatheory, which holds that development
is a reflection of interpersonal contexts and the interactions that take place within them
(Overton 2015). In this system-based perspective, development is conceived of as a dy-
namic process, wherein the individual is in a constant state of becoming (moving “from
potential to actuality”). Multiple interpersonal contexts shape this developmental process,
key among them during the first two decades of life being relationships with parents. The
process is neither static, nor unidirectional. The individual alters the developmental context,
but the context places important constraints on patterns of development; together, they
form a bidirectional, dynamic system capable of optimizing the realization of individual
potential.

We focused on two forms of constructive parenting (as reported by adolescents).
Expressions of support encompasses nurturing behaviors that convey emotional warmth
and psychological acceptance and reassuring behaviors that encourage individuation
and autonomous action (Barber et al. 2005). Support is assumed to bolster self-worth
and achievement while protecting against adjustment difficulties. Constructive parents
support autonomy development by offering choices, providing explanations for requests,
and validating feelings and views. Supportive parenting also promotes self-regulation,
with concomitant benefits to psychosocial adjustment (e.g., Lewin-Bizan et al. 2010;
Steinberg et al. 1989), which are presumably a product of the provision of informational
and instrumental resources, communication, and emotional validation.

The avoidance of psychological control entails respect for and refraining from be-
haviors that intrude on the child’s psychological world (Soenens and Vansteenkiste 2010).
Constructive parents avoid guilt induction and love withdrawal, behaviors designed to
constrain, invalidate, and emotionally manipulate the child to feel, think, and behave as
the parent wishes (Barber 1996). The avoidance of psychological control is particularly
important during the adolescent years because parents who refrain from discouraging
child initiatives are implicitly granting opportunities to make independent decisions, thus
fostering a sense of autonomy (Hare et al. 2014). The presence of psychological control
is known to be associated with a host of adjustment difficulties (e.g., Kaniušonytė and
Laursen 2021; Pettit et al. 2001). On the other side, adolescents with parents who refrain
from psychological control have better decision-making skills and higher self-esteem than
those with controlling parents (Luyckx et al. 2007; Silk et al. 2003), presumably because
there are no family-imposed psychological barriers to the optimal realization of potential
in these domains.
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Scholars differ as to the relative advantages of parent and child reports of parenting.
The use of child report measures may inflate shared variance with self-reports of adjustment
symptoms, although findings suggest that there is enough overlap in perceptions of overt
behaviors that the resulting associations are not unduly influenced by shared reporter
variance (Valdes et al. 2016). Moreover, parent reports of family interactions are not
especially accurate; child reports have greater convergence with observer reports than
do those of parents (Gonzales et al. 1996). Finally, when it comes to understanding the
mechanisms whereby parent behaviors drive child outcomes, it may well be the case
that child perceptions are better indicators of child outcomes than are parent perceptions
because it is the child’s interpretation of events and behaviors that dictate adjustment
outcomes (Stattin and Kerr 2000). Therefore, in the present study, we used child reports of
parenting, mindful of the limitations described above.

1.3. Research on Transactional Models of Parent–Adolescent Relationships and Positive Youth
Development

Although several longitudinal studies have documented longitudinal, cross-lagged trans-
actional associations between parenting and adolescent behavior problems (e.g., Gorostiaga
et al. 2019; Huey et al. 2020), to our knowledge, there are no comparable studies of Positive
Youth Development operationalized in terms of the Five Cs. Below, we summarize the
literature, starting with a brief overview of concurrent research on correlated associations
between parenting and Positive Youth Development components (Five Cs), followed by
longitudinal research that focuses exclusively on parent-driven effects. No longitudinal
studies could be identified describing child-driven effects of Positive Youth Development
on parenting behaviors.

Concurrent correlational studies describe associations between parenting and Positive
Youth Development. Parenting style (Kiadarbandsari et al. 2016), perceived parental
school involvement, and perceived parental monitoring and warmth are associated with
Positive Youth Development (Bowers et al. 2014). Longitudinal studies report similar
parent-driven effects. Longitudinal studies have found that perceived parental warmth and
monitoring have been tied to increases in global Positive Youth Development (a composite
of competence, confidence, connection, character, and caring) from ninth to eleventh
grade (Napolitano et al. 2011). In younger adolescents, perceived parent psychological
control and behavioral control were indirectly linked to later Positive Youth Development
(Cao et al. 2020; Lewin-Bizan et al. 2010)

1.4. The Current Study

The present study tested a transactional model, informed by relational developmental
systems, which encompassed both child-driven and parent-driven cross-lagged effects. To
be specific, we hypothesized that perceived positive parenting practices foster subsequent
adaptive youth behaviors and that Positive Youth Development elicits subsequent percep-
tion of constructive parent behaviors, operationalized as bidirectional parallel processes
(see Figure 1). The model tests the assumption that adolescent children influence and are
influenced by perceived parenting behaviors. Although many longitudinal studies have
explored similar transactional processes in the context of problem behavior (e.g., Huey et al.
2020; Soenens et al. 2008), our study is unique in its focus on longitudinal, cross-lagged,
transactional developmental processes that describe Positive Youth Development specifi-
cally operationalized in terms of the original (Lerner et al. 2005) Five Cs. Based on past
research, we anticipated transactional pathways between perceived parenting practices
and Positive Youth Development, although we recognize that unidirectional studies tend to
overstate the magnitude of effects because the effects were inflated by correlated patterns
of change (Hafen and Laursen 2009). Our focus on the family context offers an important
complement to the existing emphasis and empirical body of knowledge on Positive Youth
Development and engagement with the community outside of the home (e.g., Ramey and
Rose-Krasnor 2012).
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Figure 1. The conceptual and measurement model of mutually influential relationships. Note: The conceptual model is
represented by black lines and the measurement model by black and grey together. The measurement model is the random
intercept cross-lagged panel model. W = Within-person. B = Between-person.

The study was conducted in Lithuania, a Northern European country that is currently
a member of NATO and the European Union. Most of the parents described in the current
study were raised when the country was part of the Soviet Union, a time when conformity
and obedience were prioritized (Gorlizki and Khlevniuk 2020). Psychological control was
a salient construct in the Soviet Union (Hart et al. 1998), and although three decades of
freedom have brought numerous essential changes to life in postcommunist societies such
as the establishment of democracy, individualism, and the adoption of other Western
values, most Eastern European countries still report somewhat higher levels of “traditional”
parenting practices, compared to their Western European counterparts (Steinbach and
Maslauskaitė 2020). Nevertheless, adolescent development in Lithuania resembles that
in other Western communities where youth attend school in relatively small, relatively
homogeneous cities (Kaniušonytė and Žukauskienė 2018). Of relevance to our study, a
2014 review of youth development programs in Lithuania did not identify any that focused
on Positive Youth Development (Gabrialavičiūtė et al. 2014). In the intervening years, only
one such program was developed (Truskauskaitė-Kunevičienė et al. 2020).

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants

The community sample comprised 454 (215 boys and 239 girls) students attending
five high schools in Western Lithuania. Participants (Mage = 15.14, SDage = 0.48) were in
the 9th grade (i.e., the 1st year of high school) at the outset. Nearly all participants were
ethnic Lithuanian; 69.5% of the participants lived with two biological parents; 26.1% of
children received free nutrition at school.

2.2. Procedure

Consistent with national and regional policy, parents were informed about the study
by letter and asked to contact the school or the investigators if they did not want their child
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to participate. Written assent was received from students, who were told that participation
was voluntary. Trained research assistants administered questionnaires in class during
regular school hours in the spring of 2013, 2014, 2015, and 2016.

A total of 454 students participated in the 9th grade (participation rate = 99.1%).
Of this total, 446 participated as 10th graders, 391 participated as 11th graders, and 371
participated as 12th graders. Thus, 81.7% of the original sample participated in 4 waves of
data collection. There were no differences in any study or demographic variables between
students with and without complete data at all time points, except that students missing at
least one wave of data were more likely to receive free nutrition at school (d = 0.54) than
those with complete data.

An average of 17.1 % of reports were missing on perceived parenting variables
(range = 5.6–29.4%), and an average of 14 % were missing on Positive Youth Develop-
ment (range = 4.8–23.2%). To further explore the patterns of missingness and determine
whether the data were missing at random, we conducted a normed χ2 (χ2/df ratio) test;
there is no firm consensus on the recommended values required, but there is agreement
that a value less than 2.0 indicates that data are missing at random and that maximum
likelihood techniques are appropriate for use (Bollen 1989). The normed χ2 value was 0.83,
so missing item-level data were imputed with an EM algorithm and missing wave-level
data were handled with Full-Information Maximum-Likelihood estimation (FIML). As rec-
ommended by Enders (2010), we included variables with nonsystematic missingness in the
models to meet the requirements for missing data applications under missing-at-random
conditions.

2.3. Measures

Positive Youth Development was measured at each wave using the Measure of Positive
Youth Development (Lerner et al. 2005; Phelps et al. 2009). The scale consists of 78 items
that cover five aspects of Positive Youth Development: character (20 items), competence
(11 items), connection (22 items), caring (9 items), and confidence (16 items). The bifactor
structure suggested by Geldhof et al. (2014) and validated with this sample by Erentaitė
and Raižienė (2015) was modeled. In a bifactor model, the global construct of Positive
Youth Development is modeled as a direct function of items rather than only being modeled
as a function of lower-order latent constructs (Five C’s). Thus, each item indicates a lower-
order construct and a general construct by loading onto each simultaneously. Longitudinal
and gender measurement invariance can be found in Supplementary Materials S1 and
S2. For this study, factor scores of the global Positive Youth Development from the strong
longitudinal invariance model were used for all subsequent analyses. Internal reliability
was acceptable (alpha = 0.74–0.75).

Parent psychological control was measured at each wave with the 8-item Psychological
Control Scale-Youth Self-Report (Barber 1996), describing emotional control and guilt
induction (e.g., “Always trying to change how I feel or think about things”) for mothers
and fathers separately. Items were rated on a scale ranging from 1 (not like her/him) to
3 (a lot like her/him). Scores for mothers and fathers were combined at the item level,
and measurement invariance was tested using combined scores. Longitudinal and gender
measurement invariance can be found in Supplementary Materials S1 and S2. The internal
reliability was acceptable (alpha = 0.79–0.90).

Parent support was measured at the second, third, and fourth waves using the 16-item
Transformational Parenting Questionnaire (Morton et al. 2011), describing behaviors that
indicate affection, caring, and encouragement (e.g., “Shows comfort and understanding
when I am upset”) for mothers and fathers separately. Items were rated on a scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Scores for mothers and fathers were
combined at the item level, and measurement invariance was tested using combined
scores. Longitudinal and gender measurement invariance can be found in Supplementary
Materials S1 and S2. The internal reliability was acceptable (alpha = 0.74–0.75).
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2.4. Plan of Analysis

The analyses were conducted with Mplus Version 8.4 (Muthén and Muthén 1998–2017)
using Robust Maximum Likelihood (MLR) estimation within a structural equation model
framework. The model fit was examined by using the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and
the Root-Mean-Squared Error of Approximation (RMSEA). CFI values higher than 0.90
are indicative of an acceptable fit with values higher than 0.95 suggesting an excellent
or very good fit. RMSEA values lower than 0.05 indicate a good or close fit, and values
as high as 0.08 represent acceptable fit. In addition, we examined the 90% confidence
interval of the RMSEA: the model fit can be considered acceptable when the upper bound
of this confidence interval is no greater than 0.1 (Kline 2016). As a convention, we report
the chi-squared statistic; however, we did not use it to test the model fit since it is overly
sensitive in moderately large samples (Chen 2007). To determine significant differences
between models, at least two of the following criteria had to be matched: Δχ2 significant at
p < 0.05 (Satorra and Bentler 1994), ΔCFI ≥ 0.010, and ΔRMSEA ≥ 0.015 (Chen 2007). If the
models did not differ significantly, the more parsimonious model with more degrees of
freedom was retained.

To investigate the within-person longitudinal associations between Positive Youth
Development and perceptions of parenting, we conducted a Random Intercept Cross-
Lagged Panel Model (RI-CLPM) for each parent behavior separately. RI-CLPM uses latent
variables to distinguish stable between-person trait-like differences in constructs across
waves from variation within a person at each wave on those same behaviors. Figure 1
depicts the measurement model. The autoregressive parameters represent the amount
of within-person carry-over effect, and cross-lagged parameters indicate the extent to
which variables predict one another within the same person over time. Correlations
involving latent between-person variables describe whether adolescents who are higher
overall on one construct (across waves and compared to other persons) are also higher
(or lower) overall on another construct (Hamaker et al. 2015). In order to enhance model
parsimony, we tested whether cross-lagged effects, autoregressive paths, and T2–T3 within-
time correlations (correlated changes) were time invariant. Thus, we compared the baseline
unconstrained model (M1) with the model assuming time invariance of cross-lagged
associations (M2), T2–T3 within-time correlations (M3), autoregressive paths (M4), and all
within-person paths together (M5).

3. Results

3.1. Preliminary Analyses

Concurrent bivariate correlations are presented in Table 1. At all times, Positive Youth
Development was positively correlated with perceived parent support and negatively
correlated with perceived psychological control.

3.2. Transactional Associations between Perceived Parent Psychological Control and Positive Youth
Development

The model fit the data well (χ2(9) = 19.9, CFI = 0.996, RMSEA = 0.052). The findings
supported the assumption of time invariance only for cross-lagged paths (Table 2). The
estimates of cross-lagged effects, autoregressive paths, and within-time correlations for
between and within-person effects are reported in Figure 2. Within-person results indi-
cated that higher levels of Positive Youth Development (relative to the person’s average
levels) predicted decreased perceived psychological control (lower relative to the person’s
average than before). Positive Youth Development and perceived psychological control
were negatively correlated at T2 and at T4 (relative to one’s own average score). At the
between-person level, adolescents with higher overall levels of Positive Youth Development
(compared to other adolescents) perceived their parents as less psychologically controlling.
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Table 1. Within and over time bivariate correlations between Positive Youth Development and perceived parental behavior.

Variable 1 2 2 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. PYD T1 –

2. PYD T2 0.86
[0.83, 0.88] –

3. PYD T3 0.77
[0.73, 0.81]

0.89
[0.87, 0.91] –

4. PYD T4 0.68
[0.62, 0.73]

0.72
[0.66, 0.77]

0.78
[0.73, 0.82] –

5. Support T1 0.41
[0.32, 0.50]

0.44
[0.35, 0.53]

0.41
[0.32, 0.49]

0.32
[0.24, 0.41] –

6. Support T2 0.38
[0.29, 0.47]

0.40
[0.31, 0.49]

0.43
[0.35, 0.52]

0.35
[0.26, 0.43]

0.56
[0.48, 0.63] –

7. Support T3 0.27
[0.18, 0.36]

0.28
[0.18, 0.37]

0.33
[0.24, 0.42]

0.50
[0.43, 0.57]

0.34
[0.26, 0.44]

0.41
[0.31, 0.50] –

8. Control T1 −0.34
[−0.44, −0.24]

−0.35
[−0.44, −0.26]

−0.33
[−0.42, −0.23]

−0.25
[−0.34, −0.15]

−0.36
[−0.45, −0.27]

−0.28
[−0.37, −0.18]

−0.20
[−0.29, −0.11] –

9. Control T2 −0.33
[−0.41, −0.26]

−0.41
[−0.48, −0.33]

−0.38
[−0.45, −0.30]

−0.31
[−0.38, −0.24]

−0.41
[−0.51, −0.31]

−0.32
[−0.41, −0.23]

−0.23
[−0.34, −0.14]

0.52
[0.42, 0.61] –

10. Control T3 −0.35
[−0.44, −0.26]

−0.42
[−0.50, −0.35]

−0.42
[−0.49, −0.34]

−0.33
[−0.42, −0.24]

−0.36
[−0.44, −0.27]

−0.39
[−0.48, −0.30]

−0.26
[−0.37, −0.17]

0.58
[0.51, 0.66]

0.59
[0.51, 0.67] –

11. Control T4 −0.32
[−0.40, −0.23]

−0.34
[−0.42, −0.26]

−0.37
[−0.44, −0.28]

−0.44
[−0.52, −0.36]

−0.27
[−0.36, −0.18]

−0.29
[−0.38, −0.20]

−0.51
[−0.61, −0.40]

0.39
[0.30, 0.48]

0.47
[0.38, 0.55]

0.56
[0.46, 0.64]

Note: PYD—Positive Youth Development, Support = Perceived Parent Support, Control = Perceived Parent Psychological Control, T = time;
all correlations significant at p < 0.001.

Table 2. Model fit of the random intercept cross-lagged panel models and model comparisons.

Model χ2 (df ) CFI RMSEA [95% CI] Model Comparison Δχ2 ΔCFI ΔRMSEA

Positive Youth Development and Psychological Control

Model 1 19.9 (9) 0.996 0.052 [0.020–0.083]
Model 2 26.1 (13) 0.995 0.047 [0.019–0.073] M1/M2 60.17 0.001 0.005
Model 3 40.9 (11) 0.988 0.077 [0.053–0.103] M1/M3 200.99 * 0.008 0.025
Model 4 39.2 (13) 0.990 0.067 [0.043–0.091] M1/M4 190.30 * 0.006 0.015
Model 5 69.6 (19) 0.980 0.077 [0.058–0.096] M1/M5 490.75 * 0.016 0.025

Positive Youth Development and Parent Support

Model 1 1.2 (1) 1 0.021 [0.000–0.128]
Model 2 2.0 (3) 1 0.000 [0.000–0.068] M1/M2 00.84 0 0.021
Model 3 15.8 (2) 0.992 0.123 [0.072–0.183] M1/M3 140.63 * 0.008 0.102
Model 4 18.1 (3) 0.991 0.105 [0.062–0.154] M1/M4 160.93 * 0.009 0.084
Model 5 47.7 (6) 0.975 0.124 [0.093–0.158] M1/M5 460.55 * 0.025 0.123

Note: N = 454, 95% confidence intervals given in brackets. M1 = baseline model; M2 = model with cross-lagged paths fixed to be time
invariant; M3 = model with T3–T4 within-time correlations fixed to be time invariant; M4 = model with autoregressive paths fixed to be
time invariant; M5 = model with cross-lagged paths and T2–T4 correlations fixed to be time invariant. * p < 0.05.
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Figure 2. Simplified random intercept cross-lagged panel model between perceived psychological control and Positive
Youth Development with standardized coefficients. Note: Cross-lagged paths are fixed to be equal between time points; the
discrepancies are due to standardization. N = 454. ** p < 0.001.

3.3. Transactional Associations between Perceived Parent Support and Positive Youth Development

The model fit the data well (χ2(1) = 1.2, CFI = 1, RMSEA = 0.021). The findings
supported the assumption of time invariance only for cross-lagged paths (Table 2). The
estimates of cross-lagged effects, autoregressive paths, and within-time correlations for
between and within-person effects are reported in Figure 3. Within-person results indicated
that higher levels of Positive Youth Development (relative to the person’s average levels)
predicted increased perceived support (higher relative to the person’s average than before).
A change in Positive Youth Development and perceived support (increases or decreases
relative to one’s own average) were positively correlated at all times. At the between-person
level, adolescents did not display general between-person level differences, meaning that
adolescents perceived their parents as similarly supportive across different levels of Positive
Youth Development.

Figure 3. Simplified random intercept cross-lagged panel model between perceived support and
Positive Youth Development with standardized coefficients. Note: Cross-lagged paths are fixed to be
equal between time points, the discrepancies are due to standardization. N = 454. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.001.
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4. Discussion

The results of a four-wave cross-lagged transactional longitudinal analysis revealed
child-driven, but not parent-driven effects: Positive Youth Development predicted sub-
sequent changes in both perceived parent support and psychological control. Perceived
parent behavior did not predict changes in Positive Youth Development. Our study is
unique in that it is one of the first to examine transactional associations between Positive
Youth Development and adolescent perceptions of constructive parenting practices. Nev-
ertheless, the findings are consistent with narrative reviews (Meeus 2016) arguing that
child-driven effects are more consistent than parent-driven effects in models exploring
associations between adolescent difficulties and parent–child relationships.

The results afford at least two interpretations, which are not mutually exclusive. First,
Positive Youth Development shapes child perceptions of parent behavior. In this sense,
Positive Youth Development has potential to affect the overall quality of parent–child
relationships. Thus, as more psychosocial resources become available to an individual, the
better their relationships will be with all significant others, including parents (Kochendorfer
and Kerns 2017). Better-quality relationships with parents translate into more positive
perception of parents and, in some cases, more constructive parenting practices. Second,
Positive Youth Development directly shapes specific forms of parent behavior. Although
much of the literature focuses on the ways in which negative adolescent adjustment shapes
parenting behavior, there is some evidence that positive adolescent adjustment works in a
similar fashion (Yan and Ansari 2016). Well-adjusted adolescent behaviors elicit greater
parental warmth and support, both of which are reflections of constructive parenting
(Barber et al. 2005; Lewin-Bizan et al. 2010). It may be that when children and adolescents
demonstrate positive characteristics, they elicit and reward the use of positive parenting
techniques in their parents (Yan and Ansari 2016).

When adolescents are encouraged to create positive relationships with their family,
friends, and community, there are demonstrated benefits for personal development (Lerner
2004). The “Big Three” features of effective programs for Positive Youth Development
include opportunities for youth to participate in leadership activities, programs that empha-
size life skills, and participation in sustained youth–adult relationships. Many volunteer
activities embrace all three. These may have important spinoff effects. When parents
are part of a support system of Positive Youth Development, they have new opportuni-
ties to practice positive parenting, avoiding the decline in warmth and support that can
afflict poor-quality child relationships that struggle with negativity during adolescence
(Laursen et al. 2010).

We did not find reciprocal transactions interactions between Positive Youth Develop-
ment and parenting. Parenting practices were unrelated with changes in Positive Youth
Development. The findings may illustrate decreases in the amount of time that adolescents
spend in the company of parents and the increased exposure to and influence of others,
especially friends and romantic partners). Alternatively, Meeus (2016) argued that parents
play an important role in positive aspects of development during the late childhood and
early adolescent years, prior to the emergence of a mature self-image, but that this influence
declines with age. As autonomy and independence develop, plasticity declines and is less
affected by external stimuli. That is not to say that parents have no influence on adolescents,
but rather, adolescents may be less influenced by parent behaviors in late adolescence as
compared to early adolescence. It is also possible that parents influence their adolescents
in different ways than parents in previous times. Daily social media use is common during
adolescence, an activity that did not exist for previous parenting generations. Parents who
monitor their adolescent’s social media content may engage youth with activities geared
for Positive Youth Development, thus influencing their adolescent in unmeasured ways.
A final alternative recognizes findings from a genetically informed study that suggested
that parent-driven effects are illusory, a byproduct of error arising from gene–environment
correlations (Guimond et al. 2016).
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Limitations, Future Directions, and Implications

This study provides new insights into the interplay of family relationships and Positive
Youth Development, and it should be considered both in light of its strengths and its
shortcomings. Perceived parenting behaviors and adolescent outcomes were collected
simultaneously.

Some may argue that our reliance on self-reports is a limitation. However, parents
are not particularly accurate reporters of adolescent’s inner states such as internalizing
symptoms (Angold et al. 1987), and the impact of parenting depends more on how the
adolescent perceives and interprets the parent behaviors than on how the parent reports
their own behaviors (Stattin and Kerr 2000). To be sure, our results describe adolescent
perceptions of parenting behaviors, which should not be confused with actual or observed
parent behaviors. There is merit to understanding both. Of additional concern is bias
arising from same reporter variance, which may inflate variance across predictor and
outcome variables. There is evidence that bias in within-reporter correlations between
mother and child views of psychological control and child behavior problems depend on
the degree to which the latter is readily observable; shared views across reporters minimize
the chances that within-reporter results are a product of same-reporter biases (Valdes
et al. 2016). Finally, it is worth noting that the participants attended school in a small,
homogeneous Northern European community. It remains to be seen whether the findings
generalize to youth living in heterogeneous, urban contexts.

Mediators and moderators of Positive Youth Development and parental behavior
should be included in future research. Potential mediators could include self-regulation
(Bowers et al. 2011), identity-formation processes (Berzonsky et al. 2007; Luyckx et al. 2007),
or the satisfaction of basic needs (Costa et al. 2016). The timing and units of change
can be an emphasis of future research on this topic as well. It might be the case that
perceived parental influence on adolescent’s Positive Youth Development happens earlier
than the ninth grade and the parent-driven effects might be evident at earlier age periods.
Furthermore, it is possible that the transactions that happen within the relationships can
be captured only in shorter time lags. Because interinfluence between two variables in
dynamic relational developmental processes occurs continually over time the discrete time
measurements can capture only a snapshot of it (Rioux and Little 2020).

The findings should not be interpreted to mean that contemporary parents are ineffec-
tual or irrelevant to adolescent children. There are several domains where parents clearly
foster adaptive competencies in their adolescent children, such as academic competence,
connection, and self-regulation (see Laursen and Collins 2009, for a review). As noted
above, it may also be the case that parents impact some, but not all of the competencies
included in our global measure of positive development. Further, as we have suggested
elsewhere (Lewin-Bizan et al. 2010), the overall tenor and quality of parent relationships
with adolescent children has long-lasting repercussions for adolescent adjustment. Finally,
we note that parents are expected to demonstrate diminished influence over adolescents
because in many Western cultures, the goal of competent parenting is precisely the encour-
agement of this sort of disengagement and self-reliance. Put simply, positive parenting
behaviors facilitate adolescent autonomy, which may ultimately reduce adolescent depen-
dence on parents and parent influence over adolescent children (Lewin-Bizan et al. 2010).

The findings have important implications for 21st Century parents who face a land-
scape very different from that of parents in earlier generations. Adolescents today have
access to technology that offers the opportunity for near-constant contact with peers and
nonstop entertainment (Brown et al. 2013). Thus, parent influence is challenged not only by
the rise in peer influence during adolescence, but also by influence from social media. In this
context, parents potentially may more effectively serve as moderators of outside sources
of influence, rather than as forces that directly shape outcomes (e.g., Dickson et al. 2015;
Marion et al. 2014). Effective parents recognize that social media can be used as an effective
tool to facilitate Positive Youth Development by engaging adolescents with volunteerism
and community activities of their interests (Lee and Horsley 2017). Parents may direct
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youth to community media sources that will ultimately promote Positive Youth Develop-
ment. Thus, compared to previous generations, contemporary parents are faced with new
challenges and new opportunities to indirectly shape the positive development of their
adolescent children. These mechanisms can be an important question to raise in future
empirical studies.

The findings offer two important takeaways. The first is that parents respond to
emerging competence in children with adaptive adjustments to parenting practices, such
as more support and less psychological control. Although it is good to know that parents
are responsive to child development, we believe that all adolescents would profit from
parent support and an environment free of psychological control. Practitioners should
alert parents to their subtle adjustments in the face of child maturation and encourage
an awareness of constructive parent behaviors regardless of the child’s level of positive
development. The second takeaway is that parents should embrace practices such as
volunteerism that encourage Positive Youth Development because child competencies
might have a constructive impact on perceived or actual parenting practices or at least the
tenor of the parent–child relationship (Theokas and Lerner 2006), improving the chances
that both parties will enjoy the time they share together.
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for all Study Variables.
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Lithuania: Prevention and Positive Youth Development. International Journal of Psychological Studies 6: 13–23. [CrossRef]
Gallant, Karen, Bryan Smale, and Susan Arai. 2010. Civic engagement through mandatory community service: Implications of serious

leisure. Journal of Leisure Research 42: 181–201. [CrossRef]
Geldhof, G. John, Edmond P. Bowers, Michelle J. Boyd, Megan K. Mueller, Christopher M. Napolitano, Kristina L. Schmid, Jacqueline

V. Lerner, and Richard M. Lerner. 2014. Creation of short and very short measures of the Five Cs of Positive Youth Development.
Journal of Research on Adolescence 24: 163–76. [CrossRef]

Gonzales, Nancy A., Ana Mari Cauce, and Craig A. Mason. 1996. Interobserver agreement in the assessment of parental behavior and
parent-adolescent conflict: African American mothers, daughters, and independent observers. Child Development 67: 1483–98.
[CrossRef]

Gorlizki, Yoram, and Oleg Khlevniuk. 2020. Substate Dictatorship: Networks, Loyalty, and Institutional Change in the Soviet Union. New
Haven: Yale University Press.

Gorostiaga, Arantxa, Jone Aliri, Nekane Balluerka, and Joanes Lameirinhas. 2019. Parenting styles and internalizing symptoms
in adolescence: A systematic literature review. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 16: 3192–211.
[CrossRef]

Guimond, Fanny-Alexandra, Brett Laursen, Frank Vitaro, Mara Brendgen, Ginette Dionne, and Michel Boivin. 2016. Associations
between mother–child relationship quality and adolescent adjustment: Using a genetically controlled design to determine the
direction and magnitude of effects. International Journal of Behavioral Development 40: 196–204. [CrossRef]

Hafen, Christopher A., and Brett Laursen. 2009. More problems and less support: Early adolescent adjustment forecasts changes in
perceived support from parents. Journal of Family Psychology 23: 193–202. [CrossRef]

Hamaker, Ellen L., Rebecca M. Kuiper, and Raoul P. P. P. Grasman. 2015. A critique of the cross-lagged panel model. Psychological
Methods 20: 102–16. [CrossRef]

Hare, Amanda L., David E. Szwedo, Megan M. Schad, and Joseph P. Allen. 2014. Undermining adolescent autonomy with parents and
peers: The enduring implications of psychologically controlling parenting. Journal of Research on Adolescence 25: 739–52. [CrossRef]

Hart, Craig H., David A. Nelson, Clyde C. Robinson, Susanne F. Olsen, and Mary K. McNeilly-Choque. 1998. Overt and relational
aggression in Russian nursery-school-age children: Parenting style and marital linkages. Developmental Psychology 34: 687–97.
[CrossRef]
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Kaniušonytė, Goda, and Rita Žukauskienė. 2018. Relationships with parents, identity styles, and positive youth development during
the transition from adolescence to emerging adulthood. Emerging Adulthood 6: 42–52. [CrossRef]

Kiadarbandsari, Atefeh, Zainal Madon, Hanina H. Hamsan, and Mehdi Nezhad K. Nouri. 2016. Role of parenting style and parents’
education in positive youth development in adolescents. Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities 24: 1465–80.

Kline, Rex B. 2016. Principles and Practice of Structural Equation Modeling, 4th ed. NewYork: Guilford.
Kochendorfer, Logan B., and Kathryn A. Kerns. 2017. Perceptions of parent-child attachment relationships and friendship qualities:

Predictors of romantic relationship involvement and quality in adolescence. Journal of Youth and Adolescence 46: 1009–21. [CrossRef]

103



Soc. Sci. 2021, 10, 369

Laursen, Brett, and W. Andrew Collins. 2009. Parent–child relationships during adolescence. In In Handbook of Adolescent Psychology,
Volume, 1: Contextual Influences on Adolescent Development, 3rd ed. Edited by Richard M. Lerner and Laurence Steinberg. Hoboken:
John Wiley & Sons, pp. 3–42. [CrossRef]

Laursen, Brett, Dawn DeLay, and Ryan E. Adams. 2010. Trajectories of perceived support in mother–adolescent relationships: The poor
(quality) get poorer. Developmental Psychology 46: 1792–98. [CrossRef]

Lee, Ah Ram, and J. Suzanne Horsley. 2017. The role of social media on positive youth development: An analysis of 4-H Facebook
page and 4-H’ers’ positive development. Children and Youth Services Review 77: 127–38. [CrossRef]

Lerner, Richard M. 2004. Liberty: Thriving and Civic Engagement among American Youth. New York: Sage.
Lerner, Richard M. 2021. Individuals as Producers of Their Own Development: The Dynamics of Person-Context Coactions. London: Routledge.
Lerner, Richard M., Elisabeth M. Dowling, and Pamela M. Anderson. 2003. Positive youth development: Thriving as a basis of

personhood and civil society. Applied Developmental Science 7: 172–80. [CrossRef]
Lerner, Richard M., Jacqueline V. Lerner, Edmond Bowers, and G. John Geldhof. 2015. Positive youth development and relational-

developmental-systems. In Handbook of Child Psychology and Developmental Science, Theory and Method, 7th ed. Edited by Willis F.
Overton, Peter Molenaar and Richard M. Lerner. Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, pp. 607–51.

Lerner, Richard M., Jacqueline V. Lerner, Jason B. Almerigi, Christina Theokas, Erin Phelps, Sophie Naudeau, and Alexander von.
2006. Towards a new vision and vocabulary about adolescence: Theoretical, empirical, and applied bases of a “Positive Youth
Development” perspective. In Child Psychology: A Handbook of Contemporary Issues. Edited by Lawrence Balter and Catherine S.
Tamis-LeMonda. Philadelphia: Psychology Press, pp. 445–69.

Lerner, Richard M., Jacqueline V. Lerner, Jason B. Almerigi, Christina Theokas, Erin Phelps, Steinunn Gestsdottir, Sophie Naudeau,
Helena Jelicic, Amy Alberts, Lang Ma, and et al. 2005. Positive youth development, participation in community youth
development programs, and community contributions of fifth grade adolescents: Findings from the first wave of the 4-H study of
positive youth development. Journal of Early Adolescence 25: 17–71. [CrossRef]

Lewin-Bizan, Selva, Edmond P. Bowers, and Richard M. Lerner. 2010. One good thing leads to another: Cascades of positive youth
development among American adolescents. Development and Psychopathology 22: 759–70. [CrossRef]

Luyckx, Koen, Bart Soenens, Luc Goossens, and Maarten Vansteenkiste. 2007. Parenting, identity formation, and college adjustment: A
mediation model with longitudinal data. Identity 7: 309–30. [CrossRef]

Marion, Donna, Bret Laursen, Noona Kiuru, Jari-Erik Nurmi, and Katariina Salmela-Aro. 2014. Maternal affection moderates friend
influence on schoolwork engagement. Developmental Psychology 50: 766–71. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Meeus, Wim. 2016. Adolescent psychosocial development: A review of longitudinal models and research. Developmental Psychology 52:
1969–93. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Moore, Kristin A., and Dana Glei. 1995. Taking the plunge: An examination of positive youth development. Journal of Adolescent
Research 10: 15–40. [CrossRef]

Morton, Katie L., Julian Barling, Ryan E. Rhodes, Louise C. Mâsse, Bruno D. Zumbo, and Mark R. Beauchamp. 2011. The application of
transformational leadership theory to parenting: Questionnaire development and implications for adolescent self-regulatory
efficacy and life satisfaction. Journal of Sport & Exercise Psychology 33: 688–709. [CrossRef]

Muthén, Linda K., and Bengt O. Muthén. 1998–2017. Mplus User’s Guide, 8th ed. Los Angeles: Muthén & Muthén. Available online:
https://www.statmodel.com/HTML_UG/introV8.htm (accessed on 14 September 2021).

Napolitano, Christpoher M., Edmond P. Bowers, Steinunn Gestsdottir, Miriam Depping, Alexander von Eye, Paul Chase, and Jacqueline
V.Lernere. 2011. The role of parenting and goal selection in positive youth development: A person-centered approach. Journal of
Adolescence 34: 1137–49. [CrossRef]

Overton, Willis F. 2015. Processes, relations, and relational developmental systems. In Handbook of Child Psychology and Developmental
Science: Vol. 1. Theory and Method, 7th ed. Edited by Willis F. Overton, Peter Molenaar and Richard M. Lerner. Hoboken: John
Wiley & Sons, pp. 9–62. [CrossRef]

Pettit, Gregory S., and Dilbur D. Arsiwalla. 2008. Commentary on special section on “Bidirectional Parent-Child Relationships“: The
continuing evolution of dynamic transactional models of parenting and youth behavior problems. Journal of Abnormal Child
Psychology 36: 711–18. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Pettit, Gregory S., Robert D. Laird, Kenneth A. Dodge, John E. Bates, and Michael M. Criss. 2001. Antecedents and behavior-problem
outcomes of parental monitoring and psychological control in early adolescence. Child Development 72: 583–98. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]
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Abstract: Drawing on the international discourse on the intensification of parenting and new data
from Germany, this paper aims to contribute to a better understanding of the unique challenges
that parents face in the 21st century. We used data from the survey “Parenthood Today”, which
was conducted in 2019 to examine parents’ views on parenting in Germany. The data comprised
standardized interviews with 1652 mothers and fathers. We focused on three dimensions of parental
pressures: namely, time pressure, financial pressure, and pressure that emanates from the educational
system. Time pressure referred to the pressure currently felt, whereas financial pressure and pressure
from the educational system referred to changes across time. In each of these domains, more than
60% of the parents experienced high (time) or increasing (education and financial) pressure. Binary
logistic regressions showed that while parental education was a strong predictor of experiencing
an increase in financial pressure, parental education did not matter for other realms of parenting.
However, employment and family form were strongly related to parental time pressure. Full-time
employed lone mothers, but also non-resident fathers, reported experiencing heavy pressure when
trying to balance their roles as a worker and as a carer. Our results draw attention to the importance
of better integrating the needs of post-separation families, including of non-resident fathers, in the
debate on the “intensification of parenting”.

Keywords: parenting; intensification of parenting; family diversity; lone mothers; non-resident
fathers; socioeconomic background

1. Introduction

Increasing ratios of non-marital childbearing, union instability, re-partnering after
union dissolution, as well as family formation among same-sex couples have contributed
to a growing diversity of family forms. Furthermore, migration has led to an increase
in ethnic-cultural diversity among families in many countries of Europe. At the same
time, globalization and digitalization have transformed labor markets, which have, in
turn, generated new social cleavages and inequalities between families. While these trends
have been identified by researchers, the media, and policy makers as major social policy
concerns, changes in parenting norms and parenting practices have received less attention
in these debates. The growing expectations and demands that parents experience in many
contemporary societies have recently been captured under the theme of the “intensification
of parenting” (e.g., Faircloth 2014; Smyth and Craig 2017).

Family researchers in the U.S. and Great Britain have been the first to address this trend
toward parents putting increasing effort into the care and upbringing of their children (e.g.,
Bianchi 2000; Bianchi et al. 2004; Craig et al. 2014; Faircloth 2014; Vincent and Maxwell 2016).
In both countries, factors like the dominance of private child care and private education
and growing inequality at the societal level have driven this trend. However, in continen-
tal Europe—including in Germany, which will be the focus of our analyses —conditions
differ. Educational systems are primarily public (for details, see below). Furthermore,
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changes in social inequality at the societal level have been less extreme in Germany, where
family policies aim to reduce socioeconomic differences across families, and to alleviate
some of the challenges associated with reconciling work and child care (BMFSFJ 2021).
Nevertheless, concerns have also been raised for Germany that parenting has become in-
creasingly demanding and that socioeconomic differences in parents’ abilities to meet these
demands may generate new forms of social inequality (e.g., Henry-Huthmacher et al. 2008;
Ruckdeschel 2015).

The intensification of parenting manifests in an increase in the material and, above
all, the immaterial investments of parents in the upbringing, education, and care of their
children, which include devoting more quality time to children and making more concerted
efforts to support and foster children’s positive development. The standards of what
constitutes “good parenting” have risen with the emergence of the burgeoning literature
on how targeted parental input can promote child development and maximize children’s
acquisition of competencies (Wall 2010). Particularly in societies that emphasize parents’
individual responsibility for their children’s upbringing, rising standards seem to have
fueled a competition in parental investments in childrearing (Faircloth 2020). As high-
income parents have been better able than low-income parents to respond to these new
demands, this trend has further exacerbated social disparities in parenting styles, and in
parental investments of time and money in children. Overall, parental behavior can be seen
as a new dimension that has enforced social inequalities (e.g., Dotti Sani and Treas 2016;
Vincent and Maxwell 2016).

Concerns about the effects of the intensification of parenting were addressed in the
Ninth Family Report for Germany, which was published by the German Federal Family
Ministry in 2021 (BMFSFJ 2021). Based on the report of an interdisciplinary expert com-
mittee and framed by a detailed statement of the government, this family report provides
deep insights into the demographic, social, and economic situations of families, and into
parenting behavior in Germany. It describes trends, illustrates relevant legal conditions,
and provides concrete policy suggestions. As part of our work in the expert committee, we
not only collected the available evidence from official statistics and compiled the available
empirical evidence from family research; we also launched our own survey that focused on
“Parenthood Today” (Institut für Demoskopie Allensbach 2020).

In the following, we address the unique challenges faced by parents in the 21st
century. We first review international research on the intensification of parenting. We then
contextualize these findings for the German case. The empirical part presents analyses of
the survey “Parenting Today”. Based on this survey, we provide novel evidence on the
intensification of parenting, as indicated by parents’ reports of feeling that the pressure of
parenting has been increasing. Furthermore, we explore the social disparities related to
these pressures for the German case.

2. The Intensification of Parenting in International Perspective

2.1. Parents’ Monetary and Time Investments in Children

The hypothesis of an intensification of parenting is based on findings from several
industrialized countries, which indicate that parents are investing more time in child
care today than they were in the 1960s (e.g., Bianchi 2000; Dotti Sani and Treas 2016;
Gauthier et al. 2004; Gimenez-Nadal and Sevilla 2012). Fathers, but also mothers, have
increased their levels of engagement in child care, even though maternal employment
rates have risen in many countries in recent years. In the same vein, data on children’s
time use in the U.S. indicate that the time children are spending with their parents has
increased, even as children’s participation in preschool and school programs has expanded
(Hofferth and Sandberg 2001). While parents in some countries may not be devoting more
time to child care, the time that parents spend with their children is more likely to be
“exclusive time”. For example, data from Australia for the period between 1992 and 2006
showed that parents reported engaging in more child-centered activities, even though
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the overall time they were spending with their children was declining (Craig et al. 2014).
Findings along these lines appear to be pointing to a compression of “quality time”.

Of particular social policy relevance is the question of whether the trend toward in-
tensified parenting is uniform across social strata, or whether it differs by socioeconomic
background and parental income. Across countries, higher educated parents spend more
time with their children than parents with lower educational resources (Guryan et al. 2008).
However, the abovementioned study for Australia reported a decline in disparities in the time
spent with children between different educational groups from 1992 to 2006 (Craig et al. 2014).
In an analysis of U.S. data collected between 1965 and 2000, Bianchi et al. (2004) found no
changes in the educational gradient of parents’ investments of time and money in their
children. However, more recent findings from the U.S. suggest that parents’ investments
in quality time have become less equally distributed across social strata. A comparison of
time use data from 1965 to 2013 that captured active parental involvement in developing
their children’s social, cognitive, or linguistic skills (developmental care time) revealed that
mothers and fathers from all educational groups were spending more time on developmental
care, but that this increase was more pronounced among mothers with a bachelor’s degree
(Altintas 2016). Thus, it appears that the positive educational gradient in the amount of
active quality time spent on child care has become steeper. Similarly, a cross-national study
of 11 industrialized countries found that educational disparities increased between 1965 and
2012, with more highly educated parents investing progressively more time in their children
(Dotti Sani and Treas 2016). This study also reported that educational disparities increased
consistently across all countries during this period, which suggests that disparities in child
investments by socioeconomic background were growing.

In line with these trends, children’s time use has also changed. In the U.S. between
1981 and 1997, children’s participation in structured activities, such as school, time in day
care, sports, and artistic activities, increased. Over the same period, the time children spent
on less structured activities, such as playing, watching TV, meeting friends, and “passive
leisure”, decreased (Hofferth 2009; Hofferth and Sandberg 2001). In the subsequent period
from 1997 to 2003, children’s time spent on less structured, self-determined activities also
declined; whereas the time children invested in structured activities, such as involvement in
youth organizations, increased. As Hofferth (2009) noted, parents may have been concerned
about “overbooking” their children’s schedules and thus prioritized education-oriented
activities, which were seen as key for children’s future opportunities.

An intensification of parenting can also be observed with respect to parents’ monetary
investments in their children. There is consistent empirical evidence that expenditures on
children are strongly correlated with parental income. While Bianchi et al. (2004) showed
that this correlation remained stable between 1988 and 1998 in the U.S., other studies
covering a wider time range concluded that the association between parental income and
investment per child was becoming stronger over time. Research using data from the
1970s to 2010 found that spending on children increased over this period, both in absolute
terms as well as in relation to families’ household income (Duncan and Murnane 2011;
Kornrich and Furstenberg 2013). The findings further indicated that while this increase
was evident across all social strata, high-income parents were making larger monetary
investments in their children than low-income parents, and that this difference was growing
over the years. It has also been shown that social inequalities, measured at the macro level
of society, were related to individual investments in children. If social inequality was high
at the societal level, the gap in child-related monetary investments between parents of
different income strata was also greater (Schneider et al. 2018).

2.2. Intensive Parenting Styles

The discussion about the intensification of parenting was backed up not only by
findings on parents’ time use and monetary investments, but also by changes in parenting
behavior. Parents have increasingly come to see themselves as highly responsible for
monitoring their children’s activities and managing their affairs, even in late adolescence
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and early adulthood (Gauthier 2015; Kouros et al. 2017; LeMoyne and Buchanan 2011;
Padilla-Walker and Nelson 2012; Schiffrin et al. 2014). In the popular literature, this type of
parental behavior is frequently referred to as “helicopter parenting,” but research has also
characterized it as “hyperparenting” (Janssen 2015) or “overparenting“ (Segrin et al. 2013).
Concerns have been raised that this type of intensified parental involvement may inhibit
child development, as it does not sufficiently take into account the child’s developmental
stage. These parenting practices may shield children from making their own choices,
and can thus prevent them from developing personal responsibility and competence.
There is, for example, evidence that children who experience highly controlling parenting
during early childhood demonstrate less ability to self-regulate during preadolescence
(Perry et al. 2018).

“Helicopter parenting” seems to represent an extreme manifestation of broader changes
in parents’ understanding of how they should best fulfill their roles. Over the past several
decades, the shift away from authoritarian-hierarchical family structures and toward more
child-centered parenting behaviors has been well documented (Doepke and Zilibotti 2019;
Park et al. 2014; Schneewind and Ruppert 1995). This shift places higher demands on
parents to provide a beneficial context for child development, as a child’s voice is assigned
greater importance, and family rules are increasingly negotiated. It has been argued that
compared to authoritarian, neglectful, but also indulgent parenting, authoritative parenting
is particularly beneficial for promoting positive child development, as it combines parents
being responsive to their child’s needs, while also demanding that the child exhibits compe-
tent behavior (Baumrind 2013; Steinberg 2001). Thus, authoritative parenting has become
the standard for “ideal parenting”. Along with this trend, parents’ demands for guidance
have increased markedly. Faircloth (2014) noted a significant increase in the publication of
advice literature and academic books on the care, nurturing, and upbringing of children
that started in the late 1960s, accelerated in the second half of the 1970s, and did not level
off until around the end of the 1990s.

A number of factors have been identified as the main sources of these changes. Find-
ings from research on attachment, parenting, and education have contributed to an increas-
ing pedagogization of childhood, and especially of early childhood. Due to new discoveries
about the developmental dynamics of the first years of life and the role of early interaction
experiences and learning opportunities in children’s further development, parents are
increasingly advised to engage in child-centered, responsive childrearing practices, and
provide stimulating educational experiences in these early phases of their child’s develop-
ment (e.g., Nationale Akademie der Wissenschaften Leopoldina and der Wissenschaften
2014; Wall 2010, 2018). Attachment research in particular has emphasized the importance
of parental sensitivity to the child’s needs as the key to secure attachment (e.g., De Woolff
and van IJzendoorn 1997), which has, in turn, been identified as a salient factor in a child’s
positive development (e.g., Li et al. 2021; Meins 2013; Zimmermann et al. 2001). Attach-
ment research has contributed to a better understanding of the role of parental sensitivity,
and has also provided avenues for promoting parenting skills (e.g., Landry et al. 2006;
van den Boom 1995). At the same time, however, it has raised the standards of engagement
for parents, and especially for mothers.

Much of the discourse on intensive parenting has focused the role of mothers. For
example, Liss et al. (2013) argued that the intensification of parenting has primarily affected
mothers due to five widespread beliefs, i.e., the belief that (1) mothers are inherently better
parents than fathers; (2) childrearing has to be fulfilling; (3) parents are responsible for
promoting their children’s development; (4) motherhood is challenging; and (5) parents
should prioritize their children’s needs and over their own needs (Liss et al. 2013). However,
the high (self-)attribution of responsibility to mothers appears to be problematic, as mothers
who subscribe to these beliefs have been found to report lower life satisfaction and more
mental health problems (Rizzo et al. 2013). In addition, it has been suggested that this
model of childrearing overloads the role of motherhood and fosters traditional gender roles.
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The changes in parenting styles must also be seen in conjunction with the mounting
pressure associated with increasing labor market competition. A comparison of countries
showed that in countries with greater socioeconomic disparities, parents tend to have
higher educational aspirations for their children, face more pressure to spend quality time
with their children, and have more intensive styles of parenting (Doepke and Zilibotti 2019).
Large social inequalities at the societal level have increased the value of parents’ investments
in their children, since the “returns” on such efforts rise with corresponding opportunities
for advancement (as does the fear of downward mobility if the children fail to meet these
standards). According to findings by Doepke and Zilibotti (2019), parenting has become
noticeably more intense in neoliberal countries such as the U.S., while in countries such
as Sweden, which are characterized by lower social disparities, children are under less
educational pressure, and are given more freedom to develop in the direction they choose.

Parents’ socioeconomic resources have often been linked to their parenting values
and practices, while different theoretical notions have been cited in explaining these links.
Social class differences in parenting have been attributed to differences in the economic
pressures families face. These pressures are greater among families who have fewer
financial resources, and who are at a higher risk of failing to meet the standards of intensive
parenting (Conger et al. 2010). Social class differences in parenting have also been shown
to reflect differences in parents’ job-related experiences and associated expectations about
what matters in a child’s upbringing (Kohn 1969). Furthermore, differences in cultural
models of parenting have been identified that may be linked to the trends outlined above.
While higher educated parents tend to closely follow the model of “concerted cultivation”
(Lareau 2003), and thus deliberately seek to integrate a wide range of stimulating learning
options into their everyday family life, less educated parents are more likely to follow
the parenting model of “letting things grow.” Thus, in addition to having different daily
pressures, lifestyles, and attitudes, parents are likely to differ in their expectations about
the returns of intensive childrearing efforts, which may explain some of the observed
differences in parenting behavior across socioeconomic groups.

Finally, parenting values and practices may determine fertility choices. If the costs
and investments per child are perceived as being too high, couples may decide to remain
childless or to have only one child. For example, the lowest-low fertility and increasing
childlessness in countries such as Japan or South Korea have been linked to the increasing
demands of the educational systems in these countries (e.g., Fleckenstein and Lee 2019).

2.3. Summary and Research Question

To conclude, prior research has provided strong evidence on an intensification of
parenting along several dimensions, including investments in time, financial investments,
and investments in children’s education (Bianchi 2000; Craig et al. 2014; Doepke and
Zilibotti 2019; Hays 1996; Vincent and Maxwell 2016). The results of the existing studies
also suggest that parents’ investments in their children have become increasingly un-
equal (Kouros et al. 2017; LeMoyne and Buchanan 2011; Padilla-Walker and Nelson 2012;
Schiffrin et al. 2014). Much of this research was conducted among parents in couple house-
holds. Although the time pressures faced by single parents have been addressed in this
literature (Bakker and Karsten 2013; Hertz and Ferguson 1998; Kendig and Bianchi 2008),
very little attention has been paid to how parental separation and family diversity are re-
lated to the intensification of parenthood. A glaring gap in the literature is that non-resident
parents have been completely left out of this discourse.

Another gap in the existing literature is that most of the previous studies on the
intensification of parenthood were conducted in the Anglo-American context. In these
countries, a strong association between societal inequalities and investments in children
has been found (e.g., Schneider et al. 2018). However, it is less clear whether these findings
translate well to other contexts where social inequality has risen less sharply. In contrast
to the Anglo-American context, most welfare states in continental Europe have a public
education system that is used by students of all socioeconomic classes. Furthermore,
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many European countries have enacted family policies aimed at alleviating some of the
time pressures families face, and at reducing social inequalities between families. In
the following, we present novel evidence for the case of Germany. We examined three
dimensions of parental pressures: time pressure, financial pressure, and pressure that comes
from the educational system. We investigated how the patterns of parental pressures differ
by socioeconomic background and family form. In addition to distinguishing between
lone parents and parents in couple families, we also paid special attention to the parenting
pressures experienced by non-resident parents.

3. The German Context

3.1. Policy Context and Parental Time Use

In the international literature, Germany has commonly been classified as a conservative
and familialistic welfare state that supports the single-earner model (Esping-Andersen 1999).
The main policies that underpin this system are the option of joint taxation for married
partners, the free coverage of the non-working spouse in the public health care system, and
the tax exemption for marginal employment. Although these policies are still in place, family
policies in Germany have undergone radical changes in recent years. In 2007, Germany
introduced an earnings-related parental leave benefit, which was largely copied from the
Swedish parental leave system (Leitner et al. 2008). Since 2005, the child care infrastructure in
Germany has been significantly expanded. Unlike in countries such as the UK, which has a
day care system that is mainly private, in Germany, child care is relatively inexpensive, and
is mostly free of charge for low-income households. In 2013, a legal right to a public day
care slot for all children aged one year or older was introduced, which further accelerated
the already positive trend toward the use of public day care institutions. Figure 1 shows
that only 8% of children under age three were in day care in 2006. By 2016, this share had
risen sharply to 28%, which represents a 250% increase in a period of only 10 years. Partly
as a legacy of the socialist era, child care has always been more widely available in eastern
Germany (former German Democratic Republic) than in the western states of Germany.
Against that background, the increase in child care usage has been less steep in eastern
than in western Germany. For older preschool children (ages 3–5), the usage of public child
care has become almost universal, and there have been no major changes in enrolment in
the most recent years. However, many of the day care slots are used on a part-time basis
only. While Germany has made tremendous advances in supporting the parents of children
under age three, it offers less support to parents of older children. As many schools are still
only part-time, parents often face considerable difficulties in arranging child care after their
children enter primary school (Alt et al. 2019; Hüsken 2015).

Ages 0 to under 3 Ages 3 to under 6 

Figure 1. Usage of public day care by region and age of children. Source: Data compiled based
on various publications of the German Statistical Office by akjstat. Note: These statistics include
institutional child care as well as publicly funded child minders (Tagespflege).
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The availability of day care shapes parental employment patterns. There is firm
evidence that the 2007 reform led to an increase in the full-time employment rates of
mothers, particularly in the second year after childbirth (Geyer et al. 2015). The parental
leave regulations also included a quota that incentivized the mother and the father to split
the leave between them: i.e., the parents would have to forfeit two months of leave if they
did not share it. This “daddy quota” seems to have contributed to a rapid increase in the
uptake of parental leave by fathers, even though many fathers took short leaves of two
months only (Geisler and Kreyenfeld 2018).

Despite these major changes in family policies in recent years, employment patterns
have remained strongly gendered in Germany. As Figure 2 (left panel) shows, in 1995–
2019, fathers worked roughly 38 h per week, on average. While mothers’ working hours
increased over this period, mothers were still working only 17 h per week on average,
or less than half the number of hours fathers were working. Correspondingly, mothers
were spending substantially more time than fathers caring for their children (right panel of
Figure 2). While mothers’ time investments declined somewhat in the 2005–2009 period—
which is the period when the abovementioned reforms were rolled out—fathers’ time
investments increased. Both fathers and mothers were spending more time with their
children on the weekends (see also Samtleben 2019).

Average weekly working hours Average daily child care time 

 
Figure 2. Average weekly working hours and average daily child care hours, women and men with
children aged 12 and younger in the household, 1995–2019. Source: SOEP v36, own and weighted
estimates (weighted by phrf). Note: Information for the time spent on child care on the weekends is
only available every second year starting in 1995. The non-employed were included in the calculation
of the mean working hours. Their working hours were set to zero.

Detailed time use data are collected for Germany every 10 years. A comparison of
data from 2001/02 and 2012/13 showed that the time parents spent with their children
increased over this period, particularly for fathers of children under age three (Klünder and
Meier-Gräwe 2018; Meier-Gräwe and Klünder 2015; Walper and Lien 2018, p. 39). Most
of the time (roughly 75%) fathers spent with their children was devoted to care activities
and play. Compared to fathers, mothers spent more time on “routine tasks” (mothers:
50%, fathers: 36%) and less time on “interactive activities” (Walper and Lien 2018). Both
fathers and mothers spent a significant fraction of time on transporting their child to day
care, school, or child-related activities (BMFSFJ 2021). These types of time investments
increased substantially over the study period. While the time parents spent on educational
activities, such as on reading to their children and supporting them in their assignments
(for school-aged children), made up only a small fraction of the overall time parents spent
with their children, this share did increase slightly over the study period. The average
number of minutes per day mothers spent on these activities increased from eight minutes
in 2001/2 to 12 min in 2012/13 (for fathers, the corresponding increase was from two to
four minutes per day) (BMFSFJ 2021, p. 155; Walper and Lien 2018, p. 39). Differences in
the time spent on child care by family status were also reported: i.e., lone mothers spent
less time with their children than partnered mothers, controlling for employment status
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(Kahle 2004). No evidence exists for non-resident fathers, as this group cannot be identified
with German time use data. The results of analyses of the time parents spend with their
children by educational background have been mixed. Most studies for Germany have
found no association (Berghammer 2013; Dotti Sani and Treas 2016; OECD 2017; Schulz and
Engelhardt 2017). However, educational differences in the time spent reading to children
have been found, with highly educated parents being especially likely to report that they
read to their children (Schulz and Engelhardt 2017).

3.2. Prior Research on the Intensification of Parenting in Germany

Evidence on the “intensification of parenting” is still scarce for Germany. A mainly
qualitative study that was commissioned by the Konrad Adenauer Foundation found that
there are strong cleavages in parenting practices, with a dividing line running between
active parents who consciously educate and intensively support their children, and parents
who “let their children’s development run its course” (Henry-Huthmacher et al. 2008,
p. 8). The study also found that parenting practices are strongly influenced by social
background, with parents of higher socioeconomic status being considerably more actively
involved in childrearing than parents of lower socioeconomic status. These findings were
also corroborated by data from the “Familienleitbild Survey” conducted in 2012. This
study used an index of three items to operationalize “engaged parenthood.”1 The findings
showed that parental engagement was more prevalent in the western than in the eastern
states of Germany, and was strongly correlated with parents’ education (Ruckdeschel 2015).
In line with this finding, more recent evidence indicates that private schools are becoming
more common in Germany, particularly in the east (Görlitz et al. 2018). Moreover, the
probability that a child attends a private school was found to be strongly correlated with
the parents’ educational background.

Although these studies provided some insights into the role of socioeconomic deter-
minants of family behavior, they paid little attention to the family context. The abovemen-
tioned time use research only reflected the patterns of parents who were living with their
children. By contrast, there are no official data on the time use and parenting practices of
non-residential parents.

3.3. Research Aims and Hypotheses

Our research adds to the sparse literature that exists on the “intensification of parent-
ing” in Germany by analyzing parents’ subjective parenting pressures. For that purpose,
we used novel data from the study “Parenthood Today”, which was conducted in 2019 in
conjunction with the German Family Report. The data included item batteries that survey
parents’ subjective assessments of the pressures and the demands that they experience
today. We focused on three areas: namely, (1) time pressure, (2) financial pressure reflecting
rising demands for financial investments in children, and (3) pressure resulting from in-
creasing demands on parental support for the education and promotion of their children. It
is important to point out that time pressure referred to the pressure currently felt, whereas
financial pressure and pressure from the educational system referred to changes across time.

Our data are cross-sectional, and thus focus only on subjectively perceived changes
in pressures over time. Still, they complement more objective trend data in an important
way. First, while these reported pressures are based on subjective assessments, they may
have “real effects”, as they can influence parental well-being and self-confidence. Secondly,
examining “risk groups” and their subjective parenting pressures provides important
insights for policy makers and counselors.

We examined two broad hypotheses. (1) We expected the majority of parents to
experience increasing pressures in these three abovementioned domains (intensification
hypothesis). (2) Assuming a widespread change of parenting norms across social groups as
has been shown for the U.S. (Ishizuka 2019), we hypothesized that increasing pressures
would be more strongly experienced by parents who lack the resources to follow this
trend (resource mismatch hypothesis). For example, behavioral changes towards intensive
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parenting have been shown to be more likely among highly educated parents (see Section 2).
However, pressures of intensive parenting norms should be felt more strongly by parents
with lower education, because they are less able to conform to these norms.

Apart from the differences by level of education, we also examined whether patterns
differed by family form. Unlike prior research in this area, we included non-residential
fathers in addition to two-parent families and single mothers. Perceived pressures were
expected to be higher among single mothers than among mothers in couple households.
We further hypothesized that the time and financial pressures of fathers would resemble
those of mothers when controlling for employment status. Furthermore, we expected that
the time spent working competes with the time available for child care, resulting in higher
levels of time pressure among full-time employed parents.

4. Materials and Methods

4.1. Data and Analytical Sample

In the context of preparing the Ninth Family Report for Germany, the Institute for
Demoscopy Allensbach was commissioned to conduct a nationwide study of parents of
minor children in Germany. The objective of this survey was to gain insights into how
parents experience parenthood today, and whether they believe that there have been any
changes in the pressures, norms, and demands associated with “good parenting.” For
this purpose, personal interviews were conducted in October and November 2019 with
a representative sample of German-speaking mothers and fathers with at least one child
under 18 years of age in the household. In addition, a subsample of 160 interviews were
conducted with separated fathers who were not (or were no longer) living with their chil-
dren (two-stage quota selection). To make these data compatible with structural data from
official statistics, they were factorially weighted (Institut für Demoskopie Allensbach 2020).
The total survey sample consisted of 1688 respondents. For this investigation, we removed
the small number of single fathers and non-resident mothers (as the sample size would
have been too small to allow for a separate analysis of this group). After removing invalid
information on the key variables of interest (see below), the analytical sample included
1652 cases. For further sample statistics, see Section 4.3 below.

4.2. Indicators

The main outcome variable used to measure parents’ time pressure was a binary variable
that distinguished between respondents who stated that they do not have enough time to
engage with their children, and respondents who either reported that they have enough
time, or said that they are undecided about this issue (“Taken everything together, do you
have enough time for your child/ren? Or is there too little time?”). Financial pressure
was measured with a binary variable based on a question that asked respondents whether
they believe that raising children has become more expensive (“It is more expensive to
have children nowadays than it was in the past.”). The pressure from the educational system
was measured using a binary variable that indicated whether the respondents believe
that the demands of the educational system have increased (“The demands on children’s
education and support have increased significantly.”). Note that the two latter questions
have a retrospective element, as they prompt the respondent to compare their current
situation to the past. However, as the “past” is not further specified, it is unclear whether
the respondents were comparing their parental situation with that of their own parents, or
with their own experiences in earlier times.

One key independent variable of interest was the family form. We distinguished
between (1) men in couple households, (2) women in couple households, (3) lone mothers,
and (4) non-residential fathers. Non-residential fathers were defined as men who had
children (under age 18) from a prior partnership, but who were not sharing a household
with them. These men may, however, have been living with a new partner. Lone mothers
were women who were sharing a household with their child or children (under age 18),
but not with a partner. The men and women living in couple households were parents
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who were sharing a household with their partner and their child or children (under age 18).
Note that we did not differentiate between nuclear and stepfamily couple households or
married and cohabiting families. While considering these families separately would have
provided important additional dimensions of family diversity, the numbers of stepfamilies
and cohabiting families were too small to allow us to do so. Same-sex couples with children,
who also would have provided an additional important dimension of family diversity,
were not part of this study. Furthermore, lone fathers and non-resident mothers were not
included in our sample due to small sample sizes (see above).

The socioeconomic background was operationalized over the level of education, distin-
guishing between low (“Hauptschule” or less), medium (“Realschule” or equivalent), and
high (“Abitur” or “Fachhochschulabschluss”) levels of school education. The employment
status distinguished between full-time employed (35 h or more), part-time employed (less
than 35 h), and not working at the time of the interview. Age of the youngest children
was included in the models as a categorical covariate (ages 0–2, 3–5, 6–11, 12–17 years).
We also took into account the number of children of the respondent (one, two, three or
more). Given the regional variations in family forms and maternal employment, we also
considered whether a respondent was living in the eastern or western part of the country.

4.3. Sample Statistics

Table 1 reports the sample statistics broken down by family form (fathers and mothers
in couple households, single mothers, and non-resident fathers). The table shows that
non-resident fathers and lone motherhood were more prevalent in eastern than in western
Germany. Lone mothers, and to a lesser extent also non-resident fathers, were more likely
to have only one child than fathers and mothers in couple households. As expected, the age
of the youngest child was lowest in the couple households. We also observed a pronounced
educational gradient. Lone mothers had lower educational levels than mothers in couple
households. The differences between men in couple households and non-residents fathers
were less pronounced. However, a larger fraction (52%) of the fathers in couple households
than of the non-resident fathers (46%) had a high school degree. We also found large
differences by gender in employment behavior. Only 25% of women, compared to 91% of
men, in couple households worked full-time. Moreover, 87% of non-resident fathers were
full-time employed. Lone mothers were more likely to be full-time employed (44%) than
mothers in couple households but were much less likely to be full-time employed than
non-resident fathers.

Table 1. Sample statistics by family form (in column %).

Couple Households Non-Resident Lone
Fathers Mothers Fathers Mothers

Region
Western Germany 82 78 77 73
Eastern Germany 18 22 23 27

Number of children
One child 43 40 45 65
Two children 43 42 40 25
Three children 14 18 15 9

Age of youngest child
Age 0–2 29 27 6 13
Age 3–5 20 20 14 20
Age 6–11 29 30 39 29
Age 12–17 23 23 41 39

Education
Low 15 15 16 22
Medium 33 38 38 44
High 52 47 46 34

Employment
Full-time 91 25 87 44
Part-time 6 50 6 41
Not employed 3 25 8 15

N 624 707 161 160
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5. Results

5.1. Descriptive Findings

Table 2 reports descriptive findings for the three outcome variables. The share of
parents who said they feel time pressure (average of 67%) was similar to the share of
parents who reported experiencing increased financial pressure (average of 64%) and
educational pressure (average of 69%). Although the averages were similar, there were
substantial variations across family forms and parental educational levels.

Regarding time pressure, the results showed that women in couple households rarely
reported that they do not have enough for their children (26%), whereas men in couple
households more often reported experiencing time conflicts (45%). Moreover, slight ma-
jorities of both lone mothers and non-resident fathers (both 52%) indicated that they feel
that they do not devote enough time to their children. While there were large and signifi-
cant differences between family forms (tested by a chi-square independence test), parents’
education did not seem to be associated with perceptions of time conflicts.

Perceptions of financial pressure were found to vary significantly by educational
level (tested by a chi-square independence test). As expected, parents with low levels of
education were more likely to report that their financial pressures had increased. Regarding
variations by family form, differences between single mothers and mothers in couple
households proved significant (test of equivalence of proportions).

Regarding the pressure from the educational system, parents with low educational
resources said they feel slightly more pressure from the educational system than parents
with medium or high education. Rather surprisingly, we found that women in couple
households expressed more concern about the demands of the educational system than did
parents in other family forms. Indeed, mothers in couple households reported worrying
much more about pressure from the educational system than about time or financial
pressures. For separated parents, financial concerns trumped concerns about pressure from
the educational system.

Table 2. Concerns about having too little time for children (TIME), concerns that financial require-
ments have increased (MONEY), concerns that educational requirements have increased (EDUCA-
TION), in %.

Time Money Education

Family form
Man: Couple household 45 63 65
Woman: Couple household 26 64 72
Woman: Lone mother 52 73 69
Man: Non-resident father 52 67 65

Education
Low 34 72 72
Medium 38 68 68
High 36 57 68

Total 67 64 69
Note: Weighted estimates.

5.2. Multiple Regressions
5.2.1. Analytical Strategy

In the following, we present results from logistic regressions that model the determi-
nants of intensified parenthood. As above, we distinguished between the three types of
pressure associated with having children, namely the time pressure, the financial pressure,
and the pressure from the educational system (TIME, MONEY, EDUCATION). Our main
independent variables of interest were the family form and the educational background of
the parent. We controlled for region (eastern/western Germany), the child’s age, and the
number of children of the respondent, as well as for the respondent’s employment status.
Findings are reported as average marginal effects (AME). The descriptive statistics revealed
large differences in time pressure by family form. It is likely that these differences may be
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moderated by employment status. For example, one could assume that full-time employed
lone mothers are under particularly heavy time pressure as they do not have a partner
who can take over child care tasks. For that reason, we also included the interaction of
employment status and family form. This allows us to check whether the patterns within
the group of employed parents were uniform across family forms. We visualized these
AME in a figure to facilitate the interpretation of the results.

5.2.2. Determinants of Parental Concerns

Table 3 reports the results from the logistic regression models. The column labelled
“TIME” reports the results with the time demands as outcome variables. The model results
confirmed the large differences by family form that were already reported in the descriptive
statistics. The model also showed that subjective time pressures were significantly more
pronounced in eastern than in western Germany. Surprisingly, the age of the youngest child
and the number of children in a household were not found to be associated with parents’
feelings that they do not have enough time for their children. Parental education was also
shown to have no significant effects on the outcome variable. However, employment was
found to be a powerful predictor of the likelihood of parents reporting concerns about
spending too little time with their children. For example, the probability of indicating such
concerns differed by 41% between not employed and full-time employed parents.

Table 3. Logistic regression model, dependent variable: 1: concerns, 0: no concerns. Average
predicted probabilities (AME).

Time Money Education

Family type and gender
Man: Couple household 0.056 0.001 −0.063 ***
Woman: Couple household Ref. Ref. Ref.
Woman: Lone mother 0.190 *** 0.058 −0.036
Man: Non-resident father 0.094 ** 0.022 −0.078 **

Region
Western Germany Ref. Ref. Ref.
Eastern Germany 0.057 ** 0.049 * −0.076 ***

Age of youngest child
Age 0–2 Ref. Ref. Ref.
Age 3–5 0.057 0.001 0.025
Age 6–11 0.017 −0.001 0.068 *
Age 12–17 −0.016 0.029 0.010

Number of children
One child Ref. Ref. Ref.
Two children −0.008 −0.009 0.029
Three children −0.009 −0.036 −0.059 *

Education
Low Ref. Ref. Ref.
Medium 0.011 −0.070 ** −0.022
High 0.013 −0.154 *** −0.036

Employment
Full-time Ref. Ref. Ref.
Part-time −0.228 *** −0.021 −0.009
Not employed −0.411 *** −0.010 −0.007

Note: * p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01.

Findings on parents’ perception that raising children has become more expensive are
reported in the column “MONEY”. While the descriptive statistics suggested that lone
mothers were most likely to experience an increase in child costs, the multiple regression
showed that this difference in financial pressure by family form was no longer significant
when accounting for socioeconomic resources, which differ by family form. Like in most
other countries, lone mothers in Germany are less likely than partnered mothers to have a
high educational degree (see also Table 1). These background variables seem to be important
for understanding lone mothers’ financial concerns about increasing child costs. The table
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shows that compared to the reference group of low educated parents, the probability
of experiencing increasing child costs was 7% lower for the medium educated parents
and was 15% lower for the highly educated parents. The model also found that eastern
German parents were more likely to be concerned over a rise in children’s costs than
parents in western Germany. The other covariates did not have a significant effect on the
outcome variable.

The third model (column “EDUCATION”) analyzed the pressure that comes from
the educational system. In line with the prior descriptive findings, the regression model
supported that women in couple households were more likely to feel education-related
pressure than resident and non-resident fathers. Respondents in eastern Germany, as well
as parents with three or more children (compared to parents with only one child), proved
less concerned about education-related pressure, possibly because other concerns, such
as financial worries, crowded out their concerns about education. The child’s age also
mattered. Parents with primary school-aged children (ages 6–11) were more concerned
than parents with younger and older children. As children’s performance in primary
school grades determines which school track they are assigned to at the secondary level in
Germany, this phase seems to be particularly stressful for parents.

In a final step, we estimated an interaction model of employment status and family
form. We did so to examine whether certain constellations, such as lone and full-time
employed mothers, reported being under additional time pressure. As the sample sizes of
part-time employed and non-working fathers were rather small, we had to group part-time
and non-working into one category. Figure 3 reports the average predicted probabilities
(AME) from this investigation. The figure clearly shows that the full-time employed parents
were the most likely to report not having enough time to support their children than other
parents (part-time and not employed parents). Of these parents, lone mothers, but also non-
resident fathers, were especially likely to express concerns. Roughly 70% of the full-time
employed lone mothers and 60% of the full-time employed non-resident fathers said they
feel they cannot devote enough time to their children. By contrast, only about 20% of non-
working or part-time employed mothers in couple households reported that they worry
that they are spending too little time with their children. Although the interaction model is
insightful, it should be noted that according to the likelihood ratio test the interaction did
not improve the fit of the model significantly.

Figure 3. Average predicted probabilities from logistic regression model and 95%-confidence bounds,
dependent variable: 1: concerns, 0: no concerns. Note: Effects were controlled for parental education,
number of children, age of children, region.
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6. Summary and Conclusions

6.1. Discussion of Findings

This paper has contributed to the literature on the intensification of parenting by
providing novel evidence based on data from the “Parenthood Today” survey, which was
conducted in 2019 in conjunction with the German Family Report (BMFSFJ 2021). Focus-
ing on parents’ perceptions of pressures which result from rising child costs, increasing
demands to support children’s education, and appropriate time investments in children,
we expected that the majority of parents would experience increasing pressures in these
domains of parenting (intensification hypothesis). Furthermore, we hypothesized that parents
with fewer resources would be more likely to experience an increase in pressures than more
advantaged parents (resource mismatch hypothesis). We examined differences by parental
education, but also paid special attention to differences by family form. In contrast to prior
research in this area, our analyses included non-resident parents in addition to parents in
couple households and lone parents. The “Parenthood Today” study was uniquely suitable
for this purpose, as it included an oversample of non-resident fathers.

In line with the intensification hypothesis, the overwhelming majority of parents said
they feel that the pressures they are experiencing are greater today than they were in the
past. However, regarding the resource mismatch hypothesis, we did not find consistent
patterns by socioeconomic background. Whereas low educated parents, compared to
parents with higher education, reported experiencing a greater increase in financial pressure
due to increasing child costs, they did not say that they feel more time pressure or more
pressure from the educational system. Hence, these findings are not in line with the
resource mismatch hypothesis. Overall, our results did not align with previous findings
from the Anglo-American literature, which showed that the pressures associated with the
labor market and the educational system translated into marked differences in parents’
perceptions and behavior depending on their socioeconomic background. One of our
findings that may be seen as alarming was that parents with children of primary school
age were more likely than other parents to report feeling pressure from the educational
system. A particular feature of the German system is that educational tracking happens
early, toward the end of primary school (typically in grade 4, when children are around
age 10). Our results suggested that this tracking may place pressure on parents.

A clear finding from our investigation was that the time pressures reported by par-
ents differed substantially by family form. Lone mothers, but also non-resident fathers,
expressed considerable concerns that they are unable to spend sufficient time with their
children. When we distinguished subgroups based on family form and parents’ working
hours, we found that full-time employed lone mothers and non-resident fathers were the
groups who reported experiencing the most acute time pressure. With the expansion of
public child care, the conditions for combining work and family life have greatly improved
in Germany. At the same time, female employment rates have increased. Unlike in the
Anglo-American countries, where the employment rates of lone mothers often lag behind
those of partnered mothers, the patterns are reversed in Germany. Compared to partnered
mothers, lone mothers were more likely to work full-time, which is likely to reduce their
time available for childcare.

However, non-residential fathers also reported experiencing greater pressures than res-
ident fathers, even though most of the men in both groups were working full-time. This find-
ing may be seen in the context of the legal barriers to shared physical custody in Germany,
which have made this custody arrangement relatively rare in Germany (Walper et al. 2021a).
Yet we should also note that the self-image of separated fathers in Germany has been chang-
ing rapidly, as these fathers are increasingly demanding a more solid and flexible legal basis
for remaining involved in the lives of their children after separation. Currently, various
proposals to reform physical custody so that non-resident parents can spend more time
with their children are under review (Walper et al. 2021b). While engaged fatherhood is on
the rise, it is very uncommon for fathers to reduce their working hours to take care of their
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children, regardless of whether they are separated or in a union. This may result in fathers
experiencing greater tension between their role as a provider and as a carer.

6.2. Limitations

Our study has highlighted the importance of integrating non-resident parents into the
debate on the intensification of parenthood. However, it also had several limitations. Most
importantly, our analysis was cross-sectional only and relied on subjective perceptions
of change. Respondents were asked to evaluate whether they feel that that the pressures
they are currently experiencing are greater than in the past. This is obviously a very
subjective way of assessing time trends in parenting. Nevertheless, the high prevalence
of increases in pressures perceived by parents are in line with more objective data and
reflect important aspects of parents’ experiences in the parenting role. Another limitation
of our investigation was that we focused on three broad categories of parental investments
(namely: time, money, education). Such a broad approach provided a good overview of
different dimensions of parenting, but it does not account for the many nuanced ways
that parents invest in their children. For example, although parents with low education
experienced similar time pressure to highly educated parents and may have spent the same
amount of time with their children, other research has shown that highly educated parents
are more likely to use the available time to involve their children in stimulating educational
activities (e.g., Davis-Kean et al. 2021; Dermott and Pomati 2016).

More detailed data, such as time use surveys, are better suited than our data to unravel
parents’ multi-faceted time investments in their children. German time use surveys are
collected every 10 years. Sadly, it is not possible to identify non-residential parents in
the German data. Thus, we cannot measure the time investments and time pressures of
non-resident fathers using these data. We hope that our analysis inspires efforts to collect
better data in future rounds of time use surveys that include not only detailed information
on time use, but also appropriate measures of family diversity.

6.3. Implications for Parenting and Parent–Child Relationships in the 21st Century

The wide spread of intensive parenting norms bears chances for children, whose
wellbeing and development may benefit from increased parental investments. However, it
also bears risks, not only for children, but even more so for parents. If parental involvement
is not adjusted to children’s growing competencies and needs for autonomy, children’s
self-reliance and development of personal responsibility may suffer (e.g., Perry et al. 2018).
For parents, tight social norms of involved parenting combined with difficulties to meet
these demands are likely to contribute to increasing parental pressures, as supported by our
analysis. Pressures to be perfect in the parenting role have been linked to elevated levels
of parental stress and compromised feelings of competence and wellbeing (Meeussen and
Van Laar 2018). Counselors face the challenge of balancing two competing goals: on the
one hand the goal to promote parents’ skills and competencies in child rearing, and, on
the other hand, the goal to shield parents from stress, which may compromise their self-
confidence. Our findings suggest that these pressures are not limited to parents with fewer
resources. In fact, time pressure and the pressure to promote children’s education were
similarly felt by parents of all educational groups. Also, among couples, pressures were not
more pronounced for mothers than for fathers. This may indicate that the intensification
of parenting also concerns fathers (including non-residents ones) who should be better
addressed and involved in parenting support and counseling.
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Note

1 The items were: (1) “Parents should completely put aside their own needs for their children”; (2) “Children grow up anyway, you
don’t have to worry so much”; and (3) “Parents can do a lot of things wrong when it comes to parenting, so they need to inform
themselves well”.
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Abstract: Poverty-related stressors have been found to impact parenting behaviors which can result
in adverse outcomes for children. The current qualitative study focused on understanding the
challenges of caregivers (N = 70) living in poverty. The sample was diverse and included mothers,
fathers, and grandparents raising grandchildren. Stories of caregivers were gathered to improve
the understanding of families living in poverty in an effort to work towards changing how our
world supports families that are vulnerable. Results indicate that families experiencing poverty and
related risk factors experience challenges in the realm of child safety, education, and racism/prejudice.
Families also discussed ways to improve their environment which included increased financial
resources, increased access to high-quality healthcare and childcare, and positive environmental
change. Note that the current study outlines the complexity of parenting in poverty and that
associated challenges are intertwined. Recommendations are made to address systemic barriers at
the individual and community level in an effort to better support caregivers experiencing adversity
and parenting in the 21st century.

Keywords: parenting; poverty; adversity; resiliency; family support

1. Introduction

In thinking about parenting in the 21st century, many challenges come to mind. Some
of these challenges include concepts of individual experiences and how this relates to
recent parenting research as well as the impact of the current global coronavirus pandemic.
Other ideas relate to the difficulties and opportunities of technology, changing laws and
trends around cannabis and other substance use, discipline versus punishment, and other
“hot topics” discussed in the popular press regarding parenting. One of the most pressing
issues facing millions of families in the United States and around the world in the 21st
century is the struggle for families to make ends meet. Families strive to keep their children
safe, provide food daily, and deal with stigma and discrimination that reduce their ability
to obtain resources for their children. In the United States today, roughly 1 in 5 children
live in poverty using the 1960s Federal Poverty Level standard, and 2 in 5 children live
in households considered low income, which is twice that level and more comparable to
international poverty cutoffs (Schickedanz et al. 2021). Poverty is associated with additional
risk factors for children’s development. For example, many grandparents are currently
raising grandchildren (Hayslip et al. 2015), often due to parents’ difficulties with substance
abuse, as the opioid epidemic and rates of parental substance use have increased during
the pandemic (Czeisler et al. 2020). Immigrant families in the US and around the world
face unique struggles and discrimination, and the Black Lives Matter movement and recent
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events have brought to light many of the systemic disparities that exist for families of
color. Challenges related to substance use and discrimination can deepen poverty or be
a precipitate to poverty, reminding us that there is an intersectionality to the myriad of
environmental stressors that families face. The current manuscript focuses on findings
from the stories of families struggling with these and other challenges, providing evidence
from the voices of parents experiencing different types of challenges related to parenting
without sufficient basic resources.

Although the 21st century has brought unique and universal parenting challenges,
it is important to understand the specific challenges encountered by families raising chil-
dren living in poverty. These risk factors may include economic stress, substance abuse,
neighborhood and family violence, mental health issues, lack of access to appropriate
educational programs, children experiencing developmental delays, struggles with health
and nutrition, and family literacy issues (Lander et al. 2013; World Childhood Foundation
2020). However, the underlying factor for many of these families is poverty. Although
the definition of poverty has been reworked and modified throughout the years, poverty
can be defined as “a state or condition in which a person, family, or community lacks the
financial resources and essentials for minimum standard of living” (Chen 2022). Poverty
creates major parenting challenges by impacting the way parents fulfill their parental role,
making it difficult to give full attention to parenting duties (Ahmed and Kingsolver 2005;
Banovcinova et al. 2014; Gupta et al. 2007). Economic deprivation can lead to parental
depression and stress which directly impacts child well-being (Ahmed and Kingsolver
2005; Banovcinova et al. 2014). Families experiencing poverty are at a higher risk for
child maltreatment (Kim and Drake 2018). Further, growing up in poverty directly affects
biological systems and can negatively influence important foundations for later mental
health (Pryor et al. 2019).

1.1. The Continuing Spread of Poverty

Families living in poverty face mounting and unrelenting pressures and barriers in
everyday living that can inhibit personal and family growth and functioning, broadly
including inadequate housing, poor community infrastructure, dangerous neighborhoods,
limited options for purchasing food and other goods, substance abuse, absence of health
insurance, poor educational resources and opportunities, longer commuting distances,
and limited opportunities for reliable childcare (Edin and Kissane 2010; McLoyd 2021;
Staveteig and Wigton 2000; Vernon-Feagans et al. 2012). Such conditions have been termed
chaos indicators, as families who have to frequently make adaptations to meet the basic
demands of daily life and family functioning tend to live in more chaotic environments
(Evans and Wachs 2010; Roy et al. 2004). These chaos indicators can be crippling for
individuals and families, and unfortunately, research suggests that those experiencing
the poorest conditions are only falling further behind. For example, Evans and Wachs
(Evans and Wachs 2010) found that chaos indicators have been increasing in prevalence
among low-income families while remaining relatively stable among middle- and high-
income families. Moreover, it has been documented that the concentration of child poverty
has increased dramatically in both urban and rural regions of the United States due in
part to an outmigration of young upwardly mobile adults from these areas, contributing
to a less educated workforce and increased community risk factors (Corbett and Forsey
2017; Johnson and OHare 2004; Mokrova et al. 2017). Additionally, the current state of
health and economic disparities in the United States has become more evident during
the coronavirus pandemic as reported in a number of studies showing populations with
more diverse demographics, lower education and income levels, and higher disability rates
experienced hardship and adverse outcomes at disproportionately high levels (Abedi et al.
2021; Khatana and Groeneveld 2020; Lopez et al. 2021).
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1.2. Unique Parenting Challenges for Families Living in Poverty

Developmental scholars have suggested that the proximal processes between parents
and young children are often in jeopardy for families living under increasingly stressful
and chaotic circumstances (Bronfenbrenner and Evans 2000; Conger et al. 2010). Moreover,
researchers have posited that poverty-induced disruptions in family functioning could
contribute to a number of parenting challenges associated with adverse outcomes for
children. Along these lines, studies have shown that economic pressures first tend to affect
the marital or partnering relationships and emotional states of caregivers, followed by a
diffusion of these pressures into the child’s caretaking environment (Mederer 1999; Wray
2015). The penetrating effects of poverty have notable adverse effects on parenting and
child outcomes in terms of parental sensitivity and responsiveness. For example, it has
been found that poverty-related stressors can promote insecure parent–child attachment
relationships and harsher parenting conditions (Conger et al. 2010), contributing to poorer
social emotional support and functioning in children (Wray 2015). Moreover, studies have
indicated that parents who have high levels of chaos in their lives tend to possess lower
levels of parental sensitivity and reduced motivation to take an active role in engaging
with their children (Corapci and Wachs 2002; Johnson et al. 2008), as well as increased
parental verbal interference, more ignoring of children’s communication efforts, and a
lower likelihood of giving children objects to play with or explore (Coldwell et al. 2006).

Global research initiatives examining effective parenting behavior have clearly illus-
trated the substantial advantage of employing balanced, authoritative parenting styles charac-
terized by parental responsiveness, sensitivity, warmth, and communication (Baumrind 1991;
Conger and Conger 2002). Poverty, however, has been found to play a significant role in
influencing how parents interact with and raise their children (Conger and Conger 2002).
As such, it has been found that parents living in poverty are less likely to use nurturing
parenting practices and more likely to use authoritarian or inconsistent parenting styles
characterized by harsh interactions, including the use of corporal punishment (Wray 2015).
Research has shown the deleterious effects of children living in poverty coupled with
harsh parenting styles, including exacerbated child behavior problems, such as elevated
externalizing behaviors across childhood (Coldwell et al. 2006; Hao and Matsueda 2006;
Scaramella et al. 2008). In a study examining the consequences of poverty on parenting and
early childhood, Scaramella and colleagues (Scaramella et al. 2008) found harsh parenting
and child externalizing problems to be present across three generations, further illustrating
the long-lasting effects associated with growing up in poverty. Furthermore, children raised
in poverty are more likely to experience early trauma and neglect at the hand of problem-
atic parenting and family relations (Steele et al. 2016). As such, children who grow up in
poverty not only carry the burdens of greater health and educational problems but these
problems can be perpetuated by maladaptive parenting styles and behaviors (Wray 2015).
With the myriad of potential negative impacts of poverty on the family system, it is vital to
understand parenting in poverty. Due to the rapidly growing diversity in family make-ups,
the current study focused on understanding parenting among a diverse sample of care-
givers including mothers, fathers, teenage parents, mothers in recovery from substance use,
grandparents raising grandchildren, and Latinx mothers and fathers. Based on the current
state of the literature we targeted these family types due to their underrepresentation in
research related to poverty (Edin and Kissane 2010; McLoyd 2021). Research associated
with parenting issues in different types of families types is outlined in the following section.

1.3. Some Characteristics of Parents Living in Poverty

Adolescent parents. While teen pregnancy rates have been declining in the United
States over the past fifty years, rates have remained notably higher among lower-income
groups, including minority populations (Hamilton et al. 2015). Furthermore, the highest
rates of teen pregnancy occur in states with larger populations of racial/ethnic groups and
wider margins of income inequality (Ventura et al. 2014). Due to the elevated social, health,
and economic risks associated with teenage parenting, it has received much attention
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in terms of research and social and public health policy development (Smithbattle 2018).
Despite increased advocacy, teen parents still face enormous challenges that can be difficult
to mitigate, particularly among teens living in poverty. For example, low-income teen
moms are less likely to gain access to family planning resources (Smithbattle 2018), have
limited educational attainment (Bell et al. 2014), and report reduced hope about the future
(Fedorowicz et al. 2014).

Parents who are recent immigrants. Along with the traditional challenges that come
with raising children, parents who were born abroad, or for whom English is not their
language of origin, have been found to experience increased parenting stress, lower self-
efficacy, and less adaptive parenting strategies (Abraham et al. 2018). For example, Nam and
colleagues (Nam et al. 2015) found that nativity status accounted for 63% of the difference
in parenting stress when comparing Latinx and Caucasian mothers. Coupled with higher
parenting stress and lower parenting confidence, it has also been documented that recent-
immigrant families possess elevated challenges in securing psychological and physical
health resources to support their parenting efforts, while also experiencing an adjustment
period prior to securing employment upon arrival (Armstrong et al. 2005; Conger et al. 2010;
Duncan and Trejo 2012). Moreover, similar parenting studies have shown that linguistic
and cultural barriers, including perceived discrimination, can obstruct parents in gaining
access to beneficial programs and opportunities (George et al. 2014).

Mothers recovering from substance abuse. In 2019 there were approximately 1.4 mil-
lion adults who entered substance abuse treatment in the United States (Substance Abuse
and Mental Health Services Administration 2019). Studies have suggested that up to 70 per-
cent of women entering substance abuse treatment programs were parents of children
under the age of 18 (Greenfield 2002; Rubenstein and Stover 2016). While recovery efforts
are encouraging, it has been found that mothers recovering from substance abuse experi-
ence unique risk factors including enhanced vulnerability to physiological consequences,
increased prevalence of mental health problems, poor nutrition, increased rates of relation-
ship problems, and lower reports of social support (Greenfield 2002; Hernandez-Avila et al.
2004; Niccols et al. 2012). Moreover, addiction treatment and recovery do not erase the
long-term effects that substance-induced behavior, domestic violence, poverty, and poor
parenting can have on children (Murphy and Ting 2010).

Single parents. Recent data indicates that single-parent households are on the rise
in the United States (Coles 2015). While in the past individuals often acted as single
caregivers due to divorce or widowhood, recent trends in cohabitation and non-marital
births have contributed to non-marital parenthood accounting for over one-third of single
households (Coles 2015; Wildsmith et al. 2011). Given the accelerated rates with which
single individuals are primary caregivers, increased attention has been given to single-
parenting behavior. In many cases, single parents have been found to be adaptive to
their single-parenting environment. For example, studies have shown that given the
unique expectations and demands of single parenting, fathering behavior tends to override
traditional gender differences (e.g., in household work, parental involvement) resulting
in single fathers displaying parenting behavior that is more similar than different to that
of single mothers (Coles 2015; Hook and Chalasani 2008). Despite these similarities,
however, it has been found relatively consistently that single fathers are less likely than
single mothers to provide supervision, monitoring, and closeness and intimacy with their
children (Bronte-Tinkew et al. 2010; Demuth and Brown 2004).

Grandparents raising grandchildren. Research has shown that grandparents who
raise their grandchildren are a positive influence on their grandchildren, particularly
among children being raised in poverty (Hayslip et al. 2019). Despite the important
role that these grandparents play in the lives of their grandchildren and the associated
fulfillment of supporting their grandchild(ren), it has been found that grandparents report
feeling removed from their same-age peers, experience increased physical and emotional
challenges associated with parenting, experience shame associated with the stigma of
raising one’s grandchild, and may feel judgment from others regarding their own child’s
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failures as parents (Hayslip et al. 2019). Moreover, grandchildren of custodial grandparents
have been found to possess deficits in emotional, social, and behavioral development
compared to normative samples (Harnett et al. 2014). Regardless of these findings, children
being raised by their grandparents have been found to function more adaptively than
children raised in nonrelative foster care (Hayslip et al. 2019). Finally, despite custodial
grandparenting cutting across gender, racial, and ethnic lines, low-income individuals have
been found to be disproportionately represented (Fuller-Thomson et al. 1997; McDaniel
and Connidis 1990).

Despite the variations in circumstances, needs, and challenges among these family
types, poverty is a common set of circumstances that exacerbates the difficulties that families
of diverse backgrounds experience. By seeking to understand the perspectives of these
families and both their common and unique challenges, we can gain a better perspective
for how and where intervention efforts can begin and where they might continue.

1.4. Current Study

It is clear that poverty is a risk factor that confers additional risk among families already
experiencing economic and other challenges. It is also evident that to mitigate this risk,
we must enhance our understanding of the parenting challenges families face to identify
supports that promote resilience. To address these goals, the current qualitative study
aimed to understand the challenges a variety of families living in poverty face (i.e., mothers,
fathers, teenage parents, mothers in recovery from substance abuse, grandparents raising
grandchildren, and Latinx mothers and fathers) when caring for their young children.
While numerous studies have examined associations between poverty and individual
factors of family life or child development (Banovcinova et al. 2014; Edin and Kissane
2010; Gupta et al. 2007; McLoyd 2021; Pryor et al. 2019), the current study was designed
to provide a more comprehensive narrative of the experiences that a variety of parents
living in poverty experience on a day-to-day level, with the intent to inform community
intervention and policy development for families living with increased risk factors while
parenting young children. While qualitative methods have not been traditionally utilized
for conducting research related to parenting and poverty at large, qualitative research
examining such themes has proven influential and uniquely informative of the realities of
parenting in poverty (Edin and Kissane 2010; Schickedanz et al. 2021). The strength of the
present study is the ability to capture parents’ own experiences related to parenting and
raising their families in poverty at the micro-level. Moreover, this study uniquely presents
the perspectives and experiences gathered from a diverse sample of parents, including
mothers, fathers, grandparents, single parents, parents recovering from substance abuse,
and parents from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds (see Table 1).

Table 1. Participant Demographics (N = 70).

Sample Characteristics %

Caregivers
Mothers 54.3
Fathers 28.6
Grandparents 17.1

Number of Children
1 29.3
2 30.7
3 21.3

Education
11th Grade or Less 25.4
HS Diploma/GED 25.3
Some College 26.7
Two-Year Degree 8.0
Four-Year Degree 9.3
Graduate Training 2.7
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Table 1. Cont.

Sample Characteristics %

Race
Hispanic/Latino 31
European American 27
African American 19
Native American 10
Asian American 6
Multi-Racial 7

Adolescent Mothers 10
Recovering from Substance Use 9

Note. HS: High School; GED: General Education Development.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants

A purposive sampling method was used with participants that are caregivers of young
children (N = 70). Caregivers included mothers (N = 38), fathers (N = 20), and grandparents
raising grandchildren (N = 12) with data collected in the fall of 2016. Poverty status was
based on eligibility for state-assisted programs (i.e., WIC-eligible, Head Start eligibility, etc.).
Approximately half of the sample (44% of participants) indicated an annual income of USD
20,000 or less with the majority of families having one (29.3%), two (30.7%), or three (21.3%)
children. In terms of education completion, 25.4% of participants reported completing
11th grade or lower, 25.3% graduated from high school or had a GED, 26.7% reported
some college or technical skills, 8% were graduates of a two-year college program, 9.3%
graduated from a four-year college, and 2.7% reported postgraduate work. All participants
were invited to participate in the study by phone and given a brief description of the
topic of the discussion. Recruitment was conducted by a local marketing firm or research
team members.

Overall, the sample was diverse with 31% of caregivers identifying as Hispanic/Latino;
27% as European American; 19% as African American; 10% as Native American; 6% as
Asian American/Pacific Islander; 7% as multi-ethnic. Forty-three percent were married
and over half of the sample was employed (67%). It is also important to note that 9% of the
sample consisted of caregivers recovering from substance use and 10% were adolescent
mothers. All demographic information is presented in Table 1.

2.2. Procedure

A total of seven focus groups were conducted with each group ranging in length
from approximately 1 to 1.5 h each. Focus groups were conducted by a trained qualitative
moderator with all groups including a trained notetaker so that additional discussion
could be encouraged if the moderator missed an important area to probe. Interviews were
transcribed by a leading transcription company and all transcripts were cross-checked
for accuracy by research members. Focus groups with Latinx mothers and fathers were
conducted in Spanish with all interviews translated and transcribed by a Spanish-speaking
research technician. Additionally, coding for Spanish-speaking transcripts was conducted
by a group of Spanish-speaking qualitative team members that also conducted the inter-
views, to ensure cultural content was not lost in translation. A total of 70 participants were
in focus groups with 6–12 participants per group; all data were collected in a mid-sized,
southern Midwest city during July and August of 2016.

Focus group participants received a USD 100 gift card to compensate them for their
time and a USD 25 gas card to assist with travel expenses to the group. All focus groups
were conducted in the evening with a small meal provided for participants. All study data
collection and evaluation methods were approved by the University Institutional Review
Board (IRB).
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Focus group interview guide. An interview guide for focus groups was developed by
the lead qualitative researcher and reviewed by the qualitative research team. The interview
guide was then reviewed and revised with feedback from collaborative partners. Questions
were based on an understanding of previous research that families in poverty can face
numerous challenges. Therefore, the purpose of the semi-structured guide was to assess
parenting challenges experienced by families living in poverty. Specifically, caregivers
were asked about “problems parents face”, “things that would make life easier for you
and your family”, and “immediate needs of your family”. Other questions were focused
on understanding services that families are aware of within their community and their
experience with services. Time was spent with participants explaining the purpose of the
study, confidentiality, and their choice to answer or not answer questions, depending on
their comfort level. At the beginning of the interview, participants were thanked for their
attendance in the focus group and how much the research team appreciated their expert
opinions. Participants were also given a general demographic survey prior to participating
in the focus groups. It is important to note that the topic of caregiving challenges in today’s
world emerged as a theme throughout the interviews with all data included in the current
manuscript.

2.3. Data Analysis

Qualitative data analysis of the transcriptions was conducted using NVivo 10 software.
A template approach (Patton 2002) was used to identify broad themes from the focus group
data. This approach involved developing a coding “template” that included hierarchical
coding of broad themes, using codes developed before examining the data, and developing
an initial template that is applied to the larger set of qualitative data. This iterative process
included using content analysis to identify core constructs and themes emerging from
the data. More specific themes were also identified and coded as sub-codes within the
broader categories using the aforementioned template, or codebook, developed by three
to five trained qualitative researchers. Throughout, analysis discrepancies were discussed
to ensure the reliability of coding. This approach was used to gain an understanding of
the perceptions of participants regarding parenting challenges they have faced. All focus
groups were transcribed and cross-checked during analysis to verify accuracy. Importantly,
initial themes were explored for different focus groups and categories of caregivers, and
because similar themes emerged across groups all data were combined for coding and
analysis. Themes are described below with representative quotes to illustrate key findings.

3. Results

3.1. Problems Parents Face

Child Safety Concerns. Caregivers indicated, in high frequency, types of child safety
concerns. A specific concern was issues with living in “bad neighborhoods” that led to
situations that created safety concerns for families with one caregiver explaining that “it’s
pretty routine that we have people—like a SWAT team on our street”. Other themes that
help illuminate child safety concerns in neighborhoods include fear of outside play, risk of
child kidnapping, drive-by shootings, cars speeding through neighborhoods. Regarding
drive-by shootings, a caregiver shared, “that’s really a big issue . . . because it’s a lot of stuff
going on at the moment, to where, you know, like, our kids ain’t able to go outside and play
without somebody drive-by shooting”. Another caregiver explained “and I don’t know
if the kid died, but he got shot, that’s the point. And so I told him (my child), you know,
that’s why I don’t like them playing outside . . . ” Other caregiver concerns surrounding
child safety include distrust of police, not trusting others with their children, and exposure
to negative influences. Regarding difficulty trusting others to care for children a family
explained, “a daycare worker . . . left a kid in the van, after they went on a field trip”.
Although it was reported that the child was not severely injured in this situation, the parent
explained the fear that is experienced when you realize you cannot trust childcare providers.
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Education and Care. Many caregivers reported that education is a problem families
face. In terms of childcare and early childhood education, caregivers reported issues in
finding affordable, high-quality childcare. Specifically, they discussed issues with finding
care when school is out (after hours and summer) and finding childcare programs that have
extended hours that fit with variable work schedules. Additionally, the prohibitive cost of
high-quality childcare was discussed and the theme of difficulties in finding trustworthy
providers emerged again.

In terms of childhood education, families indicated that due to budget cuts, the
education system has suffered. Families also reported concerns with their children being
bullied within the school setting and schools not being able to support children with
disabilities. Large class sizes were discussed as an issue, resulting in children not getting
the individual attention they need to learn. Caregivers also reported problems pertaining to
reduced bus stops and school violence with one caregiver explaining, “there was a potential
kidnapping right by my house—so their kids are stuck in the bus stop from like 7:30 until,
I don’t know . . . 8:30? The whole time waiting for the bus by themselves. Anything can
happen”. All of these issues culminated with caregivers explaining the inequality within
the educational system and a lack of good educational options for their children. Families
discussed this inequality results in negative influences at school and the desire to move to
a “better” school district for their child(ren) with many limitations to reaching this goal.
One caregiver explained:

“We’re thinking about moving him to another school, one where he can learn
better, because since he’s little and then because of the influences, because—the
influences of the other kids also has a lot to do with it for him, because he even
had some bad behavior sometimes, when he didn’t have it before”.

Racism and Prejudice. Racism can be defined as prejudice, discrimination, or antago-
nism directed against a person or people on the basis of their membership in a particular
racial or ethnic group, whereas prejudice can be understood as a preconceived opinion that
is not based on actual experience. Related to racism, parents reported that minorities face
explicit and implicit racism within their communities. It was further explained that there
is a lack of cultural sensitivity with some families discussing issues of immigration status
negatively impacting families. One family shared the trauma of having their children’s
father deported and another discussed the negative impact immigration status can have on
child educational opportunities. An example quotation in this theme includes:

“To my dismay, a few months ago he was deported . . . we fought and argued
but where girls (our children) do not listen . . . now that he was deported . . . it
was not divorce what caused the problem of my child . . . and that hurts my heart
because you imagine a nine-year-old girl crying in the corners and suffering for
their dad, this, sent her to a psychologist, the medicated”.

Other areas of prejudice included fathers reporting issues with child custody and
difficulties within the court system in obtaining rights to their child(ren). Fathers further
disclosed that some judicial systems favor mothers, regardless of their ability to care for
the child(ren). This prejudice creates a myriad of issues including potential child safety
concerns due to courts not understanding the strengths and weaknesses of each parent as
well as decreased father exposure. Fathers also explained they have been stereotyped as less
competent caregivers which can make it difficult for them to be respected by society in their
parenting role. Additionally, it was explained that this stereotype is even more pronounced
towards minority fathers with them being seen as less effective in their parenting role. One
father explained, “being an African American, people already look at you and say, ‘Hey,
you’re not gonna be there for your child’. It’s like a stereotype, see what I mean”.

A prejudice disclosed by grandparents involved issues surrounding their legal rights
to their grandchildren. These issues were reflected as difficulties getting medical care and re-
sources. An example quote of a grandparent having difficulty obtaining resources includes:
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“So I went down there because I needed a car seat . . . they said, ‘Well, are you the
legal guardian of the child?’ I said, ‘No, but I have the child every day . . . I need
a car seat, and I don’t have any money right now, ‘cause I work with school and
so I don’t get paid in the summertime’ . . . they wouldn’t give me the car seat”.

Grandparents also disclosed a prejudice that they made poor decisions with their
children and that is why they are now raising their grandchildren. One grandparent shared
that “because we have a stigma that we’re the reason our kids are the way—you know
what I mean? I mean, realistically it’s like we have a stigma”.

Women recovering from substance use also discussed prejudice they face that impacts
their ability to parent. Some of this prejudice was related to the repercussions of having a
felony with a participant explaining:

“Like there’s so many things—there’s so many barriers to being where you need
to be.

It just gets overwhelming. So part of what I hear you say is reducing some of
the barriers

like, um, all the stigma surrounding the felony”.

One specific repercussion participants shared was the numerous fines associated with
a felony that make it difficult for parents to start a new life. It was also shared that “it’s
hard to actually find housing with having a felony . . . you’re a felon, you’ve got these kids,
but then you have no assistance to help you get any kind of housing”. Another difficulty
disclosed was obtaining employment, especially employment that pays higher than the
minimum wage. It was explained that all of these issues make it problematic for women in
recovery to provide for their families.

It is important to note that all families discussed issues related to prejudice they
experienced in their life, often related to living in poverty and their life circumstances.
Areas of racism were more strongly shared among families that indicated a minority status.

3.2. What Would Make Life Easier?

Given the aforementioned parenting challenges, it is important to understand what
would make life easier for families. Families discussed the need for increased resources
related to (a) finances, (b) healthcare/childcare, and (c) the environment.

Financial Resources. One area caregivers identified that would make life easier in-
cluded having access to financial resources. This included obtaining better-paying jobs
which led to a discussion surrounding the need for an increase in the federal minimum wage.
Parents also discussed the need for increased financial literacy with a parent explaining:

“At the moment, since me and my husband are struggling to make it for our
family, it’s like, all I hear is, ‘Your credit score is too low’. Yes, I know my credit
score is too low. I’m working on it. But there’s nothing too much that I can do
about the past because my current debt is more important”.

Related to financial resources, parents also indicated the desire to improve their
education. The discussion included parents wanting access to GED classes, career training,
and other educational opportunities.

Healthcare and Childcare. Other themes that emerged included better access to
healthcare and high-quality childcare/daycare for children. Specific to childcare, families
discussed the need for high-quality care for children with disabilities, before and after
school care, and care when children are sick. One caregiver explained:

“I know they’re not supposed to take care of our sick kids, but when you’re
working and you can’t leave and you have one hour to go get your child, like
sometimes you are not physically able to . . . ” “Or you could lose your job”.
“You’re gonna lose your job which means you’re not gonna be able to support
your family and . . . I don’t know what that solution is, but that has been my
obstacle recently”.
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Environment. Other areas that would improve family life include creating a safer
environment for children (e.g., housing, school), affordable/accessible housing, increased
access to transportation, and improving the family support system. The theme of increasing
the family support system involved needing increased support in the home which includes
help with household duties with families reporting wanting a “nanny” or a “housekeeper”.
It was also discussed that programs need to support families having quality time together
with a caregiver sharing, “once a year . . . a program that could let a family go on vacation
together, spend that quality time, because I think for a lot of us, our biggest issue is we’re
working jobs . . . we just don’t have that time to really bond with our children”.

4. Discussion

The primary goal of the current study was to improve the understanding of the
challenges families living in poverty face in parenting in today’s world. It is clear from the
aforementioned themes that low-income families face a multitude of systemic problems
that impact their ability to meet the demands of parenting.

Through connecting the stories that families experience, an underlying theme of the
struggles associated with poverty emerged across families from diverse backgrounds and
living arrangements. In fact, many families experienced a cycle of poverty that continues
to worsen due to social as well as economic inequities. Exposure to violence and crime
was intertwined with issues of budget cuts and the impact this had on education. This
was perceived as causing a reduction of bus stops with families being fearful that an
increase in crime could lead to violence and kidnapping as children must now travel
farther or wait extended times to access bus transportation to school. This was also
evident in themes emerging for lack of access to high-quality childcare and fear of children
being harmed when high-quality care facilities are not available to families. Additionally,
this emerged within the theme of not trusting others with their children within school
and childcare settings due to reports of children being harmed in care. Despite these
fears and concerns, parents are consistently faced with placing their children in unsafe
environments and situations that pose a potential threat to their safety and well-being in
order to work (Hanson and Carta 1995). While parents may have good intentions to protect
their children by limiting their outside play or isolating them from others, this may have
serious implications for their health, academic performance, and psychological well-being
(Dowdell et al. 2011; Lacey et al. 2014).

Additionally, there was an interconnecting theme between education and racism/prejudice
and the intersecting of marginalized identities. Caregivers noted their concerns about
their children being bullied, and not being able to receive support for their children with
disabilities or special needs. Bourke-Taylor and colleagues (Bourke-Taylor et al. 2010)
interviewed eight mothers who had a child with a disability and found that working was
not an option for many mothers. Further, it was found that childcare services that can
support children with disabilities were non-existent. This is important to outline given that
low-income parents are either working full-time or working multiple jobs to meet financial
demands (Rispoli et al. 2018). This is especially important for childcare given that caregivers
in the present study noted difficulties in finding childcare with extended hours that would
fit with their work schedules. Parents experiencing multiple risk factors with children
living with disabilities may be faced with untenable decisions when making the choice
to either work to meet financial demands or take care of their child(ren). This statement
reflects the comments stated in themes related to financial resources, with childcare as a
possible solution for caregivers to better support their child(ren).

Many families were cognizant of the inequities within the educational system and the
repercussions it may have for their children. One example provided is the large classroom
sizes, limiting the individual attention that children need to learn. Studies have noted the
benefits that accrue when low-income children who are racially and ethnically diverse are
able to engage individually with their teachers (Ferguson et al. 2007; Hamre and Pianta 2005;
Sabol et al. 2018). Unfortunately, large classroom sizes may impact the ability of children to
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engage with their teachers. Ferguson et al. (2007) found that student engagement is lower
for those who are located in low-SES neighborhoods and low-income families. Therefore,
if a child does not receive adequate attention, and falls behind in their academics, it is
difficult for them to catch up (Reardon 2011). Early childhood programs are the best way to
impede these effects (Sabol et al. 2018), but many of our participants noted they are unable
to access high-quality early childhood education for their child(ren).

Caregivers also experienced a wide range of racism and prejudice that impact how
they and their children are perceived and treated. This was evident by hearing the sto-
ries of families who hold a different immigration status, who hold different ethnic/racial
identities, and who have different family and caregiving dynamics. Hearing descriptions
about the racism and prejudice they experienced demonstrated that even when systems
are put in place, workers within the system can deter caregivers from obtaining the sup-
port they need to support their child(ren). This is seen in the earlier example, where a
daughter was experiencing difficulties with her father being deported and was referred
to a psychologist. While a psychologist can be beneficial in addressing mental health
concerns, different cultures perceive mental health issues as taboo or hold a stigma against
them (Hirai et al. 2021). In addition, cultural sensitivity is needed within practitioners to
understand the varying experiences of different ethnically and racially diverse groups.
Thus, this example demonstrates that even if accessibility and affordability of services
are increased for these populations, service providers may be less than beneficial due
to a lack of cultural sensitivity. This cultural sensitivity is also needed for grandparents
who have different caregiving roles within their family dynamics and hope to obtain legal
rights. Service providers need to understand and acknowledge that caregiving goes beyond
the biological parents, and grandparents may play the same role (or more of a role) of
caregiving within the family (Lent and Otto 2018; Pashos and McBurney 2008; Schneiders
et al. 2021; Xu et al. 2017).

Additionally, being a father and caregiver also looks different for families living in
poverty with associated risk factors. While it is important to acknowledge they face diffi-
culties in the court system in obtaining rights to their children compared to the mothers,
they also perceive being stereotyped as less competent caregivers. Thus, caregiving and
parenting may be viewed differently depending on age, gender, and racial/ethnic back-
ground. These stereotypes and prejudices can impact the treatment caregivers receive from
social services and educational and judicial systems.

One notable finding that is evident from these caregivers is that they are trying to
parent the best way they can, but they are struggling to do so given the structural and
systemic barriers that are in place. This is evident among caregivers who have experi-
enced a felony and are trying to start a new life with their family but are unable to do
so without government assistance. The system punishes them for their previous crimes;
thus, impacting their ability to receive services, assistance, or housing. It was also evident
among all caregivers interviewed that they are completely dedicated to raising healthy,
intelligent children.

It is also important to note that in discussion related to what would make life easier for
families, each of the themes that emerged could be tied back to specific challenges except
for the theme of racism and prejudice. One hypothesis could be that racism and prejudice
are so prevalent within the lives and experiences of families experiencing poverty that it
might be viewed as an intangible construct, difficult to directly address. One could also
argue that many of the themes that would make life easier could be related to systemic
issues related to poverty, as well as racism and prejudice.

These results demonstrate that families living in poverty are combating not only the
lack of material resources but a number of societal and systemic issues that are closely
intertwined with poverty. Thus, while addressing one challenge may indeed be helpful to
these families, it may not solve other related problems.
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4.1. Limitations

The first limitation is that this study was conducted in an urban community and may
not encompass either similar or unique barriers related to parenting in rural communities.
A second limitation is a problem with the generalizability of the findings. The sample
includes a diverse representation of caregivers living in poverty, but not all potential groups
experiencing poverty were represented (e.g., incarcerated parents), and findings may not
be generalizable to families living in poverty outside of the U.S. Indeed, many of the
challenges identified by caregivers may be specific to a local context or local policies, and
this should be taken into account when relating the findings to families living in poverty
more generally.

Another potential limitation is the study was conducted prior to the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the world in numerous ways and has
created a myriad of parenting challenges. Enforced isolation, school closures, and hybrid
learning have changed the home environment for many families and the way caregivers
parent. COVID-19 has increased economic disparities, psychosocial stress among care-
givers, alcohol and substance use among parents, and may have created new problems
for families experiencing risk. This is particularly important to emphasize given how the
COVID-19 pandemic has altered the way individuals physically engage with each other and
experience isolation (de Figueiredo et al. 2021). Therefore, families experiencing adversity
may need additional solutions to their challenges. Even so, the current study collected a
broad range of stories from diverse families, which vastly enhances our understanding
of the issues families face parenting in today’s world. Additionally, the wide range of
caregivers that we spoke to alluded to many similarities families experience, as well as
unique and specific challenges.

4.2. Conclusions

The current study sought to understand the challenges experienced by diverse low-
income families as they parent their young children in today’s world. Our findings suggest
that families living in poverty experience challenges in the areas of child safety, education,
and racism/prejudice that are likely to limit their children’s health and development.
Increased financial resources and opportunities, improved access to healthcare, high-quality
schools and childcare, and creating positive e changes within communities, neighborhoods,
and home environments were suggested by parents as possible solutions to address their
challenges. Given the intersection of many of the challenges experienced by parents
living in poverty, policy and program changes that address individual, community, and
system-level issues are most likely to be effective. In this respect, the challenges facing
low-income parents in the 21st century are remarkably similar to those facing low-income
and otherwise marginalized parents of the 20th century. As noted in 1976 by Dr. Ed Ziegler,
the first director of the U.S. Office of Child Development and one of the designers of Head
Start, “In our nation today children and families all too often come last, and the social
barriers to providing a better quality of life for our nation’s children have become almost
insurmountable” (Morris et al. 2021). It is the hope of these authors, and the parents whose
stories they heard, that the 21st century will see an increase in the value we place and the
support we provide parents and children.

5. Implications for Parenting in the 21st Century

Parenting in the 21st century holds many challenges for families, and these challenges
are potentially greatest among families living in poverty. The following recommendations
were formed through the qualitative data gathered in this study in an effort to understand
the problems families living in poverty face and what they perceive to be potential solutions.
Many of these solutions have implications for the delivery of social services and programs
for low-income families, as well as local and federal policies.

One recommendation is to review current policies regarding minimum wage. It is
clear that families are not able to support their families with the current minimum wage

136



Soc. Sci. 2022, 11, 119

salary. This translates to families not having basic needs met (food, shelter, clothing, etc.)
which leads to families being challenged in meeting the higher-level needs within the home
and environment (attachment, nurturing, educational, etc.).

Another recommendation based on parents’ reported concerns is the need to review
policies that fund access to high-quality education and care for children and families experi-
encing poverty and other risk factors. This includes access to high-quality early childhood
education programs and after-school programs, as well as access to schools that are able to
provide a safe and high-quality level of education. Many parents expressed concern with
not having good educational options and the inability to move their family to better school
districts due to financial constraints. Therefore, efforts need to ensure that all schools can
provide the education and accessible services that children need. In the community we
studied, this access also requires improvement in public transportation systems for families.
Many families discussed the effects of not having adequate transportation for accessing
medical care, educational options (caretaker and child), employment options, and basic
needs (groceries, resources, etc.).

Increasing the availability of safe, affordable housing is another recommendation that
has a direct impact on children’s health and development. Specifically, when children
are not provided with safe environments they are not able to play and explore outdoors,
preventing the acquisition of skills and independence. Additionally, the negative events
that children in violent communities are exposed to relate to the cumulative toxic stress
exposure which impacts their short-term and long-term development.

Our last recommendation is to work towards changing the climate of how we approach
cultural diversity. Specifically, many families reported living in fear due to oppression
of their race, ethnicity, age, gender, prior criminal history, and immigration status. This
includes developing and training our judicial, educational, social services, and health-
care systems in trauma-informed practices so that caregivers are supported rather than
ostracized or mistreated.
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Abstract: This review focuses on the role of parental control in the sociocultural context of U.S. Latino
families with young children in the 21st century. The review begins with a historical overview of
the concept of parental control and a summary of theoretical approaches to the study of parenting
in context. Associations between different forms of parental control and children’s adjustment are
summarized, with special attention to cultural considerations and the role of maternal warmth in
research involving Latino families. Variability and inconsistencies within the literature on parental
control within this population are discussed. The review concludes by discussing future directions
for research on this topic, and implications of this literature to move the field toward a better
understanding of parenting behaviors and its effects on child functioning in families from different
ethnic backgrounds in the 21st century.

Keywords: parenting; parental control; Latino families; culturally responsive approaches

1. Introduction

The 21st century has been characterized by demographic shifts in the United States
(U.S.), with Latino individuals constituting one of the fastest growing ethnic groups. Latinos
make up over 18.7% of the total U.S. population and Latino children make up 25.7% of
the nation’s total child population (U.S. Census Bureau 2020a). Within this ethnic group,
a total of 57.5% are married parents of children younger than 18, and most children have
been born in the U.S. (U.S. Census Bureau 2016). It has been estimated that by 2065, 24%
of the U.S. population will be Latino (Pew Research Center 2015). The term Latino refers
to a diverse ethnic group that includes individuals from different origin backgrounds,
with people of Mexican origin accounting for nearly 62%, those of Puerto Rico origin for
9.7%, and Cubans (3.9%) comprising the next largest origin group (Pew Research Center
2021). Given the considerable projected growth of U.S. Latinos in the 21st century, there is a
need for increased understanding regarding the nature of parenting behaviors, taking into
consideration the unique cultural and sociohistorical context within which Latino families
are embedded.

Although all parents face stressors, Latino parents are more likely to live under
conditions of poverty, to have poor access to medical care, and face educational disparities
compared to other ethnic groups (Ornelas et al. 2009). Due to exposure to a variety of
contextual stressors, such as poor-quality neighborhoods, language barriers, and cultural
stressors, they are more likely to experience family and acculturation stress, all of which
might ultimately compromise parenting quality (White et al. 2009). As a result, one of the
challenges for Latino parents in the new century is the ability to create a safe environment
that allows their young children to thrive.

Parenting is a critical environmental factor for young children, who are rapidly de-
veloping regulatory capabilities that are thought to set the stage for later social-emotional
development and overall adjustment (Vohs and Baumeister 2016). Given that Latino chil-
dren are at increased risk for behavior problems and maladjustment (Bámaca-Colbert et al.
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2012; Calzada et al. 2012; Flores et al. 2002), understanding to what extent and under
what conditions parenting behaviors influence Latino children’s adjustment has important
implications for optimizing early preventive and intervention efforts.

Research has consistently indicated that young children who experience sensitive
parenting are more likely to develop secure attachments, better emotion regulation, and
positive social and emotional adjustment (Leerkes et al. 2009). In contrast, young children
who are exposed to intrusive and harsh parenting are more likely to develop avoidant
attachments, low effortful control and self-regulation, and emotional and behavioral prob-
lems (Carlson and Harwood 2003; Gueron-Sela et al. 2017; Taylor et al. 2013). However, the
current literature on early caregiving often fails to recognize the role of culture as shaping
parenting behaviors and the extent to which the expression, functionality, and impact of
parenting may differ across cultural groups. Instead, most studies have used conceptual-
izations of parenting initially developed based on observations of European American and
middle-class families that may or may not apply across cultural groups (Ispa et al. 2004,
2013). Specific to studies that have examined parenting behaviors in Latino families, it has
been suggested that the effects of parental control may not always be harmful, depending
on factors such as context, culture, and outcomes of interest (Carlson and Harwood 2003;
Ispa et al. 2004). The current review aims to make sense of inconsistent findings in the
literature on parental control within the sociocultural context of U.S. Latino families in the
21st century.

2. Historical Overview of the Concept of Parental Control

The construct of parental control was initially developed based on observations of
European American and middle-class families (Barber 1996; Carlson and Harwood 2003;
Ispa et al. 2004, 2013; Tamis-LeMonda et al. 2009). Within this literature, there is a lack of
consistency regarding how parental control has been conceptualized across research studies.
For example, researchers who refer to “control” may be referring to harsh discipline and
punishment, physical control, or to intrusive and directive behaviors. Given recent findings
suggesting differences in the distributions of parental controlling behaviors within different
cultural groups, and the extent to which such behaviors are associated with more or less
optimal developmental outcomes (Carlson and Harwood 2003; Domenech Rodríguez
et al. 2009), reexamination of these constructs and how they have been conceptualized is
particularly important.

Historically, Baldwin (1948) was one of the first researchers to define control as em-
phasizing “the existence of restrictions upon behavior which are clearly conveyed to the
child” (p. 130). In contrast, Becker (1964) defined control as having “restrictions and strict
enforcement of demands in the areas of play, modesty behavior, table manners, toilet
training, neatness, orderliness, care of household furniture, noise, obedience, aggression
to siblings, aggression to peers, and aggression to parents” (p. 174). Whereas Baldwin
viewed the limits and restrictions placed on children’s behaviors as a positive dimension of
parenting, Becker perceived control as negative.

Some of the most influential work focusing on the conceptualization of parental con-
trol involves the four typologies developed by Baumrind, based on levels of warmth and
control (Baumrind 1966). In her initial work, Baumrind distinguished between authori-
tative and authoritarian types of control, later reframed in terms of a two-dimensional
conceptualization of parenting style based on levels of demandingness and responsiveness
(Baumrind 1966). Other perspectives on parental control have distinguished between
psychological control and behavioral control (Barber 1996). Parental behavioral control
refers to parental control over the child’s behavior, whereas parental psychological control
refers to manipulation of the child’s thoughts and emotions (Barber 1996). Even though
there is a general consensus that psychological control is associated with less optimal child
developmental outcomes, there is some inconsistency regarding the effects of behavioral
control on child adjustment (Barber 1996; Grolnick 2002).
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Similar to parental psychological control is the construct of parental intrusiveness. In
early childhood research, the concept of parental intrusiveness has been used to describe
parental behaviors that exert control over children in a way that is overwhelming and
undermines the development of autonomy (Ainsworth et al. 1978). In studies that have
used Ainsworth’s definition, parental intrusiveness is considered to involve parental be-
haviors that interfere with children’s efforts (Adam et al. 2004; Ispa et al. 2004) and the
use of noncontingent physical behaviors and verbal directives that limit children’s activity
(Clincy and Mills-Koonce 2013). Generally, parental intrusiveness has been theorized to be
detrimental for children’s development because it undermines opportunities for autonomy
development and engagement with their environments (Graziano et al. 2010).

In the new century, several scholars have highlighted the need to refine the different
approaches to parental control to move the field forward and yield a set of conclusions. For
example, Grolnick and Pomerantz (2009) suggested that only parenting behaviors that are
intrusive, dominating, and coercive should be considered as controlling, whereas parenting
behaviors that provide guidance should be considered as structure. Similarly, revisions of
Baumrind’s work distinguished between coercive and confrontive control styles that had
been conflated within the authoritative and authoritarian parenting typologies (Baumrind
et al. 2010; Baumrind 2012). Both authoritative and authoritarian parents assert some
level of power and control; however, parents who are authoritative assert power that
is confrontive (i.e., reasoned, outcome-oriented, and regulatory), whereas authoritarian
parents assert power that is coercive (i.e., arbitrary, absolute, maintains hierarchical status,
and involves use of threats). Baumrind suggested that high coercive control, but not
confrontive control, places children at increased risk for maladjustment (Baumrind 2012).
In fact, she suggested that confrontive power assertion might be beneficial when not
confounded with coercive power assertion. Even though Baumrind’s understanding of
parental control has evolved over the years, many researchers still use ideas from her
initial views of parenting without making further distinctions among parents who assert
confrontive versus coercive types of control. Additionally, scholars have suggested that
whether parental control is associated with optimal or poor developmental outcomes may
depend on the cultural backgrounds of families being considered. Lack of attention to the
cultural context in which families are embedded may limit understanding regarding the
nature of parental control and its impact on children’s adjustment.

3. Theoretical Approaches to the Study of Parenting in the 21st Century

In order to understand the role of parenting in the 21st century, we must integrate
ideas from theoretical approaches that conceive culture as directly influencing parenting
behaviors. Several models originating in the past century have described culture as di-
rectly influencing parenting through its impact on parental beliefs about normative and
non-normative parenting practices, perceptions of children’s developmental needs, and
socialization goals. For example, Harkness and Super (1996) used the term “parental
ethnotheories” to refer to the culturally-based belief systems about parenting and child
development that play a crucial role in shaping parenting behaviors. In contrast, more
traditional contextual models, such as the bioecological framework (Bronfenbrenner and
Morris 1998), consider culture as a part of a macrosystem in which parenting is affected
through more proximal factors. A recent revision of the bioecological model has moved
culture from the macro- to the microsystem and conceptualized culture and ethnicity as a
proximal factor that is part of family systems’ daily practices, schools, and other learning
environments (Vélez-Agosto et al. 2017).

In the new century, theoretical models that have moved away from deficit approaches
have gained attention. Such models include perspectives that focus on adaptiveness and
resilience within diverse populations (García Coll and Pachter 2002; Perez-Brena et al.
2018). Over the last 20 years, the integrative model for the study of minority children
has been considered by many scholars to represent a landmark shift in the ways in which
the parenting and development of ethnic minority children is understood. This model
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considers social class, culture, ethnicity, and race as the “core” rather than the “periphery”
of a theoretical understanding of child development (García Coll et al. 1996). One of
the greatest contributions of this model is that it challenges deficit perspectives of child
development among ethnic-racial minority children and families and offers a resilience
perspective that underscores the “diversity and strengths” within these groups (Perez-
Brena et al. 2018). A revision of this model has incorporated additional social positional
variables such as immigrant status, documentation status, and migrant status to better
understand developmental processes in the context of Latino families living in rural,
emerging immigrant communities (Stein et al. 2016). Additionally, a recent qualitative
review of studies using the integrative model highlighted the need to pay attention to
sociohistorical contexts, cascading and bidirectional influences, and moderating factors
(e.g., gender and acculturation) to continue understanding the concept of adaptive culture
and the experiences of ethnic-racial minoritized families (Perez-Brena et al. 2018).

Recent models of parenting have also theorized about the unique contexts in which
families from different ethnic and racial backgrounds are embedded. For instance, in the
context of Latino families adjusting to life in the U.S., Calzada et al. (2010) developed
a framework that incorporated acculturative status and ethnic socialization of respeto
to better understand Latino parenting from a cultural perspective (Calzada et al. 2012).
Similarly, Rodriguez-Jenkins (2014) developed a contextual parenting framework for Latino
families with young children. Within this framework, culture, environment, and parenting
are understood as reciprocal processes that are directly influenced by institutional and
structural inequalities, such as access to and quality of education, healthcare, employment,
discrimination, and socio-political climate.

4. The Role of Parental Control in Early Childhood

Studies that have included predominantly European American samples have sug-
gested that parental control that is intrusive, dominant, and coercive in nature has negative
implications for child development, including emotional and behavioral problems, low
effortful control, defensiveness, non-compliant behaviors, avoidant attachments, and other
indicators of adjustment problems (Carlson and Harwood 2003; Guzell and Vernon-Feagans
2004; Ispa et al. 2004; Tamis-LeMonda et al. 2004; Taylor et al. 2013). For example, findings
from a large national study using an observational assessment of harsh-intrusive parenting
behaviors during a mother-child structured play task indicated that harsh-intrusive parent-
ing behaviors at age 5 were associated with more internalizing behaviors when children
were 6 and 7 years old (Gueron-Sela et al. 2017). Similarly, Tamis-LeMonda et al. (2004)
found that mothers’ and fathers’ parental intrusiveness at 24 months was negatively associ-
ated with children’s language and cognitive development at 36 months. Researchers have
explained these findings by suggesting that this type of parenting undermines children’s
opportunities for autonomy development and behavioral and emotional regulation (e.g.,
Graziano et al. 2010). As a result, it has been suggested that children with controlling
parents are likely to have fewer opportunities to learn from the environment and engage in
self-regulatory behaviors. Additionally, if parental controlling behaviors are perceived as
hostile by the child, they may compromise children’s ability to physiologically regulate,
undermining learning and socialization experiences (Eisenberg et al. 2015).

However, studies involving families from diverse racial and ethnic groups have
displayed mixed or null results, suggesting that the effects of controlling behaviors may
differ across cultural groups. Given that parenting behaviors are culturally constructed
and may have different functionalities, it has been suggested that parental control may
have different meanings across cultures (Deater-Deckard et al. 2011; Ispa et al. 2004).
Specific to Latino families, some scholars have suggested that, due to the normative nature
of these behaviors within this cultural group, children may perceive these behaviors as
expressions of love and care (Halgunseth et al. 2006), whereas others have suggested
that very young children may not be able to distinguish culturally normative versus non-
normative parenting behaviors (Barajas-Gonzalez et al. 2018).
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4.1. Parental Control in the Context of Latino Families

Research examining the relationship between parental controlling behaviors and
young children’s adjustment in Latino families has been scarce and results are mixed. For
example, whereas trajectories of increasing intrusiveness have been associated with nega-
tive child behaviors towards mothers across ethnic groups, the strength of this association
is smaller for Mexican American children compared to European American and African
American children participating in Early Head Start programs (Ispa et al. 2013). Using a
racially and ethnically diverse sample, Diemer et al. (2021) found that greater parental
intrusiveness at age two was associated with increased behavior problems and decreased
emotion regulation at age three within White and Latino families, but not within Black
families. In contrast, higher levels of maternal physical control during play, feeding, and
teaching have been associated with secure attachment in Puerto Rican toddlers and insecure
attachments in White toddlers (Carlson and Harwood 2003), and mothers who engaged
in “abrupt-interfering pick-ups” were more likely to have securely attached infants in a
sample of Puerto Rican and Dominican immigrant families (Fracasso et al. 1994).

Given that many Latino parents are also immigrants, it is especially important to
understand the unique conditions within which parenting by immigrant families occurs.
For example, differences in parenting behaviors have been documented in relation to
acculturation status, which refers to the extent to which cultural practices have shifted as a
result of exposure to a host culture (Hill et al. 2003; Fuller and García Coll 2010). Among
immigrant Latino parents in the U.S., it has been suggested that differences in levels of
acculturation might contribute to differences in mean levels of parental intrusiveness
and its effects on children’s adjustment (Hill et al. 2003; Ispa et al. 2004). Even though
findings are mixed, some studies have indicated that among less acculturated mothers,
controlling behaviors, such as intrusiveness and physical and verbal discipline, may have
fewer negative or positive implications for children’s development, compared to more
acculturated mothers (Barajas-Gonzalez et al. 2018; Ispa et al. 2004; Wood and Grau 2018).

In a recent study by Wood and Grau (2018), associations between maternal control
and child dysregulated defiance were examined among Puerto Rican adolescent moth-
ers and their toddlers. Person-centered analyses indicated four different parenting pro-
files: enculturated/controlling, bicultural/guiding, bicultural/controlling, and accultur-
ated/controlling. Children in the acculturated/controlling subgroup demonstrated greater
defiance toward their mothers than children in the enculturated/controlling subgroup.
Children in both the enculturated/controlling and bicultural/guiding subgroups displayed
the lowest levels of defiance, compared to the other two subgroups. These findings suggest
that for highly enculturated Puerto Rican mothers who engaged in higher levels of control,
lower levels of guidance, and low positive affect, the effects on child defiance were similar
to those for bicultural mothers who engaged in higher levels of guidance than control and
higher levels of positive affect. In other words, different parenting strategies can lead to
similar levels of child adjustment dependent on the context in which parent-child interac-
tions occur. In sum, some studies suggest that parental control may be less detrimental for
children’s adjustment among Latino immigrant families with strong cultural orientations;
however, other studies have no found associations between control and child adjustment
within this cultural group.

4.2. The Role of Maternal Warmth

Several scholars have proposed that the nature of parental control within Latino
families may be different than within other ethnic groups due to parents’ use of controlling
behaviors in combination with warmth. Parental warmth refers to expressions of love,
affection, support, and positive regard for the child (Maccoby and Martin 1983). It has been
suggested that within collectivistic cultures, parental control is not necessarily accompanied
by low levels of warmth (Grusec et al. 1997). For example, within European American
families, correlations between parental warmth and intrusiveness tend to be negative.
In contrast, intrusiveness and parental warmth tend to co-occur within Latino families
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(Tamis-LeMonda et al. 2009). Additionally, Latino parents are more likely to engage in
affectionate behaviors (i.e., hugging and kissing) and display high levels of warmth even
in the presence of controlling behaviors (Halgunseth and Ispa 2012). This has led to some
researchers defining Latino parenting as “protective” (Domenech Rodríguez et al. 2009)
and “no-nonsense” rather than controlling or authoritarian (Mahrer et al. 2019). As a result,
it is not surprising that, within these groups, different forms of parental control are not
consistently associated with less optimal child developmental outcomes. A growing body
of research suggests that maternal warmth may moderate the associations between parental
control and children’s adjustment (McLoyd and Smith 2002) and that the affective context
within which parenting occurs may be a key determinant of its short and long-term impact
(Ispa et al. 2004).

Only a few studies have considered parental warmth as a moderator of associations
between controlling behaviors and indicators of child adjustment. A number of studies have
indicated that the negative impact of parental controlling behaviors is ameliorated among
Latino families in the context of parental responsiveness or warmth. In a study of children
4–5 years of age from European American, African American, and Latino backgrounds,
spanking was associated with an increase in behavioral problems over time across all ethnic
groups, but only in the context of low maternal emotional support (McLoyd and Smith
2002). In a recent study, Benito-Gomez (2020) examined how maternal intrusiveness, as
measured by a culturally informed observational assessment during a free play task, related
to internalizing and externalizing behaviors in Latino children at 14 and 24 months, and
whether maternal warmth moderated this association. Findings indicated that parental
intrusiveness was associated with higher levels of externalizing behaviors, but only for
children whose mothers displayed low levels of warmth. Similar findings have been
reported in samples involving adolescents, in which associations between harsh discipline
and externalizing behaviors became nonsignificant for Mexican American mothers who
displayed high levels of warmth (Germán et al. 2013).

However, not all research has found this buffering, moderating effect within Latino
families. Ispa et al. (2004) reported that within African American families, maternal
intrusiveness, as defined by Ainsworth et al. (1978), was associated with toddler’s display
of negativity towards their mothers only for mothers who displayed low levels of maternal
warmth. However, this effect was not observed within European and Mexican American
families. Barajas-Gonzalez et al. (2018) examined whether parental warmth and respeto
moderated associations between spanking and verbal punishment, and Latino children’s
adjustment. Findings indicated that greater use of verbal punishment was associated with
higher levels of externalizing behaviors and that this association was not moderated by
parental warmth or respeto. The authors propose that very young children may not yet
have the cognitive skills to interpret harsh and controlling behaviors as caring rather than
punitive. In sum, whereas some studies have indicated that maternal warmth moderates
associations between different forms of parental control (i.e., intrusiveness and physical
discipline) and children’s adjustment, others have not found empirical support for this
premise. Variability in findings has led some researchers to conclude that parental control
among Latina mothers is not always harmful, and can even be beneficial, depending on the
context and child developmental outcome considered (Carlson and Harwood 2003; Ispa
et al. 2004; Wood and Grau 2018).

5. Understanding Variability in Findings

In line with recent theoretical frameworks that underscore the role of culture as directly
shaping parental beliefs and behaviors, some scholars have attributed variability in findings
to differences in the meaning and expression of parental control across cultural groups
(Davidov 2021). Among Western families, the development of self-expression is key to
becoming a successful member of the family system. Thus, socialization strategies include
a focus on the support of psychological autonomy from early ages (Keller 2002). For
example, infants are treated as individuals whose wishes, preferences, and intentions
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need to be responded to and respected by sensitive caregivers (Ainsworth et al. 1978). In
contrast, among non-Western families, conformity with family values, obedience, respect
for the elderly, self-control, good behavior, and maintenance of parental authority are
central socialization goals (Keller et al. 2004). In line with a collectivistic orientation, Latina
mothers are more likely to use directives and controlling behaviors in their interactions with
children (Grau et al. 2009). Given that the meaning behind discrete parenting behaviors is
defined by the culture within which such behaviors are embedded (Harkness and Super
1996), it is possible that the use of directive and controlling behaviors within Latino families
may be a strategy to foster the culturally relevant socialization goals of familism (in which
children’s prioritization of the family system is emphasized) and respeto (in which children’s
obedience and good manners are stressed; Calzada et al. 2012).

Similarly, it has been suggested that teaching young children to be respectful, well-
behaved, and attentive may require greater use of controlling strategies (e.g., use of physical
manipulation and directives) than is required for teaching children to be autonomous and
independent (Carlson and Harwood 2003). Within Latino families, parenting practices
characterized by high levels of control are frequently observed and considered by parents
to be the best practices for child rearing (Ispa et al. 2004; Tamis-LeMonda et al. 2009). Some
researchers have suggested that given that parental control is normative within this cultural
group, children may not perceive these behaviors as intrusive but rather as expressions
of love and care (Halgunseth et al. 2006), particularly when they are combined with high
levels of warmth. The normative hypothesis is an important explanation to consider when
trying to understand the influence of controlling behaviors on older children’s adjustment.
However, it is possible that children who are very young may not be able to interpret
controlling behaviors as normative and caring rather than coercive due to their lack of
cognitive skills, suggesting that the normative hypothesis may not be as relevant earlier in
childhood (Barajas-Gonzalez et al. 2018; Grusec and Goodnow 1994).

Although recent conceptualizations of parental control have emphasized qualitative
differences between coercive and directive types of control (Baumrind 2012; Grolnick and
Pomerantz 2009), researchers have tended to consider any type of control as negative with-
out paying attention to how behaviors are displayed and the function of such behaviors.
Some research has indicated that Latino parents are more likely to use direct verbal com-
mands and physical manipulation compared with European American parents (Livas-Dlott
et al. 2010). It has been suggested that the function of such behaviors might be to correct the
child’s behavior and provide guidance and structure, rather than to control and undermine
the child’s development of autonomy. As a result, it is possible that findings suggesting dif-
ferent forms of parental control are less strongly associated with child adjustment problems
within Latino families may be due to the inclusion of both positive and negative aspects
of parental control within the same construct. There is a need to distinguish parental
behaviors that are intrusive and coercive in nature from those that aim to provide guidance
and structure within the parent-child interaction (see Benito-Gomez 2020). Studies that fail
to distinguish between positive and negative forms of control (i.e., intrusiveness versus
guidance) might not be capturing Latino parenting behaviors in accurate ways, which may
lead to inaccurate findings. Additionally, traditional observational coding systems and
questionnaires used to assess parenting behaviors are based on underlying constructs that
reflect Western perceptions of parenting (Kerig 2001). The use of such measures might lead
to misestimations of cultural differences and reinforce conclusions based on deficit models
of ethnic minority parenting. The use of culturally informed measures that capture the
variability of parenting behaviors across groups within a given cultural context is critical.

Even though cultural factors, ethnicity, and context are interrelated, much of the
work on cultural variations in parenting has confounded ethnicity with contextual factors.
Some scholars have suggested that differences in parenting across ethnic groups are due
to socioeconomic status disparities, suggesting that socio-demographic factors are more
salient than cultural factors in predicting parenting behaviors (Mesman et al. 2012). In
contrast, others have indicated that culture predicts parenting differences above and beyond
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socioeconomic status (Harwood et al. 1996; Hofferth 2003). It is important to understand
how culture, ethnicity, and contextual factors operate both individually and in combination
as predictors of variability in parenting behaviors in general, and parental control in
particular (Le et al. 2008).

Finally, discrepancies in findings may also stem from differences in the historical time
of assessment, samples, and other moderating variables such as characteristics of children
and parents (Davidov 2021). Given the within-group heterogeneity of U.S. Latinos, findings
may vary as a function of moderating variables, such as the country of origin, personal
and historical circumstances for U.S arrival, level of acculturation, generation status, and
exposure to structural and institutional inequalities (Rodriguez-Jenkins 2014).

6. Future Directions and Implications for Parenting in the 21st Century

Compared to the 20th century, the U.S population is more racially and ethnically
diverse than ever before (U.S. Census Bureau 2020b). However, most of the extant literature
on “normative” parenting is based on European American, middle-class samples, and
few studies have examined how parenting behaviors are shaped by cultural factors or
within diverse ethnic groups. Most studies that have included culturally diverse sam-
ples have involved comparisons to the standard group, based on Western assumptions
of parenting. Specific to studies involving Latino families, researchers are increasingly
questioning whether the prevalence and expression of different forms of parental control
and its effects on young children’s adjustment is reflective of true differences, cultural
differences, or methodological issues. Understanding how parenting behaviors are shaped
by the larger sociohistorical and cultural context within which families operate is critical
for understanding parenting, parenting interventions, and research on parenting in the 21st
century.

Future research on parenting that aims to represent the realities of Latino families
should be framed by theoretical and culturally driven frameworks. The conceptualization
of constructs should be guided by a sensitive and accurate understanding of cultural
orientations and associated socialization goals within a given ethnic group. Given work
suggesting that the use of directives and physical manipulation are more likely to be used by
Latino parents to teach the socialization goals of familism and respeto, future studies should
distinguish between behaviors that are coercive and parental driven and those that are
child-oriented and intended to provide guidance (Benito-Gomez 2020). Given the critical
importance of early caregiving behaviors for later child adjustment, the development of
culturally informed measures that are guided both by relevant theoretical perspectives and
empirical evidence will result in a better understanding of the nature of parenting within
the context of U.S. Latino families in the 21st century.

It is important that future work in this area include measures of parental affect and
warmth during parent-child interaction observations so that researchers can consider
the emotional context within which parental control is displayed. Future studies should
examine forms of parental control that are not aggregated into composite scores that
also include harsh and other parenting behaviors (McFadden and Tamis-LeMonda 2013).
Additionally, it is important to not only examine whether and how maternal warmth may
alter the effects of parental control on child adjustment, but also under what conditions the
benefits of maternal warmth might be attenuated by the presence of controlling behaviors
(Tamis-LeMonda et al. 2009). Both examination of parental warmth during the same
moment that controlling behaviors are displayed (Ispa et al. 2013) and consideration of the
affect displayed by children when perceiving parenting behaviors might provide a better
understanding regarding the role of parental control in Latino families. Given that most of
the literature of parenting focuses on mothers, the inclusion of fathers and examination
of their presence or absence (e.g., transnational families) in future research might yield
additional insights related to whether components of Latino parenting differ in relation to
young children’s adjustment when they are exhibited by mothers versus fathers.
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Given the expected growth and demographic changes of the U.S. Latino population
during the 21st century, studies should examine variation within Latino subgroups based
on country of origin, language proficiency, generation status, acculturation, income and
education levels, and immigration experiences to name a few. This is an exciting time for
practitioners to value and recognize such diversity through the development of culturally
informed parenting programs that better reflect the nature of parenting behaviors within
the cultural and emotional context in which Latino families are embedded. As U.S. Latino
parents in the 21st century continue to navigate institutional inequalities and socio-political
challenges, this work can guide early preventive and intervention efforts to promote
nurturing behaviors and support optimal child development. Given that Latino parents
in the U.S. are more likely to underutilize community and social services due to these
challenges, parenting programs that are offered in Spanish and incorporate cultural values
of respeto and familismo have the potential to increase engagement and retention of Latino
families and the possibility of sustained positive parenting outcomes overtime.

Latino children account for over one quarter of all children in the U.S., with this num-
ber growing. They and their parents experience systemic disadvantage as a consequence
of factors that include residence in poor-quality neighborhoods, access to education and
health care, language barriers, and cultural stressors. Such disadvantage has tremendous
implications for the family system and has the potential to compromise parenting quality.
Yet, even in the presence of multiple challenges, Latino parenting is characterized by nu-
merous strengths that include strong family-oriented values and warmth. It is critical to
recognize such strengths and incorporate them into a nuanced and thoughtful perspective
on Latino parenting that account for the unique needs and experiences of these families in
the U.S. Moving beyond generalizations and stereotyped representations of ethnic-racial
minoritized families and toward an understanding of similarities and differences as well as
the strengths and challenges that characterize Latino parents is critical to understanding
and supporting parenting in the 21st century.
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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted many young adults’ lives educationally, economically,
and personally. This study investigated associations between COVID-19-related disruption and
perception of increases in internalising symptoms among young adults and whether these associations
were moderated by earlier measures of adolescent positivity and future orientation and parental
psychological control. Participants included 1329 adolescents at Time 1, and 810 of those participants
as young adults (M age = 20, 50.4% female) at Time 2 from 9 countries (China, Colombia, Italy,
Jordan, Kenya, the Philippines, Sweden, Thailand, and the United States). Drawing from a larger
longitudinal study of adolescent risk taking and young adult competence, this study controlled
for earlier levels of internalising symptoms during adolescence in examining these associations.
Higher levels of adolescent positivity and future orientation as well as parent psychological control
during late adolescence helped protect young adults from sharper perceived increases in anxiety and
depression during the first nine months of widespread pandemic lockdowns in all nine countries.
Findings are discussed in terms of how families in the 21st century can foster greater resilience during
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and after adolescence when faced with community-wide stressors, and the results provide new
information about how psychological control may play a protective role during times of significant
community-wide threats to personal health and welfare.

Keywords: parenting; COVID-19; 21st century; adolescence; internalising

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the lives of families around the world, presenting
specific challenges to young adults. Following the widespread and rapid outbreak of the
SARS-CoV-2 infection, young adults were confronted with swift and severe changes in daily
routines. For many young adults, the pandemic meant pauses in education or cessation
of in-person interactions during learning, changes in residence (e.g., moving back home
with parents) and reduced access to health care, leisure activities, mental health services,
as well as other social supports. The role of thinking about the future in a positive way is
vital to adaptive adjustment in the transition from adolescence to young adulthood and
greater independence (Steinberg et al. 2009). Because the pandemic disrupted the important
transition for many late adolescents into young adulthood, understanding adolescents’
thoughts about the future may be a window to understanding how young adults will
adapt to major negative life events, and may inform parenting practices that may mitigate
long-term negative psychological effects of future community-wide stressors or public
health crises.

Parenting research and practice in the 20th century progressed from a focus on
physical health, which dominated the 19th and early part of the 20th centuries, to em-
phases that included attachment and family relationships by the end of the 1940s (see
Kaplan and Owens 2004 for overview). As decades passed, research stressed the impor-
tance of child temperament, parenting styles, cognition—including a focus on parenting
involvement in education—agency, self-regulation, and prosocial behaviour. The COVID-
19 pandemic has already had a profound influence on the direction of parenting and child
development research. A large body of literature has emerged focusing on parent–child re-
lationships, family functioning, and regional differences among how families are adjusting
during the pandemic (Weeland et al. 2021). However, the pandemic is not the only influ-
ence on parenting and family functioning; economic uncertainty, climate change, increased
globalisation, and modernisation of and access to technology all compete as stressors as
children progress through adolescence into adulthood. Disruptions in what were once
assumed to be typical developmental pathways may become even more difficult to predict.
In addition to concerns about how young adults now view their future, the unpredictability
of the current pandemic and the influences listed above lead us to re-examine aspects of the
parent–child relationship that may influence adjustment as adolescents enter adulthood in
an uncertain world.

2. COVID-19 and Mental Health

Evidence from the first months of the pandemic indicates increased rates of internal-
ising symptoms among people from various countries and age groups (Islam et al. 2021;
Ravens-Sieberer et al. 2020). A longitudinal study of internalising symptoms in adults
showed increased rates of anxiety and depression during the COVID-19 pandemic lock-
down; these increases were observed continually throughout the course of the pandemic
(Andersen et al. 2021).

The pandemic also affected whole families and communities. At the family level,
the pandemic caused reorganisation of daily routines, cuts in external support by other
family members and social support systems, fear of losing family members and in the
case of deaths, normal bereavement and grief processes were disrupted if not completely
absent (Fegert et al. 2020). As such, stressors during the pandemic increased, whereas
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the opportunities to regulate stress through outside or social activities fell apart or were
completely lost.

A meta-analysis of 29 studies assessing more than 80,000 youth globally showed
a higher prevalence of clinically significant symptoms of depression and anxiety after
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic compared to prior estimates (Racine et al. 2021).
For example, the global estimates of depression (12.9%) and anxiety (11.6%) prior to the
pandemic were much lower compared to during the pandemic (depression, 25.2%; anxiety,
20.5%). Although most of the studies in this analysis were specific to China, some included
participants from North America, Europe, and other Asian countries. Similar increases
have been observed in other countries. For instance, a study from Italy indicated high rates
of depressive (47.5%) and anxious (14.1%) symptoms among 326 adolescents aged 14–19
years (Pisano et al. 2021). These rates are considerably higher than evidence from previous
Italian epidemiological studies, which indicate the prevalence of internalising symptoms to
be much lower before the pandemic (e.g., Frigerio et al. 2009; Gritti et al. 2014).

Several studies indicate that young people are at higher risk of having increased internal-
ising symptoms compared to adults and older age groups. For example, Smith et al. (2020)
identified several risk factors associated with poor mental health during the pandemic,
namely younger age, female gender, lower annual income, current smoking, and the pres-
ence of physical multimorbidity. Further, a cross-sectional study in UAE found that the
highest levels of generalised anxiety disorder (GAD) were among young people (71%)
and females (51.7%) (Saddik et al. 2021). Higher levels of anxiety symptoms were found
among those who worried about their parents or children contracting COVID-19 and
transmitting COVID-19 to someone else if they contracted the virus. Other research high-
lights adjustment difficulties related to COVID-19 specific to young adults. In a study of
450 college students in the mid-Atlantic United States, an area hard-hit by the pandemic
during 2020, results revealed that young adults reported increases in their inability to
focus, increased anxiety and depression, and excess time spent searching for information
about COVID-19 (Kecojevic et al. 2020). A study with college students in China noted that
family economic difficulties related to COVID-19 were related to parent–child relationship
difficulties, which in turn were related to increases in self-reported anxiety and depression
(Cui and Hong 2021).

3. COVID-19, Positivity, and Future Orientation

The COVID-19 pandemic challenges future thinking and behaviour in part because
conditions during the pandemic present young adults with a high degree of uncertainty
and challenge their optimism and future outlook. Positivity is defined as the degree to
which an individual has an affirming regard for their own abilities and qualities, confidence
that others will support them in their goals, and a general outlook on life that is hopeful
and optimistic (Caprara et al. 2012). Future orientation has many additional components,
including cognitive (How much do I think about the future?), attitudinal (How much
am I willing to give up now to wait for a better outcome later?), and motivational goals
(How much time do I spend planning to achieve long-term goals?) (Steinberg et al. 2009).
Further, the development of future orientation is influenced by several factors, including
adolescents’ social and family environment (Seginer 2009). Future-oriented thinking and
behaviour are associated with less maladjustment during childhood and adolescence
(Hamilton et al. 2015; Holman and Silver 2005). In the sections that follow, we review
the literature on positivity and future orientation and their application to the COVID-
19 pandemic.

3.1. Positivity

Positivity is generally understood to be protective against psychosocial maladaptation,
especially when faced with stressful events (Caprara et al. 2019; Milioni et al. 2016). It is a
relatively stable trait across developmental periods (Alessandri et al. 2012), and is linked
to better physical health (Caprara et al. 2017). In contrast to future orientation, which
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identifies specific behaviours, positivity is a basic attitude needed to face major challenges
(Caprara et al. 2019) and includes both self-esteem and optimism.

The COVID-19 pandemic presents young adults with ongoing and serious threats
to predictability and safety. In the face of uncertainty, adaptive coping skills are impor-
tant predictors of positive adjustment, and positive reappraisal of negative experiences
can aid this coping (Shing et al. 2016). Positivity, however, is not simply the absence of
negative thought or negative emotion, and positivity does not signal the absence of de-
pression, much in the same way well-being is not defined only by the absence of illness
(World Health Organization 2004). Rather, the presence of positive emotions that outweigh
negative ones, optimistic thoughts, and general life satisfaction can be protective against
depression, as shown in both longitudinal and daily diary studies (Alessandri et al. 2014;
Caprara et al. 2019; Fredrickson et al. 2003). For example, following the terrorist attacks in
the United States on 9/11, the difference between resilient and non-resilient individuals was
that resiliency was characterised by more positive emotions than negative ones, not just the
complete absence of any negative thoughts (Fredrickson et al. 2003). In a study of middle
school students over three years, optimism about the future was associated with decreased
internalising symptoms (Smokowski et al. 2017). In 475 undergraduate students in Turkey
during the COVID-19 pandemic, optimism mediated the relation between pandemic stress
and depressive symptoms (Arslan and Yıldırım 2021). Not all associations between posi-
tivity and mental health are encouraging, however. Research examining positive future
fantasies about daily life and academic achievement, among other things, concludes that
when such fantasies lower effort and success, they can have an exacerbating impact on
depression (Oettingen et al. 2016). Thus, it appears that positivity is linked with lower
internalising symptoms overall, but the effect is more nuanced if the optimism creates
unrealistic visions of success that lower effort and undermine goal achievement.

3.2. Future Orientation

Future orientation has long been studied in both developmental and cultural contexts
(see Mönks 1968; Seginer 1986, among others). Development throughout late adolescence
and young adulthood includes several future-oriented decisions and milestones related
to family life, education, and work (Nurmi 1991). The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted all
aspects of life related to typical developmental milestones and presented challenges to
thinking about life beyond the immediate present; young adulthood is thus an ideal time to
examine the impact on well-being during the pandemic via potential disruptions in typical
developmental processes (Steinberg et al. 2009). A sense of hopelessness and feelings of
lack of control can set in during community-wide stressors (So et al. 2018) and lead young
adults to have diminished beliefs about a positive future.

However, future-oriented thinking can be a protective factor in the face of difficulties.
For example, with no clear timeline and widespread uncertainty about pandemic-related re-
strictions and infection spread, young adults may need to reframe their thoughts about the
challenges: Present restrictions can be better accepted if they are seen as a means of securing
a more positive future outcome (Lalot et al. 2021). People who think a lot about their future
may be better prepared when obstacles get in their way and may be less vulnerable to de-
pression following high levels of stress (Johnson et al. 2014). Empirical findings support this
hypothesis. Cross-sectionally, higher future orientation moderated the association between
daily stress and symptoms of depression in college students (Zheng et al. 2019). Over time,
future-oriented thinking and feelings of agency in both youth-at-risk (Stoddard et al. 2011)
and the general population during COVID-19 (Lalot et al. 2021) were associated with better
well-being and fewer externalising behaviours. One explanation may be that anticipating
future consequences may allow individuals to focus on goals and thus avoid behaviours
that reduce the likelihood of attaining them (Zheng et al. 2019). Future-oriented thinking
may also be helpful during the pandemic because it allows individuals to shift their focus
from present stress to anticipation of future happiness, and thus improves emotion regula-
tion (MacLeod and Conway 2005). Much of the literature on the impact of future orientation
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during periods of stress is cross-sectional, however, and limited in cross-national range.
Further, little is known about the long-term associations between future orientation and
coping with major stressors later in life.

4. Parental Psychological Control

Parental psychological control (e.g., intrusion, love withdrawal, and guilt induction)
plays a key role during the adolescent years on the child’s psychological and emotional
development (Barber 1996; Barber et al. 1994; Smetana 2017). Parental control can be
distinguished into behavioural control, which refers to monitoring and limit setting, and
psychological control, which refers to the degree of emotional autonomy that parents grant
to the child (Gray and Steinberg 1999). In this paper, we focus on psychological control,
which includes any emotionally and psychologically manipulative strategies or behaviours
of parents that disregard the child’s autonomy and disrupt the child’s volitional functioning
(Barber and Xia 2013; Soenens and Vansteenkiste 2010). Such parenting techniques have
a detrimental effect on children’s development, future adjustment, and internalising and
externalising symptoms (Arredondo et al. 2006; Chao and Aque 2009; Mandara and Pikes
2008; Silk et al. 2003). For instance, Rogers et al. (2003) found that disrupted adjustment
and elevated levels of internalising are mostly reported in situations when both parents
are high in psychological control. Moreover, it seems that parental psychological control is
directly connected to development of depressive symptoms rather than children’s resilience.
Although parental psychological control has been widely studied among children and
adolescents, it is important to understand the impact of psychological control during
later developmental stages, such as emerging adulthood. Parental psychological control
continues to be relevant during young adulthood because it can be expressed from a
distance and affect the individual’s self-sufficiency, emotional regulation, life satisfaction,
and endorsement of adulthood status (Faherty et al. 2020; Manzeske and Stright 2009;
Sholomskas and Axelrod 1986).

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed families and young adults to additional stres-
sors and adversity, due to increased family demands, heightened levels of uncertainty,
and drastic change of family routines that all impede the families’ adaptive capacity
(Masten and Motti-Stefanidi 2020). Indeed, emerging adults, aged 18 to 30 years, who
reported higher parental psychological control, showed negative reactivity to the pan-
demic (Ma and Wang 2021). Despite the current cross-sectional evidence, it is not yet clear
whether the effects of parental psychological control last over time. Thus, in the current
study, we investigate whether higher levels of psychological control during adolescence
interfere later in life with a young adult’s adjustment to the COVID-19 pandemic.

5. COVID-19 in Context

Together, the literature about positivity, future orientation, and coping during community-
wide stressors supports the idea that future-oriented thinking and behaviour can be pro-
tective against symptoms of anxiety and depression. The literature is less clear about
how parental psychological control may impact young adult adjustment. Although the
extant literature on control is clear that higher levels of parental psychological control
are most often associated with maladjustment in youth, the impact of a community-wide
stressor remains to be examined across a diverse sample. To examine these findings in
relation to the COVID-19 pandemic across a range of countries, we utilised data from a
cross-national study of parenting, adolescent risk taking, and young adult competence that
included pre-pandemic data about positivity, future orientation, parental psychological
control, and prior levels of adolescent internalising behaviours. The countries included in
this study—China, Colombia, Italy, Jordan, Kenya, the Philippines, Sweden, Thailand, and
the United States—have had varied experiences with infection rates, government response
in the form of restrictions, school closures, community lockdowns, and vaccine distribution
since the onset of the pandemic. We recognise that the pandemic situation in each country
continues to evolve as new variants, access to vaccines, and other parameters contribute to
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change over time. The information below reflects the situation in each region earlier in the
pandemic closer to the time of data collection.

Southeast Asian countries that were able to limit widespread infection in 2020 were
in the third quarter of 2021 dealing with overburdened health-care systems, a lack of
hospital beds, equipment, and oxygen (Regan 2021). Many countries also reinstated
rigorous lockdowns to slow the spread of the Delta variant of the virus. Thailand and the
Philippines were able to relax tight lockdown requirements after keeping infection counts
low in 2020, but by August 2021 the Philippines had the highest number of COVID-19 cases
in Southeast Asia. In Eastern Asia, China tried to avoid full city lockdowns, but reimposed
considerably tighter social distancing measures and COVID guidelines as the Delta variant
spread throughout more than half of its provinces (Gan 2021).

In Europe, Italy was the first country to experience widespread infection and death
after the initial coronavirus outbreak in China. Italy imposed containment procedures
quickly after the initial 2020 outbreak that helped mitigate the spread of COVID-19
(McCann et al. 2020). Sweden closed secondary—but not primary—schools and universi-
ties, and businesses overall did not experience widespread initial closures (Goodman 2020).
By August 2021, both countries have eased pandemic restrictions greatly despite their dif-
fering initial responses to the pandemic. Sweden continued to ease pandemic restrictions in
August 2021, which has included continually lifting mask recommendations (Fulton 2021).
To date, there has been no community-wide mask mandate. Similarly, Italy has continued
to ease restrictions on mandates and instead of forcing shutdowns is implementing new
measures to try to curb the spread of infection. These measures include a digital COVID-19
vaccination certificate that will be mandatory in Italy’s restaurants and other public spaces
(Bubola 2021).

Countries in the Middle East and Africa that were relatively successful in containing
the spread of COVID-19 by responding strictly and promptly are now repeating their
efforts as cases are on the rise again. In comparison to neighbouring countries, Jordan
initially mostly evaded the COVID-19 pandemic. The Jordanian government enforced
strict restrictions, including mandatory curfews, suspension of international travel, and the
closure of schools and businesses (Santucci 2020). As of August 2021, Jordan’s COVID-19
infection and death rates were increasing (Best 2021). Recommendations to close schools
and workplaces and stay-at home orders were on the rise (Reuters 2021). In response
to the Delta variant, the Western region of Kenya was under lockdown by August of
2021. The Kenyan government reacted quickly in the previous waves of COVID and
continued to do so while also providing consistent messaging and updates to residents
(Mohiddin et al. 2020). As of August 2021, public gatherings and in-person meetings were
suspended countrywide, and Kenya extended its national curfew (Al Jazeera 2021).

The Americas, specifically Colombia and the United States, have been feeling the
devastating effects of COVID-19 and are still battling the disease outbreak. The Colom-
bian government imposed a strict national quarantine and lockdown in response to the
COVID-19 crisis in 2020. Businesses ceased operations, a public mask mandate was issued,
and the state of emergency was extended (Rueda 2021). In August 2021, Colombia was
dealing with the longest COVID-19 wave to date, with intensive care units (ICUs) at 95%
capacity. Despite this, Colombia and other South American countries began to reopen their
economies, though vaccine access remained limited (Lopez-Carr 2021). During August
2021, the COVID-19 outbreak in the United States reached 100,000 new confirmed daily
infections, a record set during the winter surge fuelled by the highly transmissible Delta
variant and low vaccination rates in the southern U.S. states (Spencer and Kennedy 2021).

6. Present Study

This study utilises self-report data from adolescents and young adults and their moth-
ers and fathers over a three-year period in a diverse group of nine countries to assess
associations among COVID-19 personal disruption and perceived increases in internal-
ising symptoms in young adulthood, and whether positivity, future-oriented thoughts
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and behaviour, or parental psychological control during adolescence moderate those re-
lations. In line with prior research during experiences with community-wide stressors,
including natural disasters (Bermudez et al. 2019; Hafstad et al. 2012), 9/11 (Calderoni et al.
2006; Hendricks and Bornstein 2007), and the SARS outbreak (Hawryluck et al. 2004), we
hypothesised that high levels of pandemic-related disruption during young adulthood
would be related to perceived increases in internalising symptoms. Because the litera-
ture identified a gap in our cross-national understanding of how positivity and future
orientation are associated with internalising behaviours during the pandemic, we also
examined whether positivity and future orientation during late adolescence moderated
the disruption–internalising link. We predicted that, across countries, the association be-
tween pandemic-related disruption and increases in internalising behaviour during young
adulthood would be moderated by prior levels of both positivity and future orientation
during adolescence, even when controlling for adolescents’ prior pre-pandemic levels of
internalising symptoms, such that more positivity and higher levels of future orientation
during adolescence would buffer the association between pandemic-related disruption
and increases in internalising symptoms. Further, we predicted that psychological con-
trol imposed by parents during adolescence could impair young adults’ response to the
COVID-19 pandemic and its stressors and would moderate the relation between disruption
and perceived increases in internalising such that higher levels of parental psychological
control during adolescence would be related to a greater perceived increase in internalising
during the pandemic for young adults.

7. Method

7.1. Participants

Participants for this study were 1329 youth at Time 1 (50.4% female) and their mothers
and fathers who were drawn from a larger study (see Lansford et al. 2016 for more informa-
tion). Time 1 data collection occurred over approximately a 13 month period when youth
were, on average, between 16.67 (SD = 0.96) and 17.75 (SD = 1.02) years old. To reduce the
time burden on participants, psychological control, prior level of interalising behaviour and
positivity were collected at age 16, and future orientation was collected at age 17. At Time 2,
which occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, young adults were on average 20.00 years
old (SD = 1.16). Participants were recruited from the following sites: Chongqing, China
(n = 114), Medellín, Colombia (n = 108), Rome and Naples, Italy (n = 213), Zarqa, Jordan
(n = 114), Kisumu, Kenya (n = 100), Manila, Philippines (n = 120), Trollhättan/Vänersborg,
Sweden (n = 129), Chiang Mai, Thailand (n = 120), and Durham, North Carolina, United
States (n = 311). On average, parents had 13.71 years of education (SD = 4.18). Across
countries, schools had been closed for an average of 20.41 weeks (SD = 12.07) due to
pandemic-related lockdowns when young adults completed the COVID measure. Figure 1
shows a timeline of lockdowns and data collection dates for each country.
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Due to rapid data collection endeavours and difficulties with interviewing in person
during the pandemic, data were collected from 810 young adults (60.9%) at age 20 between
late March 2020 and early January 2021. Young adults who participated at age 20 did
not significantly differ from adolescents who participated at age 16 with regard to their
prior levels of internalising behaviours, t(1040) = −1.91, p = 0.055, or their parents’ years of
education, t(1316) = −0.436, p = 0.66. However, participants at age 20 were more likely to
be female than participants who did not provide age 20 data, χ2 (1) = 16.99, p < 0.001.

7.2. Procedures

Prior to beginning interviews in all countries, ethics board review was obtained
through each participating university. To ensure linguistic and construct equivalence of
each measure, translators fluent in English and the target language provided forward-
and backward-translation of items (Erkut 2010). When youth were adolescents, trained
interviewers in each site contacted families to conduct individual interviews in person,
by telephone, by mail, in writing, or via a web-based interview, according to participant
preference. Informed consent was provided by parents until young people reached majority
age and could provide their own consent. Adolescent and parent interviews at Time 1
lasted approximately 60–90 min. At age 20, all sites were experiencing varying restrictions
due to pandemic-related lockdowns, and no in-person interviews could be conducted.
Instead, using telephone, written, or web-based surveys according to participant preference,
interviewers captured a brief assessment of COVID-19-related experiences with a 19-item
questionnaire lasting no more than 5 min. Participants were provided small stipends in
appreciation for their time.

7.3. Measures
7.3.1. Positivity

During adolescence, youth responded to an 8-item Positivity Scale (Caprara et al. 2012).
Each item was scaled from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree to measure how
positively the adolescents felt about themselves and the future. Sample items included, “I
have great faith in the future”, “I feel I have many things to be proud of”, and “I am satisfied
with my life”. A mean score was derived from 8 items, with one item reverse-scored. The
scale had good reliability in our sample (α = 0.84). Previous work established internal
and construct validity, test–retest reliability, and measurement invariance across cultures
(Caprara et al. 2012).

7.3.2. Future Orientation

Adolescent future orientation was measured using 15 items from the Future Orien-
tation Scale (see Steinberg et al. 2009 for psychometrics and full scale). To reduce socially
desirable responding, the measures used formatting originally designed by Harter (1982).
Questions were asked in two parts; first, adolescents chose which statement best described
them, with opposing statements separated by “BUT”, i.e., “Some people like to plan things
out one step at a time, BUT other people like to jump right into things without planning
them out beforehand”. Next, the respondent indicated if the statement they chose was sort
of true for them or really true for them. The result was a 4-point scale ranging from really
true on one side of the statement to really true on the other side of the statement. The full
scaled score was a mean of all 15 items covering time perspective, planning ahead, and
anticipation of future consequences. Reliability in our sample was good (α = 0.78).

7.3.3. Psychological Control

Mothers and fathers reported about the degree to which parents utilised non-coercive
discipline techniques and encouraged adolescents to express autonomy. Eleven items were
adapted from earlier work (Barber 1996; Dornbusch et al. 1985; Patterson and Stouthamer-
Loeber 1984; Rodgers 1966; Silk et al. 2003). Mothers and fathers were asked to respond sep-
arately about the target child; items were scored from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly
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agree. Items included “I say that my child should give in on arguments rather than make
people angry”, and “I tell my child that my ideas are correct and that he/she should not
question them”. Higher scores indicated higher levels of parental psychological control
and lower levels of adolescent autonomy. To reduce the number of models, and because
parent–child dyadic differences were not of primary interest in this study, a mean of mother
and father responses (α = 0.77) was created. Psychometrics of the original factor structure
across multiple contexts are reported elsewhere (Steinberg et al. 1991).

7.3.4. Experiences during COVID-19

At age 20, young adults completed Experiences with COVID-19, a measure designed
to provide a quick assessment of perceived changes in psychosocial functioning, inter-
personal relationships, attitudes, and behaviours related to pandemic restrictions, and
other personal experiences with the pandemic; the development of this measure based on
other community-wide disasters and stressors is described elsewhere (Skinner et al. 2021).
Depending on the site, young adults completed this measure between late March of 2020
and early January of 2021.

COVID-19 disruption. Young adults were asked to rate their own personal experience
with disruption due to the pandemic on a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 = not at all disruptive
and 10 = extremely disruptive. Respondents were asked to consider changes in schooling,
family, work, and other routines within a single item, to capture a generalised feeling of
overall disruption. More detail about the source of the stressor (e.g., work vs. school) may
be useful in other studies, but our main area of concern was overall disruption and its
possible association with adjustment. Thus, brevity in survey administration time was
prioritised in keeping to a single item.

Perceived increases in internalising behaviour. Young adults responded to two items
assessing their perceptions about increases in their own feelings of anxiety and depression
“now as compared to before the outbreak of COVID-19 in your community”. Self-reported
perceptions of changes in internalising symptoms have been shown to be correlated with
more objective measures of anxiety and depression (Zimmerman et al. 2004). An average
score between two items (r = 0.53, p < 0.01) was created from “I feel more anxious now
than I did before the outbreak” and “I feel more depressed now than I did before the
outbreak”. Respondents reported on a four-point scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to
4 = strongly agree. Higher means indicated self-reported perceived increases in internalising
behaviour at the time of interview compared to before pandemic onset. These 2 perceived
changes in internalising items have been utilised by other research teams examining mental
health during the pandemic (e.g., Davidson et al. 2020; Kapetanovic et al. 2021).

7.3.5. Covariates

Using the Achenbach Youth Self-Report of the Child Behaviour Checklist (Achenbach 1991),
we controlled for prior levels of internalising behaviour measured at age 16 using the 29
internalising items. Additionally, we controlled for the number of weeks that had elapsed
since the onset of the pandemic in each site, which ranged from 1 to 40 weeks across
all respondents, as this may impact perceptions of disruption in each location. We also
controlled for highest level of education reached by either parent (as a proxy for SES) and
adolescent gender.

7.4. Statistical Analysis

All preliminary analyses, including descriptive statistics and Pearson’s correlations,
were conducted in SPSS Version 23.0. MPlus Version 8.4 (Muthén and Muthén 2017) was
used for all further analyses. Missing data were handled via full information maximum
likelihood estimation because it uses all available information to estimate each model
parameter, thus making it an appropriate choice if the data are either MAR or MCAR
(Kelloway 2014; Schafer and Graham 2002). All variables were standardised before further
analyses. Figure 2 displays the statistical model. A multigroup structural equation model,
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with countries presenting nine different groups, was conducted to examine our research
questions. Because the groups are not nationally representative, we do not have specific
hypotheses about how each country may differ in response to the pandemic, but we are
able to identify those countries whose slopes and intercepts differed from the others. The
model included the association between pandemic-related disruption and changes in youth
internalising behaviours as well as all control variables (parents’ level of education, weeks
since the pandemic began, adolescent gender, and prior levels of internalising behaviours),
and the moderators positivity, future orientation, and psychological control. To test the
interaction between disruption and positivity, future orientation, or psychological control,
three subsequent analytical models were run that included the respective interaction
term and the other potential moderators as predictors. The model constrained the path
coefficients to be equal across countries but allowed the intercepts, covariances, and residual
variances to vary by country. Sample sizes, means, and correlations of all study variables
are presented in Table 1.

Figure 2. Statistical Model.

Model fit was assessed with four fit indices: (1) the comparative fit index (CFI), (2) the
Tucker–Lewis index (TLI), (3) the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and
(4) the standardised root mean square residual (SRMR). These multiple fit indices were
used because they examine different types of model fit and, when used together, provide
a more reliable assessment (Brown 2006). Recommended guidelines for each model fit
index were used: CFI/TLI > 0.95, RMSEA < 0.06, and SRMR < 0.08 represented good fit
(Kline 2005). When the model did not fit the data well, country-specific coefficients were
released based on modification indices and theoretical meaningfulness until good model fit
was achieved. A p-value ≤ 0.05 was used to make inferences about statistical significance.
To interpret effect sizes of all estimates, guidelines by Cohen (1992) were used. Values of
0.10 are considered a small effect, values of 0.30 are considered a medium effect, and values
of 0.50 or more are considered a large effect. We created the interaction plots by graphing 1
SD above the mean of the moderator and 1 SD below the mean.
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8. Results

8.1. Main and Moderation Effects

On average, positivity and future orientation were high across all participants. Inter-
nalising behaviours during adolescence were strongly negatively correlated with positivity
during adolescence, and moderately correlated with perceived increases in internalising
behaviours during young adulthood. Positivity and future orientation during adolescence
showed a small correlation. Both positivity and future orientation showed small correla-
tions with personal disruption during young adulthood. Parental psychological control
and positivity were weakly correlated.

Model fit statistics suggested good fit of all models (Table 2). Parameter estimates of
both models can be found in Table 2.

Table 2. FIML Multiple Group Model Results.

Main Model
Moderation by

Positivity

Moderation by
Future

Orientation

Moderation by
Parental

Psycholological
Control

Variables
Increases in Internalising Behaviours

b (SE)

Child gender −0.48 (0.07) ** −0.50 (0.07) ** −0.44 (0.07) ** −0.49 (0.07) **
Parents’ education 0.07 (0.034) * 0.07 (0.03) * 0.07 (0.03) * 0.07 (0.03) **

Weeks since pandemic began −0.01 (0.06) −0.01 (0.06) −0.01 (0.06) −0.01 (0.06)
Pandemic disruption 0.27 (0.03) ** 0.28 (0.03) ** 0.26 (0.03) ** 0.27 (0.03) **

Adolescent internalising 0.16 (0.04) ** 0.15 (0.04) ** 0.16 (0.04) ** 0.16 (0.04) **
Positivity 0.12 (0.046) * 0.10 (0.47) * 0.12 (0.05) * 0.13 (0.05) *

Future orientation 0.01 (0.04) −0.01 (0.03) −0.02 (0.03) −0.01 (0.03)
Psychological control −0.02 (0.04) 0.00 (0.04) −0.01 (0.04) −0.02 (0.04)

Positivity × pandemic disruption - −0.09 (0.03) * - -
Future orientation × pandemic disruption - - −0.07 (0.03) * -

Psychological control × pandemic disruption - - - −0.07 (0.03) *
Country-Specific Coefficients

Kenya—child gender 0.17 (0.20) 0.14 (0.20) 0.13 (0.20) 0.16 (0.20)
Thailand—child gender −0.02 (0.18) −0.03 (0.18) - −0.02 (0.18)

Italy—positivity −0.17 (0.07) * −0.19 (0.07) * −0.17 (0.08) * −0.17 (0.07) *
Kenya—positivity 0.12 (0.05) * - - -

US—positivity −0.12 (0.07) −0.10 (0.07) −0.12 (0.07) −0.11 (0.07)
Colombia—future orientation −0.25 (0.10) * - - -

Jordan—weeks since pandemic began 0.72 (0.23) * 0.71 (0.23) * 0.72 (0.23) * 0.71 (0.23) *
Model Fit Statistics

Chi-square test (degrees of freedom), p-value 66.59 (58), 0.2 75.71 (67), 0.22 79.27 (68), 0.16 78.48 (67), 0.15
CFI/TLI 0.96/0.95 0.96/0.95 0.96/0.94 0.95/0.93
RMSEA 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.03
SRMR 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.03

Note. B = Standardised coefficient. CFI = the comparative fit index; TLI = the Tucker–Lewis index; RMSEA = the
root mean square error of approximation; SRMR = standardised root mean square residual. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01.

8.1.1. Perceived Increases in Internalising Behaviours

Significant positive associations were found between the experience of disruption due
to COVID-19 and perceived increases in internalising behaviours for adolescents across all
countries. Higher levels of experienced disruption due to COVID-19 were thus related to
higher perceived increases in internalising behaviours in young adults (b = 0.27; SE = 0.03,
p < 0.01).

8.1.2. Positivity

Positivity during adolescence was significantly related to perceived increases in inter-
nalising behaviours in young adults across all countries except Italy (b = 0.12; SE = 0.046,
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p < 0.05). For adolescents in Italy, more positive views about life were negatively associated
with perceived increases in internalising behaviours (b = −0.17, SE = 0.07, p < 0.05).

There was consistent evidence across countries that the relation between experienced
disruption due to COVID-19 and perceived increases in internalising behaviours in young
adults was moderated by adolescents’ positivity (see Figure 3). Higher levels of personal
disruption due to the pandemic were associated with greater perceived increases in inter-
nalising behaviours among adolescents who had less positive views about life (b = −0.09,
SE = 0.03, p < 0.05). This association had a small effect size (Cohen 1992). High levels
of positivity during late adolescence may thus have a protective role in the association
between disruption due to COVID-19 and perceived increases in internalising behaviours
in young adults.
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Figure 3. Moderation by Positivity.

8.1.3. Future Orientation

Across all countries, adolescent future orientation during adolescence was not signifi-
cantly related to perceived increases in internalising behaviours in young adults at age 20.
However, there was consistent evidence across countries that the relation between expe-
rienced disruption due to COVID-19 and perceived increases in internalising behaviours
in young adults was moderated by adolescents’ future orientation (see Figure 4). Greater
personal disruption was associated with greater perceived increases in internalising be-
haviours among young adults who reported lower levels of future orientation (b = 0.07,
SE = 0.03, p < 0.05). Use of more future-oriented thoughts and behaviours such as planning
ahead during adolescence may thus have a protective role in the association between
disruption due to COVID-19 and perceived increases in internalising behaviours in young
adults. This association had a small effect size (Cohen 1992).
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Figure 4. Moderation by Future Orientation.

8.1.4. Parental Psychological Control

Across all countries, parental psychological control was not significantly related to
perceived increases in internalising behaviours in young adults at age 20. However, across
all countries, the relation between experienced disruption due to COVID-19 and perceived
increases in internalising behaviours in young adults was moderated by parental psycholog-
ical control during adolescence (see Figure 5). Greater personal disruption was associated
with greater perceived increases in internalising behaviours among young adults who
had lower levels of parental psychological control during adolescence (b = 0.07, SE = 0.03,
p < 0.05). Higher levels of parental psychological control during adolescence may thus have
a protective role in the association between disruption due to COVID-19 and perceived
increases in internalising behaviours in young adults. This association also had a small
effect size (Cohen 1992).
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Figure 5. Moderation by Parental Psychological Control.
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9. Discussion

This study examined the relation between COVID-19 personal disruption during the
pandemic and perceived increases in young adults’ internalising symptoms, capitalising on
a nine-country study in which pre-pandemic levels of internalising symptoms, positivity,
future orientation, and parental psychological control during adolescence could be studied.
Because the pandemic disrupted major developmental opportunities for growth, the young
adult population is particularly compelling to study. In our sample, 52% of young adults
reported their anxiety had increased as compared to before the pandemic, and 35% reported
increases in depression, further highlighting the need to learn more about ways to dampen
such impacts in future crises. This finding is in line with prior research during the COVID-
19 pandemic showing the young adult population is especially vulnerable; although clinical
levels of internalising symptoms were higher than national averages among young adults
even before the pandemic began, significant increases were reported by young adults as
early as 1–2 months after the pandemic began (Lee et al. 2020).

Our first hypothesis, that higher levels of self-reported disruption would be associated
with perceived increases in internalising behaviour as compared to before the pandemic,
was supported, with a 1 SD increase in the level of disruption associated with a 0.27 SD
perceived increase in internalising symptoms. Increases in anxiety and depression among
the young adult population, especially during times where access to leisure activities, social
support, and medical and mental health services are reduced, are of concern because of
their potential to impact future well-being, engagement in work and leisure activities, and
physical health (Masten 2021; Masten and Motti-Stefanidi 2020).

With one exception in one country (Italy), adolescent positivity was associated with
perceived increases in internalising behaviours during the pandemic, but no significant
direct relations were found between adolescent future-orientation or parental psycholog-
ical control and perceived increases in young adult internalising. Consistent with our
hypotheses, positivity and future orientation during adolescence moderated the relation
between pandemic disruption and perceived increases in internalising behaviour, suggest-
ing a protective effect of future-oriented thinking and behaviour. McElroy et al. (2020)
distinguished between two types of anxiety that arose due to the pandemic: disease anxiety
and consequence anxiety. They found that, while some people (e.g., at-risk groups with
physical health conditions) were worried about the disease itself, older adolescents and
young adults were most concerned about the consequences of the pandemic. As such,
this study shows that increases in internalising symptoms among young adults may be
associated with pandemic-related factors related to long-term consequences for their future,
such as educational and economic disruptions (Ahmed et al. 2020; McElroy et al. 2020).

Surprisingly, and contrary to our hypothesis, higher levels of psychological control
during adolescence also served a buffering role between pandemic-related disruption
and perceived increases in internalising behaviours. Although parental psychological
control is consistently linked to higher levels of maladjustment for children, we speculate
that the nature of the pandemic played a role in this unusual finding. The literature on
community-wide stressors such as natural disasters and long-standing political violence
provides some clues to why control may serve a protective role in its possible provisions
of emotional security (see Cummings et al. 2010). During circumstances where multiple
ecosystem levels are disrupted, and where physical and emotional health and well-being are
threatened, young adults who might otherwise be disempowered by high levels of parental
psychological control may instead—in these unusual circumstances—find predictability
and consistency in a more controlling parent–child relationship.

The development of resiliency among young adults during the pandemic may come
via several pathways. Parents can play a key role during childhood and adolescence to help
buffer the negative impact of future community-wide stressors or other disruptive events
in young adult lives. Through parent–child interaction, modelling interests and goals, and
verbalising future-oriented thinking and optimism about personal goals and education
(Kerpelman et al. 2008), parents set normative standards that can be adopted by adolescents
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in their thoughts and behaviours (Nurmi 1991). Some aspects of parental control may also
serve a protective role during the pandemic. In one study with Dutch adolescents and
their parents, the authors found that although youth reported an increase in rules set by
parents during the pandemic and a temporary decrease in autonomy, most youth reported
they felt these additional restrictions were legitimate and warranted (Bülow et al. 2021).
Thus, if parents and young adults resided together during the pandemic and similar or
even higher levels of control compared to before the pandemic were present, young adults
may have understood these parenting behaviours to be protective. Further, given that the
relation between psychological control and depressive symptoms is stronger for those with
poor sadness regulation (Cui et al. 2014), it is possible the pandemic may have provided an
opportunity for families to engage in more positive family interactions during the pandemic
(see Bülow et al. 2021). If positive family interactions provided a way to increase emotion
regulation skills among young adults, this could account for the diminished impact of
psychological control on adjustment, which is typically maladaptive.

The literature on adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) also informs our under-
standing of other ways in which resilience may be developed as the impact of ACEs on
biological, epigenetic, and psychosocial outcomes is realised (Anda et al. 2006; Merrick
et al. 2017). The literature on ACEs suggests an ecological systems approach, as families
and communities must be provided the skills, resources and support to overcome adversity
(Rosanbalm et al. 2020). Empirically informed approaches to public policy and treatment
practices (see, e.g., Blair et al. 2019) can improve outcomes for families and conserve limited
resources.

9.1. Strengths and Limitations

The findings from this study should be interpreted in the context of several strengths
and limitations to guide future research. Although this study included only self-report data,
which is somewhat limiting in scope due to possible reporter bias, both pre-pandemic and
pandemic data were utilised, and prior levels of internalising behaviours were controlled
to rule out the possibility that increases in internalising behaviours were experienced only
by those who were already experiencing symptoms of anxiety and depression before pan-
demic onset. Reporting about positivity is also best performed by adolescents themselves,
as outside observers are not reliable reporters of thoughts and experiences of optimism
(Caprara et al. 2019). Second, this study also included a measure not just of optimism and
positive thinking (positivity), but of behaviours associated with planning, time perspective,
and anticipation of future consequences (future orientation), which signals behavioural
changes that can accompany positive thoughts and views about the future. Parents’ reports
about their own positivity and future orientation or child reports about their perceptions of
their parents’ behaviour would strengthen the argument that parents are able to influence
their adolescents’ experiences with future-oriented thoughts and behaviour, especially dur-
ing times of stress. Because our measure of disruption included a single item, we are only
able to base our conclusions on how well an overall feeling of disruption predicts perceived
changes in internalising behaviour and are not able to distinguish if these relations were
due to disruptions in different areas, such as school, home, work, or social interaction. It is
also possible that the time elapsed between community school closures and data collection
may impact individual perceptions of disruption. For example, individuals who responded
to the survey shortly into lockdowns may perceive disruption and increases in internalising
to a lesser to degree than those who completed the survey after a few months of closures.
However, we included a control variable of “weeks since the pandemic began” to minimise
the possibility of spurious relations between the predictor and outcome. Because parental
psychological control was measured during adolescence rather than concurrently with
measures of pandemic disruption and perceived increases in internalising behaviours,
we cannot be sure that psychological control has the same protective association were it
to occur within the time period of the community-wide stressor. Indeed, psychological
control typically has a negative impact on adjustment. Thus, a concurrent measure of all
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three moderators would inform our understanding not only of how parenting behaviours
and youth perceptions change over time, but also whether the associations among the
moderators we measured and the disruption–internalising link persist within a single time
point during young adulthood. Finally, future work that pairs self-report measures of
future orientation with observable behavioural measures of planning would add to the
richness of the data.

9.2. Relevance for Parenting and Parent–Child Relationships in the 21st Century

Parents and children in the 21st century face a range of community-wide stressors
with unclear solutions. Climate change, sectarian violence, and economic volatility, to
name a few, promise to influence development around the world. Although uncertainty
about the security of future events can increase parental stress and negatively impact
parenting, exposure to some stressors can also contribute to resilience in children as parents
try to restore a sense of “normality” (Prime et al. 2020) and emotional security. Resilience
literature (see Masten 2015) emphasises several important applicable concepts. First, co-
occurring stressors will disproportionately impact low-income countries and families. Thus,
family and organisational supports are especially needed in already at-risk communities
in order to shore up resources for additional community-wide stressors. Second, part of
the distinction between maladjustment and resilience when facing stressors may lie in
parents’ ability to engage youth in recovery planning, foster feelings of self-efficacy, and
establish hope for the future (Masten and Motti-Stefanidi 2020). Recent research supports
the idea that parental focus on future orientation can help buffer the impact of negative life
events across a variety of settings. In a longitudinal study with adolescents in the United
States, for example, parental involvement in activities of middle adolescence and parental
advice about the future predicted adolescent positive adjustment and occupational goals
two years later (Lee and Yu 2017).

Child development theories offer several explanations for how parenting may impact
children’s future-oriented thinking and behaviour. For example, Seginer’s (2008) work with
children exposed to political violence showed that children need exposure to challenges to
develop resilience and that the development of hope is an important mediator in the link
between challenge/resilience and future orientation (see also Zoellner and Maercker 2006).
Further, research with youth exposed to community and political violence highlights
that adolescents may be more vulnerable to psychological effects of stress exposure than
younger children (Shaw 2003). Parenting is one resource for reducing adverse impacts on
children’s social-emotional development (Perrin et al. 2016), and although the similarities
between the COVID-19 pandemic and exposure to other community-wide stressors are
yet to be confirmed, this study suggests that, if future orientation and positivity can be
shaped by parents, parent–child relationships during adolescence could play a role in
buffering the impact of life disruption into young adulthood. The resilience literature on
ACEs (see Section 9, above) also supports the idea that efforts to improve outcomes for
families facing threats to psychological and psychosocial health are best implemented from
an empirically driven, community focused (e.g., schools, health service providers, and
government) coordinated effort.

This study also provided new information about the role that parental psychological
control may play in adjustment of young adults during a community-wide stressor. Though
more research is needed to unpack which aspects and to what degree psychological control
may serve a protective role during exposure to widespread threats to health and safety, the
21st century is ripe with opportunities for study. Researchers can use technology to gather
more detailed information about daily fluctuations in the parent–child relationship and
in youth responses to stressors, by using ecological momentary assessment or conducting
studies of social media use.
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10. Conclusions

This study demonstrated that across a wide range of sites in nine countries, with vary-
ing experiences and responses to the pandemic, adolescent positivity, future orientation,
and parental psychological control during adolescence moderated the relation between
disruption due to the COVID-19 pandemic and perceived increases in internalising symp-
toms several years later. Consistently across sites, we found that higher levels of adolescent
positivity and future orientation may protect young adults from stronger relations between
disruption and symptoms of depression and anxiety compared to young adults with com-
paratively lower adolescent levels of positivity and future orientation. Similarly, in contrast
with prior research, we also found evidence that parental psychological control during
adolescence may have provided some stability and predictability necessary to buffer the
relation between pandemic disruption and young adults’ perceived increases in internalis-
ing symptoms. As the third and fourth decades of the 21st century may include continued
disruptions to typical developmental trajectories, these findings inform our understand-
ing of associations among long-studied psychological constructs during community-wide
stressful experiences.
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Abstract: Racial-ethnic socialization is a process where parents pass beliefs and behaviors to their
children, including critical reflections on race and racism. Currently, it is not well known across
racial/ethnic groups in the U.S how parents’ socialization competency (confidence, skills, and stress
surrounding the delivery of racial-ethnic socialization) coalesces with the frequency with which
they deliver different types of socialization messages (socialization content). The current study
utilizes latent profile analysis to examine racial-ethnic socialization content and competency patterns
among 203 Black, 194 Latinx, and 188 Asian American parents (n = 585, Mage = 44.46, SD = 9.14,
59.70% mothers) with children 10–18 years old (Mage = 14.30, SD = 2.49, 50.3% female). Furthermore,
we relate profiles to sociodemographic and relevant factors posited to impact socialization compe-
tency and content delivery, namely, discrimination and critical consciousness dimensions (reflection,
motivation, action). We observed three parental profiles: Less Prepared Stressed Low Frequency
(LPSLF; n = 285), Prepared Low Stress Frequent (PLSF; n = 204), and Prepared Stressed Frequent
(PSF; n = 96) socializers. Profile differences emerged on parental and youth sociodemographic factors,
lifetime discrimination exposure, and each parental critical consciousness dimension. This study lays
a foundation for the combined study of racial-ethnic socialization competence and content in diverse
groups, a practice crucial to understanding 21st century parenting.

Keywords: racial-ethnic socialization; critical consciousness; competency; latent profile analysis

1. Introduction

Parental racial-ethnic socialization (RES) refers to the explicit and implicit beliefs and
behaviors parents communicate to children to help them better understand the meaning
and importance of their racial-ethnic group membership and the nature of racism and
discrimination in their society (Hughes et al. 2016a). Researchers have demonstrated that
this form of communication is key in helping youth thrive in the face of racial-ethnic
discrimination (Hughes et al. 2006; Neblett et al. 2012). RES has also been shown to be
a unique strategy to contend with race-related stress for parenting children of color (see
Anderson et al. 2018). While RES has always been an important task for parents of color,
the need for effective RES has become even more important due to increased racial tensions
since the 2016 United States presidential election (Miller and Werner-Winslow 2016), the
parallel pandemics of COVID-19 and racism (Anderson et al. 2021), and an increasing
recognition of racism as a significant public health crisis (Vestal 2020). RES has been shown

177



Soc. Sci. 2022, 11, 88

to protect youth against the deleterious outcomes of race-related stress and trauma (Hughes
et al. 2016a), making it an important source of resilience in need of further study, particularly
in these trying times. Traditional ways of measuring RES have tended to focus on the
content of messages—more specifically, how frequently different types of RES (e.g., cultural
socialization/pride, preparation for bias, etc.; Hughes et al. 2006) were communicated to
children1. However, research on RES is beginning to evolve, and researchers are starting
to explore how parents’ perceived RES competency, or their perceived confidence, skills,
and stress levels surrounding the delivery of frequent RES content (Anderson et al. 2020),
impacts their and their child’s psychosocial and identity-related outcomes.

While research on both RES content (see Umaña-Taylor and Hill 2020 for detailed
review) and competency has grown, less is known about how parents’ RES competency
corresponds with RES content outside of Black families (see Jones et al. 2021). To optimally
support parents raising their children in the unique, increasingly racialized context of the
early 21st century U.S., it is first necessary to identify what patterns of socialization content
and competency parents of color are displaying, as well as illustrate some of the racial
factors, such as parental racial discrimination exposure and critical consciousness, that
might be associated with these patterns. Thus, the current study employs latent profile
analysis to examine constellations of socialization competency and content in a large sample
of Black, Latinx, and Asian American parents of adolescents.

1.1. The Generational Progression of Research on Racial-Ethnic Socialization

As the body of research on RES has evolved over the last four decades, the study
of RES may be broken into distinct generations, or paradigms of how to study RES and
what aspects of it to study; the shift to studying RES competency marks the beginning
of the third generation of RES research. More specifically, the first generation of RES
research was characterized by observational research trying to define and conceptualize
the construct (e.g., Bowman and Caldwell 1985; Peters 1985). Next came the second
generation, where scholars attempted to examine the frequency of RES messaging, as well
as its predictors and consequences (e.g., Hughes and Johnson 2001; Neblett et al. 2009;
Stevenson 1994). Now is the beginning of the third generation, where scholars are beginning
to focus on applied practice and interventions to facilitate effective RES (e.g., Anderson
et al. 2018; Coard et al. 2007; Stevenson 2002) and focus on parental RES competency (e.g.,
Anderson et al. 2020; Anderson et al. 2021; Anderson and Stevenson 2019) specifically as an
intervention target with downstream benefits for family functioning and resilience in the
face of discrimination. In this way, the construct—much like the practice—has developed
through multiple generations.

In light of this expansion, and with an understanding of how subsequent generations
of research evolve from prior generations (see Driscoll et al. 2008, for example, in the
acculturation literature), it is important to note the advancements made in recent years
while honoring the contribution of early RES findings. For example, while racial discrimi-
nation has been a construct often paired with RES (see Knight et al. 1993; Stevenson 1994
for 20th century examples with Latinx and Black populations, respectively), it is in this
21st century that parenting in the context of a 24 h news cycle, personal streaming devices,
and lockdown policies has made conversations about race and racism ubiquitous. Discrim-
ination has also increased rapidly towards various racial and ethnic groups given unique
experiences facing certain groups (e.g., excessive force used by police, forced parent–child
separation at the U.S. border, being blamed for the spread of COVID-19). Furthermore,
in line with an increasing trend of scholars who are examining how an understanding of
systemic inequalities (e.g., critical consciousness; Watts et al. 2011) impacts developmental
processes in children, parental critical consciousness may also have an important role to
play in their provision of RES and, ultimately, their children’s reception of this communica-
tion. Additionally, 21st century advances in technology have resulted in increased chances
to observe examples of structural racial inequalities, which may necessitate subsequent
RES from parents (e.g., Thomas and Blackmon 2015). As such, it is of great importance to
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understand the patterns of RES content and competency exhibited by parents of color in
the 21st century as well as the factors influencing those patterns.

1.2. RES in Families of Color

RES has typically been characterized by its content, and this content has generally
fallen into four categories: cultural socialization, preparation for bias, promotion of mis-
trust, and egalitarian messages (Hughes et al. 2006; Umaña-Taylor and Hill 2020). Cultural
socialization—frequently referred to as “pride socialization”—is a category of RES that
focuses on supporting racial-ethnic pride by teaching the history, customs, values, and
traditions associated with the family’s racial or ethnic group. “Preparation for bias mes-
sages” refer to a category of messages that warn youth about potential experiences of
racial-ethnic discrimination and provide coping strategies to deal with these harmful ex-
periences (Hughes et al. 2006). “Promotion of mistrust” messages warn youth to avoid
other racial-ethnic groups due to potential discrimination but, unlike preparation for bias
messages, are devoid of advice on ways to cope with discrimination. Finally, “egalitarian
messages” emphasize racial-ethnic equality. Unlike the other categories of messages, these
can have either a positive or negative valence; some egalitarian messages can focus on
celebrating diversity and the gains of cultural pluralism while others can minimize and
downplay the role of race in society (Juang et al. 2016).

1.2.1. RES Content Profiles

Person-centered analyses are powerful analytical tools that facilitate the investigation
of RES content, as well as its predictors, correlates, and consequences. Person-centered
analyses ‘uncover’ groups of individuals latent within the data that are similar to each
other and different from other groups on key variables of interest (von Eye and Bogat 2006),
such as patterns of how frequently different types of RES content are communicated to
children. Person-centered analyses also allow for the assessment of how relevant factors,
such as discrimination, critical consciousness, and sociodemographic variables, relate to
profiles. Given their high degree of flexibility, and consideration of the whole person,
person-centered approaches have been touted as critical in stimulating strengths-based
research in populations of color and in identifying complex patterns of RES content (Neblett
et al. 2016). Across past studies of RES content, three to five profiles often emerge, with a
large profile providing frequent and varied RES messages (e.g., cultural socialization and
preparation for bias, self-worth) and smaller profiles delivering RES messages with lower
and more moderate frequencies. In these smaller profiles, parents across studies tend to
display a pattern focused primarily on more negative messages and a pattern by which
relatively less engaged parents provided significantly fewer overall RES messages (Ayón
et al. 2019; Caughy et al. 2011; Cooper et al. 2015b; White-Johnson et al. 2010). Saleem
et al.’s (2020) person-centered study provides a notable but rare exception to this trend,
with the largest group providing a low frequency of RES messages.

1.2.2. Factors Associated with RES Content

In addition to research increasingly using person-centered approaches illustrating
patterns of RES content, a growing body of research on RES content (i.e., research of the
2nd generation) has used variable and person-centered approaches to examine the factors
associated with the provision of different types and patterns of RES messaging. This
research has primarily focused on how sociodemographic factors and parents’ experiences
of discrimination have impacted how frequently parents communicate different types of
RES messages. For example, higher parental socioeconomic status has been associated with
more varied, frequent messages (White-Johnson et al. 2010). The impact of child gender on
RES content is unclear, with some Black families showing that boys receive more promotion
of mistrust and preparation for bias messages (Caughy et al. 2011), while others finding
that boys receive less RES across content areas (Cooper et al. 2015a). Child age may play
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a role, as Latinx parents have been shown to provide more RES to older children than
younger children (Ayón et al. 2019).

Parental experiences of discrimination are also relevant to their RES practices. For
example, RES content profiles characterized by greater number and variability in messages
tended to have parents who reported greater racial pride, higher racial centrality, and
more racial-ethnic discrimination relative to profiles with parents who delivered fewer
RES messages (e.g., Cooper et al. 2015b; White-Johnson et al. 2010). Further, parents
who experience more discrimination as their children enter later adolescence change their
constellation of messages to increase both cultural socialization and preparation for bias
(Saleem et al. 2020). These findings are supported by Priest et al.’s (2014) review of the
RES literature, in which four studies of Black parents indicated that past experiences of
discrimination influenced the RES parents administered to their children.

1.2.3. The Need to Examine Critical Consciousness in the Context of Parental RES

In addition to their interpersonal experiences of racial discrimination, parents’ aware-
ness and response to structural inequality likely also influence their RES practices. This
intersection has been understudied in the literature but may be crucial in understanding
parents’ RES practices. Critical consciousness describes a person’s understanding of so-
cietal inequalities (critical reflection), motivation to combat these inequalities (political
efficacy), and actual action aimed at dismantling inequality (critical action; Diemer et al.
2020). Recent theoretical work suggests that parents’ structural analysis of racial inequity
and efficacy may serve as a foundation for parental practices that protect their children
from the adverse effects of racial bias (Marchand et al. 2019). Yet, for the most part, research
on RES and critical consciousness has focused on elucidating the role of RES content in
cultivating youth’s critical consciousness, underscoring the interlocking processes of RES
content delivery and critical consciousness (Anyiwo et al. 2018; Anyiwo et al. Forthcoming;
Bañales et al. 2020). Despite this promising work, limited research has considered the
relation between parents’ understanding of and resisting inequality and the delivery of RES
messages. Qualitative studies on RES practices have found that parents use their under-
standing of the systemic nature of racial inequalities in the legal system and within society
(e.g., critical reflection) to explain to their children the unjust deaths of unarmed Black boys
at the hands of police officers (Thomas and Blackmon 2015; Threlfall 2018). This suggests
that parents with a greater understanding of social inequalities are using that understand-
ing to inform the delivery of RES messages that help youth recognize stressors as racialized,
whether they are systemic (i.e., requiring critical reflection) or interpersonal; in this context,
these parents’ RES is likely geared towards helping their children to effectively cope with
future discriminatory events (Anderson and Stevenson 2019). Furthermore, parents may
draw on their activism in racial justice movements to inform RES practice, equipping their
youth with models of how to counter racism (Watts 2018). While the associations between
parental critical consciousness and RES content have not been explored quantitatively, this
previously cited qualitative and theoretical work suggests that parental understanding of
societal inequalities, motivation to correct inequalities, and activism to dismantle unequal
systems may be related to RES message frequency. Ultimately, far more work is needed to
understand how parents’ critical consciousness dimensions have differential influences on
parents’ RES practices. Despite their utility, all the aforementioned studies have focused
exclusively on identifying predictors and correlates of RES content. As such, not only is
there little known about parents’ RES competency, even less is known about the intersection
between content with competency and whether predictors of RES content also play a role
in parents’ RES competency.

1.3. The Evolution of RES through a Focus on Competency

Although RES constitutes an important parenting skill for parents of color, less under-
stood is parental RES competence, or parents’ stress around RES combined with whether
parents feel they have the confidence and skills that make them prepared to deliver RES
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messages (Anderson et al. 2020). In the Racial Encounter Coping Appraisal and Socializa-
tion Theory (RECAST; Anderson and Stevenson 2019; Stevenson 2014), the authors center
parental competency as necessary to facilitate effective parent–child RES conversations that
result in youth developing coping self-efficacy and, ultimately, expanded coping skills to
deal with discrimination.

1.3.1. What Comprises RES Competency?

RES competency comprises parents’ stress levels, perceived skills, and perceived
confidence surrounding the communication of RES content (Anderson et al. 2020). RES
conversations can be stressful for parents due to their own experiences of discrimination,
emotional arousal, and difficulty in discussing these topics in developmentally appropriate
ways (Anderson et al. 2018; Coard et al. 2004; Stein et al. 2021). This stress may impede
parents’ ability to frequently deliver an array of RES messages—especially those focused
on preparation for bias and coping with discrimination (Anderson and Stevenson 2019;
Ayón 2016). Beyond stress, RES competency also requires a preparedness to deliver RES
messages—potentially in spite of the stress these messages incite in parents. We concep-
tualize preparedness as a sub-dimension of competency that includes parents’ perceived
confidence and skills. Even if parents can frequently communicate RES content to their
children in an effective way, true RES competence would involve a high level of confidence
and skills (i.e., high preparedness to do RES) combined with lower levels of stress—again,
as stress may impair one’s confidence and the skill with which one delivers RES content.

1.3.2. Why Does RES Competency Matter?

In addition to RES content, or the frequency with which parents communicate different
types of RES messages, RES competency is important to study because of its potential
associations with important youth outcomes. The body of work on RES competency is
small but quickly growing. For instance, Anderson et al. (2021) found that in a variable-
centered study that higher levels of RES competence, as measured by greater confidence
and skills and lower stress, mitigated the harmful link between parental discrimination,
parental racial worries, and child psychosocial outcomes in Black families. Stated differently,
parents who faced discrimination experienced more worries about them and their children
experiencing discrimination, and these parental worries were associated with worse mental
health in their children; however, this relation between parental worries and youth’s
functioning was weaker for those high in RES competency (Anderson et al. 2021). Parental
RES competency, therefore, may be important not only in its relations to the communication
of RES content, but it may also have the ability to disrupt intergenerational pathways by
which parents’ discrimination experiences and worries about racial issues are associated
with mental health symptomatology in their children. This is consistent with the RECAST
model (Anderson and Stevenson 2019), which asserts that RES content communicated
after a stressful racial encounter has the potential to mitigate the negative impacts of this
encounter on youth outcomes if parents have adequate levels of RES competency (high
confidence, high skills, moderate to low stress) in socializing their children in response
to this negative encounter. Exposure to numerous examples of racial-ethnic inequality is
ever-present in 21st century U.S. society. Therefore, a greater understanding now of RES
competency and RES content may ultimately help us intervene to disrupt some of the
negative cascading and intergenerational impacts of discrimination.

1.3.3. A Person-Centered Approach to RES Competency

Only one study thus far has applied person-centered analyses—which again have
the potential to advance our understanding of RES competency and RES content and
advance equity, social justice, and research on populations of color (Neblett et al. 2016)—
in the context of RES content and competency. In this sole, highly informative study,
Jones et al. (2021) used a person-centered approach to determine the patterns of RES
content and competence in a sample of Black caregivers and what parental factors were
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associated with these patterns. Three profiles were identified: competent parents who
provided frequent and multifaceted RES messages (Multifaceted and More Competent),
moderately competent parents who were less engaged in RES content delivery (Unengaged
and Moderately Competent), and stressed parents who delivered negative RES content
messages (NLCS; Less Competent and Stressed). Multifaceted and More Competent parents
were more likely to be older and have older children relative to Less Competent and Stressed
parents, likely building competence with delivery of RES messages with time. Their
Black identity was also seen more positively and as more central to their overall identity
relative to Less Competent and Stressed parents. In terms of discrimination, Unengaged
and Moderately Competent parents reported less racial discrimination relative to Less
Competent and Stressed parents, suggesting that fewer discriminatory experiences may
surprisingly be an impetus for the delivery of more negative RES messages that disparage
one’s own group. These studies highlight that whether parents feel confident or stressed
about delivering RES messages, this competence links to the types of RES messages they
deliver. These patterns are also informed by demographic and racial processes, including
parents’ own racial identity and experiences of discrimination. This work, moreover, may
be helpful in understanding RES content and competency in other populations of color in
the United States (e.g., Asian American and Latinx).

1.3.4. The Need to Study RES Content and Competency across Diverse Populations

Asian American and Latinx parents must also contend with how to support their
children in navigating the racial landscape of the United States, yet little work has examined
RES content in these populations, with even less work examining preparation for bias or
egalitarian messages (Priest et al. 2014; see Juang et al. 2017 for a review of RES in Asian
families and Ayón et al. 2020 for a review in Latinx families). Further, RES competency
in Asian American and Latinx parents has yet to be explored. A set of studies by Kiang
et al. (2017, 2021) with Asian American and Latinx parents has examined a construct
akin to RES confidence, which they term cultural parenting self-efficacy, defined as the
belief that parents can teach their children the knowledge and values associated with their
group as well as instill cultural pride. Consistent with Anderson et al.’s (2020) study with
Black parents, cultural parenting self-efficacy was linked to general parenting self-efficacy
for Latinx parents and greater parental involvement for both Asian American and Latinx
parents (Kiang et al. 2017; Kiang et al. 2021). In contrast to the results by Jones et al. (2021),
some aspects of cultural parenting self-efficacy were lower for Latinx parents with older
children, especially efficacy around delivering messages about maintaining bicultural ties.

Taken together, it is clear that parental competence in delivering RES messages is
evident across communities of color in the U.S. and is associated with other aspects of
parenting as well. Yet, less is known about how RES competence, RES content, and
sociodemographic factors are related across racial and ethnic groups. Understanding
patterns of RES content and competency will be critical in the continued evolution of
research on RES, particularly because RES competency is a phenomenon that is relevant
and may operate more fairly across families of all groups (see Jones et al. 2021). Further, as
the third wave of RES researchers work to support parents’ RES practices and competency
through direct intervention with varying racial and ethnic groups (e.g., Anderson et al.
2018; Stein et al. 2021), understanding the correlates of patterns of RES competency and
content will be key in calibrating and optimizing interventions to support parental RES
competency and content.

2. Current Study

In the current study, we sought a more comprehensive understanding of RES con-
tent and competency within and across racial-ethnic groups by conducting a latent profile
analysis of RES competency and content in Black, Latinx, and Asian American parents. To
provide a description of the types of parents in each profile, we examined whether RES
competency and content profiles differ based on numerous parent and child sociodemo-
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graphic characteristics. Finally, we also examined other factors that have been posited as
impacting RES content delivery, such as parental exposure to racial discrimination and
three dimensions of critical consciousness: understanding of social inequality (reflection),
motivation to correct social inequities (motivation), and behaviors directed at dismantling
unequal social systems (action). The impact of many of these factors on RES competency
has not yet been thoroughly examined.

We hypothesized that we would observe profiles of socialization competency and
content similar to Jones et al.’s (2021) study in a sample of Black parents (i.e., a high
competence multifaceted profile, a moderately competent profile, and a low competence
high stress profile). However, because this constitutes the first study to examine patterns of
socialization competency and content in Latinx and Asian American parents, we made no
a priori hypotheses regarding differences between profiles on sociodemographic factors,
discrimination, and critical consciousness dimensions.

3. Method

3.1. Participants

Participants were 585 parents (Mage = 44.46, SD = 9.14, 59.70% mothers) with children
between the ages of 10 and 18 (Mage = 14.30, SD = 2.49, 50.3% female). In terms of racial-
ethnic characteristics, parents were relatively equally distributed between Black (n = 203),
Asian American (n = 194), and Latinx (n = 188) groups. A majority of parents were married
or cohabitating with a partner (76.7%). The median household income of our sample was
between USD 75,000 and 99,000 (the modal family, or 19.5% of our sample, earned between
USD 50,000 and 75,000) and the modal level of parental education was a 4-year college
degree. A majority (63.4%) of parents were born in the United States. We observed racial-
ethnic differences in household income, where Asian American families earned more than
Latinx families (p < 0.001), who then in turn earned more than Black families (p = 0.002).
Black and Latinx families did not differ in parental education but did each report less
education than Asian American parents (p < 0.001). Foreign-born parents, on average,
earned more and had achieved higher education than U.S.-born parents (p < 0.001).

3.2. Procedure

Participants for the current study were recruited directly through Qualtrics Research
Panels for a larger study on parental racial and ethnic socialization practices during the
COVID-19 pandemic. To be eligible, parents had to self-identify as Black, Latinx, Asian
American, or White and have a child between the ages of 10 and 18. Parents were still
eligible for the study if they had additional children within or outside of our target age
range; however, parents completed survey questions in reference to their oldest child
between ages 10 and 18. This child was subsequently described as the ‘reference child’.
After being recruited into the study, parents provided informed consent and proceeded to
complete an online Qualtrics survey assessing dimensions of RES competency. All study
procedures were approved by the Institutional Review Board. Due to the unique aspects
of RES in multiracial families who have parents of different racial groups (see Atkin and
Yoo 2019), and White families (see Umaña-Taylor and Hill 2020) who hold privilege over
people of color, these families were excluded from analysis for this study. This study was
not pre-registered and data and syntax for this study are not publicly available.

3.3. Measures
3.3.1. Profile Indicators
RES Competency

Socialization competency was assessed using a version of the Racial Socialization
Competency Scale (Anderson et al. 2020) adapted and validated for use across racial-
ethnic groups (Jones et al. 2021). This measure assesses four domains: racial socialization
confidence (29 items), skills (29 items), general stress (22 items), and call-to-action stress
(7 items). Participants were presented with sample items such as ‘share my emotions about
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my experiences of negative racial encounters’ and ‘teach my child to share their feelings
about the history of racism and slavery’ and indicate their belief in their ability to deliver
this message (confidence), how prepared they are to deliver this message (skill), and how
stressed they would be delivering this message (stress). Greater detail on the measurement
creation, validation, and invariance testing process can be found in Jones et al. (2021).

To summarize one notable adaptation from Anderson et al.’s (2020) scale to facilitate
its use across racial/ethnic groups, the 5-point Likert scale used across all subscales was
changed to a 4-point Likert scale for RES confidence and RES skills. This change was
made because certain racial/ethnic groups did not use response options 1 and 2 when
responding to RES confidence and skills items; to facilitate measurement validation and
invariance testing (see Jones et al. 2021), response options 1 (‘not at all’ for confidence
and ‘very unprepared’ for skills) and 2 (‘unlikely’ for confidence and ‘unprepared’ for
skills) were recoded and combined. This resulted in a four-point RES confidence subscale
with confidence response options: ‘not at all/unlikely’ (1), ‘maybe/maybe not’ (2), ‘I
think I can’ (3), and ‘absolutely’ (4). The four response options for RES skills were: ‘very
unprepared/unprepared’ (1), ‘in the middle’ (2), ‘prepared’ (3), and ‘very prepared’ (4).

For the stress subscales, collapsing response categories was not necessary (see Jones
et al. 2021), resulting in the same five-point Likert scale outlined in Anderson et al. (2020)
with response options: ‘very unstressed’ (1), ‘unstressed’ (2), ‘in the middle’ (3), ‘stressed’
(4), and ‘very stressed’ (5). Greater values indicated greater perceived confidence, skills,
general stress, and call to action stress. In our sample, reliabilities were 0.97 for confidence,
0.98 for skills, 0.97 for general stress, and 0.93 for call-to-action stress.

RES Content Frequency

He frequency with which parents delivered different types of RES messages was
assessed using subscales from Hughes (2003) parental socialization measure, and well as
Juang et al.’s (2016) Asian American Parental Racial-Ethnic Socialization Scale. The Hughes
measure was used to assess the frequency of: pride socialization (5 items; e.g., ‘encouraged
your child to read books concerning the history or traditions of your ethnicity/race’),
preparation for bias (6 items; ‘told your child that people might try to limit him or her
because of their ethnicity/race’), and promotion of mistrust (2 items; ‘Done or said things to
keep your child from trusting students from other ethnic/racial groups’). Additionally, key
items from Juang et al.’s (2016) measure were used to assess: cultural pluralism (4 items;
‘encouraged your child to have friends from other racial/ethnic backgrounds’), promotion
of equality (3 items; ‘showed your child that all people are equal regardless of race or
ethnicity’), and minimization of race (3 items; ‘told your child that racism doesn’t exist’).

For pride, preparation for bias, and promotion of mistrust, parents indicated the
frequency with which they delivered each message on a five-point Likert scale from ‘never’
(1) to ‘six or more times’ (5), while, for the cultural pluralism, promotion of equality, and
minimization of race subscales, frequency was assessed on a five-point Likert scale from
‘never’ (1) to ‘very often’ (5). In our sample, reliabilities were 0.88 for pride socialization,
0.87 for preparation for bias socialization, 0.89 for cultural pluralism, 0.84 for promotion of
equality, 0.75 for promotion of mistrust, and 0.88 for minimization of race socialization.

3.3.2. Variables Tested for Profile Differences
Parent and Youth Sociodemographics

Parental income, education, age, biological sex, immigrant status, and race (dummy
codes for Latinx and Asian parents with Black parents as the reference group), as well as
child age and biological sex, were used as correlates of profile membership.

Parental Critical Consciousness Dimensions

Critical reflection (4 items), motivation (4 items), and action (5 items) were assessed
using the Short Critical Consciousness Scale (Diemer et al. 2020). Participants indicated
their agreement with reflection (e.g., ‘certain racial or ethnic groups have fewer chances to
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get ahead’) and motivation items (e.g., ‘it is my responsibility to get involved and make
things better for society’) on a six-point Likert scale from ‘strongly disagree’ (1) to ‘strongly
agree’ (6). For critical action items, participants indicated how frequently they participated
in various activities (e.g., ‘participated in a civil rights group or organization’) over the past
year on a five-point Likert scale ranging from ‘never did this’ (1) to ‘at least once a week’ (5).
Cronbach’s alphas in the measurement validation sample, a diverse sample of adolescents,
were 0.93, 0.80, and 0.82 for reflection, motivation, and action, respectively (Diemer et al.
2020). In our sample of Black, Latinx, and Asian American parents, reliabilities were 0.89,
0.84, and 0.95, respectively.

Parental Lifetime Discrimination

Parental lifetime discrimination was assessed using a single item from the Racism Life
Experiences Scale (Harrell et al. 1997). When asked “Overall, during your lifetime, how
much have you personally experienced racism, racial discrimination, or racial prejudice?”
participants responded, ‘not at all’ (1), ‘a little’ (2), ‘some’ (3), ‘a lot’ (4), or ‘extremely’ (5). This
is one of the most common measures used to assess racial discrimination (Priest et al. 2013).

4. Results

4.1. Analytic Plan

All analyses were conducted in Mplus version 8.6. After examining means and
correlations among key study variables, we used our measures of RES competency and
content as indicators in latent profile analyses using a maximum likelihood estimator robust
to non-normality. All profile indicators were standardized prior to evaluating competing
models and plotting the final model. All missing data were handled using Full Information
Maximum Likelihood and the maximum amount of missing data that we observed was 4
missing observations for promotion of equality out of 585 observations.

In conducting latent profile analyses, we compared the fit indices of models specifying
between two and five profiles, relying on a combination of the Akaike Information Criterion
(AIC), Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC), sample-size-adjusted BIC, and two versions
of the Lo–Mendel–Rubin likelihood ratio test (LRT). While lower AIC, BIC, and sample-
size-adjusted BIC generally indicate better fit, it is recommended to retain the profile
solution where the decreases in these indices begin to taper as the number of profiles
increases (Muthén 2013). A statistically significant LRT value indicates that the current
profile solution fits the data significantly better than a solution with one fewer profile.
Although it is not a fit statistic (Muthén 2008) and, as recommended, was not a major factor
in determining the optimal profile solution (Muthén 2017), we report model entropy, an
indicator of how accurately participants were classified in their respective profiles. Entropy
values above 0.80 are considered ‘good’ (Muthén 2008).

After deciding on the final profile solution and describing the socialization competency
and content of parents in these profiles, we used the BCH procedure (Bakk and Vermunt
2016), the gold standard procedure for examining profile differences (Asparouhov and
Muthen 2020), to examine whether parents in various profiles differ from parents in other
profiles based on a multitude of parental demographics (income, education, age, biological
sex, immigrant status, race) and child factors (age and biological sex). This allowed
us to gain a much richer understanding of the types of parents in each profile and the
characteristics of their children to whom they deliver socialization messages. Finally, we
used the BCH procedure to examine whether parents in various profiles differed from those
in other profiles with respect to variables proposed to affect RES: critical consciousness
(reflection, motivation, and action) and lifetime exposure to racial discrimination.

4.2. Initial Descriptive Statistics

Means and correlations between all study variables may be seen in Table S1 in the
Supplemental Materials. Socialization confidence (M = 3.16, SD = 0.69) and skills (M = 2.80,
SD = 0.69) were generally negatively related to both forms of socialization-related stress
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and positively related to socialization content (r = −0.07–0.36). Confidence and skills
were not, however, related to promotion of mistrust messages, and skills were negatively
associated with minimization of race (r = −0.13, p = 0.002). While older parents engaged
in less minimization of race (r = −0.19, p < 0.001) and felt less general and call to action
stress (r = −0.10, p = 0.016), parental and child age was largely unrelated to socialization
competency and content.

4.3. Identifying Profiles

Based on the previously identified model fit criteria, a three-profile solution was
determined to provide the best fit to the data (see Table 1). While the LRT value for the
three-profile solution falls just under the cutoff for statistical significance (LRT = 479.19,
p = 0.049), the decreases in AIC, BIC, and sample-size-adjusted BIC provided converging
evidence for a three-profile solution.

Table 1. Model fit indices for competing latent profile models (n = 585).

Profiles AIC BIC
Sample Size

Adjusted BIC
LRT (p) Entropy

2 15,632.59 15,768.11 15,669.69 963.33 (<0.001) 0.87
3 15,168.56 15,352.17 15,218.83 479.19 (0.049) 0.88
4 14,837.01 15,068.70 14,900.45 348.58 (0.091) 0.88
5 14,626.60 14,906.38 14,703.20 229.14 (0.427) 0.86

Note. Final profile solution is in bold. AIC = Akaike Information Criterion. BIC = Bayesian Information Criterion.
LRT = Lo-Mendel Rubin Likelihood Ratio Test.

Parents in the largest profile were termed Less Prepared Stressed Low Frequency (LPSLF)
socializers. The 285 (48.72% of sample) parents in the LPSLF profiles were characterized
by low confidence and skills but above average levels of socialization-related stress. In
terms of socialization content, LPSLF parents gave all forms of RES with below average
frequency except for promotion of mistrust messages, which were near the sample mean,
and minimization of race messages, which were slightly above the sample mean.

Parents in the second largest profile were termed Prepared Low Stress Frequent (PLSF)
socializers. The 204 parents (34.87% of the sample) in the PLSF profile were characterized by
high socialization-related confidence and skills and the lowest levels of stress in the entire
sample (see Figure 1). In terms of socialization content, these parents gave average to above
average levels of positive messages (i.e., pride, pluralism, and equality) and preparation
for bias messages, but relatively uncommon mistrust and race minimization messages.

Parents in the smallest profile were termed Prepared Stressed Frequent (PSF) socializers.
The 96 parents (16.41% of the sample) in the PSF profile were characterized by above
average confidence and skills but the highest levels of general and call to action socialization-
related stress. PSF parents administered the most frequent RES of all parents, regardless
of the content of the socialization message types. PSF parents were, thus, highest in
positive messages and negative messages such as promotion of mistrust and minimizing
the importance of race. Unstandardized values by profile may be seen in Table S2.

4.4. Mean-Level Profile Differences

After identifying and characterizing the socialization competency and content of
parents in each of our three profiles, we explored whether profiles differed with respect to
a multitude of parent and child sociodemographic factors.
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Figure 1. Standardized socialization competency and content profiles (n = 585).

4.4.1. Parent and Youth Sociodemographics

An examination of profile differences based on characteristics of the parent revealed
no differences with respect to income, education level, or biological sex (see Table 2).
Parents in the PLSF profile were older than those in both the LPSLF (χ2 = 5.30, p = 0.021,
Δ = 2.15 years) and PSF profiles (χ2 = 7.90, p = 0.005, Δ = 3.48 years). The LPSLF profile had
the greatest proportion of immigrant parents (45.6%) compared to the other two profiles,
meaning that immigrant parents tended to display a pattern of socialization competency
and content characterized by high stress surrounding RES and less frequent messages, save
for mistrust messages and minimizing race messages. In terms of race, Latinx and Black
parents were equally represented across socialization profiles. Asian parents, however,
were overrepresented in the LPSLF profile (44.1% of the profile consisted of Asian parents)
compared to other profiles. Examining profile differences based on child characteristics,
parents in the PLSF profile had a slightly older reference child than LPSLF parents (χ2 = 4.06,
p = 0.044, Δ = 0.54 years). Additionally, LPSLF parents had a higher proportion of male
reference children (53.9%) than PLSF parents (42.7%; χ2 = 5.31, p = 0.021). Further probing
of the intersection between race and immigrant status revealed that the LPSLF group had
a higher proportion of Asian American immigrants (29.1%) than PLSF (13.8%; χ2 = 15.55,
p < 0.001) and PSF groups (14.4%; χ2 = 7.86, p = 0.005). No differences between profiles were
observed with respect to the proportion of Latinx immigrant parents in different profiles.
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Table 2. Mean-level profile differences.

Parental Variables

LPSLF
n = 285

PLSF
n = 204

PSF
n = 96 Differences χ2 (p)

M (S.E.) M (S.E.) M (S.E.)

Income 4.139 (0.147) 3.965 (0.166) 4.034 (0.276) None -
Education 4.528 (0.101) 4.481 (0.108) 4.359 (0.174) None -

Age 43.94 (0.52) 46.09 (0.75) 42.61 (0.96) PLSF > LPSLF
PLSF > PSF

5.30 (0.021)
7.90 (0.005)

Male 41.9% (0.031) 40.2% (0.036) 35.9% (0.055) None -

U.S. Born 54.4% (0.031) 74.2% (0.032) 67.7% (0.054) PLSF > LPSLF
LPSLF < PSF

18.742 (<0.001)
4.228 (0.040)

Latinx 29.6% (0.029) 34.5% (0.035) 34.8% (0.054) None -

Asian 44.1% (0.031) 22.4% (0.031) 23.3% (0.049) PLSF < LPSLF
LPSLF > PSF

23.179 (<0.001)
11.737 (0.001)

Critical Reflection 4.003 (0.070) 4.179 (0.102) 4.643 (0.150) PLSF < PSF
LPSLF < PSF

6.346 (0.012)
13.869 (<0.001)

Critical Motivation 4.294 (0.061) 5.146 (0.072) 5.327 (0.102) PLSF > LPSLF
LPSLF < PSF

78.742 (<0.001)
69.736 (<0.001)

Critical Action 1.868 (0.068) 1.666 (0.074) 2.342 (0.165)
PLSF < LPSLF

PLSF < PSF
LPSLF < PSF

3.834 (0.050)
13.658 (<0.001)

6.595 (0.010)
Lifetime

Discrimination 2.453 (0.064) 2.447 (0.075) 3.096 (0.134) PLSF < PSF
LPSLF < PSF

17.289 (<0.001)
17.375 (<0.001)

Youth Variables

Age 14.04 (0.16) 14.52 (0.18) 14.59 (0.28) PLSF > LPSLF 4.06 (0.044)
Male 53.9% (0.031) 42.7% (0.036) 52.1% (0.057) PLSF < LPSLF 5.314 (0.021)

Note: LPSLF = Less Prepared Stressed Low Frequency. PLSF = Prepared Low Stress Frequent. PSF = Prepared
Stressed Frequent.

4.4.2. Parent Critical Consciousness and Discrimination

Finally, we examined how other critical consciousness and racial-ethnic discrimination
differed based on socialization competency and content profiles. Relative to other profiles,
PSF parents endorsed the highest levels of critical reflection, or understanding of structural
inequalities (see Table 2). Relative to other profiles, LPSLF parents endorsed the lowest
motivation to correct social inequalities. Finally, we found that PSF parents reported
engaging in the most critical action, followed by PLSF parents and then LPSLF parents.
With respect to lifetime discrimination exposure, PSF parents also reported the greatest
amount of exposure to racial discrimination over their lifetimes compared to parents from
the PLSF (χ2 = 17.29 p < 0.001) and LPSLF profiles (χ2 = 17.38, p < 0.001).

5. Discussion

In this challenging time, 21st century parents of color face complex and evolving
challenges revolving around issues of race and racism including the dual COVID-19 and
racism pandemics, the changing nature of racism from explicit to implicit (Bonilla-Silva
2021) then arguably back towards explicit, and the technological changes that have made
exposure to instances of negative racial encounters on TV and in the media chronic and
unavoidable. Given this unique context, it is necessary for the RES literature to mature,
working towards a more comprehensive understanding of RES that not only considers the
content of messages that parents convey, but also examines parents’ RES competence. This
study employed latent profile analysis to examine parents of color’s patterns of both RES
content—or the frequency of the messages parents are delivering to their children about
race—and socialization competency, or their perceived confidence, skills, and stress around
administering such messages. This study aligns with and extends prior person-centered
work focusing on socialization content (e.g., Christophe et al. 2021; Cooper et al. 2015a;
Neblett et al. 2009; White-Johnson et al. 2010) that finds evidence for heterogeneity in
the constellation of socialization messages that parents administer to youth. Specifically,
we found evidence for three groups of socializers of decreasing size. First were LPSLF
socializers, who were low in confidence and skills, above the mean in stress, and delivered
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a majority of RES content with below average frequency. Second were PLSF socializers,
who were highest in confidence and skills, low in stress, and delivered most messages with
slightly above average frequency. Third were PSF socializers, who reported high confidence
and skills regarding RES, the highest levels of stress, and the most frequent RES content
across all RES types.

Although the specific content of RES messages differs slightly across studies, our
work aligns with findings from Jones et al. (2021), the sole person-centered examination of
competency and content in Black families. These studies both find evidence for profiles
differentiated from one another based on differences in socialization content and parents’
levels of confidence, skill, and stress around the delivery of RES content. This study, more-
over, builds upon the literature by providing the first examination of RES competency and
content in Latinx and Asian American parents. Finally, consistent with variable-centered
results from Anderson et al. (2020) and profile findings from Jones et al. (2021), we found
that parents in different socialization profiles also differ with respect to sociodemographic
factors such as parental and child age, race, immigrant status, past racial discrimination
experiences, and dimensions of critical consciousness.

5.1. Less Prepared Stressed Low Frequency Socializers

The most prevalent profile, the LPSLF profile, which consisted of parents who reported
engaging in RES socialization in ways that were virtually opposite from the PLSF group (i.e.,
fewer socialization messages that are considered ‘adaptive’ in combination with moderate
to high levels of mistrust and minimization of race). These parents also reported relatively
low confidence and skills, but high stress surrounding the communication of RES content.
One explanation for this common but surprising pattern of competency and content is that
these parents’ low perceived confidence and skills prevented them from speaking up about
race-ethnicity and having tough conversations about race and racism in the U.S. Another
non-mutually exclusive explanation, however, has to do with the demographic differences
observed amongst this profile. Almost half of LPSLF parents were born outside of the U.S.,
report their race as Asian American or Latinx, and reported on sons.

It is plausible that these non-U.S.-born parents, both Asian American and otherwise,
have less familiarity with the complex racial history that exists in the U.S.; this may both
hinder their competency and lessen the frequency with which they give RES messaging.
Further evidence of this claim lies in the observation that LPSLF parents also reported
less critical motivation and action, indicating that they felt less of a pressing need to
engage with issues of systemic inequality in the U.S. (e.g., race/ethnicity, gender). It is
possible that foreign-born parents in the LPSLF profile feel a general lack of efficacy not
only with respect to RES, but also in terms of enacting sociopolitical change, which could
then translate into less action (Watts et al. 2011). Alternatively, more direct links could be
posited whereby their lack of critical motivation and sociopolitical participation hinders
their effective communication of race-related messages, or vice versa.

LPSLF parents also engaged in an above average amount of minimizing the impor-
tance or race and ethnicity. This minimization of race may serve various functions. For
instance, these predominately Asian (44.1%) and Latinx (29.6%) immigrant parents may be
minimizing the importance of race to their children as an attempt to get them to internalize
an American identity and associated beliefs that hard work results in success and structural
barriers do not exist. This preference towards minimization of race may also be linked
to this group of parents’ relatively low level of cultural—or pride—socialization. In a
person-centered study of immigrant-origin Latinx moms, Christophe et al. (2020) observed
that ‘assimilated’ mothers who had weak ethnic identities, but strong American identities,
engaged in less pride socialization of their children. Although these patterns of socialization
may not match what is typically regarded as ‘adaptive’ (see Umaña-Taylor and Hill 2020), it
is important to acknowledge that all parents engage in RES with the intention of protecting
their children, regardless of the specific content of the RES messaging. We present these
results to highlight the patterns of competency and content displayed by largely Asian
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American and immigrant parents, not to place a value judgement on or pathologize their
RES practices.

Additionally, the LPSLF group, which consisted of mostly Asian and Latinx parents,
may have experienced different forms of discrimination than Black parents in the sample,
who tended to belong to the other profiles. For instance, Asian and Latinx parents relative
to Black parents are more likely to experience foreigner objectification (Armenta et al. 2013),
such as being told to ‘go back where you came from’ and be subjected to the perpetual
foreigner stereotype, where Asian Americans (and Latinxs) are considered forever foreign
and, thus, never ‘truly American’ (Lee et al. 2009). Finally, the increased anti-Asian racism
resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic (Cheng et al. 2021) also likely played a role in
Asian participants’ reports of discrimination. All these forms of discrimination have unique
meaning among members of these groups and may, realistically, impact parents’ RES
competency—including their stress surrounding RES—and the content of their RES. For
instance, unsuccessful attempts by parents to combat and cope with foreigner objectification
and the perpetual foreigner stereotype may erode one’s confidence in their ability to
teach one’s children to expect and cope with discrimination (i.e., preparation for bias
socialization). Parents may choose to minimize the importance of race in these situations as
a way of not having to communicate their own painful discrimination experiences to their
kids. Finally, if foreigner objectification and these stereotypes are internalized, they may
lead to a sense of internalized racism that impedes one’s confidence and perceived skills in
administering RES content, particularly pride messages, to their children.

5.2. Prepared Low Stress Frequent Socializers

The second most common profile, the PLSF profile, was characterized by parents who
tended to frequently transmit RES messages that have been shown as ‘adaptive’ in prior
work (e.g., pride socialization, preparation for bias, pluralism, equality; Umaña-Taylor
and Hill 2020) while placing less emphasis on more ‘negative’ forms of RES such as pro-
motion of mistrust and minimization of race. Parents in the PLSF profile also reported
relatively high confidence and skills in delivering RES messages as well as relatively low
stress. These parents might be seen as conveying realistic messages about race, ethnicity,
and discrimination, while also providing ways for their children to effectively cope with
experiences of racism. In agreement with prior variable-centered work (Anderson et al.
2020), parents in this profile were distinguishable from their counterparts in other profiles
in being older in age, suggesting that greater competency could be related to more lived
experiences. Children of parents in this profile were also older than the children of LP-
SLF parents, indicating that with greater development and racial identity, the provision
of accurate and realistic RES messages corresponds with parents’ sense of competency.
However, this is in contrast with the general parenting literature depicting that general
parental self-efficacy decreases as children move from early to middle adolescence (Glatz
and Buchanan 2015). While the specific content of RES may change as a function of child
age, parents of older children likely have more years of experience delivering RES, which
may be associated with increased levels of RES competency. Additionally, our sample spans
from early through to late adolescence, limiting our ability to extend Glatz and Buchanan’s
(2015) findings to parents in our sample with children in late adolescence. Having racially
and ethnically specific theories about parenting (e.g., RECAST; Anderson and Stevenson
2019) is crucial to understanding why general phenomena may not replicate with culturally
specific stressors such as discrimination and coping strategies such as RES. Children of
participants in this profile were also less likely to be sons, which is consistent with prior
work showing that RES content communicated to sons and daughters is different and that
even emphasis within the same type of message may differ between sons and daughters
(Priest et al. 2014). Notably, parents in the PLSF profile also tended to report higher levels
of critical action compared to those in the LPSLF profile, which suggests that some degree
of confidence in discussing race-related issues might be needed to support critical action to
redress social inequities.
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5.3. Prepared Stressed Frequent Socializers

A third and smallest profile, the PSF profile, included parents who were most distinct
from the other groups due to their high levels of stress in engaging in RES. In contrast
to parents in the LPSLF profile, PSF parents indicated feeling confident and skilled in
their approach of frequent RES transmission; however, they were highly stressed when
doing so. It is possible that high levels of lifetime discrimination, also reported by this
group, contribute to these higher levels of stress. Yet, at the same time, these parents
appear highly motivated to transmit balanced socialization messages to their children, as
they reported high frequencies of messages across the board. PSF parents also reported
the highest levels of both critical reflection and critical action, which further suggests
that they are deeply steeped in race-related issues. These parents appear to have the
greatest investment in wanting to socialize their children and socialize them well but are
stressed about the delivery of RES messages because they believe that doing a poor job
may lead to their children not being able to effectively navigate unequal social systems
and effectively respond to discrimination. This pattern of high engagement in race and
racism, reflected through lived experiences of discrimination, awareness of and action
against societal inequities, and frequency of RES, is somewhat consistent with prior work
documenting ideologies of resistance among younger samples (Rivas-Drake and Mooney
2009). Similarly, these parents may be like those observed in Marchand et al. (2019) whose
critical understanding of systemic inequalities helps them explain to their children the
factors motivating police killings of unarmed Black boys. An understanding of systemic
inequalities and the greater risk that their children are under (e.g., death at the hands
of law enforcement) may render the process of RES delivery highly stressful in spite of
parents’ preparedness (confidence and skills), result in high levels of parental critical action
to attempt to redress inequalities and lower the risk their children are exposed to and drive
the delivery of many different types of RES in an attempt to best protect their children.

5.4. Limitations and Future Research

Despite its contribution, this study is not without its limitations. Firstly, the cross-
sectional design of this study prevented us from examining the development of RES
competency and content as well as how these factors change over time. Parents’ confi-
dence, skills, and stress around RES may change systematically as parents gain experience
delivering messages, but it may also vary based on factors shown to impact socialization
content such as the age of the child, parents’ and children’s racialized experiences, and
sociopolitical occurrences (Hughes et al. 2006). Future longitudinal work should examine
the predictors, correlates, and outcomes of parents’ patterns of RES competency and con-
tent, particularly through a cross-lagged analytical approach. Secondly, our study found
differences in profile membership with respect to race/ethnicity and immigration status.
Since parents of different groups and countries of origin may display different patterns
of RES competency and content, future work with large sample sizes and high statistical
power may consider examining these patterns and the mechanisms behind these patterns
(1) within individual groups or (2) separately by race/ethnicity and immigration status.
Creating profiles separately by race/ethnicity or collecting a sample of parents from a
single racial/ethnic group may allow for a more nuanced understanding of RES content
and competency in each group—for instance, a new and previously unobserved profile
could be identified that may not show up when analyzing members of multiple groups
together in the same model.

Thirdly, the use of self-report to measure critical consciousness and RES competency
is a limitation in that we are measuring parents’ beliefs in their preparedness for delivering
RES content competently. We did not measure or observe how well or competently parents
behaved in their delivery of RES to their children. Elsewhere, this conceptual difference
is discussed as ways that RES research reflects legacy versus literacy methodological
approaches (Anderson and Stevenson 2019; Stevenson 2014). Despite no observational
measurement of RES behavioral competency, this study illuminates the complexity of RES
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competency via RECAST Theory, which offers multiple avenues to improve the quality of
RES content delivery in future intervention work. Fourth, the present study does not assess
the degree to which aspects of parents’ ethnic-racial identities impact their patterns of
RES competency and content. Ethnic-racial identity, a multidimensional construct broadly
referring to the meaning and importance of race/ethnicity in one’s sense of self (Umaña-
Taylor et al. 2014), has clear linkages to how frequently parents communicate the meaning
and importance of race/ethnicity to their children through RES (Hughes et al. 2016a).
These links have been documented in variable-centered (see Hughes et al. 2016b for brief
review) and person-centered research (e.g., Cooper et al. 2015b; White-Johnson et al. 2010).
Future studies should work to examine how different dimensions of parents’ ethnic-racial
identities (e.g., centrality, private regard, public regard, etc.) relate to their patterns of RES
content and competency.

Finally, the current study has focused on patterns of RES content and competency.
RES is conceptualized as a factor that may help provide resilience by buffering against
the negative effects of racism and discrimination. However, RES and other factors that
engender resilience against racism do not explicitly prevent racism from occurring in the
first place. As the field continues to dig into the ways RES competency and content are
associated with positive outcomes and resilience, future work is also needed on ways
to reduce the incidence of racism at the interpersonal, communal, and systemic level.
Finally, our results on 21st century parents of color’s RES competency and content are
inextricably intertwined with the context of the COVID-19 global pandemic. These data
were collected in the fall of 2020, a time where schools across the U.S. were largely virtual,
parents were spending far greater amounts of time in the home with youth due to safety
regulations, and the news was rife with stories of police killings and racial unrest in the
leadup to the 2020 U.S. presidential election. While this context was, in many ways, ideal for
studying RES patterns and their associations with discrimination and critical consciousness,
the extent to which these findings will hold in a post-pandemic U.S. remain to be seen.
Future work should continue to examine patterns of RES competency and content—as
well as their correlates—during the pandemic and post pandemic to examine the degrees
to which patterns are consistent across time and are not due to a cohort effect associated
with socializing children of color in the middle of a COVID pandemic and racism endemic
(Anderson et al. 2021).

5.5. Implications for Parenting in the 21st Century

Despite its limitations, this study has important implications for our understanding
and support of parenting in the 21st century. For instance, this study was the first, to our
knowledge, to find associations between parental critical consciousness dimensions and
parental RES (content and competency). Understanding (and potentially facilitating) critical
consciousness in parents of color has implications for their delivery of RES content and
their feelings and cognitions surrounding RES (i.e., competency). The communication of
RES content, in turn, has been shown to have implications for youths’ critical consciousness
and sociopolitical beliefs (Anyiwo et al. 2018; Mathews et al. 2019). Additionally, more
discrimination is associated with membership in the PSF profile, which promotes both
traditionally positive and negative messages. As such, it is important to understand not
only how discrimination impacts the messages provided to youth, but the ways in which
we may be able to assist parents in reframing their experiences to be more beneficial for
youth well-being (e.g., Anderson et al. 2018).

Across profiles, understanding what patterns of socialization competency and content
exist, as well as understanding what types of parents display which types of patterns,
are important steps in helping parents feel efficacious in their ability to socialize their
children and supporting parents to socialize their children in ways that contribute towards
positive adaptation and well-being. Interventions which consider RES practices (e.g., BPSS;
Coard et al. 2007; PLAAY: Stevenson 2002) and competency in particular (e.g., EMBRace;
Anderson et al. 2018) can work to support parents of varying ethnic and racial groups in
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frequently engaging in competent practices that help support child psychosocial growth.
For instance, families with LPSLF may particularly benefit from increasing parents’ confi-
dence and skills around delivery of RES; this increase in competence may facilitate greater
delivery of RES messages, which have been shown to have positive effects on children’s
psychosocial functioning and development (Umaña-Taylor and Hill 2020). Additionally,
PSF parents may benefit from interventions that help them process the frequent racial
discrimination experiences they have suffered during their lives and help—if not reduce
the stress surrounding the delivery of RES messages—improve their management of RES-
related stress. Increasing parents’ ability to manage RES-related stress and working through
one’s past discrimination experiences may be helpful in ultimately reducing the frequency
of generally less helpful RES messages, such as frequent administration of promotion
of mistrust messages. Our person-centered approach suggests that interventions might
be most effective if tailored to parents’ specific needs or backgrounds. Ultimately, and
regardless of parents’ profile membership, policies which focus on mental health and child
wellness at large may consider how to integrate these findings to promote psychoeducation
and programming around discrimination reduction, family-based coping strategies, and
balanced delivery of RES messages.

6. Conclusions

Parenting in the 21st century involves navigating myriad novel challenges and chal-
lenges that parents have been faced with throughout time. One unique challenge for parents
of color is socializing their children around the meaning and importance of race/ethnicity,
teaching them the sobering reality that they will face interpersonal and systemic racism,
and instilling in them coping skills to effectively manage racism and discrimination. It
has become more widely understood that researchers should not only be examining the
content of RES messages, but also examining how these messages co-occur with parents’
perceived competence around RES. To address this, our study examined patterns of RES
competency and content in a sample of Black, Latinx, and Asian parents, finding evidence
for three unique profiles. We observed many differences between profiles in sociodemo-
graphic factors such as race, age, and nativity status, and observed that parents’ lifetime
exposure to discrimination has implications for their current pattern of perceived RES
competence and socialization content. Finally, one’s pattern of competence and content
was also concurrently associated with parents’ understanding of societal inequities, as well
as their motivation and actions aimed at reducing these inequities. This study provides
a much-needed snapshot of RES competency and content in the 21st century, detailing
what parents are saying, how they feel about what they are saying, and the factors and
experiences associated with parents’ patterns of RES competency and content.
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Notes

1 From here on and throughout the paper, when we refer to the content of RES, we are referring to the frequency with which parents
communicate different types of messages (i.e., messages with different substantive content) to their children.
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Abstract: The 21st century has brought unique opportunities and challenges for parents, and this is
particularly true for Latinx families, whose children comprise more than one-fourth of the school-age
population in the U.S. today. Taking an ecological and strengths-based approach, the current study
examined the role of mothers’ cultural assets (familism values, family cohesion) and challenges (eco-
nomic hardship, ethnic–race-based discrimination) on children’s educational adjustment in middle
childhood, as well as the indirect role of mother–child warmth and conflict in these associations.
The sample included 173 Latinx mothers and their middle childhood offspring (i.e., 5th graders and
younger sisters/brothers in the 1st through 4th grade). Mothers participated in home visits and
phone interviews and teachers provided ratings of children’s educational adjustment (academic and
socioemotional competence, aggressive/oppositional behaviors). Findings revealed family cohesion
was indirectly linked to children’s educational adjustment via mother–child warmth and conflict,
particularly for younger siblings. Discussion focuses on the culturally based strengths of Latinx
families and highlights potential implications for family-based prevention in middle childhood.

Keywords: culture; Hispanic; Latino/a/x; middle childhood; mothers/mother–child relations

1. Introduction

The 21st century has been characterized by significant growth in ethnic–racial minori-
tized groups in the U.S. population (Krogstad 2019), with Latinxs representing the largest
ethnic–racial minoritized group (Krogstad and Noe-Bustamante 2021) and accounting for
more than half of the population growth since the turn of the century (Flores 2017). Further,
the significant growth of ethnic–racial minoritized groups alongside more modest growth
in the White population means that the U.S. is projected to transition to a ‘majority-minority’
nation during the 21st century, with half or more of the population identifying as members
of ethnic–racial minoritized groups (Colby and Ortman 2015). This transition has already
occurred among U.S. children: 50% are from ethnic–racial minoritized backgrounds (Child
Trends 2018). In the K-12 school system, 27% of students are Latinx (National Center for
Education Statistics 2021), and Latinxs are expected to be one-third of the U.S. workforce by
2060 (Toossi 2016). Thus, research that examines the experiences of Latinx parents, includ-
ing both the opportunities and challenges they face in raising their children, is critical in
shaping prevention programs that are relevant to this substantial segment of U.S. families.

A universally important task for U.S. parents today is supporting their children’s
educational adjustment (Van Hook and Glick 2020), broadly defined to include academic,
socioemotional, and behavioral functioning in the school setting (Magnuson et al. 2016). The
benefits of children’s successful adjustment in educational settings are well-documented
and far reaching: children with higher academic achievement and better socioemotional
and behavioral functioning in middle childhood are more likely to complete high school
(Magnuson et al. 2016; Rabiner et al. 2016), which has positive implications for postsec-
ondary education and future employment and earnings (National Center for Education
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Statistics 2021), as well as for physical and mental health (Lee et al. 2016; Krueger et al.
2019). In Latinx families, parents’ values and aspirations can play a significant role in their
children’s educational success (Fuligni and Fuligni 2007; Stepler 2016). In particular, strong
family-oriented values and behaviors in Latinx culture have been identified as potential
cultural assets that may engender family supports for children’s education and underlie
children’s effort and motivation to succeed in school (Cahill et al.; Stein et al. 2014).

In addition to culturally informed strengths, however, Latinx parents can also face
challenges, some of which are unique to their sociocultural backgrounds and circumstances
(Leidy et al. 2010). For instance, the seminal work by Lareau (2011) notes that supporting
children educationally requires navigating institutions designed for middle class (primarily
White) families, and that this poses greater challenges for families with fewer resources
and from ethnic–racial minoritized groups. Latinx children are disproportionately likely
to attend economically disadvantaged schools (Hussar et al. 2020) and to live in poverty
(Shrider et al. 2021). Among parents who have immigrated to the U.S., additional stressors
come from the cultural adaptation process, language barriers, and limited experience
with the U.S. educational system (Suarez-Orozco et al. 2010); challenges also emerge
from being the target of racism and discrimination (Ayón and Garcia 2019; García Coll and
Szalacha 2004). A particularly notable challenge of the 21st century has been anti-immigrant
sentiments and policies targeting Latinx populations (Leidy et al. 2010; Roche et al. 2018;
Torres et al. 2018). These challenges and stressors may contribute to educational disparities
among U.S. Latinx individuals, including higher rates of school dropout and lower rates of
college enrollment and bachelor’s degree attainment, relative to Black, White, and Asian
American individuals (American Psychological Association 2012; Krogstad 2016).

A long-standing deficit-oriented approach to the study of ethnic-racial minoritized
youth has impeded the field’s understanding of Latinx families (Perez-Brena et al. 2018),
although the introduction of the integrative model of minority youth development (García
Coll et al. 1996) brought culture to the forefront of developmental science and called for
scholars to move beyond a focus on youth maladjustment and to recognize culturally based
strengths. This perspective led to important changes and notably more strengths-based
framing of research on ethnic–racial minoritized youth. In an important parallel, however,
the literature on parenting among ethnic–racial minoritized families has been characterized
by a similar deficit-oriented perspective, with research focused almost exclusively on
parenting during adolescence, a developmental period noted for increases in problem
behaviors (Rescorla et al. 2016; Wheeler et al. 2017) and declines in school engagement
(Benner and Graham 2009). In contrast, little research has examined the role of Latinx
parenting in middle childhood (for a notable exception, see Domenech Rodriguez et al. 2009).

Middle childhood is a time when children begin formal schooling, have increased
opportunities for social interactions outside the home, make substantial gains in educa-
tional skills, learn to comply with teachers’ expectations, and form relationships with
peers (Collins and Madsen 2019; Votruba-Drzal 2006). Parents’ role in supporting their
children’s educational adjustment in middle childhood has the potential to provide a
critical foundation for future success, but the specific cultural and parenting mechanisms
that are linked to Latinx children’s educational adjustment in middle childhood are not
well-understood. To address these gaps, this study drew on culturally informed perspec-
tives (García Coll et al. 1996; Calzada et al. 2012; Stein et al. 2014) to examine the role of
Latinx mothers’ cultural assets (i.e., familism values, family cohesion) and challenges (i.e.,
ethnic-racial discrimination, economic hardship) in their children’s educational adjustment
via mother–child relationship qualities (i.e., warmth, conflict) in middle childhood. This
study has the potential to broaden the field’s understanding of how parenting is embedded
within the cultural and ecological context of the 21st century, and may inform prevention
programming prior to adolescence and the onset of significant adjustment difficulties for
some youth.
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1.1. Culturally Informed Assets and Latinx Children’s Educational Adjustment

Beginning with cultural assets, we considered mothers’ familism values, defined as their
endorsement of values regarding family as a source of support, obligation, and referent
(Knight et al. 2010), and family cohesion (i.e., family as a source of shared activities, inter-
ests, and connections; Olson et al. 1982). A central feature of culturally informed models
of parenting is the role of parents’ cultural values in shaping their parenting goals and
practices and defining desired outcomes for their children (Calzada et al. 2012; Harwood
et al. 2002). More specifically, Stein et al.’s (2014) cultural developmental model outlines
how familistic attitudes and behaviors manifest in parenting/parent–youth relationships
and children’s adjustment from early childhood through adolescence. In middle childhood,
familism is hypothesized to be reflected in positive parent–youth relationships, such as
warm and responsive parenting and low levels of conflict (Stein et al. 2014), as parents’
strong familism values may promote relationship behaviors that are consistent with their
cultural ideal of close and harmonious family relationships (Campos et al. 2008). Support-
ing these associations, a recent meta-analysis revealed significant associations between
familism values and higher levels of family support/warmth and lower levels of family
conflict/negativity among Latinx individuals (Cahill et al.).

Stein et al. (2014) also posits that familism in middle childhood manifests in caregivers’
socialization messages emphasizing that children’s behavioral compliance and academic
success reflects positively on the family. Thus, as children receive and internalize messages
emphasizing familism, they may be motivated to do better in school. Indeed, meta-analytic
findings provide support for positive associations between familism values and youth’s
more positive educational and behavioral outcomes, with the majority of this work focusing
on adolescent and young adult samples (Cahill et al.). Developmentally, children ages
7–11 are coming to understand the importance of their behavior as reflecting on the family,
including in contexts outside the home (e.g., with teachers and peers), and beginning
the process of internalizing these values (Stein et al. 2014). Supporting these theoretical
notions, Morcillo et al. (2011) found that parental familism values were associated with
lower rates of antisocial behavior among Puerto Rican children (ages 5 to 9), and family
processes partially mediated these associations, particularly in middle childhood (relative
to adolescence). These authors proposed that parents’ familism may be especially critical
in middle childhood because children have not fully internalized their values (Morcillo
et al. 2011). Although the behavioral aspects of familism have received less empirical
attention, a study of recent Latinx immigrants (Leidy et al. 2010) revealed that parent-
reported family cohesion was associated with more positive socioemotional competencies
among children in late childhood/early adolescence (i.e., 9–12-year-olds). Despite the
theoretical significance of familism in middle childhood, existing reviews underscore a
dearth of studies with this developmental age group (Cahill et al.; Stein et al. 2014). Guided
by Stein et al.’s (2014) model, we test the direct associations of mothers’ familism values and
family cohesion (as a proxy for familistic behaviors) with children’s educational adjustment,
as well as potential indirect associations via mother–child warmth and conflict.

1.2. Contextually Informed Risk Factors and Latinx Children’s Educational Adjustment

The integrative model (García Coll et al. 1996) also draws attention to contextual char-
acteristics that may be sources of risk, including social position factors (e.g., socioeconomic
status) and mechanisms of oppression (e.g., segregation, discrimination). In this study,
we considered mothers’ perceptions of economic hardship and discrimination as factors
that may undermine children’s educational adjustment in middle childhood. The family
stress model posits that economic hardship impacts youth adjustment via negative effects
on parent and family functioning (Conger et al. 1994), and empirical support extends to
Latinx families in early childhood (e.g., Derlan et al. 2019) and adolescence (e.g., Delgado
et al. 2013; White et al. 2015). Although originally focused on economic strain, the family
stress model has been expanded to include parents’ culturally based stressors (Conger
et al. 2012). In a study of recent immigrant families of predominantly Cuban and Mexican
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descent, parents’ culturally based stressors predicted youth’s depression, aggression, and
self-esteem via youth’s reports of family functioning in late adolescence (Lorenzo-Blanco
et al. 2012). We extend this research to examine mothers’ experiences of economic hardship
and ethnic–racial based discrimination as predictors of children’s educational adjustment
and indirect associations via mother–youth warmth and conflict in middle childhood.

1.3. The Role of Mother–Child Relationship Quality

Warmth and conflict are universal dimensions of parent–youth relationships across a
broad range of ethnic, racial, and cultural contexts (Li and Warner 2015; Steinberg 2001),
with higher levels of warmth and lower levels of conflict generally being associated with
more positive adaptation and fewer adjustment problems (Khaleque 2013; Weymouth et al.
2016). In Latinx culture, where there is a strong emphasis on family-oriented values and
practices, parent–youth relationships characterized by high warmth and low conflict may be
particularly important for children’s adjustment given their alignment with cultural ideals
for close and harmonious family relationships (Campos et al. 2008). Research on the role
of parent–youth conflict in Latinx families, although largely based on adolescent samples,
suggests particularly negative implications for youth adjustment (Li and Warner 2015;
Kuhlberg et al. 2010; Pasch et al. 2006). Examining four Latinx subgroups (Mexican, Cuban,
Nicaraguan, Colombian), Li and Warner (2015) found that higher parent–youth conflict was
consistently associated with lower ratings of self-esteem among children of immigrants.
In another study of Mexican American adolescents, conflict with mothers and fathers was
associated with a wide range of internalizing (depression, anxiety) and externalizing (anger,
substance use, school misconduct) outcomes (e.g., Pasch et al. 2006). Extending this work
to middle childhood, we tested whether mother–child warmth was associated with higher
socioemotional and academic competence and lower aggressive/oppositional behavior
(Santesteban-Echarri et al. 2017; Taylor et al. 2015); we also tested whether conflict was
linked to less optimal educational adjustment.

1.4. Moderating Role of Child Gender and Birth Order

Latinx families are characterized by a strong emphasis on gender-differentiated roles
and socialization (Umaña-Taylor and Updegraff 2013), which may mean that associations
among parents’ cultural assets/challenges, parent–child relationship qualities, and chil-
dren’s adjustment vary by child gender. Research on youth gender as a moderator of the
links among cultural values and practices, parenting, and youth adjustment provide some
evidence of stronger associations for girls relative to boys, based on the notion that females
are socialized with a stronger emphasis on family roles and relationships in this cultural
context (Lorenzo-Blanco et al. 2012; Morcillo et al. 2011; Updegraff et al. 2005). However,
this work largely focuses on families with adolescents, and little is known about potential
gender differences in middle childhood among Latinx immigrant families (Schroeder and
Bámaca-Colbert 2019). Thus, we explored the possibility of gender moderation in middle
childhood, expecting that if differences emerged, the associations may be stronger for
parents of female versus male children.

A unique strength of our study was the focus on two children in each family, as
research has documented that children in the same family may experience relationships
with their parents differently (e.g., Daniels and Plomin 1985; McHale et al. 2003). Birth
order differences in parenting, and their implications for youth adjustment, may emerge
for different reasons, including because children are in different developmental periods
or because what parents learn from one child has implications for their parenting of the
next child (Whiteman et al. 2003). Spillover in family dynamics are another possibility,
such as when the older child’s transition to adolescence is linked to increases in parent–
child conflict for them and their younger siblings (Shanahan et al. 2007a). There has been
attention to within-family differences in parenting, including warmth and conflict, in
middle childhood in European American families (Shanahan et al. 2007a, 2007b). Fewer
studies have examined parenting of multiple children in Latinx families, with notable
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exceptions focused on families with adolescents (McHale et al. 2005; Padilla et al. 2016). In
this study, we explore whether birth order moderates the direct and indirect associations
among parents’ cultural assets and challenges, parent–child relationship quality, and
children’s educational adjustment.

1.5. The Current Study

The overarching goal of this study was to examine the links among Latinx parents’
culturally informed assets (familism values, family cohesion) and challenges (economic
hardship, experiences of discrimination), universal characteristics of parent–child relation-
ships (warmth, conflict), and children’s educational adjustment in middle childhood. Using
concurrent reports of parents’ cultural assets, challenges, and parent–child relationship
qualities, as well as teachers’ ratings of children’s academic and socioemotional compe-
tencies and aggressive/oppositional behaviors, we tested direct associations from parents’
cultural assets and challenges to children’s educational adjustment; we also tested indirect
associations via mother–child warmth and conflict. We expected these associations may be
stronger for mothers with female, relative to male, children based on gender-differentiated
roles in Latinx families (Schroeder and Bámaca-Colbert 2019; Updegraff et al. 2014). We also
explored moderation by birth order (i.e., within-family differences). Finally, we controlled
for the child’s age to account for the age span of children across middle childhood (i.e., 6 to
11 years of age), and for mothers’ immigrant status, given anti-immigrant sentiments and
policies, particularly in the local context of the present study (Santos et al. 2018; Toomey
et al. 2014).

2. Method

2.1. Participants

Participants were 173 Latinx mothers who participated in the baseline phase of a
larger clinical trial (NCT 03706014) testing the efficacy of a family-based, sibling-focused
prevention program. Eligibility for participation in the clinical trial included having a
5th grader and younger sibling (1st–4th grade) of Latinx origin who lived together for
at least three years, attended the same elementary school, and did not have significant
disabilities that would prevent participation; children also needed a primary caregiver who
spoke English or Spanish and was willing to participate. For 97% of children, the primary
caregiver was their biological mother.

To recruit families, letters and recruitment flyers in Spanish and English were dis-
tributed to parents/caregivers of Latinx 5th graders who had a sibling in 1st through 4th
grade in the same school. All ten participating schools had a Title I designation, and the
percentage of students eligible for free/reduced lunch ranged from 78% to 93% across
schools. A total of 396 letters were sent, and follow-up calls to assess eligibility and interest
in participation were conducted by bilingual staff with 356 families (40 families could not be
reached). Of the 356 families, 259 were eligible (73%), 49 refused the screening to determine
eligibility (14%), and 48 were ineligible (13%). Of the 259 eligible families, 215 families
(83%) provided baseline data, including 185 mothers. Given the goals of the present study,
the analytic sample was limited to Latinx mothers (n = 173; 93.5% of mothers), and 12
non-Latinx mothers were excluded. In one family, two sibling pairs participated; thus,
background characteristics are reported for 173 mothers and their 348 participating children
(i.e., 174 fifth graders and 174 younger siblings).

These mothers averaged 36.5 years of age (SD = 6.65) and were predominantly of
Mexican (90.2%), Guatemalan (3.5%), or Salvadoran origin (2.3%), with the remaining
mothers being of another Latinx subgroup (<1%). In terms of racial identification, mothers
indicated they were White (37.7%), American Indian/Alaskan Native (2.4%), multiracial
(2.4%), or other (57.5%). Most mothers who selected “other” for race specified a panethnic
(i.e., Latino/a, Hispanic) or ethnic (e.g., Mexican) label. A majority of mothers (74.6%) were
born outside of the U.S and preferred Spanish for their interview language (71.7%). In
terms of education level, slightly over half of the mothers did not have a high school degree
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(55.5% of mothers), and a smaller percentage had a high school degree or GED (31.8%
of mothers), with the remainder having some post-high-school education or a college
degree. Among participating mothers, 74.6% were married or living with a partner. For
those who reported income (89%), median household income was $31,127 (SD = $19,308;
range = $1500–$133,000) for an average of 6.1 household members (SD = 1.82; range = 3 to
16). A high percentage of families (97.7%) accessed at least one form of public assistance,
with the most common being free/reduced price meals at school (92.4%), health insurance
(82.1%), and nutritional assistance programs (49.7%). Fifth graders averaged 10.63 years of
age (SD = 0.41) and younger siblings averaged 8.24 years of age (SD = 1.06). Children were
identified by mothers as female (50.3%) or male (49.7%).

2.2. Procedure

Data were collected via home visits and phone interviews with mothers, and self-
administered surveys were completed by teachers. First, each family was visited at home
by two project staff (at least one bilingual) to describe the project and complete informed
consent/assent and a family background questionnaire. All materials were read aloud to
mothers and their answers were recorded on paper surveys. These visits averaged one hour,
and families received a $20 honorarium. Following the home visit (2 to 4 weeks), mothers
participated in a phone interview in their preferred language lasting an average of 60 min.
All questions were read to mothers and their responses were recorded on paper surveys.
Each parent received a $35 honorarium for participating in the phone interview. Mothers
provided consent for teachers to complete ratings about each participating child. Teachers
received $10 for each student packet they completed. All procedures were approved by
the Human Subjects Review Boards at Arizona State University and The Pennsylvania
State University [Title: Innovative Family Prevention with Latinos; protocol #00006528 and
STUDY00010473, respectively] and the Research and Evaluation Board of the participating
school district.

2.3. Measures

All items were forward translated to Spanish by one person, back translated to English
by a second person, and reviewed by a third person. Discrepancies were discussed with the
team and resolved following a process of decentering, in which the goal was meaningful,
rather than literal, translation (Knight et al. 2009).

2.3.1. Familism Values

Mothers completed the 16-item familism subscale of the Mexican American Cultural
Values Scale (Knight et al. 2010). The measure assesses three aspects of familism (i.e.,
support/closeness, obligations, and family as referent), and items are averaged for an
overall mean score. Each item is rated on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree)
to 4 (Strongly agree), with a sample item being “Children should always do things to make
their parents happy.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.84.

2.3.2. Family Cohesion

Mothers completed the cohesion subscale (16 items) of the Family Adaptability and
Cohesion Evaluation Scales II (FACES II; Olson et al. 1982); psychometric properties have
been established in prior work with Latinx samples (Roosa et al. 1996). The subscale measures
family connectedness, with sample items including “Family members like to spend their free
time with each other” and “Family members share interests and hobbies with each other.”
Each item is rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (Almost never or never) to 5 (Almost always
or always) and items are summed for a scale score. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.79.

2.3.3. Ethnic–Racial Discrimination

Mothers’ experiences of discrimination were assessed with the Everyday Discrimi-
nation Scale (EDS), originally developed by Williams et al. (1997) for African American
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women, using the 9-item adapted version based on Reeve et al. (2011) and Williams et al.
(2008). The dimensionality and construct validity of EDS has been empirically supported
with the Latinx subsample of the National Latino and Asian Study (Molina et al. 2013).
A sample item is “You are treated with less respect than other people are because you
are Hispanic/Latino.” Each item is rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (Almost every
day) to 5 (Never). Items were reverse coded so that higher scores indicated more frequent
experiences of discrimination (α = 0.92).

2.3.4. Perceived Economic Hardship

Mothers rated their perceptions of economic hardship using a 6-item scale (Howe et al.
1995; Kessler et al. 1988). Mothers were asked how often they experienced each item in the
past three months, including having to “Miss payments on your bills,” “Not go to see the
doctor or dentist because of cost,” and “Reduce spending on household expenses such as
food and clothing.” Each item was rated on a scale of 1 (Not at all) to 4 (A lot), and items
were averaged for a total score (α = 0.74).

2.3.5. Mother–Child Relationship Quality

Mothers completed the parent version of the warmth subscale of the Children’s Report
of Parental Behavior Inventory (CRPBI; Schwarz et al. 1985), which includes eight items
assessing mothers’ warm and supportive behaviors toward their child (e.g., “I understand
[child’s name]’s problems and worries.”). The cross-ethnic and language equivalence
(English to Spanish) of this measure has been established with Latinx populations (Knight
et al. 1994). Mothers rated items on a 5-point scale (1 = Almost Never to 5 = Almost Always)
at separate points in the interview for 5th graders and younger siblings (counterbalanced),
which were averaged for the scale score. Cronbach’s alphas were 0.81 and 0.78 for mothers’
warmth with 5th graders and younger siblings, respectively.

Mothers also rated the frequency of conflict in nine domains with each child (i.e., 5th
graders, younger siblings) on a 6-point scale ranging from 1 = Not at all to 6 = Several times a
day. Items were originally based on a measure by Smetana (1988) and adapted for Latinx
families (Updegraff et al. 2009). Domains of conflict included homework/schoolwork,
respect for parents, getting along with sisters/brothers, doing chores, electronics, bedtime
and curfew, friends, and the importance of family. Items were rated at separate points
in the interview for 5th graders and younger siblings (counterbalanced) and averaged to
create a mother–child conflict score with each child. Cronbach’s alphas were 0.86 and 0.85
for mothers’ ratings with 5th graders and younger siblings, respectively.

2.3.6. Children’s Educational Adjustment

Teachers rated children’s academic and social competencies (Conduct Problems Pre-
vention Research Group 1999) and aggressive/oppositional behaviors (Werthamer-Larsson
et al. 1991) in the school setting. The academic competence subscale included five items as-
sessing behaviors such as reading grade-level materials, solving grade-level math problems,
and turning in homework. The socioemotional competence subscale included 12 items
reflecting prosocial behaviors (e.g., “This child shows empathy and compassion for others’
feelings”) and emotion regulation (“This child recognizes and labels his/her feelings and
those of others appropriately”). The aggressive/oppositional behaviors subscale (7 items)
included behaviors such as breaking things on purpose, yelling at others, and knowingly
breaking the rules. Teachers were instructed to rate the target child relative to other stu-
dents in the same grade level on all three subscales ranging from 1 (Almost Never) to 5 (Very
Often). Items were averaged to create mean scores for academic competence (αs = 0.90 for
5th graders and 0.92 for younger siblings), socioemotional competence (αs = 0.76 for 5th
graders and 0.72 for younger siblings), and aggressive/oppositional behavior subscales
(αs = 0.93 for 5th graders and 0.95 for younger siblings).
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2.4. Covariates

Mothers reported on their nativity status (0 = U.S.-born; 1 = born outside the U.S.) and
children’s gender (0 = male; 1 = female). Children’s age was calculated based on their date
of birth and the home visit date. Birth order was coded as 0 = 5th grader (older sibling) and
1 = younger sibling.

3. Results

3.1. Preliminary Analyses

Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations are shown in Table 1. Examina-
tion of mean scores indicated that, on average, Latinx mothers reported moderately high
levels of familism values and family cohesion, falling above the midpoint on both scales;
their experiences of economic hardship were slightly below the midpoint, and experiences
of discrimination were relatively low (i.e., 1.5 on a 5-point scale). In terms of the parent–
child relationship, warmth was well above the midpoint and conflict was slightly below
the midpoint. Teachers’ ratings of children’s academic competencies revealed that children
were between “sometimes” and “often” able to perform at grade level, achieve academic
goals, and turn in homework, and that they demonstrated moderately high levels of so-
cioemotional competencies and relatively low levels of aggressive/oppositional behaviors.
Bivariate correlations were generally in expected directions and small to medium in size
based on Cohen (1992), with values of 0.20, 0.50 and 0.80 indicating small, medium, and
large correlations, respectively. Among mothers’ cultural assets and challenges, familism
values and cohesion were positively correlated as were discrimination and economic hard-
ship, with both being small in magnitude. Links between mothers’ assets/stressors and
mother–child warmth and conflict were in expected directions, with cultural assets being
associated with more warmth and stressors being associated with more conflict. Among
the three indicators of children’s educational adjustment, correlations were medium in
size, ranging from 0.43 to 0.65. Paired t-tests revealed a significant birth order difference
in mother–child warmth, t (173) = 2.34, p = 0.02, with mothers reporting more warmth
with younger compared to older siblings (see Table 1 for means), but there were no mean
differences between older and younger siblings for mother–child conflict or educational
adjustment outcomes.

Table 1. Bivariate Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations for Study Variables.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1. Fam - 0.28 *** 0.12 0.09 0.21 ** −0.03 −0.04 −0.02 0.04 0.02 0.12 0.13
2. Coh 0.28 *** - 0.04 −0.18 * 0.35 *** −0.24 * 0.06 −0.07 −0.04 −0.02 −0.13 0.09
3. Disc 0.12 0.04 - 0.22 ** 0.05 0.16 * 0.05 0.13 0.1 0.09 −0.04 0.13
4. Econ 0.09 −0.18 * 0.22 ** - −0.14 0.19 * 0.03 0.02 0.1 0 0.06 −0.13
5. Warm 0.19 * 0.36 *** −0.06 −0.16 * - −0.34 *** 0.05 0.19 * −0.18 * 0.05 −0.06 0.09
6. Conf 0.03 −0.19 * 0.21 ** 0.25 ** −0.31 *** - −0.29 *** −0.32 *** 0.35 *** −0.16 * 0.08 −0.21 **
7. Acad 0.03 0.23 ** 0.04 −0.13 0.04 −0.24 ** - 0.59 *** −0.49 *** 0.20 * −0.07 0.17 *
8. Socio 0.01 0.21 ** 0.01 −0.06 0.19 * −0.11 0.45 *** - −0.65 *** 0.29 *** 0.08 0.16 *
9. Agg −0.03 −0.09 0.11 0.06 −0.08 0.20 ** −0.43 *** −0.47 *** - −0.33 *** −0.03 −0.1
10. Gen 0.06 0.07 0.09 0.01 0 −0.03 0.08 0.20 ** −0.24 ** - 0.11 0.02
11. Age 0.04 −0.1 0.12 −0.02 0.03 0.02 −0.06 0.08 0.1 −0.11 - −0.04
12. Nat 0.13 0.09 0.13 −0.13 0.11 −0.17 * 0.23 ** 0.12 −0.15 −0.07 0.07 -

OS M (SD) 4.41
(0.43)

3.97
(0.54)

1.50
(0.45)

1.72
(0.61)

4.44
(0.49)

2.40
(0.99)

3.48
(0.98)

3.39
(0.50)

1.44
(0.67)

0.47
(0.50)

10.63
(0.41)

0.73
(0.44)

YS M (SD) 4.41
(−0.43)

3.97
(0.54)

1.50
(0.45)

1.72
(0.61)

4.52
(0.44)

2.35
(1.00)

3.46
(1.06)

3.44
(0.46)

1.47
(0.81)

0.53
(0.50)

8.25
(1.06)

0.73
(0.44)

Note. Correlations are above the diagonal for younger siblings and below for older siblings. Fam = Familism,
Coh = Cohesion, Disc = Discrimination, Econ = Economic hardship, Warm = Mother-child warmth, Conf = Mother-
child conflict, Acad = Academic competence, Socio = Socioemotional competence, Agg = Aggressive/Oppositional
Behaviors, Gen = Child gender, Age = Child age, Nat = Mother nativity; Mother nativity is coded as 0 = U.S.-born
and 1 = born outside the U.S.; children’s gender coded as 0 = male and 1 = female. M = Mean, SD = Standard
Deviation. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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3.2. Associations among Mothers’ Cultural Assets and Challenges, Parent–Child Relationships,
and Children’s Educational Adjustment

Path analytic models were conducted in Mplus (version 8.6; Muthén and Muthén
1998–2018) to test direct effects of Latinx mothers’ familism values, family cohesion, eco-
nomic hardship, and discrimination on children’s academic competence, socioemotional
competence, and aggressive/oppositional behaviors, as well as the indirect effects via
mother–child warmth and conflict. Covariates included mother nativity, birth order, child
gender, and child age. Two parallel models were tested, one for mothers’ reports of warmth
and a second for their reports of conflict. Missing data ranged from 0% to 9% across study
variables and were estimated via full information maximum likelihood. To adjust for the
nonindependence of observations due to the nestedness of siblings within families, we
used the TYPE = COMPLEX command (Muthén and Muthén 1998–2018). Statistical signifi-
cance of indirect effects was estimated using 1000 bootstrap resamples and examination of
confidence intervals (MacKinnon et al. 2004). Moderation by child gender and birth order
were examined using multiple group analysis. Specifically, child gender was removed as a
covariate and the model with freely estimated paths across boys and girls was compared
against a fully constrained model with all regression paths set to be equal across groups.
When constraining all structural paths to be equal across groups did not yield a significant
decrease in model fit based on the Satorra–Bentler adjusted chi-squared difference test, the
constrained model was retained for parsimony (Satorra and Bentler 2001). When constrain-
ing all paths produced a significant decrease in the model fit, each parameter estimate was
compared using the MODEL CONSTRAINT command to identify paths that significantly
differed across groups to achieve a final partially constrained model. The process was
repeated to test sibling birth order moderation. Unstandardized coefficients are reported in
the text and standardized coefficients are shown in Table 2 and Figures 1 and 2.

Figure 1. Mothers’ Cultural Assets and Challenges and Children’s Educational Adjustment via
Mother–Child Warmth. Note. Standardized parameters are reported. Covariances, residual corre-
lations, and covariates are not shown in the figure for parsimony. Solid lines represent significant
direct effects. Bolded lines represent significant indirect paths. Dashed lines represent nonsignificant
paths. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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Table 2. Results for the associations between mothers’ cultural assets and challenges and children’s
educational adjustment via mother–child warmth and conflict.

Mother–Child Warmth
Model

Mother–Child Conflict Model

β SE β SE

Predictors of
Mother–Child

Warmth/Conflict
Familism values 0.121 0.063 0.017 0.054
Family cohesion 0.294 *** 0.059 −0.184 ** 0.067
Discrimination −0.030 0.045 −0.141 * 0.071

Economic hardship −0.119 0.061 0.157 * 0.068
Predictors of Academic

Competence
Mother–child

warmth/conflict −0.019 0.073 −0.223 ** 0.065

Familism values −0.091 0.066 −0.080 0.067
Family cohesion 0.159 * 0.062 0.116 0.063
Discrimination −0.076 0.062 −0.104 0.064

Economic hardship −0.002 0.065 0.022 0.065
Mother nativity 0.207 ** 0.066 0.211 ** 0.081

Child gender 0.149 ** 0.055 0.090 0.075
Child age −0.013 0.051 −0.038 0.072

Predictors of
Socioemotional

Competence
Mother–Child

warmth/conflict 0.177 ** 0.061 −0.091/−0.318 *** 0.066/064

Familism values −0.104 0.056 −0.07 0.086
Family cohesion 0.041 0.060 0.184 */−0.092 0.054/065
Discrimination −0.128 * 0.050 −0.162 ** 0.048

Economic hardship 0.010 0.053 0.011 0.047
Mother nativity 0.154 * 0.062 0.124 0.088

Predictors of
Socioemotional

Competence
Child gender 0.25 *** 0.047 0.222 ** 0.064

Child age 0.021 0.053 0.139 0.079
Predictors of

Aggressive/Oppositional
Behaviors

Mother–Child
warmth/conflict −0.104 0.070 0.166 */0.325 *** 0.078/0.077

Familism values 0.074 0.061 0.044 0.064
Family cohesion −0.020 0.058 0.008 0.059
Discrimination 0.072 0.057 0.003/−0.181 ** 0.089/0.068

Economic hardship 0.059 0.062 0.048 0.065
Mother nativity −0.121 0.059 −0.132 0.078

Child gender −0.29 *** 0.044 −0.236 *** 0.060
Child age −0.033 0.051 0.075 0.070

Note. Estimates that differed by sibling birth order are reported in the order of older/younger sibling. * p < 0.05,
** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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Figure 2. Mothers’ Cultural Assets and Challenges and Children’s Educational Adjustment via
Mother–Child Conflict. Note. Standardized parameters are reported. For paths that differed by
sibling birth order, parameters are reported for each group separated by the slash symbol (older
sibling/younger sibling). Covariances, residual correlations, and covariates are not shown in the
figure for parsimony. Solid lines represent significant direct effects. Bolded lines represent significant
indirect paths. Dashed lines represent nonsignificant paths. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

For the model including mother–child warmth, comparisons of the fully unconstrained
and constrained models by child gender and birth order revealed no changes in model fit,
Δχ2 (19) = 9.82, p = 0.957 for child gender, and Δχ2 (19) = 26.98, p = 0.105 for sibling order,
suggesting that the structural paths did not differ for girls versus boys and older versus
younger siblings. As shown in Figure 1, family cohesion was positively related to academic
competence (b = 0.30, p = 0.012), mothers’ experiences of discrimination were positively
associated with child socioemotional competence (b = 0.09, p = 0.014), and familism and
perceived economic hardship were not significantly associated with children’s adjustment.
There was one significant indirect effect in this model: family cohesion was associated with
socioemotional competence via mother–child warmth (ab = 0.052, 95% CI = [0.021, 0.096]).
Significant covariates included child gender predicting academic competence (b = 0.30,
p = 0.008), socioemotional competence (b = 0.24, p < 0.001), and aggressive/oppositional be-
haviors (b = −0.43, p < 0.001), such that girls reported higher academic and socioemotional
competencies than boys, and boys reported higher aggressive/oppositional behaviors
than girls. Mother nativity predicted academic competence (b = 0.48, p = 0.002), socioe-
motional competence (b = 0.17, p = 0.012), and aggression (b = −0.20, p = 0.029), such that
teachers reported higher academic and socioemotional competencies and lower aggres-
sive/oppositional behaviors for children of mothers born outside the U.S. Child age was
not a significant covariate of any of the three adjustment outcomes.

For the second model including mother–child conflict, there were no differences between
the fully unconstrained and constrained models by child gender, Δχ2 (19) = 23.72, p = 0.207,
but significant differences were found for sibling birth order, Δχ2 (19) = 38.87, p = 0.005.
Testing specific paths revealed the following birth order differences: family cohesion to child
socioemotional competence, mothers’ discrimination to aggressive/oppositional behavior,
and mother–child conflict to socioemotional competence and aggressive/ oppositional
behavior. Thus, these paths and their corresponding indirect effects were allowed to vary
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for older versus younger siblings, while all other structural paths were constrained to be
equal (see Figure 2). Family cohesion was positively associated with children’s socioemo-
tional competence for older siblings (b = 0.17, p = 0.027), but no significant association
emerged for younger siblings (b = −0.08, p = 0.166). Mothers’ reports of discrimination
were associated with children’s socioemotional competence for both older and younger
siblings (b = 0.12, p < 0.001). Mothers’ discrimination also was negatively associated with
aggressive/oppositional behaviors for younger siblings (b = −0.21, p = 0.011), but no sig-
nificant association emerged for older siblings (b = −0.003, p = 0.972). Mothers’ familism
and economic hardship did not significantly predict children’s educational adjustment, but
economic hardship was positively related to mother–child conflict (b = 0.26, p = 0.024).

Turning to indirect effects, mother–child conflict had significant indirect effects on the
relations between family cohesion and children’s academic competence (ab = 0.075, 95%
CI = [0.019, 0.158]) for both older and younger siblings. In addition, the indirect effect
of mother–child conflict was significant for family cohesion and aggressive/oppositional
behaviors (ab = −0.09, 95% CI = [−0.184, −0.027]) and family cohesion and socioemotional
competence (ab = 0.049, 95% CI = [0.014, 0.094]) for younger siblings, but not for older sib-
lings (ab = −0.038, p = 0.119 for aggressive/oppositional behaviors and ab = 0.016, p = 0.233
for socioemotional adjustment). In terms of covariates, child gender was a significant
predictor of socioemotional competence (b = 0.22, p = 0.002) and aggressive/oppositional
behaviors (b = −0.32, p < 0.001); mother nativity predicted academic competence (b = 0.47,
p = 0.01), such that children with mothers born outside of the U.S. had higher academic
competence relative to those with U.S.-born mothers. Child age was not a significant
covariate.

4. Discussion

The 21st century has brought unprecedented change in the ethnic–racial composition
of the U.S. (Krogstad 2019), highlighting the importance of examining the opportunities
and challenges parents face, particularly parents from ethnic–racial minoritized groups
who have been historically underrepresented in research and prevention science. Our focus
was on one such group, Latinx families, whose children comprise more than 25% of the
K-12 school population (Child Trends 2018). This study contributes new knowledge about
the associations among mothers’ culturally based assets and challenges, universally salient
features of the mother–child relationship (i.e., warmth, conflict), and children’s educational
adjustment based on a sample of predominantly immigrant Latinx families. Our focus
on middle childhood addresses a significant gap, as most research on Latinx families has
examined parenting dynamics in adolescence. Indeed, middle childhood is a time when
prevention efforts, particularly supports for parents (e.g., Parra Cardona et al. 2012), may
be critical in shaping children’s educational adjustment and, subsequently, their long-term
educational and economic opportunities (National Center for Education Statistics 2021).

4.1. Culturally Informed Assets, Mother–Child Relationship Quality, and Children’s Educational
Adjustment

Guided by culturally and ecologically based models (Calzada et al. 2012; García Coll
et al. 1996; Stein et al. 2014), we examined mothers’ familism values and family cohesion
as potential resources that may be directly associated with children’s academic, socioe-
motional, and behavioral functioning and indirectly linked via mother–child relationship
quality. Our findings revealed the expected positive bivariate associations between mothers’
familism values and mother–child warmth (Cahill et al.; Stein et al. 2014), but there were
no significant direct associations from mothers’ familism values to children’s educational
adjustment. These nonsignificant associations stand in contrast to research with primarily
adolescent and young adult samples, revealing links between familism values and more
positive educational outcomes and fewer externalizing symptoms (Cahill et al.). There also
was no evidence that mothers’ familism values were indirectly related to children’s educa-
tional adjustment via mother–child warmth and conflict. When accounting for multiple
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dimensions of mothers’ cultural assets and challenges within a single model, family cohesion
was directly and indirectly associated with children’s educational adjustment. Specifically,
family cohesion was related to higher levels of mother–child warmth, which was associated
with more positive socioemotional functioning. That this finding was consistent across
sibling birth order and child gender suggests the general importance of family cohesion
and mother–child warmth for children’s socioemotional competencies (i.e., prosocial in-
teractions, emotional regulation strategies) in elementary school, and is consistent with
research on recent Latinx immigrant families with slightly older children (i.e., 9 to 12 years
of age; (Leidy et al. 2010)). In this sample of predominantly immigrant Latinx mothers who
endorsed strong family-oriented values (i.e., almost 4.5 on a 5-point scale), it is possible
that family interactions that are consistent with these values, including shared activities,
interests, and connectedness among family members, along with warm and supportive
relations between mothers and their children, are particularly salient for children’s socioe-
motional functioning (Leidy et al. 2010). Our findings suggest the importance of examining
both attitudinal and behavioral components of familism across different developmental
periods to gain a more complete picture of their implications for family functioning and
youth adjustment (Cahill et al.; Stein et al. 2014).

These findings also complement research on Latinx parenting styles in middle child-
hood (Domenech Rodriguez et al. 2009), which has identified different constellations of
parenting behaviors (warmth, demandingness, and autonomy granting). Further, we ex-
tend research on the benefits of family cohesion and parental support for Latinx adolescents’
adjustment (Bámaca-Colbert et al. 2018) to middle childhood (Leidy et al. 2010) and to
children’s positive socioemotional functioning in the school setting. Although our findings
cannot be generalized to other sociocultural contexts, it is possible that family cohesion
and warm and supportive mother–child relationships in middle childhood are resources
that benefit all children, regardless of their culturally and contextually based resources and
challenges, as they navigate their early years of formal schooling and learn to interact with
teachers and classmates.

Turning to the models including mother–child conflict as a potential indirect mech-
anism, our findings extend research that has predominantly focused on parent–youth
conflict in Latinx families during adolescence (e.g., Li and Warner 2015; Padilla et al. 2016;
Pasch et al. 2006). For both older and younger siblings and female and male children,
higher levels of family cohesion were associated with lower levels of mother–child conflict
and, in turn, teachers’ reports of children’s more positive academic functioning, specifically
their completion of homework and ability to achieve their academic goals and master
grade-level reading and math skills. A home environment characterized by family con-
nectedness and low levels of mother–child conflict may increase the likelihood that Latinx
children can focus on school-related tasks and be successful in their academic work. These
more harmonious family environments, which align with the cultural values of Latinx
families (Campos et al. 2008; Leidy et al. 2010), may provide the foundational skills and
motivation for children to be successful at school, highlighting potential sources of strength
and resilience for Latinx youth (Cahill et al.; Leidy et al. 2010; Stein et al. 2014). More
generally, these findings underscore the importance of the family context in children’s
successful academic functioning in middle childhood, a critical time when they are adapting
to a complex educational environment (Collins and Madsen 2019; Votruba-Drzal 2006) that
is unfamiliar to the majority of their parents, who have limited experience with U.S. K-12
schools (Suarez-Orozco et al. 2010).

It is notable that the pattern of findings linking family cohesion to mother–child
conflict to children’s adjustment was significant for all three domains of educational ad-
justment for younger siblings. That is, for younger siblings the indirect effects emerged for
socioemotional competence and aggressive/oppositional behaviors in addition to academic
competence, suggesting the particular importance of these familial processes for younger
children during their early to middle elementary school years (i.e., 1st to 4th grade). A
strength of our study was the focus on two children in each family and the consideration of
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within-family variation. Although family cohesion was related to less mother–child conflict
for both siblings, and mothers reported similar levels of conflict with older and younger
siblings, the links from mother–child conflict to children’s socioemotional functioning
and aggressive/oppositional behaviors were specific to younger siblings. It is possible
that mother–child conflict has different implications for the adjustment of older siblings,
who are on the verge of adolescence, relative to their younger siblings who are in middle
childhood. One possibility is that, for younger siblings, who are in middle childhood and
have relatively less autonomy and spend more time with parents than their older siblings
(Shanahan et al. 2007a), mother–child conflicts may be more salient for their adjustment. It
also may be that mother–child conflicts in middle childhood are more likely to reflect inter-
personal difficulties that also manifest in children’s interactions at school, including more
limited emotion regulation skills and more frequent aggressive/oppositional behaviors.
These findings are among the first to examine within-family variation in these processes in
middle childhood in Latinx families, and underscore the potential importance of mother–
child conflict in middle childhood in this cultural context, particularly for younger children
in our sample. Furthermore, our findings suggest the possibility that prevention programs
that include strategies for addressing mother–child conflict in middle childhood may be
beneficial for Latinx children’s functioning in multiple domains at school.

4.2. Culturally Informed Challenges, Mother–Child Relationship Quality, and Children’s
Educational Adjustment

In addition to considering the strengths that Latinx mothers bring to their parenting,
we also considered two particular challenges that are disproportionately experienced by
Latinx families: economic hardship (Shrider et al. 2021) and discrimination (Ayón and
Garcia 2019). Our expectations regarding the associations among stressors, parent–youth
relationship quality, and children’s educational adjustment were informed by the family
stress model (Conger et al. 1994) and its extension to culturally based stressors (Conger et al.
2012; Lorenzo-Blanco et al. 2012). Our measure of economic hardship focused on mothers’
perceptions of how difficult it was to meet their financial demands, such as paying bills on
time, providing essential items such as food and clothing, and covering medical expenses.
As our sample was recruited from economically disadvantaged schools, the distribution
of household income was limited in range and less likely to provide an indication of
whether and how economic circumstances are associated with stress and hardship for
families. We found that mothers’ perceptions of family economic hardship were positively
related to mother–child conflict at the bivariate level and in our multivariate model for
both older and younger siblings. However, contrary to the family stress process model and
empirical support with Latinx families in early childhood (Derlan et al. 2019) and early
adolescence (Delgado et al. 2013; White et al. 2015), we found limited evidence linking
mothers’ perceptions of economic hardship to children’s adjustment via mother–child
relationship quality in middle childhood.

Several characteristics of this study may underlie the lack of support for the family
stress model. First, mothers’ ratings of economic hardship were low to moderate, and
all children attended Title I elementary schools where additional financial supports may
be widely in place. Most families (almost 98%) also accessed various sources of public
assistance (e.g., free/reduced price meals, nutritional assistance, and healthcare). Thus,
in the context of these safety nets and mothers’ modest reports of hardship (despite fairly
low median income in households supporting an average of six individuals), economic
hardship may not be a particularly salient challenge for children’s educational adjustment.
Developmental considerations also may play a role here. As children in middle childhood
spend more time in the home setting relative to youth in adolescence (Shanahan et al. 2007b),
and in this sample they also spent their school days with children in similar economic
circumstances, this younger age group may be less aware of or affected by the economic
hardship experienced in their homes. Notably, much of the research on the family stress
model with Latinxs focuses on families with adolescents (e.g., Delgado et al. 2013; White
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et al. 2015), who may be more cognizant of their families’ economic hardships to the extent
that they have more opportunities to compare and contrast their situations to those of their
peers. Along these lines, Delgado et al. (2013) showed that adolescents’ perceptions of their
families’ economic hardship mediated parents’ reports of hardship to family functioning
and adolescents’ adjustment. Thus, one direction of future research may be to assess the
degree to which children perceive economic constraints or stressors within the family
context and the role of these perceptions in their educational adjustment.

Turning to our second indicator of culturally based stress, mothers’ experiences of
discrimination, our findings revealed inconsistencies across the bivariate and multivariate
analyses. At the bivariate level, mothers’ reports of discrimination were associated with
greater economic hardship and more mother–child conflict for older and younger siblings,
consistent with the premises of the family stress model (Conger et al. 2012; Lorenzo-
Blanco et al. 2012). In the multivariate model, discrimination was associated with more
positive socioemotional competencies for both older and younger siblings and less ag-
gressive/oppositional behavior for younger siblings. Although mothers who experience
more frequent discrimination may engage in socialization strategies (e.g., preparation for
bias, cultural socialization; Hagelskamp and Hughes 2014) that have been demonstrated to
promote positive adjustment among children (Umaña-Taylor and Hill 2020), replication is
essential, as it is also likely that these findings are spurious. Further, we know little about
the potential underlying mechanisms linking Latinx mothers’ experiences of discrimination
to their children’s adjustment in middle childhood, highlighting an important direction of
future work.

5. Limitations and Future Directions

This study has several limitations that guide future research. Foremost, our study
drew on cross-sectional data and future longitudinal work is needed to test for potential
direct and indirect mechanisms using multiple time points and accounting for prior lev-
els of children’s adjustment. Although our findings highlight important contextual and
parenting characteristics that are linked to children’s educational adjustment, the direction
of the effects cannot be determined. Second, because our study required the participation
of a primary caregiver, and the majority were biological mothers, future work should
consider how multiple caregivers’ cultural assets and challenges are linked to children’s
adjustment. This should include father figures and other primary caregivers in the lives
of Latinx children (e.g., grandparents, aunts and uncles, older siblings; Updegraff and
Perez-Brena). Third, we controlled for mothers’ nativity as a proxy for their exposure to
anti-immigrant experiences. The associations between mothers’ nativity and children’s ed-
ucational adjustment suggested, however, that mothers’ immigrant status (i.e., being born
outside of the U.S.) was related to more positive child adaptation in school, aligning with
findings regarding the immigrant paradox (Gonzales et al. 2009). Thus, it will be important
to directly measure the extent to which parents have been the target of anti-immigrant
actions and policies in future studies, given the salience and frequency of such experiences
for Latinx families in the 21st century (Roche et al. 2018; Torres et al. 2018). Fourth, we
drew on mothers’ reports of parent–child relationship qualities, and the next steps should
examine how children perceive these relationships as well as use observational ratings of
parent–youth relationships (e.g., Domenech Rodriguez et al. 2009). Finally, our analytic
sample of 348 children from 173 families was large for a primary data collection effort,
but nevertheless underpowered for a complex model testing moderation by birth order
and gender. On one hand, this suggests that the associations that emerged are likely quite
robust; on the other hand, more research with larger samples is needed, as some of our null
findings could be due to limited power to detect significant associations.

These limitations withstanding, this study has a number of strengths and makes
several important contributions to the field. For instance, a feature of our study that
strengthens its external validity is its multiple-informant design, in which we gathered data
from teachers to assess children’s educational adjustment, rather than relying on mothers’
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reports; this enables us to rule out common source variance as an explanation for our
results. Our study also provided important evidence regarding the promotive function of
family cohesion for the educational adjustment of Latinx children. Among the culturally
based assets and challenges examined, family cohesion was a particularly important familial
asset in middle childhood that was associated with more positive mother–child relationship
dynamics and, in turn, with more optimal adjustment at school. The pattern of findings was
particularly strong for younger siblings, who are early in their years of formal schooling—a
time when establishing a foundation for future educational success has far reaching benefits
(Magnuson et al. 2016; Rabiner et al. 2016).

More generally, our study underscores the interconnections between family and school
experiences and suggests that prevention and intervention programs that focus on these
intersecting contexts have the potential to benefit Latinx youth. As one example, Gonzales
et al. (2012) demonstrated the efficacy of a school-based, parent–adolescent-focused preven-
tion program (i.e., Bridges to High School Program/Projecto Puentes a la Secundaria) designed
to increase school engagement and reduce risk behaviors by strengthening parenting, ado-
lescent coping, school engagement, and family cohesion among Mexican-origin families
in urban school settings. Investing in programs that build family–school connections and
enhance family-based supports prior to adolescence (and the onset of significant behavioral
difficulties for some youth) may be an important next step in prevention research to capi-
talize on a developmental period when children spend the majority of their time in family
and school settings.

6. Conclusions

In the 21st century, Latinx families account for more than half of the growth in the
U.S. population and represent more than one-fourth of the school-age population. One
key contribution of our research, and a critical approach to studying Latinx families in
the 21st century, is a balanced perspective that recognizes the strengths and challenges of
Latinx families in the U.S. today. In considering multiple assets and challenges, our work
underscored family cohesion as a salient cultural factor in middle childhood that is linked
to more positive family dynamics and, in turn, more positive adaptation in the school
setting. Prevention programs that build on these familial strengths have the potential to
support children’s successful transition to and adjustment in their early years of formal
schooling. A particularly important contribution was our focus on middle childhood, a period
of parenting that has been relatively neglected in research on Latinx parenting/parent–child
relationships. Middle childhood is a potentially ideal time to intervene with efficacious
prevention programming, as it could help set children on a more positive trajectory as
they enter adolescence and aid in addressing the considerable disparities in high school
and postsecondary education for ethnic–racial minoritized and low-income youth. The
potentially different pattern of findings that emerged in this middle childhood sample,
compared to a body of research on parenting among Latinx adolescents, underscores the
importance of ensuring that research on Latinx families spans children’s development
from early childhood to young adulthood to better understand the unique resources and
challenges that characterize each developmental period. Continuing to build a founda-
tion of knowledge on Latinx families will be essential to informing culturally responsive
prevention and intervention programming in the 21st century.
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Abstract: Cultures and families are not static over time but evolve in response to social transforma-
tions, such as changing gender roles, urbanization, globalization, and technology uptake. Historically,
individualism and collectivism have been widely used heuristics guiding cross-cultural comparisons,
yet these orientations may evolve over time, and individuals within cultures and cultures themselves
can have both individualist and collectivist orientations. Historical shifts in parents’ attitudes also
have occurred within families in several cultures. As a way of understanding mothers’ and fathers’
individualism, collectivism, and parenting attitudes at this point in history, we examined parents
in nine countries that varied widely in country-level individualism rankings. Data included moth-
ers’ and fathers’ reports (N = 1338 families) at three time points in China, Colombia, Italy, Jordan,
Kenya, Philippines, Sweden, Thailand, and the United States. More variance was accounted for by
within-culture than between-culture factors for parents’ individualism, collectivism, progressive
parenting attitudes, and authoritarian parenting attitudes, which were predicted by a range of so-
ciodemographic factors that were largely similar for mothers and fathers and across cultural groups.
Social changes from the 20th to the 21st century may have contributed to some of the similarities
between mothers and fathers and across the nine countries.

Keywords: authoritarian; collectivism; culture; historical perspective; individualism; international;
parenting attitudes; social change
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1. Introduction

Historically, the individualist versus collectivist distinction has been one of the main
organizing frameworks for understanding cultural differences in family life (Hofstede
1980; Kâğıtçıbaşı 1997; Triandis et al. 1986), and parents in some societies have been con-
sidered more “progressive” (in terms of holding democratic attitudes about parent–child
relationships and believing that children should have more autonomy in decision mak-
ing in the family) and less authoritarian than others (e.g., Lansford and Bornstein 2011).
However, neither cultures nor families are static over time; instead, cultures and families
evolve in response to social transformations, such as changing gender roles, urbanization,
globalization, and technology uptake (e.g., Bornstein 2019; Chuang et al. 2018; Lansford
et al. 2021). Entire cultural orientations can shift, and changing ecological demands re-
sulting from social transformations can alter parents’ attitudes if they perceive that new
parenting behaviors, child characteristics, or both will be more adaptive in altered social
contexts (e.g., Fung et al. 2017). The present study examines the proportions of variance
in individualism, collectivism, parents’ progressive attitudes, and parents’ authoritarian
attitudes accounted for by within-culture versus between-culture factors as well as so-
ciodemographic predictors of individualism, collectivism, parents’ progressive attitudes,
and parents’ authoritarian attitudes, recognizing that these constructs are culturally and
historically grounded in ways that may change over time.

1.1. Individualism and Collectivism in Historical Perspective

Individualism is characterized by self-reliance and separation from ingroups, whereas
collectivism is characterized by the subordination of individual goals for the good of the
group, interdependence, and family integrity (Triandis et al. 1986). In his now-classic work,
Hofstede (1991) explained that “Individualism stands for a society in which the ties between
individuals are loose; everyone is expected to look after himself or herself and his or her im-
mediate family only” whereas “collectivism stands for a society in which people from birth
onwards are integrated into strong, cohesive ingroups, which throughout people’s lifetime
continue to protect them in exchange for unquestioning loyalty” (pp. 260–61). Kâğıtçıbaşı
(1997) traced the history of individualism and collectivism in philosophical and religious
thought through the first part of the 20th century, but Hofstede (1980) popularized the idea
of individualism and collectivism in psychology. The concepts rapidly gained traction in
the 1980s and the 1990s, with a third of psychology studies invoking individualism and
collectivism to explain cultural differences by 1994 (Hui and Yee 1994). The introduction to
Volume 3 of the 2nd edition of Handbook of Cross-cultural Psychology noted that, although
the 1st edition of the handbook barely mentioned the individualism/collectivism heuristic,
the 2nd edition “makes very clear that individualism/collectivism is currently the favorite
heuristic of many cross-cultural social psychologists” (Segall and Kâğıtçıbaşı 1997, p. xxvii).

Despite the importance of the individualism/collectivism heuristic, critics have raised
a number of questions about these constructs (Voronov and Singer 2002). For example, even
in early studies, scholars recognized as a limitation that individualism and collectivism are
rarely measured directly but rather assumed based on nationality or ethnicity (Kâğıtçıbaşı
1997). In a comparison of tendencies to give and expectations to receive resources from
others in Greece, Hong Kong, the Netherlands, Turkey, and the United States, the presumed
collectivists did not differ from the presumed individualists (Fijneman et al. 1995). Indeed,
even early theorists pointed out that individualism and collectivism are not polar opposites
but instead can coexist within a cultural group and even within an individual in different
situations or at different times (Kâğıtçıbaşı 1997).

Over time, researchers have increasingly emphasized that cultural groups as a whole
as well as individuals within cultures embody both individualism and collectivism. For
example, in an analysis of change over time in individualism and collectivism in Japan,
although Japanese culture as a whole was found to become more individualistic over
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time, individuals continued to embrace many attitudes and behaviors characteristic of
collectivism (Ogihara 2017). Some of this shift in perspectives in the literature is likely
a function of researchers recognizing complexity that had always existed but had been
simplified through dichotomously classifying cultural groups as being predominantly
individualist or collectivist (e.g., Wong et al. 2018). Yet some of this shift in perspectives is
also likely a function of real societal changes over time related to changing gender roles,
urbanization, globalization, technology uptake, and other factors (e.g., Chang et al. 2011;
Kâğıtçıbaşı 2002).

In addition to being used as heuristics for understanding cultures in general, individ-
ualism and collectivism have been conceptualized as affecting how parents in different
cultural groups socialize their children. For example, individualism has been theorized
to promote socializing children to be self-reliant and independent, whereas collectivism
has been theorized to promote socializing children to be obedient and fulfill their duties
to their families (Triandis et al. 1990). Individualism and collectivism may affect parents’
attitudes regarding appropriate parenting practices and desired child outcomes (He et al.
2021).

At a cultural level, individualism and collectivism have typically been treated as
characterizing populations to different degrees (e.g., Hofstede Insights 2021). Individ-
ualism and collectivism may be related to a range of sociodemographic characteristics
at both cultural and individual levels. Early works suggested that more individualistic
countries have higher gross national products than less individualistic countries (Hofstede
1980; Triandis et al. 1988), but more recent work demonstrates that individualism and
collectivism may have complex relations with economic factors, such as redistribution of
income and entrepreneurship, at a societal level (Binder 2019). Culture-wide indicators of
educational attainment do not have clear relations with individualism or collectivism, as
countries that perform among the best in the world on international comparisons, such as
with the Program for International Student Assessment (U.S. Department of Education
2020), include some of the most collectivist (e.g., China, Singapore) and most individualist
(e.g., Canada, Estonia) countries in the world. There is some evidence that as countries’
individualism increases over historical time, the average family size decreases (Ogihara
2018). At an individual level, it is also possible that individualism and collectivism are
predicted by a range of sociodemographic characteristics of parents, such as age, educa-
tion, and income. However, research on individual-level predictors of individualism and
collectivism is rare.

1.2. Progressive and Authoritarian Parenting Attitudes in Historical Perspective

Along with changes in individualism and collectivism at the cultural level, historical
shifts in parents’ attitudes and behaviors have also occurred within families (Haring et al.
2019). For example, in previous generations, authoritarian attitudes that emphasized par-
ents’ power and children’s obligation to obey their parents were more common than they
are today (Chang et al. 2011; Chen and Chen 2010). Historical shifts in parents’ attitudes in
a number of countries have de-emphasized authoritarianism and increasingly emphasized
supporting children’s autonomy (Bray and Dawes 2016). Parents’ behaviors likewise have
changed. For example, the percentage of parents who report spanking their children (often
considered a behavioral manifestation of authoritarianism) has declined steadily over
time in a number of countries and has declined more dramatically in countries that have
outlawed corporal punishment (Alampay et al. 2021), a number that has increased expo-
nentially since 1979 when Sweden became the first country to outlaw corporal punishment
(www.endcorporalpunishment.org, accessed 26 November 2021).

Large-scale social changes are in part responsible for changes in parents’ attitudes
(Chang et al. 2011). For example, the Internet and social media have dispersed global
perspectives that were not part of traditional family discourse in the era before the Internet
(Harrelson-Stephens and Callaway 2014). Parenting has been shaped by exposure to
different perspectives via technology, as well as through urbanization, globalization, and
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other social forces that change over time (Bray and Dawes 2016), and these exposures may
have contributed to melding of individualist and collectivist orientations as well as a shift
away from more authoritarian parenting attitudes.

Parents’ attitudes are shaped by a number of sociodemographic factors at both a
cultural level and an individual level. For example, at a cultural level, some countries
emphasize a democratic approach to parenting that encompasses children’s rights in the
family and society at large (e.g., Sorbring et al. 2021), whereas other countries emphasize
more authoritarian parenting attitudes within the context of hierarchical parent–child
relationships (Osman et al. 2021), although these culture-level differences in parenting
attitudes may be narrowing over time (Chang et al. 2011). At an individual level, parents
who are less educated and have a lower income have more authoritarian attitudes than
more educated and higher-income parents (Hoff and Laursen 2019; Wamser-Nanney and
Campbell 2020), but studies of these sociodemographic predictors of parents’ attitudes
have largely been conducted in the United States, Canada, and western Europe, so it is not
clear whether they generalize to other populations. Child gender, parent age, and family
size may also be related to parents’ authoritarian attitudes, although findings have been
mixed and if differences are found, they are often small in magnitude. The importance
parents place on religion has sometimes been found to be related to more authoritarian
parenting attitudes (Horwath and Lees 2010), but this finding has been inconsistent (Petro
et al. 2018) and in part depends on religious denomination as some denominations espouse
more authoritarian beliefs than others (such as the “spare the rod, spoil the child” view in
conservative Christian denominations) (Gershoff et al. 1999).

Parents’ own sociodemographic characteristics, in particular age and education, might
be related not only to their own attitudes but also to the other parents’ attitudes. Family
Systems Theory (Bowen 1978) and expansions of the theory that focus more on culture
(Erdem and Safi 2018), for example, describe how families operate as entire systems in
which characteristics of each member influence each of the other members, as well as
their relationships with one another. In addition, through assortative mating, parents with
particular sociodemographic characteristics often select into relationships with partners
who share those characteristics (Rauscher 2020). Once mothers and fathers have formed a
partnership, they also influence each other over time (Bornstein et al. 2011b), which could
account for how one parent’s age and education might be related not only to their own
attitudes but also to the other parent’s attitudes.

1.3. Mothers and Fathers in Historical Perspective

Historically, in many countries, men were expected to be providers and disciplinarians
and women were expected to be children’s primary caregivers (Rodrigo et al. 2014). Gender
roles have changed over time as a function of many factors, including women’s attainment
of higher education, greater participation in the paid labor force, and increased access to
birth control that has given women more control over family planning (Miho and Thévenon
2020). In some countries, paid paternity leave, in addition to maternity leave, has also
encouraged fathers to take more active roles in caring for their children (International
Labor Organization 2014). As a result, fathers in many countries spend more time with
their children and are more involved parents in the 21st century than they were in the
20th century, although fathers’ involvement depends on a number of sociodemographic
characteristics, such as parental education (Dotti Sani and Treas 2016).

Changes in parents’ roles over historical time may be tied to changes in parenting
attitudes. In particular, fathers’ traditional disciplinarian role may have been related to
holding more authoritarian attitudes, but as fathers increasingly take on caregiving roles,
they may become less authoritarian. A study in Sweden, for example, demonstrated a
dramatic decrease over the last 50 years of authoritarian parenting of both mothers and
fathers and increasing egalitarianism between mothers and fathers (Trifan et al. 2014).
Likewise, noticeable cross-century change from gender-differentiated authoritarian to
gender-equal progressive parenting roles has been documented in China (Chang et al.
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2011). Examining both mothers’ and fathers’ individualism, collectivism, and parenting
attitudes is important in advancing understanding of both parents, especially as fathers
have taken on more active parenting roles over historical time (Craig et al. 2014).

1.4. The Present Study

As a way of understanding mothers’ and fathers’ individualism, collectivism, and
parenting attitudes at this point in history, we examined parents in nine countries that
varied widely in Hofstede Insights’ (2021) individualism rankings: 13 (Colombia), 20
(China and Thailand), 25 (Kenya), 30 (Jordan), 32 (Philippines), 71 (Sweden), 76 (Italy), and
91 (United States). This range enables us to test our research questions in an international
sample that varies in individualism at the country level. Hofstede does not provide
collectivism rankings, which presumes that individualism and collectivism are reciprocally
related.

Our first aim was to understand the proportion of the total variance accounted for by
within-culture versus between-culture factors in (1) parental individualism, (2) parental
collectivism, (3) parental progressive attitudes, and (4) parental authoritarian attitudes. We
hypothesized that a larger proportion of variance would be accounted for by within-culture
than between-culture factors, as suggested by prior research on a range of parenting and
child development variables (Deater-Deckard et al. 2018) and theories that emphasize
that individualism and collectivism can coexist within cultures and within individuals
(Kâğıtçıbaşı 1997). Parsing within-culture and between-culture variance in individualism,
collectivism, and parenting attitudes is important to understanding the utility of these
heuristics as ways of categorizing cultural groups and as a way of understanding the degree
to which parents’ orientations and attitudes are predicted by both cultural and individual
factors. Our second aim was to understand possible sociodemographic predictors of
mothers’ and fathers’ individualism, collectivism, progressive attitudes, and authoritarian
attitudes. We hypothesized that parents who are less educated and have lower levels of
household income would have less progressive and more authoritarian attitudes than
parents who are more educated and have higher levels of household income. We also
examined child gender, parent age, number of adults in the household, number of children
in the household, and the importance mothers place on religion as predictors. Previous
research has been mixed on whether these factors predict parenting attitudes, so we did
not make specific directional hypotheses. Examining sociodemographic predictors of
individualism, collectivism, and parenting attitudes is important to situate the study of
parenting not just in the cultural contexts in which it occurs but also in the individual-level
predictors that might be important to understanding culturally grounded orientations
and attitudes. Our third aim was to examine whether these predictors significantly differ
between mothers and fathers or across cultures. We did not have specific hypotheses about
parent gender or cultural differences in predictors but sought to understand generalizability
of findings across these dimensions. A key goal in psychological science has become
establishing the robustness and replicability of findings (Bonett 2012; Duncan et al. 2014),
so testing whether the findings are consistent for mothers and fathers and across cultural
groups is important to understanding the generalizability of the findings across diverse
populations.

2. Methods

2.1. Participants

Children, mothers, and fathers (N = 1338 families) were recruited to participate in the
Parenting Across Cultures Project from schools in 12 groups in 9 countries: The families
were recruited from Shanghai, China (n = 123); Medellín, Colombia (n = 108); Naples, Italy
(n = 102); Rome, Italy (n = 111); Zarqa, Jordan (n = 114); Kisumu, Kenya (n = 100); Manila,
Philippines (n = 120); Trollhättan/Vänersborg, Sweden (n = 129); Chiang Mai, Thailand
(n = 120); and Durham, North Carolina, United States (n = 102 Black, n = 99 Latinx, n = 110
White). Children brought home letters describing the study, which parents were asked to
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sign and return if they were willing to be contacted (in some countries) and contacted by
phone to follow up on the letter (in other countries). Children were sampled from schools
serving high-, middle-, and low-income families in the approximate proportion to which
these income groups were represented in the local population. These sampling procedures
resulted in an economically diverse sample that ranged from low income to high income
within each site. These are convenience samples, which despite their limitations in terms of
population-wide generalizability, have several advantages in longitudinal, developmental
research (Jager et al. 2017).

At Time 1 in 2008, children ranged in age from 7 to 10 years (M = 8.30, SD = 0.66; 51%
girls). Eighty-two percent of the parents were married. For the analyses reported here, data
were available from three annual waves of data collection, spaced at approximately 1-year
intervals. At Time 3, 91% of the original families provided data. Compared to the original
families who did not provide Time 3 data, families who provided Time 3 data did not differ
with respect to demographic variables, including child gender, parents’ marital status, and
parents’ education.

2.2. Procedure and Measures

Measures were translated and back translated and subjected to a process of cultural
adaptation to ensure linguistic and conceptual equivalence of the measures (Erkut 2010).
After parents provided informed consent and children provided assent, interviews were
conducted face-to-face or over the telephone. Participants were given modest compensation
for their time.

Table 1 provides means, standard deviations, and sample sizes for each variable in each
site. Table 2 provides the bivariate correlations with the Bonferroni-adjusted significance
level across the variables used in the model for all countries combined.

Parent individualism and collectivism: When the children were 10 years old, the
mothers and fathers completed a measure of individualism and collectivism adapted
from Singelis et al. (1995), Tam et al. (2003), and Triandis (1995). The parents rated the
importance of different values related to their autonomy and belonging to a social group.
The parents were asked whether they 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, or
4 = strongly agree with a series of 16 statements, 8 reflecting individualism and 8 reflecting
collectivism. Individualism items included “I’d rather depend on myself than others”
and “Competition is the law of nature.” Collectivism items included “The well-being of
my co-workers is important to me” and “To me, pleasure is spending time with others.”
Items were averaged to create an individualism scale (αs = 0.70 and 0.71 for mothers and
fathers, respectively, ranging from 0.52 in Kenya to 0.82 in U.S. Latinx, with 66% over 0.60
for mothers, and from 0.53 in Rome, Italy, to 0.77 in Naples, Italy, with 83% over 0.60 for
fathers) and a collectivism scale (αs = 0.65 and 0.69 for mothers and fathers, respectively,
ranging from 0.55 in U.S. White to 0.81 in U.S. Latinx, with 83% over 0.60 for mothers, and
from 0.59 in Naples, Italy, to 0.80 in China, with 92% over 0.60 for fathers).
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Parental progressive and authoritarian attitudes: The Parental Modernity Index
(Schaefer and Edgerton 1985) was completed at child age 8. The mothers and fathers
rated each of 30 statements on a 4-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree).
Of these, 8 items reflect progressive attitudes (e.g., “Children have a right to their own
point of view and should be allowed to express it”) and 22 items reflect authoritarian
and conformist attitudes (e.g., “The most important thing to teach children is absolute
obedience to their parents”). The items were averaged to create a progressive attitudes
scale (αs = 0.57 and 0.56 for mothers and fathers, respectively, ranging from 0.37 in Kenya
to 0.74 in Thailand, with 42% over 0.60 for mothers, and from 0.40 in Naples, Italy, to 0.70
in Sweden, with 42% over 0.60 for fathers) and an authoritarian attitudes scale (αs = 0.88
and 0.88 for mothers and fathers, respectively, ranging from 0.70 in Jordan to 0.88 in the
Philippines for mothers and from 0.70 in Thailand to 0.90 in US Latinx for fathers).

Predictors: At child ages 8 and 9, the mothers completed a demographic questionnaire
either orally or in writing (depending on the mothers’ preference) that included items about
the number of years of education completed by the mother and the father (in both years)
and the household income in local currency (only in year 2). We standardized the education
measures and the year 2 household income within site to aid in comparison of structural
coefficients, because income and education, even when converted to common units, often
do not have comparable meanings between nations and cultural groups. Additional
demographic predictors included child gender, mother age, father age, number of adults in
the household, and number of children in the household. The mothers were also asked
to rate “how important would you say religion is in your life” on a 5-point scale, where
1 = not important and 5 = very important.

2.3. Analysis Plan

All continuous variables were standardized to a grand mean of 0 and an SD of 1 to
yield easily interpretable relations between predictors and outcomes. We handled missing
data using Full Information Maximum Likelihood (Larsen 2011). Data were missing on
13% of the mothers and 28% of the fathers on the individualism/collectivism variables and
5% of the mothers and 23% of the fathers on the parental progressive and authoritarian
attitude variables.

For aim 1, the within-culture variance and between-culture variance was calculated
using a fixed-effects multilevel model without predictors in Mplus (also known as an uncon-
ditional model). The model estimates the within-level and between-level variances, which
were used to calculate the intra-class correlation (ICC), which measures the proportion of
inter-person variance that is between cultures.

For aims 2 and 3, we estimated the a priori model testing predictors of mothers’
and fathers’ individualism, collectivism, progressive attitudes, and authoritarian attitudes
using a structural equation multiple group model by site using Mplus version 8. We
used the MLR estimator to provide Satorra–Bentler robust standard errors to address any
non-normality in the dependent variables. China was not included in the outcome analysis
due to having no data on household income. Because we started with the theoretical
perspective that the hypothesized relations should be universal and not differ by culture,
we estimated a model that held all paths and correlations of the outcomes to be equal
across cultures. A good model fit is defined by a non-significant chi-square test, CFI and
TLI greater than or equal to 0.95, and RMSEA less than or equal to 0.06 (Hu and Bentler
1999). If a good model fit was not achieved, modification indices were then consulted to
determine parameters that would be theoretically plausible to free in a specific culture. The
parameter with the largest index was freed in a specific culture and no longer constrained
to be equal across cultures. This model with unconstrained parameters was compared to a
fully constrained model using a chi-square difference test. If the test revealed a significant
difference in fit, then the unconstrained parameter was retained, modification indices
were again consulted, and the plausible parameter with the largest index was freed. This
iterative process was continued until the chi-square test comparing the constrained and
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unconstrained models was not significant, indicating that the model freeing the parameter
(less parsimonious model) fit the data significantly worse than the more parsimonious fixed
model. We then pruned paths that were non-significant for all cultures. We conducted a
sensitivity analysis using more conservative bootstrapped standard errors in place of MLR,
and the significance and magnitude of the findings were not different upon comparison
with the initial model.

3. Results

3.1. Within- vs. Between-Culture Variance in Individualism, Collectivism, Progressive Attitudes,
and Authoritarian Attitudes

Our first research aim was to understand the proportions of the total variance in
parental (1) individualism, (2) collectivism, (3) progressive attitudes, and (4) authoritarian
attitudes accounted for by within-culture versus between-culture factors. For each variable,
the majority of the variance was between individuals within cultures (Table 3). The
ICCs ranged from 0.03 for father collectivism to 0.35 for mother authoritarian attitudes,
meaning that 3% of the variance in father collectivism and 35% of the variance in mother
authoritarian attitudes were accounted for by between-culture factors. The strongest
ICCs were for mother and father individualism (0.22 and 0.19) and mother and father
authoritarian attitudes (0.35 and 0.34). Mother and father collectivism and mother and
father progressive attitudes had weak and/or non-significant ICCs.

Table 3. Estimated variances and intra-class correlations.

Variances (SE) ICC

Between
Adolescents within

Cultures

Between
Cultures

Mother Individualism 0.21 (0.02) *** 0.05 (0.02) * 0.22 (0.08) **
Father Individualism 0.20 (0.02) *** 0.04 (0.02) * 0.19 (0.08) *
Mother Collectivism 0.19 (0.01) *** 0.01 (0.00) *** 0.07 (0.02) ***
Father Collectivism 0.13 (0.01) *** 0.00 (0.00) * 0.03 (0.01) *

Mother Progressive Attitudes 0.12 (0.02) *** 0.02 (0.01) 0.13 (0.07)
Father Progressive Attitudes 0.12 (0.01) *** 0.015 (0.007) * 0.12 (0.049) *

Mother Authoritarian Attitudes 0.22 (0.03) *** 0.08 (0.03) ** 0.35 (0.08) ***
Father Authoritarian Attitudes 0.20 (0.02) *** 0.07 (0.02) *** 0.34 (0.07) ***

* p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.

3.2. Predictors of Individualism, Collectivism, Progressive Attitudes, and Authoritarian Attitudes

Our second and third research aims concerned potential predictors of parental (1)
individualism, (2) collectivism, (3) progressive attitudes, and (4) authoritarian attitudes
and whether these relations differed significantly across (1) mothers and fathers and (2)
cultures. Bivariate correlations are presented in Table 2.

Table 4 provides the unstandardized results for the final multiple group model for
culture. Our initial a priori multiple group model constraining all paths to be equal across
cultures had a mixed fit (χ2(1088) = 1612.234, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.067, 90% CI = (0.060,
0.074), CFI = 0.636, TLI = 0.632). After freeing 7.34% (80) of all possible paths, the model fit
significantly better (χ2(923) = 957.236, p = 0.211, RMSEA = 0.018, 90% CI = (0.000, 0.033),
CFI = 0.976, TLI = 0.972). Child gender and number of adults in the household were not
significantly associated with any of the outcomes for any of the cultures and are omitted
from Table 4.
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Mother individualism: The only variables that were significantly associated with
mother individualism were mother education, and only in Kenya, where mother education
was positively associated with mother individualism, and the number of children in the
household in Naples and Rome, Italy, with more children in the household associated
with significantly higher individualism in Naples and significantly lower individualism in
Rome.

Father individualism: Father education was significantly negatively associated with fa-
ther individualism, except in Jordan, where the association was positive. In Kenya, mother
education was significantly positively associated with father individualism. Religious
importance was positively related to father individualism in the Philippines and negatively
related to father individualism in U.S. Black Americans.

Mother collectivism: The importance of religion to mothers was positively associated
with mother collectivism in all cultures. Additionally, father education was significantly
negatively associated with mother collectivism in all cultures except Sweden, where it
was not significantly related. Family income was significantly positively associated with
mother collectivism in all cultures except for Naples, Italy, and Kenya, where they were
not significantly related. Mother collectivism was also negatively related to mother age
and mother education in Sweden, father age in Colombia, and number of children in the
household in Kenya.

Father collectivism: Father age was significantly negatively associated with father
collectivism in all cultures except Colombia. Additionally, the number of children in
the household and the mother’s education were positively associated with the father’s
collectivism in Kenya.

Mother progressive attitudes: Mother education was significantly positively associated
with mother progressive attitudes in all cultures except for Sweden. Additionally, religious
importance was significantly negatively associated with mother progressive attitudes in
all cultures. Father age was significantly negatively associated with mother progressive
attitudes in Sweden.

Father progressive attitudes: Father education and mother age were significantly
positively associated with father progressive attitudes in all cultures. Family income was
only significantly positively associated with father progressive attitudes in Jordan and not
significantly associated in the other cultures. Additionally, the importance of religion was
significantly positively associated with father progressive attitudes in the Philippines and
significantly negatively associated with father progressive attitudes in Sweden and in U.S.
White Americans.

Mother authoritarian attitudes: Mother education and family income were signifi-
cantly negatively associated with mother authoritarian attitudes in all cultures, whereas
the importance of religion was significantly positively associated with mother authori-
tarian attitudes in all cultures. Father education was negatively associated with mother
authoritarian attitudes only in the Philippines.

Father authoritarian attitudes: Mother education, father education, and family income
were significantly negatively associated with father authoritarian attitudes in all cultures,
whereas the importance of religion was significantly positively associated with father
authoritarian attitudes in all cultures.

4. Discussion

This study addressed three aims. Our first aim was to understand the proportions of
variance accounted for by within-culture versus between-culture factors in mothers’ and
fathers’ individualism, collectivism, progressive attitudes, and authoritarian attitudes. Our
hypothesis that more variance in individualism, collectivism, progressive attitudes, and
authoritarian attitudes would be accounted for by within-culture than between-culture
factors was supported. Our second and third aims were to understand predictors of in-
dividualism, collectivism, progressive attitudes, and authoritarian attitudes and whether
these predictors are similar for mothers and fathers and across cultures. Overall, few
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sociodemographic predictors significantly predicted either mothers’ or fathers’ individual-
ism, collectivism, progressive attitudes, and authoritarian attitudes. The most consistent
predictors were mothers’ and fathers’ education and mothers’ reports of the importance of
religion in their lives. Our hypothesis about less parental education and lower household
income being related to more authoritarian parenting attitudes was supported. We found
more similarities than differences in predictors across cultures as only 7.34% of paths and
correlations among outcomes differed across cultural groups.

It was interesting that between-culture factors accounted for more variance in individ-
ualism than collectivism. It is possible that a collectivist orientation taps into aspects of
social relationships that are more universally valued across cultures than the aspects of self-
reliance that are embodied in individualism so that variance in collectivism is more driven
by within-culture factors, such as personality. These findings support conceptualizations
of individualism and collectivism as being discrete constructs rather than opposite ends
of the same dimension (Kâğıtçıbaşı 1997). Correlations between mothers’ individualism
and collectivism and fathers’ individualism and collectivism were modest and positive
(0.26 and 0.22, respectively). That is, mothers and fathers who were more individualist
were also more, not less, collectivist. Although countries are often ranked or categorized in
terms of whether they are more collectivist or individualist, individual parents (as well as
countries) can have characteristics that are collectivist in addition to characteristics that are
individualist.

Between-culture factors also accounted for more variance in authoritarian than pro-
gressive attitudes. Many cultures that historically espoused authoritarian parenting atti-
tudes have become less authoritarian over time (Ulferts 2020). Decreasing authoritarian
parenting attitudes have been linked to women’s increased participation in higher educa-
tion and the labor market, urbanization, globalization, and technology uptake (Chen 2019;
Chen and Chen 2010; Greenfield 2009), all of which have shaped social change in the late
20th and early 21st centuries (Chang et al. 2011). An increase in more progressive attitudes,
which often endorse children’s agency and right to express their own views, likewise has
been associated with social changes over historical time. For example, the Convention on
the Rights of the Child, ratified by all nations except the United States, asserts children’s
right to participate in decisions that affect their lives and has been used as a catalyst for
child protection efforts by many nations from the late 20th to the 21st century (UNICEF
2021). In the present study, mothers and fathers with more authoritarian attitudes had less
progressive attitudes but the correlations were modest (−0.18 and −0.15, respectively),
suggesting only a loose overlap in these attitudes.

Previous research has treated individualism and collectivism largely as culture- or
country-wide variables (e.g., Hofstede 1980), focusing less on individual-level predictors of
individualism and collectivism. Although individualism and collectivism remain useful
heuristics for categorizing cultural groups and countries (Hofstede 2011; Oyserman et al.
2002), it is also useful to consider individual-level predictors of 21st century parents’ indi-
vidualism and collectivism. We found no consistent predictors of mothers’ individualism
across cultural groups, but fathers who were more educated were less individualistic in 10
of the 11 groups. Mothers’ collectivism was predicted by the placement of more importance
on religion in all cultural groups, by lower father education in 10 of the 11 groups, and by
higher family income in 8 of the 11 groups. Fathers’ collectivism was predicted by younger
father age in 10 of the 11 groups. Other significant predictors were less consistent across
cultural groups. These findings suggest that although individualism and collectivism
have often been treated as country-level constructs, they can also be understood as being
predicted by some individual-level factors.

In comparison to individualism and collectivism, progressive and authoritarian at-
titudes have more often been treated as individual-level variables that are predicted by
factors such as parental education and income (e.g., Park and Lau 2016). Consistent with
previous research, we also found that, across cultures, more highly educated mothers and
fathers had more progressive and less authoritarian attitudes. A higher family income was
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also related to mothers’ and fathers’ less authoritarian attitudes but was generally unrelated
to mothers’ and fathers’ progressive attitudes. Across the cultural groups included in the
present study, we also found that the more importance mothers placed on religion, the less
progressive their parenting attitudes were (and the less progressive fathers’ attitudes were
in some groups) and the more authoritarian their own and fathers’ parenting attitudes
were. These results are consistent with some previous research (Horwath and Lees 2010),
although previous findings regarding links between religion and authoritarian parenting
attitudes have been mixed (Petro et al. 2018).

4.1. Strengths and Limitations

The study’s strengths should be considered in light of the limitations. First, although
changes in collectivism versus individualism and progressive versus traditional parenting
attitudes have been documented in the literature, we were not able to track these changes
historically in our own data. Second, the samples in each site were locally representative of
the cities from which they were drawn; they are not nationally representative. Findings
should not be generalized to entire nations or to cultural groups beyond those studied
here. Future research will benefit from studying within-country variation (e.g., by religious
group or rural versus urban residence) as well as the between-country variations examined
in the present study. Third, the present study focused primarily on sociodemographic
predictors of individualism, collectivism, progressive attitudes, and authoritarian attitudes.
Future research will benefit from investigating other predictors, such as political leaning,
parents’ experiences when they were children, or personality factors, as ways of under-
standing how these orientations and attitudes develop (Bornstein et al. 2011a). Fourth,
we did not look at country-level variables, such as income inequality or homogeneous vs.
heterogeneous ethnic groups or religious populations that may be associated with these
outcomes. In addition to examining country-level predictors, future research should also
examine individualism, collectivism, progressive attitudes, and authoritarian attitudes
as predictors of parenting behaviors in diverse cultural groups to better understand 21st
century parenting in the context of ongoing social change.

4.2. Implications

The findings have several implications for understanding parenting in the 21st century.
As parents have access to a diverse range of global perspectives through the Internet and
social media and as they have experienced social changes associated with urbanization
and globalization, 21st century parents may be even more likely than those in previous
generations to have characteristics of both individualism and collectivism (see Tamis-
LeMonda et al. 2008). For example, differences in individuals’ individualist and collectivist
orientations are playing out in response to the global COVID-19 pandemic. Individuals
who have more individualistic orientations are more motivated to be vaccinated after
hearing messages about the individual benefits of the vaccine, whereas individuals who
have more collectivistic orientations are more motivated to be vaccinated after hearing
messages about benefits for their community (Yuan and Chu 2021). Better understanding
of predictors of these orientations offers the possibility of targeting behavioral change
messages in ways that might address individuals’ concerns and motivations. For example,
because collectivism is predicted by placing more importance on religion, public health
experts might be encouraged to work through faith communities to explain how virus
mitigation measures, such as vaccinations, work for the greater good.

In addition, as parents in the 21st century continue to navigate sometimes rapid social
changes, they may find themselves embracing a mix of both progressive and authoritarian
attitudes. Sometimes, this mix of progressive and authoritarian attitudes is especially
pronounced for families that immigrate from one country to another country that has
different historic and current attitudes and can lead to negotiations between parents and
children related to discrepant attitudes (e.g., Osman et al. 2021). Because sociodemographic
factors at both a cultural level, as found in previous research (Sorbring et al. 2021), and at
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an individual level, as found in the present study and previous research (Wamser-Nanney
and Campbell 2020), predict parents’ attitudes, understanding the attitudes of 21st century
parents may be bolstered by understanding historical changes in demographic factors. For
example, as the average education levels attained in a population increase over historical
time, as has occurred in many countries (UNICEF 2019), or as a population decreases in its
religiosity over historical time, as also has occurred in many countries (Ruck et al. 2018),
parents’ attitudes may shift as well.

5. Conclusions

Taken together, the findings suggest two main conclusions. First, differences in in-
dividualism, collectivism, progressive parenting attitudes, and authoritarian parenting
attitudes are accounted for more by within-culture than between-culture factors. Second, in
ways that are largely consistent for mothers and fathers and across cultures, individualism,
collectivism, progressive parenting attitudes, and authoritarian parenting attitudes are pre-
dicted by a range of sociodemographic factors, especially mothers’ and fathers’ education
and mothers’ reports of the importance of religion in their lives. Changing gender roles,
urbanization, globalization, and technology uptake from the 20th to the 21st century may
have contributed to some of the similarities between mothers and fathers and across the
nine countries included in this study. As parents are affected by social contexts and also
influence social change over time, understanding 21st century parenting is dependent on
understanding cultural and sociohistorical contexts in which parents are embedded.
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Abstract: Parent–child interactions are influential to a wide range of positive developmental pro-
cesses in neurotypical children, yet contributions to our understanding of these interactions using
observational methods in families of children on the autism spectrum are lacking. The aim of the
current study is to investigate how autism symptoms might impact these interactions. We use a
family discussion task to: (1) compare families of autistic children aged 8–12 years (n = 21) to families
of typically developing children (n = 21, matched on age and cognitive abilities) on the observed
levels of supportive and directive behaviors in the parent–child relationship, and (2) examine the
associations between parent–child interaction characteristics and child functioning. Results showed
no differences in the observed levels of supportive behavior exhibited by parents, but significantly less
supportive behavior in autistic children compared to neurotypical children. In addition, parents of
autistic children had higher levels of observed directive behavior compared to parents of neurotypical
children. Levels of supportive behavior in parents and autistic children were negatively associated
with child ADHD symptoms. Findings reinforce literature on younger children describing positive
parenting characteristics and further rebuke historical accounts of negative parenting qualities of
parents of autistic children.

Keywords: parent–child interactions; autism spectrum disorder; late childhood; mental health

1. Introduction

The 21st century has seen significant advancements in understanding how to best
support autistic individuals (a preferred term by autistic adults and parents, see Kenny
et al. (2015)), yet, apart from intervention research, there has been surprisingly little
research devoted to understanding the characteristics of social support that parents provide.
Autistic individuals experience social communication difficulties that are evident across
development (American Psychiatric Association 2013), and starting in the late 20th century,
we developed evidence-based interventions that help improve social, communication,
and adaptive skills. By the 21st century, many behavioral interventions occurred in the
family home, and some began shifting their focus to training parents as mediators of
these interventions (e.g., Nevill et al. 2018; Pickles et al. 2016). Many parents of autistic
children have become experts on their children’s developmental strengths and challenges,
how to manage difficult behaviors, and how to advocate for their children to receive
appropriate services. Parents have gained new tools and a better understanding of autism,
but how these multiple parenting roles might affect parent–child interactions is unclear.
Parents may have gained better insight into the needs of their children, perhaps increasing
opportunities and exhibitions of supportive behavior, or perhaps their increased managerial
parenting roles might challenge or change the types of support they display. In the current
study, we investigate whether families of autistic children can be characterized similarly to
families of neurotypical youth in late childhood (ages 8 to 12). This will help us advance
our fundamental knowledge of parent-child interactions just prior to adolescence. In
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addition, our study is unique in using observation methods to study interactions during
late childhood; observational methods have previously been using only in families with
autistic children under age 5 (e.g., Blacher et al. 2013). We also investigate how these
patterns are related to child characteristics and functioning. This study has the potential
to help parents gain insights on how they provide support to their autistic children and
may help service providers gain insights on how to better scaffold parent behaviors in
consideration of the impact on parent–child relationships.

1.1. Theoretical Considerations in the Study of Families of Children on the Autism Spectrum

In the 21st century, research has extensively documented several impacts that autism
has on family functioning, much of which concludes with urgent considerations for parents’
mental health. Particularly, parents of autistic children are more likely to report feeling
more parenting stress than parents of neurotypical youth and parents of children with
other developmental delays, such as Down syndrome (e.g., Abbeduto et al. 2004; Estes
et al. 2009; Bristol and Schopler 1983). The reasons for increased stress compared to other
families of children with developmental disabilities is unclear, but guilt in the context
of the historical precedent of blame on parents for causing autism (Kuhn and Carter
2006), a lower frequency of rewarding behaviors exhibited by autistic children, such as
smiling and laughing with parents (Kasari et al. 1990), and the presence of challenging
behaviors associated with autism (Lecavalier et al. 2006), have all been proposed as potential
mechanisms for increased stress.

Much of the contemporary literature on families of autistic children describes how
autism influences parent mental health and family routines. However, we need more data
on how autism symptoms or the symptoms of associated conditions, such as anxiety or
ADHD symptoms, might influence family processes, such as the quality of parent–child
relationships or parent–child interactions. The social communication symptoms central to
autism are manifested as limited joint engagement, eye contact, imitation, and/or interest
in social play routines in children under 5. In later childhood, adolescence, and adulthood,
these symptoms can also include difficulties understanding and relating to emotions,
engaging in reciprocal interactions, and/or relating to the points of view of others. Some of
these symptoms are related to challenges parents experience when interacting with their
children. For example, autistic children display less effective communication and fewer
expressions of enjoyment with their parents (Beurkens et al. 2013) and have fewer positive
emotions and more negative emotions as reported by parents (Capps et al. 1993; De Pauw
et al. 2011). Some of these difficulties may influence the development of less positive parent–
child interaction characteristics and relationships. Parents might feel discouraged after their
repeated attempts to foster engagement during interactions which do not lead to displays
of positive affect in their children, which may result in increased displays of negativity
from a parent. In turn, their children may respond to these changes in parent behavior by
displaying more challenging behaviors, creating a negative recursive pattern within the
relationship. Yet, research on attachment demonstrated that the attachment relationship
between parents and younger children is not affected much by autism symptoms. Young
autistic children displayed more comfort-seeking behaviors and physical contact with their
parents after separations than with strangers, and most autistic children did not differ from
children with other developmental disorders in terms of behavioral evidence of secure or
insecure attachment classifications (Capps et al. 1994; Sigman and Ungerer 1984; Rogers
et al. 1991), although a minority do not react to separation from or reunion with caregivers
(Grzadzinski et al. 2014).

While autism symptoms do not appear to impact attachment for most children, there
remains a concern that increased parenting stress itself can lead to negative interaction
patterns later in development. Similar to the mechanism by which economic stress un-
dermines a parent’s ability to maintain positive interactions with neurotypical children
(see Masarik and Conger 2017), some of the behavioral challenges exhibited by autistic
children may undermine parent coping skills and supportive behavior across time (Schiltz
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et al. 2018). Over time, the behavioral challenges have the potential to develop coercive
cycles of parent–child interactions, in which parent and child behaviors have been shaped
into stable patterns of negativity, see Patterson (1982). As an example, longitudinal studies
have demonstrated that parents of autistic children report increases in negative controlling
behavior on days when they feel more parenting stress or after their children display
high levels of externalizing behaviors, but this increased negative control is also related to
more negative child adjustment and parent functioning (De Clercq et al. 2021; Dieleman
et al. 2017, 2019). These findings highlight critical challenges for parents, but we need to
understand the parent–child interaction beyond parent reports of relationship quality and
parenting behaviors via questionnaires.

1.2. The Function of Parent–Child Interactions in Late Childhood

In late childhood, neurotypical children are increasingly able to get support from
caregivers who are emotionally, but not always physically, present (Bosmans and Kerns
2015). Warmth and support in the parent–child relationship has been associated with fewer
externalizing behaviors (Goldstein et al. 2005; Rothenberg et al. 2020), attenuated relations
between peer stressors and depressive symptoms (Healy and Sanders 2018; Stice et al.
2004), and improved peer relationships (Flynn et al. 2018). In families characterized by low
levels of warmth or high degrees of hostility, neurotypical adolescents engage with more
deviant peers (Benson and Buehler 2012) and are at risk of the development of anxiety and
depression (Lippold et al. 2021; Sturge-Apple et al. 2006). Neurotypical children benefit
from having supportive parents with whom they can freely discuss problems, but who
also help them make and enact their own decisions, which is known as “psychological
autonomy-granting” (Benito-Gomez et al. 2020; Steinberg 2001).

Can we describe a sensitive and supportive parent of an autistic child similarly to
sensitive parents of neurotypical youth in late childhood? Supportive behavior, evidenced
by warmth and responsiveness, is universally beneficial for children’s development. In
research on autism, studies have demonstrated robust longitudinal associations between
supportive parenting and positive adjustment for autistic children (De Clercq et al. 2019).
However, how much should parents of autistic children emphasize psychological autonomy
in the context of the parent–child relationship? Parental directive behaviors are attempts
to shape children’s behaviors or to increase compliance (Ispa et al. 2013). These behaviors
might seem intrusive to neurotypical children’s autonomy, but may be appropriate for
autistic children. Autistic children may need more direct instruction from parents on
skills necessary for autonomy in late childhood, such as social and self-regulatory skills,
compared to neurotypical children. Freeman and Kasari (2013) found that increased
directive behaviors from parents, taught in the context of early intervention, resulted in
increased joint engagement in younger autistic children during play. However, very little is
known about the appropriateness or characteristics of directive behaviors for older autistic
children, and it may be the case that high levels of parent directive behavior could limit
opportunities for learning independence. Likely, there are variations from family to family
that could be influenced by the severity of autism symptoms or symptoms of co-occurring
conditions, such as ADHD, and we might expect higher levels of these symptoms to elicit
increased directive behaviors in parents as they try to maintain a social interaction.

1.3. Current Study

There have been limited attempts to assess the parent–child interactions or relation-
ships in families of autistic children outside of early childhood. Some studies have em-
ployed questionnaires, (e.g., Chandler and Dissanayake 2014; Maljaars et al. 2014; De Clercq
et al. 2019), and several other studies have used the Five Minute Speech Sample (FMSS; e.g.,
Smith et al. (2008)), in which a parent describes their child uninterrupted for five minutes
(Magaña et al. 1986). The FMSS is typically used to measure parent levels of expressed
emotion, which consists of critical, hostile, or emotionally over-involved attitudes, and is a
metric of an adverse family environment. The FMSS can also be coded for parental warmth,
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consisting of positive and supportive statements about their children. While questionnaires
can help to establish how both parents and children perceive their relationship, they can
be biased and are limited portrayals of relationships. In addition, the FMSS, with a long
history of use in psychiatric populations, offers a rich description of parent emotions in the
context of the parent–child relationship, but does not allow for conclusions to be drawn
about how parents and children interact. Using the FMSS (Magaña et al. 1986), studies have
consistently found that mothers of autistic adolescents have high levels of warmth and
praise and low levels of criticism when discussing their children, and that warmth is related
to reductions in co-occurring externalizing and internalizing symptoms (Greenberg et al.
2006; Smith et al. 2008). However, as the FMSS is coded from parent interviews, there are
concerns that these interviews can be biased in studies of autism or other developmental
disabilities (Benson et al. 2011).

Observations of parent–child interactions are ideal for capturing both child and parent
behavior in the context of the relationship (Acock et al. 2005). One observational mea-
sure used in neurotypical populations and in populations at risk for depression is the
Iowa Family Rating Scales (IFIRS) (Melby et al. 1998). This rating scale, which is used to
code a structured parent–child discussion task, can provide measures of parent and child
interactive behaviors, including supportive behavior and directive behavior.

This study uses the IFIRS to examine interaction patterns across parents of neurotyp-
ical and autistic children. We posed three main research questions: (1) Do parent–child
interaction characteristics differ between families of neurotypical and autistic children
in late childhood when measured using the observer-based IFIRS coding? (2) Is there
concordance between child and parent interaction characteristics during the discussions?
(3) How do interaction characteristics relate to child autism symptoms and symptoms of
co-occurring conditions within families who have autistic children?

For our first research question, we hypothesize there will be minimal differences in
levels of support and warmth between parents of neurotypical youth and parents of autistic
youth based on previous research showing minimal to no differences on parent behavior
using observational methods in children under 5 (Blacher et al. 2013). We hypothesize that
autistic children would display less overall supportive behavior compared to neurotypical
children (e.g., Beurkens et al. 2013). We also hypothesize that parents of autistic children
would display more directive behaviors compared to parents of neurotypical children due
to increased need for scaffolding during a structured activity. Together, these data would
provide rich contemporary data on the interaction characteristics of families of autistic
children in late childhood.

For our second research question, we hypothesize that parent and child characteristics
within families would be positively correlated, based on past evidence in intervention
studies (Solomon et al. 2008). These associations represent a potential opportunity to
promote social skill development—if parent and child values are associated, promotions of
parent levels of supportive behavior can hopefully lead to increased displays of child levels
of supportive behavior.

For our third research question, we hypothesize there to be negative associations
between elements of supportive behavior in parent–child interactions and symptoms of
autism, anxiety, depression, and ADHD, based on research on adolescents (Greenberg et al.
2006; Smith et al. 2008). Finally, we hypothesize that parent directive behavior will be posi-
tively associated with elevated symptoms of autism and co-occurring conditions, including
depression, anxiety, and ADHD in children. Although cross-sectional, these associations
may suggest either a need for increased scaffolding, or alternatively suggest there may be
consequences to high degrees of parental directive behavior in autistic childhood at this
point in development.
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2. Method

2.1. Participants

Participants for this study were recruited as part of an ongoing study examining
language, social, and cognitive functioning in autistic children and neurotypical children.
Children aged 8 to 12 were recruited into the study if their parents reported either a
previous diagnosis of autism or no known psychiatric disorder, and if their parents reported
adequate verbal abilities for the assessment battery (e.g., can have a conversation with
peers). Participants were recruited from the research clinic at the UC Davis MIND Institute,
community education events, and local schools.

After enrollment into the study, the diagnosis of autism was confirmed by clinicians
using the Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule, 2nd edition (ADOS-2) (Lord et al.
2012), and further supported by parent ratings on the Social Communication Questionnaire
(Rutter et al. 2003). In addition, children were included in the study if their standard score
on the General Conceptual Ability was above 70, measured by the Differential Ability
Scales, Second Edition (DAS-II) (Elliott 2007).

The current study consists of 42 subjects (21 with confirmed diagnosis of autism, 21
with neurotypical development) matched on age and general intellectual abilities measured
by the DAS-II (See Table 1 for a summary of subject and family demographic information).
Participants were mostly boys at a 1:4–1:5 ratio, reflective of the proportions of boys to girls
diagnosed with autism in the US (Baio et al. 2018). In addition, there were no significant
differences between groups on family living situation, family marital status, or annual
family income. This research was conducted in compliance with the Institutional Review
Board and written consent and assent were obtained from parents and participants at
each visit.

Table 1. Child and Family Demographics.

Autism (n = 21) Neurotypical (n = 21) p-Value

Males (%) 18 (86%) 20 (95%) 0.37
Chronological Age (SD) 10.10 (1.40) 10.42 (1.37) 0.46

DAS-II Verbal (SD) 102.57 (22.73) 108.67 (11.27) 0.28
DAS-II Nonverbal (SD) 98.71 (18.90) 101.00 (10.41) 0.63

DAS-II GCA (SD) 102.24 (18.78) 107.86 (11.60) 0.25
ADOS-2 CSS 6.52 (1.60) NA

Race/Ethnicity (%)

Hispanic/Latino 2 (9.5%) 2 (9.5%)
Asian 0 (0%) 2 (9.5%)

Black/African American 3 (14.3%) 3 (14.3%)
Native Hawaiian/Pacific

Islander 1 (4.8%) 1 (4.8%)

Caucasian 19 (90%) 17 (81%)
Other 3 (14.3%) 2 (9.5%)

Missing 1 (4.8%) 2 (9.5%)

Mothers in Task (%) 20 (95.2%) 20 (95.2%)
Child Living with Both
Biological Parents (%) 15 (71.4%) 15 (71.4%)

Parents Married (%) 16 (76.2%) 15 (71.4%)
Annual Family Income (%)
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Table 1. Cont.

Autism (n = 21) Neurotypical (n = 21) p-Value

Under $30 K 1 (4.8%)
$30–$49 K 3 (14.3%)
$50–$74 K 3 (14.3%)
$75–$99 K 2 (9.5%)

$100–$ 149 K 6 (28.6%)
Over $150 K 5 (23.8%)

Missing 1 (4.8%)
Note: DAS-II = Differential Ability Scales, Second Edition, ADOS = Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule,
CSS = Calibrated Severity Score. Participants were allowed to select multiple race and ethnicity choices. p-values
represent significance from independent samples t-tests for continuous variables. Mothers in Task describes
the percentage of parents observed interacting with their children who were mothers of the participants (the
remaining parents who were observed were biological fathers).

2.2. Procedure

Children and one of their parents (over 95% were mothers) came to the laboratory to
complete a battery of cognitive, language, diagnostic measures, and questionnaires. Parents
completed questionnaires while standardized assessments were administered to children.
In addition, the parent and child were brought to a comfortable room with couches and a
table where they were videotaped engaging in a structured discussion. Parents and children
sat at a table near each other and were given a set of 28 cards to read and were asked to
discuss the questions on the cards and continue talking until the examiner returned in 25
min. The cards contained topics such as chores, discipline, friends, and emotional events
within the past year.

2.3. Measures

Each of the structured discussions was videotaped and coded using the Iowa Family
Interaction Rating Scales (IFIRS) (Melby et al. 1998), which focus on the frequency and
intensity of observable behaviors from each member of the dyad towards the other. Both
verbal and nonverbal behaviors were considered for each code. Three coders received 20 h
of training and needed to achieve 90% absolute agreement on five training videos before
coding the current data set. To assess inter-rater reliability, 25% of the discussions were
randomly selected to be coded by a second rater. In addition, reliability was assessed on
videos when the main coder had questions or concerns about the determination of the
behavior. In the current study, observed inter-rater reliability was adequate (mean ICC
value = 0.86).

IFIRS: Supportive Behavior. Supportive behavior is a composite variable of seven
scales from the IFIRS which were previously used in longitudinal examinations on family
processes (Ackerman et al. 2011; Kim et al. 2001; Dinero et al. 2008). The scales used were
warmth/support, communication, listener responsiveness, and prosocial, hostility (reverse
coded), angry coercion (reverse coded), and antisocial (reverse coded). Warmth/support
describes expressions of concern, empathy, or appreciation between family members. Com-
munication describes how effectively partners convey ideas. Listener Responsiveness
describes partner attentiveness and the ability to express interest. Prosocial describes
cooperative and helpful behaviors. Hostility was coded as hostile, disapproving, reject-
ing, and critical behavior expressed towards the other family member. Angry coercion
was indicated by behaviors that attempt to control or change the other family member’s
behavior with threats, blame, or hostile behaviors. Antisocial was indicated by behaviors
that were self-centered, defiant, insensitive, or resistant. These scales are rated on a 9-point
scale ranging from 1 (not at all characteristic) to 9 (mainly characteristic) separately for both
family members by accounting for the frequency and intensity of the behaviors observed.
They were averaged to compute the composite variable. Although the scales used can be
separated into positive and negative interaction characteristics, we elected to combine these
aspects of the interactions to produce a positive-oriented scale following the procedures
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of past literature (e.g., Dinero et al. 2008), and due to the results of the exploratory factor
analyses. The composite scale of supportive behavior had adequate internal consistency
(parent α = 0.80; child α = 0.87).

IFIRS: Directive Behavior. Directive behavior is a composite variable of two scales
from the IFIRS: dominance and lecture/moralize. Past research has defined a parent
‘control’ variable generated from the IFIRS dominance scale (e.g., Anderson et al. 2015),
but we included the lecture/moralize scale in our directive behavior composite due to the
conceptual similarities between the two scales. Dominance was coded as behaviors that
served to control, influence, or dominate the opinions, actions, or points of view of others
during the interactions. Lecture/Moralize was coded as the degree to which individuals
presented information to partners in an intrusive, didactic, or overly pushy manner that
did not allow for constructive conversation. The composite variable of directive behavior
had adequate internal consistency (α = 0.69) but was just under the commonly used value
for desirable reliability of 0.70.

Child Functioning. To assess child maladaptive behaviors and social problems, parents
completed the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) for school-aged children (Achenbach and
Rescorla 2001). The CBCL is a measure of child behavioral problems and functioning.
This study uses three of the available scales from the CBCL designed for children aged
6 to 18: Anxiety Problems, Depression Problems, and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD) Problems. These scales were developed according to the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) diagnostic criteria for anxiety, depression,
and ADHD. These scales are scored via a computer scoring program to produce standard
scores and have adequate internal consistency (Anxiety: α = 0.79, Depression: α = 0.81,
ADHD: α = 0.85). The CBCL has been frequently used and validated in samples of autistic
children (e.g., Havdahl et al. 2016).

Autism symptoms were assessed by a licensed clinical psychologist using the ADOS-2
(Lord et al. 2012). The clinical psychologist was certified as research reliable on the admin-
istration and scoring of the ADOS-2. The ADOS-2 is a semi-structured assessment between
a clinician and a child consisting of a variety of different observational tasks the child is
asked to participate in. It is widely considered the most valid and objective assessment
of the autism diagnosis and it produces two domain scores, Social Affect and Restrictive
and Repetitive Behavior, and a Calibrated Severity Score. Social Affect describes the extent
to which a child has social-communication difficulties, such as the lack of appropriate
social responses. Restrictive and Repetitive Behavior is characterized by the presence of
abnormal sensory or motor behavior (e.g., hand flapping), or a child’s discussion of a
circumscribed interest at length. The Calibrated Severity Score yields a measure of autism
spectrum-related symptoms that can be used to compare children with similar language
skills and age. Within the current study, all children in the ASD group received the ADOS-2,
Module 3. All children who were recruited as part of the autism group met the criteria for
ASD on the ADOS-2. Children recruited into the neurotypical group were not administered
the ADOS-2.

2.4. Data Analysis

Exploratory Factor Analysis on IFIRS Codes. Previous research has used composite
scores and single-scale scores from the IFIRS (e.g., Anderson et al. 2015; Dinero et al. 2008)
that were identified using factor analysis in samples consisting of families that did not have
children on the spectrum. Due to slight changes in our scale composites and a different
population, exploratory factor analyses were conducted on the IFIRS codes for parents
and children separately to validate our selection of composite scores. The Kaiser–Meyer–
Olkin (KMO) test of sampling adequacy (parents, KMO = 0.81; children, KMO = 0.79) and
Bartlett’s test of sphericity (parents, χ2(36) = 305.31, p < 0.001; children χ2(36) = 243.78,
p < 0.001) both indicated the adequacy of the factor model for the samples (Gorsuch 1990).
Principal axis factoring was applied to 8 scales for each parent and each child. Examination
of the scree plot led us to retain 2 factors for parents (explaining 77% of the total variance)
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and 2 factors for children (explaining 71% of the total variance). Oblimin rotation was used
as there was reason to expect that the factors could be correlated. Due to the small sample,
factor loadings above 0.5 were used in the interpretation of the factor output (Stevens
1992). The results for both parent and child data revealed similar factor structures (see
Supplementary Table S1). For both parent and child data, the supportive behavior factor
consisted of high positive loadings for warmth, communication, listener responsiveness,
and prosocial scales and high negative loadings for hostility, angry coercion, and antisocial
scales. The directive behavior factor consisted of high positive loadings for the dominance
and lecture/moralize scales.

Supportive Behavior Comparisons. Multilevel modeling was used to examine the
comparisons between patterns of supportive behavior between parents or children by
diagnostic group. The data were coded to identify family members within dyads (parent or
child) for estimation as a fixed effect, and each dyad was given a unique numerical identifier
that was applied to both individuals to be estimated as a random effect. Diagnostic group
(autism or neurotypical) was also estimated as a fixed effect. The interaction between
the fixed effect of family member and diagnostic group was then examined to explain
the variance of supportive behavior coded from the IFIRS. To be conservative with the
small sample size, the degrees of freedom were approximated using the Kenward–Roger
adjustment. Due to the high levels of observed right skewness in the supportive behavior
composite, the model was fitted to a gamma distribution, using the following equation
using PROC GLIMMIX in SAS 9.4:

SuppBehij = b0i + b1i × Diagnostic Groupij + b2ij × Personij + b3i × Diagnostic Groupi × Personij + εij

where Diagnostic Group = 0 for neurotypical, 1 for autism for individual i in dyad j,
Person = 0 for Parent, 1 for Child.

Directive Behavior Comparisons. We used an ANOVA to examine diagnostic group
differences on directive behavior exhibited by parents. To consider the likelihood of
child interaction characteristics accounting for this group difference, we ran an ANCOVA
including child supportive behavior as a covariate.

Associations with Child Functioning. We first compared the mean levels of anxiety,
depressive, and ADHD problems between autistic and neurotypical children using t-tests.
Pearson correlations were used to test the associations between the family interaction
characteristics and child functioning variables. One participant did not fully complete
the questionnaires and was excluded from the correlation analyses examining the associa-
tions between interaction characteristics and child characteristics. All data analyses were
conducted using SAS, Version 9.4 (SAS 9.3) and SPSS, Version 25.

3. Results

3.1. Do Parent–Child Interaction Characteristics Differ by Diagnostic Group?

Supportive Behavior. Table 2 contains the means on the two IFIRS composite variables
by family member and diagnostic group. There was a significant interaction between the
fixed effect of family member and diagnostic group (F(1,40) = 11.69, MSE = 0.05, p = 0.001).
The mean level of observed supportive behavior was significantly lower in autistic children
as compared to parents of autistic children (t(40) = −5.12, p < 0.001, d = −2.19), neurotypi-
cal children (t(69.01) = −2.76, p = 0.007, d = −1.44), and parents of neurotypical children
(t(69.01) = −2.98, p = 0.004, d = −1.67). There was no significant difference between parents
of autistic children and parents of neurotypical children (p = 0.30), and there was no signifi-
cant difference between the means of parents of neurotypical children and neurotypical
children on the levels of supportive behavior (p = 0.59).
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Table 2. Child and Parent IFIRS Composite Means by Diagnostic Group.

IFIRS
Composite

Autistic Youth
Parents of

Autistic Youth
Neurotypical

Youth
Parents of

Neurotypical Youth

Supportive
Behavior 6.48 (1.42) a,b,c 7.99 (0.78) a 7.48 (0.87) b 7.63 (1.40) c

Directive
Behavior - 4.60 (1.82) g - 3.48 (1.61) g

Note: Matched letters denote significant pairwise differences from univariate multilevel models (p < 0.05).

Directive Behavior. Parents of autistic children had higher observed levels of directive
behavior than parents of neurotypical children (F(1,40) = 4.45, MSE = 2.95, p = 0.04, d = 0.65).
The diagnostic group difference was significant after including child supportive behavior
as a covariate: F(1,39) = 4.69, MSE = 2.80, p = 0.04, d = 0.62.

Associations between Parent and Child Interaction Characteristics. Within both diag-
nostic groups, there was a strong positive correlation between child and parent supportive
behavior (Autism: r(19) = 0.54, p = 0.01; Neurotypical: r(19) = 0.49, p = 0.02). There was
no significant relation between child supportive behavior and parent directive behavior in
either group (Autism: r(19) = −0.29, p = 0.21; Neurotypical: r(19) = −0.26, p = 0.25).

3.2. Are Interaction Characteristics Related to the Characteristics of Children with ASD?

Table 3 contains the means and standard deviations of the child functioning variables
for children on the autism spectrum and neurotypical children. Autistic children had higher
levels of anxiety problems, depression problems, and ADHD problems, as measured by
the CBCL.

Table 3. Means of Child Functioning Variables by Diagnostic Group.

Autism Neurotypical p-Value

CBCL—Anxiety Problems 60.15 (9.18) 52.11 (3.29) 0.001
CBCL—Depression Problems 58.50 (8.59) 51.33 (1.94) 0.001

CBCL—ADHD Problems 65.50 (9.50) 53.11 (5.47) <0.001
Note: CBCL = Child Behavior Checklist. All measures are parent-reported.

Child Characteristics and Parent Interaction Characteristics. Table 4 contains the cor-
relation values between interaction variables and child functioning variables by family
member. There were negative associations at a medium effect size between parent support-
ive behavior and ADHD problems (r(18) = −0.37, p = 0.11) and between parent supportive
behavior and anxiety problems from the CBCL (r(18) = −0.31, p = 0.18), although neither
was statistically significant. There was a significant relation between parent directive
behavior and anxiety symptoms (r(18) = 0.48, p = 0.03).

Table 4. Pearson Correlations Between IFIRS and Characteristics of Children on the Autism Spectrum.

Parent Supportive
Behavior

Child Supportive
Behavior

Parent Directive
Behavior

ADOS-2 Total Score 0.07 −0.35 −0.19
CBCL Anxiety −0.31 0.09 0.48 *

CBCL Depression 0.11 0.15 0.01
CBCL ADHD −0.37 −0.49 * −0.01

Note: ADOS-2 = Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule; RRB = Repetitive and Restrictive Behaviors;
CSS = Calibrated Severity Score;CBCL= Child Behavior Checklist. All measures parent-reported. * p < 0.05;
n = 20.

Child Characteristics and Child Interaction Characteristics. There was a non-significant
association with a medium effect size between the ADOS−2 total score and child support-
ive behavior (r(18) = −0.35, p = 0.12), indicating higher observed child supportive behavior
was related to fewer autism symptoms, as rated by a clinician. In addition, there was a neg-
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ative association between ADHD problems and child supportive behavior (r(18) = −0.49,
p = 0.02).

4. Discussion

The 21st century has brought increased understanding of autism and evidenced-based
treatments, but descriptive data on how autism might affect parent–child relationships in
late childhood have been missing. While some of the challenges that parents of autistic
children experience in their mental health have been explored, the current study expands
upon our awareness of the support that parents provide their autistic children, and potential
challenges they may face. Our aims were to (1) test whether parent–child interaction
characteristics differ between families of neurotypical and autistic children in late childhood
when coded from observations, (2) to investigate the concordance between child and parent
characteristics, and (3) to examine how interaction characteristics relate to child autism
symptoms and symptoms of co-occurring conditions.

There were no discernable differences between parents of autistic children and par-
ents of neurotypical children in the levels of supportive behavior, a composite of positive
oriented scales, such as warmth/support and listener responsiveness, and reverse coded
negative oriented scales, such as hostility and angry coercion. These results resemble evi-
dence from other studies finding no differences in the security of attachment, perceptions of
parental availability, and positive parenting in families of autistic children compared to fam-
ilies of neurotypical children in middle to late childhood (e.g., Chandler and Dissanayake
2014). This pattern of results also echoes the historical and contemporary literature on
parents of younger autistic children which has demonstrated only minor differences in
the percentages of parent–child dyads with secure attachments as compared to families
of neurotypical children (e.g., Rogers et al. 1991; Rutgers et al. 2007; Teague et al. 2017).
The continuation of these findings into late childhood is a testament to the resiliency of
parents of autistic children and their ability to foster positive developmental environments,
often in the context of high levels of stress. Although empirical studies in the 20th century
debunked the historical misconceptions that low levels of parental warmth might cause
autism, colloquially known as the ‘refrigerator mother theory’, parents continue to feel
stigmatized for their parenting behavior from community members and extended family
members in terms of their parenting, especially when high amounts of externalizing symp-
toms are exhibited by their children (Dale et al. 2006; Gray 2002; Neely-Barnes et al. 2011).
The current data offer a compelling portrayal of warmth, support, and responsiveness in
parents of autistic children, and further rebuke historical misconceptions of low parenting
quality in this population.

The symptoms of autism were not associated with parent supportive behavior. The-
oretically, the symptoms of autism might complicate positive interaction patterns if they
interfere with displays of engagement, reciprocity, and positive affect. In addition, many
studies have documented high amounts of parenting stress in families of children on the
autism spectrum, which could undermine a parent’s ability to positively engage over time.
However, our data show that parents of autistic children had similar levels of support-
ive behavior to parents of neurotypical children, often in the presence of lower levels of
supportive behavior exhibited by their children (although autistic children may display
supportive behavior differently to their neurotypical peers). Supportive behavior was
also strongly correlated between parents and children. This finding is consistent with
studies that have employed observations of the parent–child dyad in families of autistic
children. Increased parental positive affect through intervention has been associated with
subsequent increases in children’s positive affect (Solomon et al. 2008; Siller and Sigman
2008; Freeman and Kasari 2013). If longitudinal evidence corroborates the reciprocating
effects of supportive parent–child interaction characteristics, this evidence will further
suggest that similar to interventions for younger autistic children (e.g., Goods et al. 2013),
coaching supportive behaviors in parents may also be effective in augmenting children’s
social behavior during late childhood.
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Previous longitudinal studies on autistic adolescents have found bidirectional asso-
ciations between indices of the parent–child relationship, as measured from the FMSS
and mental health concerns, including internalizing symptoms, externalizing symptoms,
and autism symptoms, (e.g., Orsmond et al. 2006; Smith et al. 2008; Woodman et al. 2015).
Although limited due to our small sample size and the cross-sectional design, our correla-
tion results support this past literature. We found that both parent and child supportive
behavior was significantly associated with fewer ADHD symptoms rated by parents. This
finding suggests that a child’s ability to regulate their attention may be associated with sup-
portive characteristics of parent–child relationships. Perhaps, lower levels of warmth are
exhibited by parents who are trying to get their child to focus on the structured discussion
task. Alternatively, children with higher levels of ADHD symptoms may have difficulties
attending to and communicating with their parent in a structured discussion, which would
negatively impact the frequency of supportive behaviors children exhibit. In addition, our
results resemble past research that has found that ADHD symptoms can increase negativity
in the parent–child relationship in children without autism (e.g., Lifford et al. 2008) and,
therefore, suggest similar mechanisms are plausible in families of autistic children. Future
studies should examine parent–child interactions across structured and unstructured tasks
to obtain a more holistic picture of these characteristics in late childhood.

Within our sample, there were significantly higher levels of directive behavior in
parents of autistic children compared to parents of neurotypical children. Higher levels of
parent directive behavior were associated with higher levels of child anxiety problems, but
not depression, for children on the autism spectrum. This finding is preliminary and future
studies are needed to understand the temporal relationship between anxiety symptoms
and parent directive behavior. Past literature on neurotypical youth demonstrated that
high levels of psychological control exhibited by parents during preadolescence were
associated with higher levels of depression and anxiety in adolescence (Pettit et al. 2001).
The reasoning used in these findings is that a child’s budding autonomy may be thwarted
by an intrusive parent, thus shaping their insecurities and anxiety. However, our definition
of directive behavior is different to the concept of “psychological control”, which contains
characteristics of hostility (see Barber and Harmon (2002)). Our construct of directive
behavior, which was a composite of the dominance and lecture/moralizing codes from the
IFIRS, may not be associated with as many negative outcomes as a conceptual definition
that includes hostility. Alternatively, parents may be providing more guidance when
their children are anxious, in an effort to help alleviate these symptoms, which may be
an effective approach. Many early interventions and parent-mediated therapy programs
employ guided support and scaffolding to teach social, communication, and adaptive skills
(e.g., Pickles et al. 2016), so autistic children appear to benefit from more directive parenting
than neurotypical children. Given that anxiety is a concern for an estimated 42% of autistic
adolescents with ASD (Simonoff et al. 2008), it will be important to continue to investigate
the relation between parent directive behavior and anxiety to better understand how these
characteristics are related over time.

Strengths and Limitations

Several limitations must be considered in the current results. First, the small sample
size limit the generalizability of this study and our ability to make conclusions about results
involving correlations. The participants had average levels of intellectual functioning and
the majority were boys, so the current pattern of findings may not apply to families of
autistic children with intellectual disability or to families of autistic girls. The cross-sectional
design of the current study also limits our ability to draw conclusions about directionality.
In addition, although we were able to gather rich family demographic information, we
were unable to examine commonly known moderators of family processes in neurotypical
development, including family income, race and ethnicity, and the gender of parents and
children. Parenting and parent–child interactions likely have influence on the trajectory of
autism symptoms and conditions that co-occur with autism. Researchers have called for
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the examination of processes that moderate the relations between etiological risk factors
and the severity of autism symptoms (Mundy et al. 2007), and parent–child interactions
have been identified as a promising influence on the development of variability observed
within the population (see McCauley et al. (2019)). Future research should investigate how
varying family contexts moderate interaction characteristics and autism symptoms across
time in families of autistic children.

In addition, the study does not address the possibility of genetic influences between
children and parents, as we had no measure or genetic makeup or any measures of relevant
symptoms in parents. For example, as autism and anxiety both have genetic etiological
contributions, how parent levels of anxiety or phenotypical autism symptoms relate to the
quality of parent–child interactions with their children is unknown. Levels of phenotypic
autism symptoms in parents are related to their experience of parenting stress (Ingersoll
and Hambrick 2011), but it is possible that these symptoms may create differences on
observable interaction characteristics. Additionally, our study was limited by reliance on
questionnaire data to examine the associations between child functioning and features of
the parent–child interaction.

Our study has several strengths. First, we had a well-characterized sample of autistic
children and used robust measures to verify diagnosis. Second, the sample was also
matched on age, gender composition, and assessments of cognitive ability to a sample
of neurotypical children, allowing us to better specify differences in family interaction
characteristics. Third, we used an observational coding scheme that helped discover
unique features of interactions that may not be adequately captured on parent-reported
questionnaires. We have demonstrated that observational coding methodology is feasible
and informative to the study of parent–child relationships in families of autistic children, so
future research should strive to incorporate larger samples and more diverse measurements
of child characteristics.

5. Conclusions

5.1. Implications for Parenting in the 21st Century

In the 21st century, parenting autistic children requires a balance between providing
optimal support and direction. While neurotypical children tend to benefit from support
and additional autonomy as they mature, autistic children may benefit from more directive
parenting, as compared to neurotypical children, in addition to their parent’s support
at least into late childhood. This is an important nuance, considering that parents are
commonly employed to modify and scaffold their autistic children’s behavior through
parent intervention programs. Critically, parents in the current study displayed high levels
of warmth, engagement, and enjoyment during interactions with their children and these
parent interaction characteristics were not associated with autism symptoms. While reports
have documented high levels of parenting stress associated with autism, there remains
little concern that autism itself instills negative patterns of parent–child interactions.

5.2. Implications for Future Research and Practice

The results of this study have implications for future research and practice. First, we
need to better understand how the parent–child relationship in families of autistic children
develops, and how families navigate interactions in the presence of social and communi-
cation challenges. Second, providers for families of autistic children should understand
and emphasize that the developmental needs of autistic children are likely different than
the needs of neurotypical youth in terms of parent support and autonomy-granting, and
should converse with families about their child’s individual needs accordingly.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/socsci11030100/s1, Table S1: Parent Demographic Information,
Table S2: Factor Loadings on Iowa Family Interaction Scales.
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Abstract: In emerging adulthood, when many young people are away from their families for the
first time, mobile phones become an important conduit for maintaining relationships with parents.
Yet, objective assessment of the content and frequency of text messaging between emerging adults
and their parents is lacking in much of the research to date. We collected two weeks of text mes-
sages exchanged between U.S. college students (N = 238) and their parents, which yielded nearly
30,000 parent-emerging adult text messages. We coded these text message exchanges for traditional
features of parent-emerging adult communication indexing positive connection, monitoring and dis-
closures. Emerging adults texted more with mothers than with fathers and many messages constitute
parental check-ins and emerging adult sharing regarding youth behavior and well-being. Findings
highlight that both the frequency and content of parent-emerging adult text messages can be linked
with positive (perceived text message support) and negative (perceived digital pressure) aspects of
the parent-emerging adult relationship. The content of parent-emerging adult text messages offers a
valuable, objective window into the nature of the parent-emerging adult relationships in the digital
age of the 21st century.

Keywords: text messaging; parent-child relationship; communication; mobile phones; interactions;
parenting; emerging adulthood

1. Introduction

According to classic theories from the last century, adolescence lays at the nexus of
increasing needs for both independence and ongoing support from parents, a developmen-
tal tension thought to resolve with adulthood (Erikson 1968; Franz and White 1985; Ryan
and Lynch 1989). Twenty-first century scholars, however, now recognize that fulfilling and
balancing these developmental needs extends into emerging adulthood, a developmental
period between adolescence and adulthood (Arnett 2014). Indeed, the majority of emerging
adults today do not describe themselves as fully mature adults who have achieved such
developmental milestones and their parents tend to agree (Arnett 2000; Arnett and Schwab
2013). As a result, emerging adulthood marks the start of a second lap for the parent-child
relationship, one in which both parents and emerging adults must accommodate shifting
roles, priorities, and interaction styles (Mullendore et al. 2018), often through the use of
modalities uncommon in the prior century.

Most notably, in the digital age of the twenty-first century, parent-emerging adult
interactions are increasingly virtual (Jennings and Wartella 2012). Families have more ways
to stay in touch over the course of the day than ever before. Most parents can send their
emerging adult a text or call at a moment’s notice, and emerging adults likewise have
a line to parental support and guidance constantly at their fingertips. Yet, we still have
much to learn about how and how much families interact digitally and the extent to which
the frequency and content of digital interactions may help or hinder the delicate balance
between autonomy and parent-child relatedness in emerging adulthood.
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Therefore, the present study extends existing literature which points to the mobile
phone as a new tool for digitally enacting traditional parenting and parent-child interaction
behaviors (Jensen et al. 2021; Fletcher et al. 2018; Rudi and Dworkin 2018). We examine
how and how much parent-emerging adult dyads digitally engage in two key forms
of parent- child behaviors that reflect (a) positive connection and (b) monitoring and
disclosing behaviors. Further, we test whether established associations between these
offline parenting behaviors and autonomy and relatedness are evident in the digital world
of emerging adults.

1.1. Parenting in Emerging Adulthood

Despite half a century of research on what parenting behaviors most facilitate social
and emotional development in children and adolescents (Baumrind 1966; Maccoby and
Martin 1983; Schaefer 1965), research on the parenting of emerging adults has only recently
begun (Padilla-Walker and Nelson 2019). Although lacking a unifying theory, research
on the parenting of emerging adults often encompasses several behaviors consistently
linked with well-being across development (Hussong et al. n.d.; Padilla-Walker and Nelson
2019). These include behaviors aligned with classic parenting styles (Baumrind 1966, 1991)
such as parental engagement in positive connection (which encompasses constructs like
warmth, support, sensitivity, and responsiveness) and parental monitoring of child behavior
and related child disclosures (which includes limit setting, structure, demandingness and
control; Schaefer 1965; McKee et al. 2009; Collins et al. 2000).

1.1.1. Positive Connection in Parent-Emerging Adult Relationships

The fundamental importance of parental positive connection to adaptive development
and indeed survival is well established in childhood through studies on parental sensitivity
and attachment (Cox and Harter 2003). Although we know that time spent together tends
to decline from preadolescence through late adolescence (Larson et al. 1996), perceived
parental support seems to decline from early to mid-adolescence but then rise again
from mid to late adolescence (De Goede et al. 2009). Overall, research suggests that
parents continue to be an important source of positive support throughout adolescence
and even into emerging adulthood (O’Connor et al. 1996; Swartz et al. 2011), with stronger
indicators of positive connections with mothers than fathers (Nelson et al. 2011). Further,
parental support of emerging adults has become increasingly prevalent over historical time
(Eggebeen 1992). Parental support may be especially important in successful transitions out
of the family home (Hussong and Chassin 2004), including among emerging adults who
leave to attend college (Fingerman et al. 2012). Many scholars include parental provision of
social support as a dimension of positive parent-child connection (Furman and Buhrmester
1985), which can include forms of nurturant (emotional and/or esteem), informational
(or advice), and tangible (or instrumental) support (Barrera and Ainlay 1983; Cutrona
and Russell 1990). Recent research highlights the importance of parsing the emerging
adult’s level of desired support (and for what type) relative to the quantity and type
of support provided by their parent (Wang 2019). Across these literatures, a positive,
connected, supportive parent-emerging adult relationship is clearly a valuable resource
that can bolster healthy emerging adult relatedness, well-being and adjustment (Barry et al.
2008; Fingerman et al. 2012; Padilla-Walker and Nelson 2019).

1.1.2. Parental Monitoring and Youth Disclosures in Parent-Emerging Adult Relationships

Historically aligned with parental structure and limit setting, parental monitoring is
viewed as a protective factor (especially against externalizing problems) in adolescence
(Dishion et al. 1991; Galambos et al. 2003; Gray and Steinberg 1999; Kurdek and Fine 1994).
Consistent with a stage-environment fit perspective, parental monitoring and its protective
benefits may wane as adolescents become emerging adults, given growing independence
and self-reliance (Eccles et al. 1993). Indeed, high levels of parental monitoring in emerging
adulthood ought to undermine autonomy development (Padilla-Walker and Nelson 2019).
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Interestingly, however, most emerging adults today believe that their parents have legit-
imate authority to monitor and prescribe behavior in at least some aspects of their lives
(Padilla-Walker et al. 2014). Current conceptualizations of monitoring distinguish between
different forms of this behavior (i.e., parental control, rules, and solicitation of information)
as well as recognize the role of youth in disclosing information as part of how parents’ gain
the knowledge used to monitor children (Stattin and Kerr 2000). Research in adolescence
suggests that mothers are involved in more solicitation and control as well as receive more
disclosures about youth activities as compared to fathers (Smetana et al. 2006; Keijsers
et al. 2009). Although few studies have parsed the frequency or impact of these specific
dimensions of monitoring in emerging adulthood, recent research suggests that emerging
adults also disclose more to mothers than fathers, with frequent disclosers (to either parent)
enjoying more parental support for their autonomy (Son and Padilla-Walker 2021).

1.1.3. Parenting in Emerging Adulthood as a Two-Way Street

Within studies on the parenting of emerging adults, the active role of the emerging adult
in shaping interactions and the evolving parent-emerging adult relationship has been
largely overlooked (Padilla-Walker and Nelson 2019). Although some research points to
the potential for the behavior of older adolescents to evoke parenting behaviors (e.g.,
Maggs and Galambos 1993; Padilla-Walker et al. 2012), more research is needed to better un-
derstand the dynamic interplay between parents and emerging adults. As noted, research
on parental monitoring increasingly highlights the importance of distinguishing between
parental solicitations and youth disclosures about their own behavior, with disclosures
serving as stronger predictors of parental knowledge and youth behavior (Hamza and
Willoughby 2011; Urry et al. 2011). Further, scholars have made the distinction between
perceived and received (or enacted) social supports (Wills and Shinar 2000), recognizing
the role of emerging adults in the seeking and receiving of supports as well. Although “par-
enting” has most often been conceptualized as things the parent does or says, it is imperative
to also consider what the emerging adult child does or says in order to fully understand how
positive connection and monitoring and disclosing behaviors manifest in relationships
between emerging adults and their parents.

1.2. Parenting in the Digital Age

The new millennium has seen frequent contact between college students and their
parents, with 40% of students reporting daily interactions with family members and
82% reporting contact at least weekly (Liu et al. 2008). College students report that they
call or text with their mothers about 12 times per week and their fathers 6 times per
week (Miller-Ott et al. 2014). A total of 35% of US parents report that technology makes
parenting easier (Lauricella et al. 2016) and many youths likewise tout the benefits of
parent-child digital communication (Campbell 2006; Chen and Katz 2009). In addition,
more frequent parent-youth digital communication is associated with greater parent-child
closeness (Manago et al. 2020), improved health outcomes and less binge drinking (Small
et al. 2011, 2013), and better youth self-esteem (Weisskirch 2011). Thus, parenting seems to
be facilitated by digital communication (Walker and Rudi 2014). Yet, we know little about
how traditional parenting behaviors are enacted within digital contexts.

1.2.1. Parent-Emerging Adult Positive Connection and Monitoring and Disclosing
Behaviors via Mobile Phone

Co-construction theory (Subrahmanyam et al. 2006) asserts that youth co-create their
online and offline interactions and environments to best suit their developmental needs.
Given this intricate intertwining of the online and offline spheres, it is likely that salient
aspects of traditional face-to-face parent-emerging adult interactions will manifest digi-
tally. Indeed, the traditional tasks of parenting are evident in parent-adolescent digital
communication. Youth and their parents self-report using mobile phones to facilitate
both positive connection (i.e., to seek help, receive support, and share experiences with
their parents; Chen and Katz 2009) and to engage in monitoring and disclosing behaviors
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(i.e., for parents to check in and inquire about the youth’s activities and whereabouts;
Fletcher et al. 2018; Kasesniemi and Rautiainen 2002; Racz et al. 2017). Using an ecological
momentary assessment design, our own research suggests that phone contacts between
younger adolescents and parents, though somewhat infrequent, include responding to
adolescent mental health needs with both monitoring and support (Jensen et al. 2021).
For emerging adults, qualitative interviews (Platt et al. 2014), focus groups (Chen and
Katz 2009), and quantitative self-report surveys (Ramsey et al. 2013; Miller-Ott et al.
2014) highlight that digital communication plays a key role in maintenance and evolution
of a positive, connected parent-child relationship in the college years. Yet, the way in
which positive connection as well as monitoring and disclosure behaviors are enacted as
dyadic processes within digital communication between parents and their emerging adults
remains to be charted as does the importance of these virtual interactions in supporting
autonomy and relatedness in emerging adults.

1.2.2. Text Messaging and Digital Analogues to Autonomy and Relatedness in
Emerging Adulthood

One way to gauge the importance of digital interactions between emerging adults
and their parents is to evaluate the role such interactions play in fulfilling key functions
of traditional parenting behaviors that support development gains. Notably, we would
have greater confidence in the primacy of digital forms of building positive connection
as well as monitoring and disclosing behaviors if they are associated with indicators of
autonomy and relatedness with parents (Ryan and Deci 2000), particularly as manifested
in a digital context.

Relatedness is often conceptualized as encompassing constructs such as belonging
and attachment and is often operationalized as relationship quality, attachment security,
and quality of interactions (Baumeister and Leary 1995; River et al. 2021). Importantly,
relatedness in these measures reflects a child’s perception that others, or in this case
parents, care about them, support them, and are present in their lives. Digital analogues of
relatedness then should reflect these same perceptions in emerging adults. For example,
emerging adults may evidence a greater sense of relatedness with parents by viewing
digital communications with parents as more supportive. Similarly, more frequent text
communication with parents may signal that emerging adults view their parents as more
available and present in their lives. Consistent with this view, more frequent calls and
texts are linked with student perceptions of more uplifting, supportive, intimate, and
satisfying parent-child relationships (Gentzler et al. 2011; Jensen et al. 2021). There is also
some evidence that days marked by digital social support and (some forms of) monitoring
are described by younger adolescents as involving more positive offline interactions with
parents (Jensen et al. 2021). Thus, youth perceptions of parents as supportive via text
messaging might translate into a broader sense of relatedness in the parent-emerging
adult relationship.

Autonomy involves establishing self-sufficiency and independence. Parents can sup-
port autonomy in emerging adults by promoting independence through physical and social
distancing as well as by promoting volitional functioning (Benito-Gomez et al. 2020). On
the other hand, parents may inhibit autonomy by being too controlling and intrusive, with
limited distancing. Parental intrusiveness as an impediment to autonomy in emerging
adults has a direct analogue in the digital world. Indeed, the “always on” nature of the
mobile phone may facilitate excessive contact that is perceived as autonomy inhibiting, in-
vasive, and privacy-violating (Racz et al. 2017). Early studies concur, suggesting that parent
phone contacts may be perceived as intrusive (Green 2007; Ling and Yttri 2002), especially
when phone contacts are parent- rather than child-initiated (Weisskirch 2009, 2011), and
infringe on personal time and space (Williams and Williams 2005). Thus, emerging adults
who experience pressure to be digitally available to parents may also view parents as
inhibiting their autonomy.

Digital communication between parents and emerging adults may carry both benefits
and risks for the evolution of relatedness and autonomy within this relationship and
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developmental period. Just as there are digital ways of expressing positive connection
and monitoring and disclosing behaviors within parent-emerging adult relationships,
digital analogues may also be found for how emerging adults experience relatedness and
autonomy within their relationships with parents.

1.2.3. Beyond Self-Reports of Digital Communication

Scholars have called for more research that delves into the treasure trove of naturalistic
interactions archived within our smartphones (e.g., Reeves et al. 2020). Although recent
studies have collected objective data about text message frequency and (to some extent)
content in small samples of college students and other young adults, both naturalistically
(Aledavood et al. 2016; Eshghinejad and Moini 2016; Ouellette and Michaud 2016) and
in the lab (Holtzman et al. 2017), none have yet examined parent-emerging adult text
messages nor how these interactions relate to the larger parent-emerging adult relationship.
Indeed, the only published study to date which explicitly examines the objective content
of parent-child text communications comes from the well-designed Blackberry Project
(Underwood et al. 2012). These researchers collected all text messages exchanged (with all
relationship partners, including parents) by about 200 adolescents over their entire high
school careers (2008–2012). The researchers used a qualitative hand-coding approach to
capture antisocial content (e.g., discussions about drugs, aggression, or rule-breaking),
negative talk (e.g., negative social interactions, social exclusion, negative appraisals of
self or others, expression of negative affect, and sarcasm), positive talk (e.g., discussion of
positive events or feelings, positive assessment of self or others), and sexual content (e.g.,
references to past, present, or future sexual behavior) in text messages taken from 4 days
per year (across 4 years) for each adolescent (interrater reliabilities (kappa) ranged from
0.65 to 0.82 across codes; Ehrenreich et al. 2020). Results indicate that teens text far less with
parents than with peers; the average participant exchanged 27.58 (SD = 27.73) text messages
with parents across 4 days in the 12th grade (which comprise about 6.45% of all texts
exchanged; SD = 8.65). Unsurprisingly, parent-child texts were much more likely to include
positive and neutral content than negative, antisocial, and sexual content. This coding
scheme was applied to all types of adolescent interactions with all interaction partners, and
thus some codes were less relevant to the parent-child relationship. Content analysis that
focuses specifically on theoretically driven, parent-child specific, communication processes
could help shed light on important dynamics in parenting in the digital age.

1.3. The Present Study

The present study directly examined the content of text messages exchanged by
parents and emerging adults. We used a qualitative coding scheme to capture theoretically
salient aspects of parenting: positive connection and monitoring and disclosure. We also
examined associations between these aspects of texting-based interactions and emerging
adults’ perceived pressure to engage digitally with parents (a digital analogue to reduced
autonomy-granting) and perceived support by parents (a digital analogue to relatedness
to parents). To do so, we analyzed data from 238 U.S. college students who permitted
sent and received text message downloads from their personal phones from the prior two
weeks in 2014–2015. We focus here on objective assessment of the content of both sent and
received messages exchanged within parent-emerging adult dyads, allowing us to study
the dyadic nature of “positive connection” and “monitoring and disclosing behaviors” in
such exchanges.

We used these rich, naturalistic observations of digital interactions between parents
and emerging adults to address four aims. First, we sought to describe the overall frequency
of parent-emerging adult text message interactions. Given the history of digital divides in
access to and use of modern communication technologies due to social class (Norris 2001;
George et al. 2020), age and gender (Jensen et al. 2021; Rudi et al. 2015), we explored
whether these patterns differed based on emerging adults’ gender, race/ethnicity, age,
and socioeconomic status. (Q1: How often are parent-emerging adult dyads engaging in text
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messaging and are there systematic differences in parent-emerging adult texting frequency?). Sec-
ond, we sought to describe the content of parent-emerging adult text interactions, focusing
on exchanges reflecting positive connection (warmth, gratitude, and support provided
and solicited) and monitoring (parental control and solicitations alongside emerging adult
disclosures). (Q2: In what ways (and to what extent) are parent-emerging adult dyads using
text messaging for positive connection and monitoring and disclosing behaviors, and are there
differences in the frequency of text messaging for these purposes between mother-emerging adult
and father-emerging adult dyads).

Next, we tested whether the quantity and content of parent-emerging adult text
interactions were associated with digitally analogues to autonomy and relatedness. (Q3:
Are parent-emerging adult text frequency and content related to perceived digital pressure and
support from parents?). We hypothesized that emerging adults would perceive greater
digital pressure from parents if they exchanged more frequent text messaging and received
more texts reflecting parental monitoring (solicitations and control, though not disclosures).
We also hypothesized that emerging adults would perceive more support in parents
text messages if they exchanged more frequent text messages and exchanged more texts
reflecting positive connection. Given higher rates of mother than father communication
with emerging adults (Fingerman et al. 2012), we analyzed mother- and father-emerging
adult dyads separately, and hypothesized that texting frequency, positive connection, and
monitoring and disclosing behaviors would all be more common in mother- than father-
emerging adult dyads. Based on prior research, we did not make specific predictions about
differential associations of text message frequency and content with digital pressure and
text message support between mother- and father-emerging adult dyads (Padilla-Walker
and Nelson 2019).

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Sample and Procedures

An in-depth description of study procedures can be found in (Hussong et al. 2021).
Briefly, participants were drawn from the Real-U Study of College Life (approved by
IRB #14-0360) and were originally recruited through email invitations sent to randomly
sampled undergraduates at a southeastern U.S. university in 2014–2015 (with oversampling
for males and African American students; n = 9000) and through word-of-mouth (n = 57;
Hussong et al. 2021). Of these, 1141 were pre-screened as eligible (reporting past year
alcohol use to meet the aims of the parent study) with 854 students completing the first
visit and 840 completing both visits before study closure. This sample (which comprises
college students who report at least some past year drinking) differs somewhat from the
population from which it was drawn (where 75% of students report past-year alcohol use;
High-Risk Alcohol and Substance Abuse Working Group 2015), though concerns about
generalizability are allayed somewhat by the extent to which this sample of 854 participants
was highly representative of the student body from which it is drawn on age, gender, and
college year (Hussong et al. 2021), though more ethnically diverse by design (46% male;
22% African American, 5% Hispanic/Latino, 60% European American, 9% Asian, 6%
multi-racial, and <1% Native American/Alaskan Native or Pacific Islander or unknown).

In the overarching study, participants completed two lab-based visits (of 75–90 min
each) separated by two weeks in which they gave consent, completed online surveys, and
received a $20 and a $25 incentive, respectively. As they left the second visit, students
were invited to participate in the Text Messaging Study if they had an Android phone or
an iPhone with them. In a separate consent procedure, we informed participants that the
study entailed presenting their own smart phone to the RA who would connect it to a
secure, non-networked computer using a standard USB cord and download their past two
weeks of text messages with all communicants with whom they had texted. Consistent
with North Carolina law (N.C. Gen. Stat. Ann. § 15A-287; Rasmussen et al. 2012), the
IRB waived consent for these communicants. Participants entered a drawing for four $100
cash prizes.
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Students’ texts were downloaded behind a privacy screen using secure, for-pay soft-
ware (MOBILedit Forensic Express) that allowed us to selectively download SMS text data.
Downloads included phone numbers, timestamps, and text for all sent and received mes-
sages during the last two weeks. Participants provided phone numbers for their mothers,
fathers, romantic partners, and up to three friends which were used to anonymize the text
message data (phone numbers were replaced with a relationship identifier (i.e., mother,
father) or a random identifier (i.e., person1, person2) for other phone numbers).

Due largely to changing technology during the study period across the many types
of participants’ phones, we successfully downloaded text messages from only 267 of
528 consented participants (51% capture rate), yielding 569,172 texts over the 14 preced-
ing days. The majority of unsuccessful captures were from Android phone users (due
to operating system updates that resulted in incompatibility with our download soft-
ware), which resulted in a preponderance of iPhone users in the final text message sample
(Hussong et al. 2021). Selection analysis showed that, other than being more likely to have
an iPhone, participants did not differ substantially from others in the overarching study
on demographic and risk indicators (Hussong et al. 2021). In the current analysis, we
included only those who exchanged at least one text message with at least one parent in
the prior two weeks (89%; n = 238). We also eliminated texts exchanged in group messages,
leaving a sample of 215 students who exchanged 21,381 text messages with mothers and
182 students who exchanged 6358 text messages with fathers. Downloads included text
but no images (for privacy, though an ￼ object replacement character flagged the presence
of an indecipherable image; 3.8% of texts included an image). Simple emoticons (e.g.,
heart, smiley face) were captured intact but more complex emojis were downloaded as
indecipherable symbols (4.4% of texts included an indecipherable emoji).

2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Demographics

Emerging adults reported on their age, gender (male/female), and highest level of
parent education (as a proxy for SES). They also self-reported on their race (1 item) and
Hispanic/Latino ethnicity (1 item). For analyses here, we have re-coded these responses
into three categories: Black (including one Afro-Latino emerging adult who endorsed Black
race and Hispanic/Latino ethnicity), White (not Hispanic/Latino), and other race/ethnicity
(which includes emerging adults who endorsed Hispanic/Latinx ethnicity alongside emerg-
ing adults who identified as American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian, and Multiracial).
Sample characteristics can be found in Table 1.

2.2.2. Emerging Adult Perceived Parental Digital Pressure

In order to assess the ways in which parent-emerging adult text messaging might
be associated with perceived parental intrusiveness (relevant to autonomy), emerging
adults responded to ten items adapted from Hall and Baym’s (2012) measure of digital
“entrapment” at the second lab visit. Items queried the extent to which emerging adults
perceived intrusiveness, pressure and stress around parent-emerging adult contact by
phone or online and perceptions that parents were annoyed when emerging adults were
unavailable. We directed emerging adults to: “Please answer each of the questions below
for your parent.” Thus, we cannot distinguish between perceptions of mothers and fathers.
Response options ranged from 0 “Not at all true” to 4 “Extremely true.” An initial CFA
showed that the ten items had a poor fit to a single factor model (χ2(35) = 122.105, p < 0.0001;
TLI = 0.869, RMSEA = 0.104 [CI 0.084 to 0.124); SRMR = 0.063) with modification indices
suggesting residual correlations among clusters of items (e.g., those that mentioned parental
“annoyance”). Given the focus of the study, we dropped items focused on parent annoyance,
emerging adult stress and emerging adult disengagement and retained four items tapping
parental digital pressure; the resulting single factor model provided a good fit to the data
(χ2(2) = 2.128, p = 0.345; TLI = 0.998, RMSEA = 0.017 [CI < 0.001 to 0.133); SRMR = 0.016).
All items loading strongly on the digital pressure factor, including: “I feel pressured that I

261



Soc. Sci. 2021, 10, 482

have to be available to this person by phone or online” (λ = 0.762; M = 1.087, SD = 1.244),
“I feel pressured to text or post online to tell this person what I am doing” (λ = 0.761;
M = 0.502, SD = 0.935), “I feel pressured to text or post online to keep in touch with this
person” (λ = 0.862; M = 0.739, SD = 1.095), “I feel pressured to respond quickly to all texts or
online posts from this person” (λ = 0.741; M = 0.765, SD = 1.124). Emerging adult perceived
parental digital pressure was modeled as a latent variable in subsequent analyses.

Table 1. Sample Characteristics of Parent-Emerging Adult Dyad Text Message Sample (N = 238).

Demographics % of Sample Mean (SD)

Age 19.85 (1.39)
Male Gender 39.08%
Race

Black/African American 21.01%
White (not Hispanic/Latino) 56.72%
Other Race/Ethnicity 22.27%

Latino/Hispanic 7.14%
American Indian, Alaska Native 0.84%
Asian 5.46%
Pacific Islander 0%
Multiracial 2.94%

Parental Education 4.73 (1.36)
Less than High School (1) 1.26%
High School Graduate (2) 4.2%
Some College or Technical School (3) 14.71%
College Graduate (4) 28.15%
Some Graduate, Medical, or Professional School (5) 3.78%
Completed Graduate, Medical, or Professional School (6) 47.9%

2.2.3. Emerging Adult Perceived Parental Text Supportiveness

To assess the ways in which parent-emerging adult text messaging is associated with
perceived parent-emerging adult relatedness, emerging adults responded at the second
visit to three items developed by the study team which queried how much they used text
messaging to seek or receive parent support. Participants were told that: “The following
are reasons why some people may use text messaging. Please indicate how true each
reason is for you with regard to your text messaging using the following scale.” Response
options ranged from 0 (“Not at all true”) to 4 (Extremely true”). The three items loaded
strongly onto a single factor: “To get support from your parents for dealing with personal
problems” (λ = 0.748; M = 1.001, SD = 1.125), “When you are feeling down or upset, to
have your parents cheer you up” (λ = 0.940; M = 0.995, SD = 1.119), and “To get help,
advice, or sympathy from your parents” (λ = 0.925; M = 1.040, SD = 1.126). The items asked
about parents in general and did not distinguish between perceptions of mother and father
separately. Emerging adult perceived parental supportiveness via texting was modeled as
a latent variable in subsequent analyses.

2.2.4. Parent-Emerging Adult Texting Frequency

The number of text messages exchanged between parents and emerging adults was
computed directly from the captured text messages for each dyad (MMother Dyads = 102.84,
SD = 139.52; MFather Dyads = 36.69, SD = 49.95). Given the reciprocal nature of text messaging,
the frequency of sent (from emerging adults) and received (to emerging adults) messages
were highly correlated (rMother Dyads = 0.97, rFather Dyads = 0.94) and thus we report the
total frequency of mother-emerging adult and father-emerging adult text messages (a
combined sum of sent and received). Emerging adults also self-reported their perceived
parent-emerging adult texting frequency (i.e., “On a typical day, how much time do you
spend interacting with your parents through texting - NOT including phone calls”) with
response options of 0 = “I don’t use this” and 1 = “1 hour or less,” to 6 = “9 hours or
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more” (M = 1.248, SD = 0.650). This subjective perception of texting frequency with parents
correlated r = 0.36, (p < 0.0001) with the total objective texting frequency count of sent and
received text messages with mother and father combined.

2.2.5. Parent-Child Text Interaction Coding Scheme (PCTICS)

Coding Manual Development. PCTICS codes were developed to tap theoretically
relevant dimensions of parent-child interactions across monitoring and positive connection
(see Table 1; Jensen 2017) and were adapted to fit the text-message medium from existing
observational coding systems or survey measures. The coding manual included extensive
examples and clarifications (of potentially tricky instances which would or would not meet
the criteria for each code); key examples and clarifications are noted here. Micro-level
coding occurred at the level of a single text and codes were not mutually exclusive or
exhaustive (i.e., 42% of texts received no codes).

Coded domains tapping monitoring included emerging adult disclosure, parent so-
licitation of information, and parent exertion of control around rules and expectations for
behavior; adapted from the dimensions identified by Kerr and Stattin (2000). Parent solici-
tation was coded whenever a parent’s text message queried the emerging adult’s behavior,
wellbeing (e.g., health, sickness, mental health, sleep), activities, relationships, and where-
abouts. Most solicitations took the form of questions, though some statements that were
clearly intended to solicit information (e.g., “Grandma told me you were thinking about
changing majors . . . ”) were also assigned the solicitation code. Of note, solicitation was
coded even if the query was about seemingly mundane topics; for example, a parent text of
“What did you do today?” would be coded as a solicitation because it reflected an attempt
to gain knowledge of the emerging adult’s activities. Not all parent questions were coded
as solicitations; a guiding principle was that the question needed to serve to increase parent
knowledge about the emerging adult’s wellbeing, behavior, relationships, or activities.
Thus, questions about opinions, beliefs, and preferences (e.g., “What do you think of that
new governor?”, “Do you like macaroni?”) would not be coded as solicitation. Examples
of parent solicitation include: “What time did you get to bed last night?”, “What did you
eat today?”, and “Who did you go to the party with last night?”.

Emerging adult disclosure was coded whenever an emerging adult’s text message dis-
closed information about their behavior, wellbeing, activities, relationships, whereabouts,
or plans for the future. Disclosure texts could be either spontaneous or prompted by parent
solicitation. Not all statements containing information were coded as emerging adult
disclosures. For instance, if the emerging adult shared information for the purpose of
coordination (e.g., “Meet me by the front door; I am downstairs”) it would not be coded as
a disclosure. As with solicitation, statements about opinions, thoughts, and preferences
would not meet the criteria for a code of disclosure. Disclosures about other people (as in
gossip or chit chat, e.g., “I heard that Veronica got into Johns Hopkins”) would not be
coded as disclosures. Examples of emerging adult disclosures include, “I made a B on my
exam last week”, “I went shopping and bought some new shoes”, and “I have been staying
up late studying and I fell asleep in class last night”.

Parent control was coded whenever a text message reminded the emerging adult of
expectations or rules for behavior. Control was coded when a statement was unsolicited,
directive, actionable (refers to a specific behavior), and/or conveyed a norm or expectation
for behavior. These codes were distinct from those for advice provision, which was
coded when advice was solicited, the parent guidance was non-directive (e.g., framed as
suggestions or something to consider) or took a teaching tone. Examples of parent control
include: “It’s important that you get at least eight hours of sleep”, “Make sure you call
your grandmother today”, and “Why didn’t you text me back to let me know what time
you would be home last night?”

Coded domains tapping positive connection included warmth (adapted from Melby
and Conger 2001), gratitude (adapted from Froh et al. 2011) and different types of social
support (emerging adult seeking and parent provision of emotional/esteem support,
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instrumental support, and advice; House et al. 1988; adapted from Hussong et al. 2001;
Shadur et al. 2015). Codes of warmth were assigned in both parent and emerging adult text
messages that included expressions of care, concern, support, or encouragement. Warmth
was a fairly general code meant to capture most kind, responsive communication, and often
included endearments, expressions of affection and love, warm greetings, and compliments.
Examples of warmth include: “Praying for you today!”, “Love you!”, and “Can’t wait to
see you this weekend!”

A code of gratitude was assigned whenever a text message (from parent or emerging
adult) conveyed gratitude or thanks. Generalized gratitude that was not directed towards
the other interactor was still coded as gratitude (e.g., “I am so grateful to have gotten that
scholarship”). Examples of gratitude include “Thank you so much!!”, “You’re the best!” (in
response to a gift or support), and “I don’t know what I would do without you”.

Emerging adult support seeking and parent support provision were coded separately
for three domains of support (emotional/esteem, instrumental, and advice). Support
seeking was coded when an emerging adult text message conveyed a desire or need for
support (within each domain separately). Specifically, emotional/esteem support seeking
was coded whenever a text message conveyed a desire for emotional or esteem support,
which often included features of disclosing distressing emotions or requests for comfort.
Emotional/esteem support seeking was coded both for direct requests for support (e.g., “I
am feeling so sad today, can we talk on the phone later?”) and indirect support seeking
(e.g., “I feel like such a failure”). Many of these texts also met criteria for an emerging adult
disclosure code. Examples include: “I’m really worried about my final exams”, “Do you
think I am smart enough to get that job?”, and “Carol just broke up with me.”

Emerging adult instrumental support seeking was coded for emerging adult text mes-
sages that sought tangible aid. Many of these were explicit requests (e.g., “Can you send
me $100?”) but others were more subtle (e.g., “I am short on money for rent”). Requests
for favors, money, or other tangible supports were coded as instrumental support seeking.
Examples include, ““Will you look over my grad school applications?”, “I think I am out of
meal swipes”, and “Could you take me to get my car serviced this weekend?”.

Emerging adult advice seeking was coded whenever a text message sought to elicit
advice or guidance. This often took the form of a direct request for advice (e.g., “Do you
think I should take summer classes?”) or a direct question (e.g., “How do I check my oil?”).
Examples include: “Is studying abroad a good idea?”, “How many jobs should I apply
to?”, and “Should I buy this dress?”

Parent support provision was coded when the parent offered or provided support
(within each domain of emotional/esteem, instrumental, and advice separately). Specif-
ically, emotional/esteem support provision was coded whenever a text message offered or
provided emotional support (communicates caring, concern, sympathy, or understanding
and attempts to comfort or console) or esteem support (communicates that the emerging
adult is highly valued). Emotional/esteem support provision can be distinguished from
warmth in that emotional/esteem support provision must have occurred in response to a
stressor or need, whereas warmth need not. For example, the statement, “I love you” may
just be coded as warmth (if said spontaneously) or both warmth and emotional/esteem
support provision (if said in response to a disclosure of negative emotion by the emerging
adult). Many instances of emotional/esteem support provision were also coded as warmth,
but not all instances of warmth were coded as emotional/esteem support provision. Ex-
amples include: “Together we will make it through this”, “What a bummer!”, and “I
understand how hard this is for you.”

Parent instrumental support provision was coded whenever a text message discussed the
offer or provision of tangible aid and needed to occur in the context of a need or support
seeking. Instrumental support provision included both offers (even if the coder couldn’t
determine if the offer was followed through on) and provision of money, goods, and favors.
Examples include: “I will send you $100 to get you through to your next paycheck,” “Dad

264



Soc. Sci. 2021, 10, 482

has an old phone, we will send it to you since you broke yours,” and “I could talk to him
for you.”

Parent advice provision was coded whenever a parent text provided guidance or advice
to the emerging adult. As noted above, advice provision was sometimes difficult to
distinguish from parent control, and thus specific guidelines were provided to coders to
guide coding decisions. In some dyads, parent advice provision took the form of scaffolding
or help in problem solving (e.g., Socratic questioning rather than outright advice). Texts
which used scaffolding and questions to promote problem solving (e.g., evaluate pros and
cons, consider all the relevant factors) were coded as advice provision. Examples of advice
provision include: “If I were you, I might think about asking if rent will go up next year”,
and “I think in North Carolina maybe you have to go to the Driver’s license office to get an
in-state license before you can register your car.”

Harsh/conflictual messages were also coded (adapted from Melby and Conger 2001),
defined as texts which conveyed hostile, angry, critical, disapproving, rejecting, or contemp-
tuous behavior toward the emerging adult, but occurred infrequently (only 6 occurrences
across nearly 30,000 text messages) and thus were dropped from analysis.

Text Message Preparation. Prior to coding, text messages were subjected to an identity-
finder program which flagged instances of 9-digit (social security) and 16-digit (credit
card) numbers, which were then cloaked in text content. Further, consistent with the IRB
approval, the first author read through all of the nearly 30,000 text messages before coding
and cloaked any other identifiable information embedded within the text content (e.g.,
participant first and last names, phone numbers). She also flagged/removed instances of
group text messages., leaving just mother-emerging adult and father-emerging adult text
threads for coding.

Text Message Coding Procedures. Parent-emerging adult text messages were coded
using Microsoft Access by an undergraduate coder who was trained to acceptable inter-
rater reliability (IRR, Cohen’s kappa > 0.80) on an initial subset of the text message database
with the first author (and code developer) for all PCTICS codes. Each text message was read
in order and assigned as many codes (1 = present, 0 = absent) as applicable. As illustrated
in Figure 1, codes were neither mutually exclusive nor exhaustive; many texts received
multiple codes whereas others received none at all. For example, a parent text message
stating “Good morning, honey! Did you get your paper turned in by the deadline last
night?” would be assigned codes for both parental warmth and solicitation. Ultimately, 42%
of text messages did not contain content that fell within the coded domains of monitoring or
positive connection. Once baseline reliability was reached, previously coded text messages
were re-coded by the newly reliable coder. To monitor coder drift and evaluate reliability,
20% of messages were double-coded. Final IRRs and percent agreement are reported
in Table 2. According to Landis and Koch’s (1977) benchmarks for interrater reliability,
most codes fell into the substantial (Ks 0.61 to 0.80) to near perfect (Ks 0.81 to 1.0) range,
though one (parental instrumental support provision) evidenced only moderate (Ks 0.41
to 0.60) agreement between raters. Overall, these interrater reliabilities are comparable to
those seen in the Blackberry Project (Ehrenreich et al. 2020), with the lowest occurring for
low-base rate behaviors (e.g., specific types of support provision).
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Figure 1. Simulated Text Message Conversation and PCTICS Codes.

Table 2. Interrater Reliability.

Code IRR (K) % Agreement

Monitoring
EA Disclosure 0.73 0.87
Parent Solicitation 0.82 0.96
Parent Control 0.69 0.97

Positive Connection
EA Warmth 0.82 0.98
Parent Warmth 0.83 0.96
EA Gratitude 0.96 1.0
Parent Gratitude 0.96 1.0
EA Emotional/Esteem Support Seeking 0.73 0.98
Parent Emotional/Esteem Support Provision 0.66 0.98
EA Instrumental Support Seeking 0.63 0.98
Parent Instrumental Support Provision 0.54 0.96
EA Advice Seeking 0.75 0.99
Parent Advice Provision 0.61 0.96

Note. N = 238 emerging adults. EA = Emerging Adult.
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2.3. Data Analyses

For Q1, the frequency of parent-emerging adult text interactions were computed
separately for mother-emerging adult dyads (N = 215) and father-emerging adult dyads
(N = 182) in SAS 9.4. Associations between mother- and father-emerging adult texting
frequency and demographic covariates were tested in zero order correlations for contin-
uous variables (age and parent-education) and in ANOVAs for categorical demographic
covariates (gender and race/ethnicity).

For Q2, the frequency of each coded PCTICs domain was computed separately for
mother-emerging adult texts interactions (N = 215) and father-emerging adult text inter-
actions (N = 182) in SAS 9.4. Paired samples t-tests were used to compare the average
frequency of each code for mother- and father-emerging adult dyads (among the sample of
emerging adults who communicated with both a mother and a father; N = 159).

For Q3 and Q4, associations between frequency and content of text interactions and
perceived digital pressure and perceived text supportiveness were tested using structural
equation modeling performed with Mplus version 8 with MLR estimation (with robust stan-
dard errors) and full information maximum likelihood handling of missing data. Analyses
were conducted separately for mother- and father-emerging adult dyads. First, as shown
by the grey boxes/paths in Figure 2, emerging adult perceived parental digital pressure
and perceived parental text supportiveness were regressed (in separate models) on parent-
emerging adult text frequency, alongside covariates of gender, age, and parent education as
a proxy for SES. Next, each PCTICS code was added to the above models (separately; black
path) to allow for an assessment of the association of each individual code, over-and-above
the associations with parent-emerging adult texting frequency and covariates.

Figure 2. Q3 and Q4 Analytic Models. Note. Models were run separately for mother-emerging
adult and father-emerging adult dyads. First, Perceived Parental Digital Pressure and Perceived
Parental Text Supportiveness were regressed (in separate models) on parent-EA texting frequency
and covariates of gender, age, and parent education (grey boxes/paths; results in upper panel of
Tables 4 and 5). Next, Perceived Parental Digital Pressure and Perceived Parental Text Supportiveness
were regressed (in separate models) on each PCTIC code separately, alongside covariates and parent-
EA texting frequency (results in lower panel of Tables 4 and 5).

3. Results

3.1. How Often Are Parent-Emerging Adult Dyads Text Messaging, and Are There Systematic
Differences in Parent-Emerging Adult Texting Frequency? (Q1)

As seen in Table 3, emerging adults exchanged considerably more text messages with
their mothers (M = 102.84 texts over the two-week study) than their fathers (M = 36.69;
t(158) = −6.45, p < 0.001). Among those who texted with both a mother and a father
(N = 159), the frequency of texting with mother and texting with father texting were only
weakly correlated (r = 0.157, p = 0.048).

Overall, mother-emerging adult and father-emerging adult texting frequency were
mostly similar across demographic groups. Mother-emerging adult texting frequency did
not vary by the emerging adult’s age (r = −0.107, p = 0.149), F(2) = 1.93, p = 0.147), or
gender (F(1) = 1.84, p = 0.176). Mother-emerging adult dyads from families characterized
by a higher level of parent education (as a proxy for SES) tended to text message slightly
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more than those from families with a lower level of parental education (r = 0.134, p = 0.05).
Father-emerging adult texting frequency also did not vary by the emerging adult’s age
(r = −0.053, p = 0.437), race/ethnicity(F(2) = 1.94, p = 0.146), gender (F(1) = 0.05, p = 0.816),
or parent education (r = 0.016, p = 0.534).

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for coded PCTICS domains.

Mother-Emerging Adult Dyads (N = 215) Father-Emerging Adult Dyads (N = 182)

M SD % w/0 Max M SD % w/0 Max

Parent-EA Texting Frequency 102.84 139.52 – 1012 36.69 49.95 – 501

Monitoring
EA Disclosure 19.33 27.84 13 177 6.19 13.19 21 163
Parent Solicitation 8.53 13.03 16 118 2.94 8.74 38 113
Parent Control 2.98 6.20 45 50 1.02 2.32 65 15

Positive Connection
EA Warmth 3.13 5.43 39 47 1.21 3.17 60 32
Parent Warmth 6.51 10.49 21 83 2.29 4.18 41 41
EA Gratitude 2.12 3.87 38 35 0.93 1.59 55 13
Parent Gratitude 0.92 1.57 56 13 0.45 1.02 74 7
EA Emotional/Esteem Support Seeking 1.88 5.84 67 47 0.30 0.92 85 7
Parent Emotional/Esteem Support Provision 2.09 5.93 60 58 0.36 1.20 84 10
EA Instrumental Support Seeking 1.60 2.97 50 26 0.65 1.40 71 8
Parent Instrumental Support Provision 2.59 4.17 37 31 0.93 2.00 63 15
EA Advice Seeking 1.22 3.07 67 24 0.44 1.37 79 12
Parent Advice Provision 2.50 5.88 54 49 0.83 2.34 73 20

Note. EA = Emerging Adult. Means (M) and standard deviations (SD) reported across all dyads over the entire 2-week study period
alongside the percent of the sample who evidenced no instances of the code (% w/0) and the maximum frequency of each code (Max) to
capture the range.

3.2. How Much Are Parent-Emerging Adult Dyads Using Text Messaging for Monitoring and
Positive Connection, and Are There Differences in the Frequency of Text Messaging for These
Purposes between Mother-Emerging Adult and Father-Emerging Adult Dyads? (Q2)

As seen in Table 3, mother-emerging adult texts were more frequent than father-emerging
adult texts across all coded domains of monitoring and positive connection (ts (158) ranged
3.11 to 6.11, all ps < 0.002). Within both mother- and father-emerging adult dyads, the most
common code was emerging adult disclosure (MMother Dyads = 19.33, MFather Dyads = 6.19),
followed by parent solicitations (MMother Dyads = 8.53, MFather Dyads = 2.94), and then parent
warmth (MMother Dyads = 6.51, MFather Dyads = 2.29). Several codes were quite infrequent,
with a substantial proportion of dyads never evidencing the coded behaviors. For in-
stance, 85% of emerging adults never texted a father and 67% never texting a mother
seeking emotional/esteem support, and 84% of fathers and 60% of mothers never provided
emotional/esteem support via text.

3.3. Are Parent-Emerging Adult Text Frequency and Content Related to Perceived Digital Pressure
from Parents? (Q3)

Models testing associations between mother- and father-emerging adult texting fre-
quency, PCTICS codes, and perceived parental digital pressure (alongside demographic
covariates of age, gender, and parent education as a proxy for SES) all demonstrated good
fit (Hu and Bentler 1999) to the data (χ2 p ranged 0.043 to 0.74; RMSEA ranged < 0.001 to
0.60; SRMR ranged 0.018 to 0.034).

Emerging adults who exchanged more texts with their mothers reported stronger
perceived parental digital pressure (after controlling for emerging adult gender, age, and
parent education; Table 4). Once associations with mother-emerging adult texting fre-
quency were taken into account, emerging adult perceptions of parental digital pressure
were unrelated to most forms of positive connection and monitoring, with two excep-
tions. Those emerging adults who engaged in more disclosures and who displayed more
gratitude in their text messages to mothers reported perceiving significantly less parental
digital pressure.
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In contrast to mother-emerging adult dyads, the frequency of father-emerging adult
text interactions was unrelated to emerging adult perceptions of parental digital pressure
(Table 4). All father-emerging adult codes were unrelated to emerging adult perceptions of
digital pressure.

Table 4. Associations between Parent-Emerging Adult Texting Frequency and Content Codes with Emerging Adult
Perceived Parental Digital Pressure.

Perceived Parental Digital Pressure

Mother-Emerging Adult Dyads (N = 215) Father- Emerging Adult Dyads (N = 182)

b SE p β b SE p β

Gender (male) 0.069 0.152 0.644 0.034 −0.013 0.164 0.936 −0.006
Age −0.074 0.047 0.118 −0.104 −0.057 0.053 0.281 −0.080
Parent Education −0.073 0.058 0.207 −0.103 −0.083 0.073 0.258 −0.106
Parent- EA texting frequency 0.001 0.001 0.035 0.194 0.002 0.002 0.351 0.075

Monitoring
EA Disclosure −0.017 0.006 0.008 −0.474 −0.018 0.015 0.232 −0.231
Parent Solicitation −0.009 0.011 0.382 −0.126 −0.004 0.017 0.795 −0.038
Parent Control −0.009 0.020 0.650 −0.058 0.102 0.056 0.070 0.238

Positive Connection
EA Warmth 0.001 0.025 0.970 0.005 0.028 0.034 0.399 0.090
Parent Warmth <0.001 0.013 0.988 −0.002 0.029 0.025 0.239 0.123
EA Gratitude −0.045 0.019 0.015 −0.180 0.047 0.049 0.332 0.075
Parent Gratitude −0.008 0.053 0.875 −0.014 −0.009 0.091 0.921 −0.009
EA Emotional/Esteem Support Seeking −0.023 0.015 0.111 −0.140 0.024 0.105 0.818 0.022
Parent Emotional/Esteem Support Provision −0.020 0.022 0.373 −0.121 −0.005 0.070 0.947 −0.006
EA Instrumental Support Seeking −0.033 0.029 0.263 −0.100 0.012 0.076 0.873 0.017
Parent Instrumental Support Provision −0.026 0.023 0.270 −0.111 −0.038 0.066 0.565 −0.076
EA Advice Seeking 0.017 0.038 0.649 0.055 −0.057 0.061 0.349 −0.079
Parent Advice Provision −0.002 0.018 0.932 −0.009 −0.033 0.054 0.547 −0.076

Note. The upper panel includes presents results of the initial structural equation model, which tested associations between parent-EA
texting frequency with Perceived Parental Digital Pressure, alongside covariates of gender, age, and parent education (separately for
Mother-Emerging Adult and Father-Emerging Adult dyads). The lower panel includes results from subsequent models, which added each
PCTIC code to the model (which already included covariates and parent-EA texting frequency) separately. EA = Emerging Adult. Raw
regression coefficients (b), standard errors (SE), p values (bolded when p < 0.05), and standardized regression coefficients (β) presented.

3.4. Are Parent-Emerging Adult Text Frequency and Content Related to Perceived Text Message
Support from Parents? (Q4)

Models testing associations between mother- and father-emerging adult texting fre-
quency, PCTICS codes, and perceived parental text message support (alongside demo-
graphic covariates of age, gender, and parent education as a proxy for SES) all demonstrated
good fit (Hu and Bentler 1999) to the data (χ2 p ranged 0.100 to 0.968; RMSEA ranged < 0.001
to 0.057; SRMR ranged 0.014 to 0.022).

As seen in Table 5, emerging adults who exchanged more text messages with their
mothers reported higher levels of perceived digital supportiveness from parents. Once
this effect of mother-emerging adult texting frequency was taken into account, only instru-
mental support seeking was significantly associated with emerging adult perceptions of
parental text message supportiveness. Those emerging adults who engaged in more instru-
mental support seeking via text message tended to report that they used text messaging
less for seeking out and receiving emotional support from their parents.

Among fathers, in contrast, overall texting frequency was not significantly associated
with emerging adult perceived parental text supportiveness; that is, emerging adults who
texted more with their fathers were no more or less likely to report that they used text
messages to seek emotional support from parents. Instead, several significant associa-
tions between perceived parental text support and content codes of father-emerging adult
interactions emerged. As seen in Table 5, those emerging adults who expressed more
frequent gratitude in their text messages to fathers tended to report that they used text
messaging more often for support seeking and receipt. As hypothesized, those emerging
adults who engaged in more emotional/esteem support seeking and whose fathers pro-
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vided more emotional/esteem support via text tended to self-report being heavier users of
text messaging for emotional support seeking/receipt. A similar association emerged for
emerging adult advice seeking and father advice provision, such that more advice seeking
and provision were associated with higher perceived parental text supportiveness.

Table 5. Associations between Parent-Emerging Adult Texting Frequency and Content Codes with Emerging Adult
Perceived Parental Text Support.

Perceived Parental Text Supportiveness

Mothers (N = 215) Fathers (N = 182)

b SE p β b SE p β

Gender (male) −0.472 0.127 <0.001 −0.268 −0.487 0.146 0.001 −0.280
Age −0.052 0.039 0.182 −0.084 −0.091 0.043 0.035 −0.148
Parent Education −0.012 0.048 0.799 −0.020 0.044 0.061 0.468 0.066
Parent-EA texting frequency 0.001 <0.001 0.016 0.180 0.001 0.001 0.488 0.050

Monitoring
EA Disclosure 0.001 0.006 0.817 0.042 −0.008 0.011 0.474 −0.126
Parent Solicitation 0.001 0.008 0.902 0.015 −0.017 0.012 0.119 −0.189
Parent Control 0.012 0.014 0.375 0.090 −0.031 0.029 0.278 −0.084

Positive Connection
EA Warmth 0.017 0.018 0.362 0.106 0.025 0.021 0.229 0.094
Parent Warmth −0.010 0.009 0.288 −0.122 0.012 0.015 0.453 0.056
EA Gratitude 0.004 0.017 0.813 0.018 0.105 0.037 0.005 0.196
Parent Gratitude −0.002 0.034 0.943 −0.004 −0.077 0.051 0.130 −0.093
EA Emotional/Esteem Support Seeking −0.013 0.012 0.273 −0.087 0.142 0.066 0.030 0.152
Parent Emotional/Esteem Support Provision −0.010 0.011 0.357 −0.070 0.144 0.036 <0.001 0.203
EA Instrumental Support Seeking −0.044 0.021 0.040 −0.153 −0.015 0.054 0.780 −0.025
Parent Instrumental Support Provision −0.031 0.019 0.115 −0.151 −0.008 0.035 0.831 −0.017
EA Advice Seeking −0.031 0.021 0.139 −0.111 0.095 0.039 0.014 0.153
Parent Advice Provision −0.015 0.012 0.199 −0.104 0.070 0.032 0.027 0.192

Note. The upper panel includes presents results of the initial structural equation model, which tested associations between parent-EA
texting frequency with Perceived Parental Text Supportiveness, alongside covariates of gender, age, and parent education (separately for
Mother-Emerging Adult and Father-Emerging Adult dyads). The lower panel includes results from subsequent models, which added each
PCTIC code to the model (which already included covariates and parent-EA texting frequency) separately. EA = Emerging Adult. Raw
regression coefficients (b), standard errors (SE), and standardized regression coefficients (β) presented alongside p values (bolded when
p < 0.05).

4. Discussion

Emerging adult college students and their parents vary widely in how often they
exchange text messages and in the way they use text messaging to build positive con-
nections and to enact monitoring and disclosing behaviors. Anticipated differences in
texting patterns were evident in exchanges with mothers versus fathers, though college
students were generally not very reliable in reporting the frequency of their own texting
behaviors. Importantly, common parenting behaviors involving positive connection and
monitoring and disclosing behavior were evident in the text message exchanges of parents
and emerging adults. Moreover, evidence of parents’ and emerging adults’ contributions
to these “parenting” behaviors supported a more dyadic view of parenting in this devel-
opmental period. Finally, we found some evidence that these dyadic parenting behaviors
were associated with digital analogues to autonomy and relatedness to parents in emerging
adults. These findings are unique given the methodology of the current study. The exami-
nation of the frequency and content of parent-emerging adult digital interactions gives us
a direct window into real-time parent-emerging adult communication that is longer and
less contrived than traditional observational paradigms and less subject to the biases of
self-report surveys. Our analyses of the nearly 30,000 naturally occurring text-message
interactions between college students and their parents over a two-week period offered
several important observations which we consider in turn.
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4.1. The Nature of Text Message Exchanges between Parents and Emerging Adults

College students and their parents are in frequent text message contact, with consider-
able variability in the extent and nature of this contact. Direct examination of text message
threads shows more frequent contact with mothers (an average of about 8 texts per day)
than with fathers (an average of about 3 texts per day). Somewhat surprisingly, given
concern about a digital divide in unequal access to and use of smartphone and digital
technologies (Norris 2001; George et al. 2020) and past evidence of more frequent parent-
adolescent digital communication among older and female adolescents (Jensen et al. 2021;
Rudi et al. 2015), the frequency of parent-emerging adult text message communication
did not differ by emerging adult gender, age, or race/ethnicity. Indeed, the only signifi-
cant demographic difference that emerged was that emerging adults whose parents had
higher levels of educational attainment exchange slightly more messages with mothers
(but not fathers) compared to their peers. This suggests that there may be more similari-
ties than differences across demographic groups in the frequency of objectively assessed
parent-emerging adult texting frequency, though emerging adults and mothers with higher
socioeconomic status may be slightly more likely to text message. It is also worth mention-
ing that this sample (of college students from an elite public university) had parents who
were on average highly educated (almost half had a parent with a graduate degree, and
nearly 80% had graduated college) and thus findings may not be representative of or gener-
alize to the entire range of educational backgrounds and socioeconomic statuses present in
other college settings or among non-college attending emerging adults. Within this caveat,
however, these findings suggest that digital parenting shares similar characteristics across
college students from varying backgrounds.

Consistent with co-construction theory’s assertion that emerging adults’ online worlds
are “psychologically continuous” with their offline world (Subrahmanyam et al. 2008,
p. 421), our findings on parent gender differences in mother- and father-emerging adult
digital interactions closely correspond to gender differences observed in traditional face-to-
face parent-youth interactions (Nelson et al. 2011; Smetana et al. 2006; Keijsers and Poulin
2013; Son and Padilla-Walker 2021). That is here, mother-emerging adult dyads were
significantly more likely than father-emerging adult dyads to display positive connection
and monitoring and disclosing behaviors in their text message exchanges. This is also
consistent with recent research where youth self-report more frequent mother than father
digital interactions (Miller-Ott et al. 2014; Fingerman et al. 2012). In addition, our finding of
parent gender differences in objectively measured parent-emerging adult texting frequency
complements past self-report survey research in which emerging adults reported that there
were stronger rules, norms and expectations around when and for what purposes they
could or should text their fathers than mothers (Miller-Ott et al. 2014), which the authors
interpreted as evidence of greater mother availability by phone. These findings also parallel
research with younger children that suggest that the majority of child caretaking activities
continue to fall to mothers over fathers (Craig 2006) and that this pattern of gendered
parenting continues even into emerging adulthood.

The most common “parenting” behavior in these text exchanges was disclosures
by emerging adults, followed by parental solicitations. This finding may suggest that
following Kerr and Stattin (2000), the knowledge that parents use to monitor child behavior
is more often gathered by child disclosures rather than by parent solicitation. This pattern
likely extends from those established in adolescents and emphasizes the importance of
fostering communication patterns, on or offline, that create a safe and supportive space
in which youth feel comfortable disclosing to parents. That such patterns continue into
emerging adulthood in a digital context is perhaps not surprising given that adolescent
reports that texting is a convenient way to update parents on their location and activities
(Fletcher et al. 2018).

Texts around positive connection (especially expressions of support seeking and
provision) occurred relatively infrequently. Despite their infrequence within text message
streams, the exchange of texts about positive connection were still evident within most
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dyads; most mothers and fathers expressed warmth toward their emerging adults over the
study period and about half of youth did so toward parents. Notably, 52% of dads and 77%
of mothers provided support via text (whether emotional esteem, instrumental, or advice)
over the two-week study period and 66% of youth sought support from mothers and
44% from fathers. This is consistent with our recent self-report research among younger
adolescents (Jensen et al. 2021), where text-based social support was relatively uncommon
but quite variable across dyads. Moreover, this finding once again reflects the dyadic nature
of support in parent-emerging adult relationships. To better understand how support is
most effectively delivered (e.g., whether in response to youth bids for support, whether as
matched in type to that requested by youth), further analyses are needed.

4.2. Associations between Digital Parenting and Analogue Milestones in Emerging Adulthood

Although inconsistent, we found evidence that the content of text exchanges between
parents and emerging adults is related to digital analogues of the developmental milestones
of autonomy and relatedness. More specifically, the more frequently emerging adults texted
with their mothers, the more likely they were to report feeling pressure to be available and
responsive to parents online. The same association, however, was not apparent in emerging
adults’ interactions with fathers. Given that fathers and emerging adults exchanged far
fewer text messages than mothers and emerging adults, father-emerging adult texting may
not be as strongly tied to perceived parental digital pressure, especially given that our
measure of digital pressure (which was worded about “your parent”) did not distinguish
between perceptions of mothers and fathers. In fact, higher mother-emerging adult texting
frequency may have made this dyad more salient when emerging adults were self-reporting
on perceived digital pressure. This parent gender difference may also be consistent with
past findings that father-emerging adult digital communications are characterized by
stronger boundaries and rules (e.g., around time and extent of availability) than mother-
emerging adult digital communications (Miller-Ott et al. 2014) and thus perhaps present
fewer opportunities for intrusion.

In previous studies digital pressure from peers has been associated with less friendship
satisfaction (Hall and Baym 2012). Our findings indicate the digital pressure may also be
relevant in the parent-youth relationship, though overall low levels of perceived parental
digital pressure suggest that many youths are not overly concerned or bothered by their
parents’ digital communications (similar to past research suggesting high levels of emerging
adult satisfaction with parent cell phone contacts; Miller-Ott et al. 2014).

Although the frequency of mother-emerging adult interactions was related to more
perceived digital pressure, most coded domains of parent-emerging adult positive con-
nection and monitoring (even those we hypothesized would be the most strongly linked
with perceptions of parents as intrusive: parental solicitation and control) were not related
to emerging adult perceptions of digital pressure. Indeed, the only texting behaviors that
were associated with perceived digital pressure were the extent to which emerging adults
made disclosures and conveyed gratitude in their text messages with mothers (both of
which were linked to lower perceived parental digital pressure). These results suggest
that emerging adult perceptions of intrusiveness and pressure to engage digitally are
perhaps primarily driven by the frequency (rather than the content) of parent text mes-
saging, though perhaps (not surprisingly, and consistent with past self-report studies on
youth-driven cell phone communications; Weisskirch 2009, 2011) certain types of emerg-
ing adult-driven communications may be valued and perceived positively (and not as
intrusive) by emerging adults.

These results may inform theories about the nature of positive connection and monitor-
ing and disclosing behaviors during emerging adulthood. In particular these results draw
into question the accuracy of modern theories on “helicopter parenting” which often assert
that Millennial and Gen Z youth are over-monitored and over-supported/coddled (with
frequent digital communication cited as one tool for overparenting; Padilla-Walker and
Nelson 2012; Jiao and Segrin 2021). It may be that emerging adults and their parents have
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established new norms for parent-emerging adult engagement in which even monitoring
(traditionally seen as developmentally inappropriate at this stage) does not have to be
intrusive or autonomy inhibiting when conceptualized as a bi-directional, transactional
process in which parents ask developmentally appropriate questions to check in about the
child’s wellbeing, and the child chooses to disclose in turn.

Interestingly, not only did youth who texted more often with mothers tend to report
greater parental digital pressure, they also tended to endorse more experiences of parental
text-based supportiveness. This is in line with recent findings that those adolescents
who self-report texting more with parents also report having a closer parent-adolescent
relationship (Manago et al. 2020). Emerging adults who engaged in more instrumental
support seeking also tended to endorse less perceived parental text support. This is oppo-
site of the hypothesized association but may highlight the importance of distinguishing
between different types of support parents enact (i.e., emotional/esteem vs. instrumental
vs. advice) and the extent of support emerging adults perceive in their relationships with
parents. An important future direction for this research will be to examine match/mismatch
(Wang 2019) of emerging adult expectations (i.e., quantity and type of support seeking) and
parent provision (both quantity and type) of support; it may be that it is not the absolute
quantity of support provision that matters so much as the extent to which it is appropriately
responsive to emerging adult expectations and needs. Moreover, given the cross-sectional
design, it is unclear if parents offering support decreases bids for support in youth as well
as distress versus parents offer more support in response to youth distress and bids for
support. Prospective studies are needed to untangle these mechanisms.

In contrast, father-emerging adult texting frequency was not associated with per-
ceived parental text message support. It is again possible that this lack of association in
father-emerging adult dyads may be driven by greater texting frequency with mothers
making that relationship more salient when emerging adults responded to the parental
text supportiveness measure which asked about “your parents” rather than mothers and
fathers separately. However, several codes emerged as important correlates of perceived
parental text support. Emerging adults whose texts to fathers included more gratitude,
emotional/esteem support seeking, and advice seeking reported having parents who were
more supportive via text message. Similarly, fathers who provided more emotional/esteem
support and advice had emerging adults who reported more perceived parental support.
This underscores the validity of objectively coded parent-youth text interactions, and high-
lights that, even though they are infrequent, supportive father-emerging adult text message
interactions may reflect a stronger parent-emerging adult relationship. These differences in
mother and father dyads may also suggest that in mother-emerging adult dyads (where
contact is more frequent) the frequency of contact may more strongly impact the nature of
the underlying relationship, whereas in father-emerging adult dyads (where text contact is
much less frequent) the content shines through. As much past research has not parsed the
differences between mother and father dyadic text communication (Manago et al. 2020;
Ehrenreich et al. 2020), it will be important for future research to consider parental gender
difference in the frequency and potential impact of parent-emerging adult text messaging.

4.3. Methodological Observations

As suggested in the literature (Gold et al. 2015; Parry et al. 2021), emerging adults in
the current study were not very accurate at estimating how much they text with parents,
with the number of texts exchanged with parents being only modestly correlated (r = 0.36)
with self-reported frequency of parent text message contact by emerging adults. This
highlights the importance of moving beyond self-reported frequency of digital contact and
towards objective assessment using tools like billing records and device logs. Here, the
examination of quantitative meta data (on objective parent-emerging adult text frequency)
and qualitative codes of parent-emerging adult interactions tapping positive connection
and monitoring suggest that text messages are a rick source of information about the
content of parent-emerging adult digital exchanges.
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Results also underscore, however, some of the challenges and barriers to operationaliz-
ing nuanced dimensions of the parent-emerging adult relationship within the content of text
messages. There was substantial variability in interrater agreement amongst codes. In par-
ticular, interrater reliability for some low base rate codes indexing emerging adult seeking
and parental provision of different types of support fell below Krippendorff’s (1980, 2018)
recommended cutoff of 0.67 for drawing valid conclusions from content analysis. Impor-
tantly, high rates of inter-rater agreement which are less impacted by low base rates (all
above 87%) were reported. Our experience here is that it is in fact quite difficult to train
coders to perfect agreement on the nuanced distinction between different types of social
support, especially as they manifest within brief (sometimes single word or short phrase)
text messages and without the benefit of context clues and nonverbal signals. For example,
coders sometimes struggled to parse distinctions like whether a text in which a mother
gave detailed feedback on a college essay was more consistent with instrumental support
(doing the child a favor by reading their essay) and/or informational support/advice.
Nonetheless, we think even these lower reliability codes have value, given that they are
quite consistent with the magnitude of interrater agreement in the only other study of
parent-child text message content (Ehrenreich et al. 2020). In addition, these metrics of
reliability focus on interrater agreement at the level of individual text messages, but when
we consider interrater agreement at the level of the parent-emerging adult dyad over the
course of the two-week study period (the level of analysis in the current study) interrater
agreement rates (correlations) are exceedingly high (>0.98). Future analyses that focus on
smaller time scales within text-message analyses (within days or day-to-day exchanges),
may best consider superordinate domains of interest (i.e., positive connection and monitor-
ing and disclosing behaviors) for which more acceptable reliability estimates were evident
(KEA positive connection = 0.78, KParent positive connection = 0.74, KParent monitoring = 0.78). It must
also be noted that low interrater reliability can increase the likelihood of Type II errors
(false negatives), and thus it is possible that improved measurement of these constructs
might reveal additional associations.

4.4. Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions

Strengths of this study include direct observation of digital communication rather
than self-reports of such behaviors, inclusion of fathers and mothers, and consideration
of offline and online dimensions of these parent-emerging adult relationships. Still, this
study has several limitations that deserve consideration. First, despite the rich, intensive-
longitudinal nature of the observational text message data, the analyses conducted here
are essentially cross-sectional. Future longitudinal research is needed to disentangle the
temporal associations between parent-emerging adult digital engagement and features
of the parent-emerging adult relationship. Second, this study captured a short snapshot
(2 weeks) of only one platform for parent-emerging adult interaction and did not allow
for analysis of interactions on other technologically mediated platforms (e.g., phone calls,
social media, other private messaging applications) nor interactions occurring face-to-
face. With the rapidly changing face of digital technology, this is likely to always be a
challenge, though the fundamental methods and core constructs presented here provide
a basis upon which to advance this evolving literature. Third, reports of emerging adult
perceived parental digital pressure and parental text support did not distinguish between
separate perceptions of mothers and fathers. Despite these limitations, this study lays the
groundwork for future research which can more finely parse perceptions of mothers and
fathers (and ideally, other parent figures and caregivers) alongside the content of dyadic
digital communications.

5. Conclusions

5.1. Implications for 21st Century Parenting and Parent-Emerging Adult Relationships

The present study has implications for parenting, education and practice with emerg-
ing adults in the 21st century. Parents remain a salient part of emerging adults’ social
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networks during the college years and digital communication is a core platform for parent-
youth interactions in the modern era. Results here suggest that text messaging serves
diverse purposes, including positive connection as well as monitoring and disclosing.
Moreover, traditional developmental tasks, such as maintaining relatedness while estab-
lishing autonomy, may play out online as well as offline. For college students not living
at home, digital communication may thus serve as an important tool for navigating these
tasks in emerging adulthood. Educators and practitioners working with emerging adults
(e.g., college administrators, mental health and career counselors) would do well to con-
sider the ongoing and important role of parents in emerging adults’ healthy psychosocial
development and to leverage parent (digital and face to face) supports as potential assets.

5.2. Implications for Future Research

Results here can also greatly inform future research. Given the low correlation between
perceptions of text messaging frequency and actual recorded texting behaviors, these
analyses demonstrate the potential advantages of directly observing naturally occurring
parent-emerging adult interactions through an increasingly used communication platform,
particularly for those living away from home. In addition to qualitative coding schemes
(such as the PCTICS) to capture the content of parent-youth text messages, researchers
can learn much about relationship dynamics from indices derived from meta-data (e.g.,
frequency, timing, latency to response), quantitative analysis of words using established
and newly developed dictionaries (Jensen and Hussong 2021), and machine learning
approaches. In short, the potential for analysis of text message data to explore relationship
dynamics is remains to be fully tapped. Although many of these applications have been
applied to public-facing social networking site content, further consideration of what
happens in parent-emerging adult private messaging is likely to provide novel insights.
This burgeoning field is just beginning. The current study adds to the needed theoretical
and methodological work for not only understanding relationships between parents and
emerging adults in the digital era but also for leveraging digital communication as a
platform for prevention and intervention.
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Abstract: Popular media attention and scientific research in both mindful parenting and technology
use in the context of parenting has expanded in the 21st century; however, these two streams of
research have largely evolved separately from one another. Thus, in this conceptual paper, we
integrate the research on mindful parenting with that on parents’ technology use and parenting to
examine how parent technology use may impact or be linked with aspects of mindful parenting.
Mindful parenting theory outlines five key components: listening with full attention, self-regulation in
the parent–child relationship, emotional awareness of self and child, nonjudgmental acceptance of self
and child, and compassion for self and child. Parent technology use, in particular the use of mobile
devices, has the potential to impact all five elements of mindful parenting. However, the relationship
between mindful parenting and technology is complex, and there can be both positive and negative
implications of parent technology use on mindful parenting. On the positive side, technology use
might help parents regulate their emotions; access support; and develop more empathy, acceptance,
and compassion for themselves and their children. Yet, parent technology use also has the potential to
create distractions and disrupt parent–child interactions, which may make it more difficult for parents
to listen with full attention, maintain awareness of their own and their child’s emotions, and calmly
respond to child behaviors with intentionality. Technology use may also create more opportunities
for social comparisons and judgement, making it more difficult for parents to accept their children
nonjudgmentally and have compassion for their children as they are. Future research is needed to
understand the conditions under which technology use can hinder or promote mindful parenting
and how interventions can promote mindful parenting skills and a positive uses of technology.
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1. Introduction

The 21st century is distinct in the proliferation of technology in our lives, especially
due to the emergence of smartphones that allow individuals to have nearly constant access
to information and continuous connection through texting, the internet, and social media.
At the same time, and perhaps because of the proliferation of technology, there has been
increased interest in mindfulness, and in ways that individuals can “be present” as the
world becomes increasingly distracting. The ability of a parent to maintain awareness of
the present moment, nonjudgmentally, has implications for how they interact with and
respond to their children. Mindful parenting theory outlines five primary components
(Duncan et al. 2009): listening with full attention, self-regulation in the parent–child rela-
tionship, emotional awareness of self and child, nonjudgmental acceptance of self and child,
and compassion for self and child. Mindful parenting has been shown to be related to
positive parent and child outcomes, including greater parent well-being, more positive par-
enting, and reductions in their child externalizing and internalizing problems (for reviews
see Lippold and Duncan 2018; Townshend et al. 2016b). Yet, despite its linkages to parent
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and child well-being, little is known about predictors of mindful parenting in general
and how the technology context, in particular, may help or hinder mindful parenting.
On the positive side, parents’ technology use can help parents regulate their emotions;
access support; and develop more empathy, acceptance, and compassion for themselves
and their children (e.g., McDaniel 2020b; Radesky et al. 2016; Torres et al. 2021; Wolfers
2021)—which are all key aspects of mindful parenting. Yet, parents’ technology use also
has the potential to create distractions and disrupt parent–child interactions (e.g., McDaniel
2019, 2021; McDaniel and Radesky 2018a, 2018b), which may make it more difficult for
parents to listen with full attention, maintain awareness of their and their child’s emotions,
and calmly respond to child behaviors with intentionality. Parents’ technology use can also
create more opportunities for social comparisons and judgement (e.g., Coyne et al. 2017),
making it more difficult for parents to accept their children nonjudgmentally and have
compassion for their children as they are.

The goals of this paper are (1) to briefly review the history and theory of mindful
parenting, (2) examine how parent technology use may affect elements of mindful parenting,
and (3) identify new research directions at the intersection of mindful parenting and parent
technology use. Scientific research in both mindful parenting and technology use in the
context of parenting has expanded in the 21st century. Yet, these two streams of research
have evolved largely separately from one another. Thus, in this conceptual paper, we
integrate the research on mindful parenting with that on technology use in the context of
parenting to examine how parent technology use may predict mindful parenting. Although
neither an exhaustive nor systematic review, we aim to shed light on the potential overlap
between these two streams of research and identify new and exciting research directions.
Given the small body of research on both mindful parenting and also parent technology use
and parenting, no age restrictions were applied to the studies featured in this manuscript.
The paper is structured in three parts. We begin by reviewing the history and definition
of mindful parenting. Next, we describe the technology context that undergirds modern
parenting and review research related to how technology, in particular the use of mobile
devices (e.g., smartphones), might predict the five distinct elements of mindful parenting.
We end with a discussion of promising future research directions on mindful parenting and
technology.

2. Mindful Parenting

2.1. Mindful Parenting History, Definitions, and Theory

Mindfulness in its simplest terms captures an individual’s affective and cognitive
processes that increase awareness of the present moment. By noticing feelings, thoughts,
and physical sensations as they arise in the present moment—and observing them nonjudg-
mentally (Goldstein 2002; Kabat-Zinn 2003)—mindfulness may help individuals experience
more self-awareness and acceptance of themselves and their experiences. Furthermore,
individuals often form appraisals and judgments of their experiences with little awareness,
which can lead to bias in perceptions of reality. Mindfulness and increased awareness may
help individuals more accurately perceive their environment and subsequently respond
to their environment intentionally, rather than habitually or automatically (Brown and
Ryan 2003; Brown et al. 2007; Duncan et al. 2009). Mindfulness might also help individuals
lessen their identification with their thoughts and emotions. For example, individuals
practicing mindfulness observe emotions as “just feelings” and thoughts as “just thoughts”
without judgment, allowing themselves to notice them but not fully identify with them.
Such de-identification and nonjudgmental acceptance can allow for increased comfort with
difficult emotions and may also reduce emotional reactivity and make it less likely that
individuals will perceive ambiguous experiences with others as hostile (Brown and Ryan
2003; Brown et al. 2007; Duncan et al. 2009; Goldstein 2002; Heppner and Kernis 2007;
Kabat-Zinn 2003).

Importantly, the majority of the research on mindfulness focuses on individual mind-
fulness skills and benefits. That is, studies focus on how a person’s change in awareness
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and cognitions associated with mindfulness affects their individual well-being. Several
studies have found mindfulness to be associated with improved individual physical and
psychological health (for reviews see Chiesa and Serretti 2009; Goldberg et al. 2018; Gross-
man et al. 2004; Howarth et al. 2019; Kabat-Zinn 2003; Keng et al. 2011). Research on
mindfulness has evolved to also capture its effects on others. For example, research starting
in the late 1990s focused on whether mindfulness has positive implications not only for
the person practicing the skills, but also on other individuals in a relationship with that
person—in particular for the person’s children. If so, how might mindfulness in the context
of parenting impact parenting behavior and child outcomes? These questions spurred a
new body of research focusing specifically on mindful parenting. Research on mindful
parenting has grown in the 21st century, especially since 2009 (Parent and DiMarzio 2021).

John Kabat-Zinn, a pioneer in individual-level mindfulness and stress reduction
interventions, and his coauthor, wrote one of the first popular books on mindful parenting
in the late 1990′s entitled Everyday blessings: The inner work of mindful parenting (Kabat-Zinn
and Kabat-Zinn 1997). Kabat-Zinn and Kabat-Zinn (1997) defined mindful parenting as
“paying attention to your child and your parenting in a particular way: intentionally, here
and now, and nonjudgmentally” (p. 71). They described the important role that mindful
parenting may play in nurturing a positive parent–child relationship, especially in helping
parents develop compassion and deep empathy for themselves and their children. Such
compassion and empathy may help parents engage in more responsive parenting and
improve parental well-being.

Duncan et al. (2009) further expanded the theory underlying mindful parenting.
In their seminal work, she and her colleagues identified five main elements of mindful
parenting: listening with full attention, self-regulation in the parent–child relationship, emotional
awareness of self and child, nonjudgmental acceptance of self and child, and compassion for self and
child. These five aspects of mindful parenting are central components of the Interpersonal
Mindful Parenting Scale, which is widely used in research on mindful parenting, and has
been adapted and translated for use in several countries including the United States (U.S.),
Portugal, Spain, China, Korea, and the Netherlands (Coatsworth et al. 2015; Geurtzen et al.
2015; Kim et al. 2019; Lo et al. 2018; Moreira and Canavarro 2017; Pan et al. 2019).

Although mindful parenting is related to individual dispositional mindfulness (Kabat-
Zinn 2003; Parent and DiMarzio 2021), it is theoretically distinct in that it captures intra- and
inter-personal processes specific to the parent–child relationship (Duncan et al. 2009). These
aspects of mindful parenting reflect parents’ own internal states, such as parents’ awareness
and nonjudgmental acceptance of their own thoughts and emotions about parenting and
their child, a parents’ ability to regulate these emotions and related parenting behaviors, and
parents’ compassion towards themselves related to the challenges of parenting. Mindful
parenting also encompasses how parents perceive and interact with their children, such
as how parents listen to their children, parents’ present-centered awareness, and parental
nonjudgement and compassion for their children’s experiences. Thus, as the theory of
mindful parenting specifies, mindful parenting may have benefits for the parent (i.e.,
increased self-compassion, emotion regulation). Mindful parenting can also have benefits
for children, as mindful parenting skills may help parents engage in more responsive
parenting practices and have a closer, more authentic parent–child relationship (Bögels
et al. 2010; Lippold and Duncan 2018).

The research on mindful parenting has supported many of its conceptual connections
and outcomes, although many research questions remain unanswered (Greenberg and
Harris 2012; Townshend et al. 2016b). Mindful parenting has been linked to positive parent
outcomes, parenting behaviors, and child outcomes (for reviews see Lippold and Duncan
2018; Townshend et al. 2016b). For example, mindful parenting is associated with lower
parental anxiety, stress, and self-blame for parenting challenges (Bazzano et al. 2015; Beer
et al. 2013; Bögels et al. 2014; Bögels et al. 2008; Coatsworth et al. 2010; Gouveia et al. 2018,
2019; Lippold et al. 2021; Minor et al. 2006; Vieten and Astin 2008) and higher levels of
positive parenting strategies, including greater parental involvement, warmth, self-control,
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and anger management in parenting interactions (Bögels et al. 2008; Coatsworth et al. 2010;
Duncan et al. 2009; Lippold et al. 2015; MacDonald and Hastings 2010; Medeiros et al. 2016;
Parent et al. 2016; Turpyn and Chaplin 2016; Singh et al. 2007; Van der Oord et al. 2012;
Yang et al. 2021). Mindful parenting has been associated with positive child outcomes
including a lower risk for child internalizing and externalizing behaviors (Bögels et al. 2014;
Van der Oord et al. 2012; Parent et al. 2016; Singh et al. 2006; Van de Weijer-Bergsma et al.
2012), unhealthy eating behavior (Gouveia et al. 2018, 2019), and child attention difficulties
(Bögels et al. 2008; Van de Weijer-Bergsma et al. 2012) as well as greater child emotional
regulation (Moreira et al. 2021), life satisfaction, and subjective well-being (Liu et al. 2021;
Ljubetić and Ercegovac 2020).

Below, we discuss the theoretical elements of mindful parenting in more detail and
summarize how they can affect parenting behavior and the parent–child relationship. It is
critical to first understand these elements before linking them with parent technology use.

Five elements of mindful parenting. Mindful parents listen with full attention—that
is, they are present-centered, paying attention to what their children are saying in the
present moment and providing their children their undivided attention during interactions.
According to mindful parenting theory (Duncan et al. 2009; Bögels et al. 2010; Townshend
2016a), such present-centered awareness may allow mindful parents to be more aware of
their children’s needs and to correctly perceive and interpret their children’s behavior and
communication. Importantly, mindful parents might be more likely to observe current,
present-day needs of their child, rather than to rely on assumptions based on interactions
in earlier time periods (Bögels et al. 2010; Duncan et al. 2009). Such present-focused, full
attention is thought to reduce parents’ automatic thoughts and habits, allowing them to
respond more effectively to their child’s needs and communication in the present moment
(Duncan et al. 2009; Lippold and Duncan 2018).

Listening with full attention and present-centered awareness may help parents notice,
gain a clearer understanding, and respond to changing children’s needs during devel-
opmental transitions. For example, during adolescence, there is an increased need for
autonomy in adolescents’ thoughts, values, and behaviors, as well as an increased desire
for independence and privacy (Deci and Ryan 2008) that markedly differs from earlier
developmental periods. Assumptions of a child’s needs and desires based on earlier de-
velopmental periods (i.e., pre-adolescence) and a lack of autonomy support may lead to
youth feelings of over-control and tensions in the parent–child relationship (Borelli et al.
2015; Grolnick and Pomerantz 2009; Miller et al. 2018). Mindful parenting marked by
full, present-centered attention may engender deeper listening and observation by parents,
and subsequently, parents may gain a clearer understanding of current autonomy needs
during adolescence, thereby promoting more effective parenting and a closer parent–child
relationship (Lippold and Duncan 2018; Lippold et al. 2015).

Second, mindful parents are aware of their own emotions and those of their child and
further, they are better able to self-regulate in the parent–child relationship (Bögels et al. 2010;
Duncan et al. 2009; Townshend 2016a). Mindful parents may be more likely to notice their
own emotions when interacting with their children, and they also may be more likely to
notice their child’s emotional states. Such emotional awareness can allow parents to be
more attuned to their children and to more effectively read and interpret child emotional
cues (Havighurst et al. 2013). Mindful parents may also be less dismissive of their child’s
emotional states. Emotional awareness may also help parents observe their own emotional
reactions to child behaviors as well as underlying automatic thoughts they may have
about their children connected to these emotions. Because they have increased emotional
awareness, parents may be able to avoid emotionally driven, habitual, automatic responses
to children’s behavior. This interruption of automatic responses may allow parents to better
regulate their behaviors and to pause and respond more calmly and intentionally to child
behavior. Thus, parents who are mindful may be better able to calmly react to behavior
and less likely to respond based on strong negative emotions (Bögels et al. 2010; Duncan
et al. 2009; Lippold and Duncan 2018; Townshend 2016a).
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For example, parents of children who have behavioral challenges may engage in
negative, hostile emotional cycles with their children (Bögels et al. 2010; Dumas 2005;
Patterson et al. 1989). In these situations, when faced with difficult child behavior, parents
may struggle to regulate their own emotions, and may emotionally react to negative child
behavior out of anger, stress, or hurt. Mindful parenting might help parents notice their own
emotions, which in turn, can help parents calm down when faced with challenging child
behavior and more intentionally select their parenting response. In addition, by increasing
emotional and present-centered awareness, mindful parenting may help parents identify
the child emotions that likely underlie a child’s behavior, such as anxiety, sadness, or anger
(Havighurst et al. 2013). Parents’ awareness of their child’s underlying emotions may
engender more empathy for what their children are experiencing and promote compassion
and empathic understanding. Mindful parenting might also help parents better identify
positive traits and attributes present in their children (Duncan et al. 2009; Lippold and
Duncan 2018).

Lastly, mindful parents exhibit nonjudgmental acceptance of both themselves and their child
and have compassion for themselves and their children (Duncan et al. 2009; Townshend 2016a).
Mindful parents are aware of their own expectations for their children and attributes they
wish their children to have. Instead of relying on their own perceptions of who they wish
their child to be, mindful parents strive to accept the traits, attributes, and behaviors of
their child without judgement. Importantly, as outlined in theoretical work by Duncan
et al. (2009), such nonjudgment does not mean parents do not enact discipline or provide
guidance to children as needed, yet such guidance is rooted in a deeper acceptance of the
child. Nonjudgmental acceptance also applies to parents themselves, as mindful parents
nonjudgmentally accept their own traits and attributes as parents, rather than relying on
preconceived notions and expectations for themselves.

Relatedly, mindful parenting also includes compassion for the self and child. Compas-
sion allows parents to understand that all humans face struggles and to frame the struggles
of themselves and their children as part of a common human experience (Duncan et al. 2009;
Neff et al. 2007; Neff 2011). By doing so, parents are less likely to judge themselves and their
children negatively and critically, and more likely to show understanding, forgiveness, and
genuine empathy towards themselves and their children. Such understanding and empathy
may allow parents to provide more comfort when the child is upset and to interact less
harshly with their children. Compassion might also allow parents to feel more efficacious
in their parenting role, as they may be more likely to frame their parenting struggles as nor-
mative (Lippold et al. 2021). Mindful parents’ compassion and nonjudgmental acceptance
may help parents hold more realistic expectations for their children, improve parent and
child well-being (Neff 2011), and facilitate a closer, more authentic parent–child relationship
(Duncan et al. 2009; Lippold and Duncan 2018; Townshend 2016a).

2.2. Contextual Predictors of Mindful Parenting

According to Bronfenbrenner’s seminal bioecological theory (Bronfrenbrenner and
Morris 1998), the environmental context, such as the technology context, plays a key role
in a parents’ ability to mindfully parent. Yet, prior studies have placed little attention on
the individual and contextual predictors of mindful parenting specifically. The few studies
that examine predictors of mindful parenting are limited in their focus on parent emotional
states (i.e., anxiety, depression, self-critical rumination; Henrichs et al. 2019; Moreira et al.
2018), parental cognitions (i.e., parental competence; Lippold et al. 2021), dispositional
mindfulness (Moreira and Canavarro 2018; Gouveia et al. 2016), or adolescent characteristics
such as adolescent internalizing and externalizing problems (Kim and Gonzales 2021). No
prior studies have examined the role of technology as a predictor of mindful parenting. Yet,
technology is a key contextual influence in the 21st century.
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3. Mindful Parenting in the Technology Context

Technology use in general, and mobile-device use in particular, may play a key role in
whether or not a parent is able to mindfully parent. In this section, we discuss technology
use as a fixture of the 21st century context, outlining how it has changed, with a particular
emphasis on mobile devices. We also outline how technology may predict the five elements
of mindful parenting (see Table 1).

Table 1. Negative and Positive Linkages Between Technology Use and Mindful Parenting.

Elements of
Mindful

Parenting

Negative Implications of
Technology Use through

Mobile Devices

Positive Implications of
Technology Use through

Mobile Devices

Listening with full
attention

- Device use can create
distractions from parenting

- Multitasking/split attention
- Less responsive parenting
- Recurring thoughts of/pull

toward device use during time
with child

Unknown

Emotional
awareness of self
and child

- Difficulty noticing and
responding to children’s
emotions when distracted by
device use

- Mobile interventions may
help increase awareness of
self and child emotions

Self-regulation in
the parent- child
relationship

- Phone use sometimes tied to
reactive, harsh parenting

- Passive/problematic device use
tied to more parental
depression, lower satisfaction,
and lower feelings of
competence—which may make
it more difficult to self-regulate

- Phone use may help parents
regulate their emotions and
calm down

- Device use may help
parents stop from
overreacting during
stressful parenting moments

- Social support via device
may help with regulation

Nonjudgmental
acceptance of self
and child

- Social media use via the device
may lead to social comparisons
and unrealistic expectations of
self and child

- May be harder for parents to
accept their children
nonjudgmentally

- More knowledge about the
struggles parents and
children face may make
parents more accepting and
reduce judgement of self
and child

Compassion for
self and child

- Upward social comparisons on
social media may lead to less
compassion for self and child

- Connecting with others via
the device may help parents
understand all parents and
children may face struggles

- Social media may help with
the development of
empathy

3.1. Parent Technology Use in the 21st Century

The landscape of technology use among families in the 21st century no longer simply
includes the family television, computer, and landline phone. For many families, there
is now a plethora of family, parent, and child devices in the home (Pew Research Center
2017), such as TVs in various rooms such as bedrooms, smartphones, tablets, smart home
speakers and screens, laptops, and more. In other words, much of our technology is now
mobile, and many individuals express keeping their mobile devices (such as smartphones)
with them for much of the day (Rainie and Zickuhr 2015). As of February 2021, 85% of
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U.S. adults owned a smartphone, and if we look at those in the childbearing years (ages
18 to 49), 100% had a cellphone and 95% had a smartphone (Pew Research Center 2021).
This is up from 35% of U.S. adults owning a smartphone in May 2011. In about the same
time period, those who own a tablet has grown from 3% in May 2010 to 53% in February
2021. Recent objective smartphone usage data suggests that parents, on average, utilize
their smartphone for almost four hours per day (ranging from 0.64 to 14.36 h per day) and
pick up and check their device on average 67 times per day (ranging from 24 to 246 times
per day; Yuan et al. 2019). The prevalence of smartphones and the ways in which these
devices are embedded in individuals’ lives and routines are distinct to the 21st century and,
for this reason, are the primary focus of this article.

Mobile devices and associated technology can have important implications for parent-
ing. Parents have expressed using their mobile devices during parenting and the time they
spend with their child (McDaniel and Coyne 2016; McDaniel and Radesky 2018a, 2018b),
and these devices can be used by parents for a variety of purposes throughout the day, such
as to seek parenting information, to connect with others or seek support, to relieve stress or
boredom, and much more (Radesky et al. 2016; Torres et al. 2021; Wolfers 2021). Therefore,
device use has the potential to influence parent well-being, their emotional state, and the
quality of parenting in both positive and negative ways (e.g., Abels et al. 2018; Davidovitch
et al. 2018; Hiniker et al. 2015; Kellershohn et al. 2018; McDaniel 2021; Radesky et al. 2014,
2015, 2016; Reed et al. 2017; Torres et al. 2021).

Additionally, although parents have always experienced or engaged with distractors
during parenting (e.g., TV use, getting a phone call on the landline, reading the newspaper,
cleaning the house), the current technology landscape is unique in that “this is the first time
in the history of humanity where we have devices that are connected to almost all parts of
our lives and identities and that travel with us (often in our pocket or hand) everywhere we
go, from private to public spaces and from individual time to family time” (McDaniel 2019).
For instance, many parents express a growing attachment to their devices, with some going
as far as to say they could not live without their phone (Smith 2015) or expressing anxiety
if they have to disconnect or put away their device (e.g., Cheever et al. 2014; Clayton et al.
2015; King et al. 2013). Some parents also state that they spend too much time on their
smartphone (Jiang 2018), and some research shows that our attention may at times be more
absorbed by our mobile devices as compared with other sorts of distractors (e.g., Abels
et al. 2018; Hiniker et al. 2015). This may be due to the affordances offered by the device,
which can at times deeply connect to human needs such as the need for connection, fear
of missing out, etc. (e.g., Przybylski et al. 2013; Sbarra et al. 2019), but is also likely due
to the persuasive design features which are incorporated into mobile devices as well as
their apps (Eyal 2014). Sometimes, these mobile devices and apps have been designed
with the intent to keep our attention or draw us back to more use with notifications and
so forth. Additionally, addiction-like tendencies, or at least strong habits and problematic
use, may at times form with smartphones and Internet use (Kwon et al. 2013; Panova and
Carbonell 2018). Addiction is not necessary for impacts on parenting to be felt though,
as the everyday beeps, buzzes, and notifications of a smartphone—that are often present
across the entire day—can easily and unintentionally draw the attention of the parent
and interrupt parenting in small ways throughout the day (McDaniel and Coyne 2016;
McDaniel 2019), especially if the parent is not being mindful of their use.

Indeed, parent technology use may be an important determinant of mindful parenting
with implications for all five elements, including a parents’ ability to listen with full atten-
tion; self-regulate their emotions and behaviors; and demonstrate emotional awareness,
nonjudgmental acceptance, and compassion of self and child. Yet, although no prior studies
have specifically examined technology as a predictor of mindful parenting as assessed by
the Interpersonal Mindful Parenting Scale, research on technology and parenting sheds
light on some potential associations.
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3.2. Theory on Technology Use and Mindful Parenting

Belsky’s theoretical work on the determinants of parenting (1984) suggests that contex-
tual factors, such as technology, may impact parents’ internal resources (e.g., psychological
resources) and external resources (e.g., environmental stress and support). Technology
may affect parents’ internal psychological resources such as their attention, awareness,
and psychological well-being; and parents with fewer psychological resources might find
it more challenging to mindfully parent. In addition, technology use may affect parents’
external resources by facilitating connections with others via social media or other internet
sites. Technology may both enhance or deplete parents’ resources. Thus, on the one hand,
technology use through mobile devices might help parents improve their internal and
external resources (Belsky 1984) by helping them regulate their emotions, obtain support,
and gain information that may help them develop acceptance and compassion for self and
child (e.g., McDaniel 2020b; Radesky et al. 2016; Torres et al. 2021; Wolfers 2021). On the
other hand, technology use through mobile devices might deplete parents’ resources by
creating distractions, limiting attention, and might create stress due to increased levels
of social comparison, making it harder to maintain nonjudgement and compassion (e.g.,
Coyne et al. 2017; McDaniel 2019, 2021; McDaniel and Radesky 2018b). Thus, technology
use has the potential to both help and hinder mindful parenting, with positive and negative
implications for parents and their children. Below, we discuss how the use of mobile
devices may help and/or hinder each of the five elements of mindful parenting.

3.3. Listening with Full Attention

Distractions from device use—often referred to as “technoference” (McDaniel and
Coyne 2016; McDaniel and Radesky 2018a)—might reduce parents’ internal resources by
inhibiting a parents’ ability to maintain awareness of the present moment and listen to their
child with full attention. The research is clear on parent device-use during parent–child
interactions or time spent with their child. When the device is used during parent–child
time, parents are at least partially distracted, the resulting quality of that interaction is often
lower, and child cues and bids for attention are sometimes missed (McDaniel 2019). For
example, in a recent experiment, researchers found that when mothers used smartphones
during mother-child play they responded to their child less frequently than when they
are not on a smartphone; they also engaged in fewer verbalizations and less instructing
behaviors (Konrad et al. 2021). Other studies have also shown that infants of parents
who are more absorbed in media are less likely to be securely attached (Linder et al.
2021), perhaps because parents on devices have been found to resemble a “still face” with
moments of little emotional responsiveness to child cues (Myruski et al. 2018; Stockdale
et al. 2020). Some parents express that device-use can make them miss parenting moments
and not be as sensitive or responsive to their child (McDaniel 2020b). Indeed, in interviews,
parents have expressed finding it difficult to multitask between their phone and their child
(Radesky et al. 2016). In other words, device-use can cause a parent’s attention to be divided
between the device and the child instead of giving their full attention to their child. If this
divided attention occurs occasionally, this is less worrisome than if the parents’ attention
is often absorbed by the device during parent–child time. Research with children and
adolescents suggests that adolescents feel more negatively toward interactions they have
with their parent when their parent uses a phone, at times even perceiving the parent to be
less warm and loving (Kushlev and Dunn 2019; Steiner-Adair and Barker 2013; Stockdale
et al. 2018). Thus, parent device use during parent–child time may present a challenge to
listening with full attention, making it more likely that a parent would not be as aware of
or able to utilize all aspects of the interaction (e.g., tone of voice, facial expression, body
language) to mindfully engage with their child and notice and meet their child’s current
needs. Because they are less present-centered, technology distractions may make parents
more likely to rely on past behavior or preconceived ideas about their children.
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3.4. Emotional Awareness of Self and Child

Not only can device-use during parenting impact parents’ ability to listen with full
attention, but it also has the potential to affect the awareness parents have regarding their
own and their child’s emotions. From one perspective, distraction by mobile-phone use
may reduce parents’ internal cognitive resources and make it more difficult for them to
maintain emotional awareness. No research has specifically examined whether parents are
less likely to engage in good parenting practices surrounding their child’s emotions (e.g.,
talking about feelings, labeling emotions, validation) specifically in moments they are using
a device versus times when they are not using a device. However, a recent study found that
mothers’ use of mobile devices during a structured eating task was associated with lower
levels of caretaker sensitivity, including reductions in a caregiver’s ability to recognize
and respond to the child’s emotional (and physical) needs and experiences (Konrad et al.
2021; Radesky et al. 2018). Social media use and high media absorption has also been
associated with more neglectful parenting approaches (e.g., low levels of responsiveness
and involvement) as well as less secure attachment in infants, suggesting that it might also
impede a parent’s ability to be emotionally aware and responsive to their children (Linder
et al. 2021; Richter 2018).

From a different perspective, there is the potential for technology to be used as part
of parenting programs or interventions to positively impact parents and their emotional
awareness. McIsaac (2021) had fathers use their phones to take photos of their child. Then,
fathers captioned the photos as if in the child’s voice, and results suggested that this
intervention assisted fathers with empathy and emotional understanding regarding their
child. Although this intervention did not assess mindful parenting per se, its use of a digital
device as a means for parent reflection and empathy shows potential for technology to assist
parents in heightening their awareness of their child’s experiences and emotions. Mobile
interventions for mental health services also have the potential to increase the emotional
awareness of parents (Donker et al. 2013). Thus, technology has the potential to influence
parents’ emotional awareness of self and the child in both negative and positive ways.

3.5. Self-Regulation in the Parent-Child Relationship

Device use may have mixed impacts on a parent’s ability to mindfully self-regulate.
On the one hand, device use may help parents improve regulation. For instance, parents
express turning to device use when they are feeling down, stressed, and bored (Radesky
et al. 2016; Torres et al. 2021; Wolfers 2021)—which, in a sense, indicates its use for the
regulation of their emotions. When parents turn to device use during stressful parenting
moments, some express that it helps them to calm down so that they do not overreact or
yell at their child as well as to see the positives in their child and parenting again (McDaniel
2020b; Torres et al. 2021). Active social media use (e.g., directly connecting with others)
may assist the individual (Deters and Mehl 2013; Escobar-Viera et al. 2018) with regulation.
Indeed, parents express using their device at times to seek support from others (McDaniel
et al. 2012; Radesky et al. 2016; Torres et al. 2021; Wolfers 2021). If used in this way, it is
possible that the use could assist the parent with the regulation of their emotions during
a stressful parenting situation (McDaniel 2020a)—at least if they receive helpful support
from others (Frison and Eggermont 2015).

Yet, there is some evidence that device use may lead to more reactive parenting,
making it more difficult for parents to regulate their emotional and behavioral responses
to child behavior. As mentioned previously, parental over-absorption in device use or
difficulty disconnecting one’s thoughts from the device at times leads to distraction and
a deterioration in parenting (Konrad et al. 2021; McDaniel 2019, 2021). Some research
even suggests that parents can at times struggle with responding more harshly to their
child when the parent is on a device (Radesky et al. 2014), likely due to the stretching
of their cognitive resources and feelings of being torn from the task they may have been
engaged in on their device (e.g., work-related task, reading or composing an email or text
message). McDaniel (2021) found that parents who express more difficulty with thinking
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about and staying away from device use during parent–child time are also more likely to
show overreactive parenting. Furthermore, passive social media use (e.g., scrolling with no
real purpose or direct interaction with others) and avoidance of stress via device use has
sometimes been linked to experiencing greater depressive symptoms, lower life satisfaction,
and less parental competence (Escobar-Viera et al. 2018; Van Ingen et al. 2016; Verduyn
et al. 2015, 2017)—thus, passive use may make it more difficult for parents to regulate
their emotions and behaviors. Furthermore, while on the device (regardless of type of
use), parents might be exposed to social comparisons, negative information, or a lack of
response or negative responses to their social media posts or pleas, all of which can lead to
further negative emotions (Coyne et al. 2017; Moujaes and Verrier 2021; Sidani et al. 2020;
Strange et al. 2018). Clearly, device use can be a double-edged sword when it comes to the
self-regulation element of mindful parenting.

3.6. Nonjudgmental Acceptance of and Compassion for Self and Child

Device use does not always influence the judgments parents make about themselves
and their child. However, there are times that it can. Exposure to other parents’ posts on
social media may lead to comparisons between themselves and their child with what is
posted by other parents on social media. These social comparisons may lead them to feel
worse about themselves, their parenting, or their child, as they are not measuring up to the
happy lives they see online or that other parents are posting (Coyne et al. 2017; Damkjaer
2018; Moujaes and Verrier 2021; Sidani et al. 2020; Strange et al. 2018). In other words, their
device use can influence the attributions, expectations, and subconscious judgments they
have concerning their child. These expectations, especially if made through comparison to
others, might inhibit nonjudgmental acceptance of the self and child.

On the contrary, if parents use the internet to gain information about their child or an
experience their child is having, parents may become more understanding and accepting of
their child (Moon et al. 2019). Additionally, if parents are part of accepting, nonjudgmental,
and supportive groups or sites online, parents can feel supported, understood, empowered,
and perhaps more accepting of themselves and their child (Amaro et al. 2019; Coyne et al.
2022; Damkjaer 2018). Connecting with others via internet groups may also help parents
realize that all parents and children experience struggles. Such social connections via
their devices may help parents to develop compassion and empathy towards themselves
and their children, as they realize they are part of a broader human experience (Neff
2003). Although studies have not specifically examined whether device use affects parents’
empathy and compassion, studies on adolescents have found some evidence that social
media use can be associated with greater affective empathy (sharing feelings with others)
and, to a lesser extent, cognitive empathy (understanding others; Guan et al. 2019; Errasti
et al. 2017; Frison and Eggermont 2015; Alloway et al. 2014; Vossen and Valkenburg 2016).
A recent study found that mothers who use social media during breastfeeding report that it
helps them to connect with others and cope with difficulties in feeding (Coyne et al. 2022).
Additionally, talking with a friend, family member, or therapist via technology (e.g., text,
phone call, video call) could help the parent to become more compassionate and forgiving
of themselves.

4. Conclusions and Future Directions for Exploring the Intersection of Mindful
Parenting and Technology

As family researchers continue their work in the 21st century, it is critical to examine
how emergent technological contexts might intersect with and shape parenting. Interest-
ingly, as technology has become more embedded in our lives, there has been growing
interest in understanding how it impacts ourselves, our relationships, and our parenting. In
parallel, perhaps related to this increase in technology and mobile-device use, there has been
a surge of interest in mindfulness and in mindful parenting. Although neither a systematic
nor exhaustive review, this conceptual paper examined how technology might impact mind-
ful parenting. Given the distractions and pressures technology use can produce, how can
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parents stay fully engaged and attentive in the present moment with their children? With a
world full of stimulation, how can we use tenants of mindful parenting—increased aware-
ness of thoughts and feelings, compassion, self-regulation in the parent-child relationship,
nonjudgmental acceptance—to consciously and intentionally parent?

Mindful parenting research has yielded growing evidence of promoting parent and
child well-being. The extent to which parents are able to listen with full attention, self-
regulate, and demonstrate emotional awareness, nonjudgmental acceptance, and compas-
sion of self and child, the more likely parents and their children will experience well-being
(Duncan et al. 2009; Lippold and Duncan 2018; Townshend 2016a; Townshend et al. 2016b).
Yet, mobile-device use has the potential to both inhibit and help parents engage in mindful
parenting. On the one hand, device use may deplete parents’ psychological resources
(Belsky 1984), create distractions, reduce responsiveness, and reduce parental awareness
of emotions, acceptance, and compassion (e.g., Coyne et al. 2017; McDaniel 2019, 2021;
McDaniel and Radesky 2018b; Myruski et al. 2018; Stockdale et al. 2020). On the other hand,
device use has the potential to help parents self-regulate their emotions and to connect
with others who might help them develop empathy and compassion and realize that all
parents and children face challenges (e.g., McDaniel 2020b; Radesky et al. 2016; Torres et al.
2021; Wolfers 2021). Thus, technology use has the potential to operate as both a positive
and negative force with respect to mindful parenting—at times, technology use might even
exert both types of forces simultaneously.

Moving forward, more studies are needed to understand the complex relationships
between technology and mindful parenting and identify the conditions under which it
promotes or hinders mindful parenting. Such investigation would be aided through the use
of daily and momentary assessments that can examine how technology use affects parent
emotions, cognitions, and awareness (i.e., mindful parenting) “in the moment”. Whereas
studies reviewed here suggest that technology use may positively or negatively affect many
aspects of mindful parenting, extant studies do not have the fine-grained measures needed
to assess the underlying cognitive and affective processes central to theories undergirding
mindful parenting. For example, theory on mindful parenting suggests that regulation may
help parents pause, interrupt automatic thoughts and cognitions, and respond intentionally
to child behavior (Duncan et al. 2009). Studies that integrate technology use, behaviors
indicative of mindful parenting, and underlying affective and cognitive processes would
enhance our understanding of how technology use and mindful parenting may affect one
another. Importantly, the relationship between technology use and mindful parenting is
likely bidirectional and dynamic and it may differ developmentally based on the age of
the child.

Additional studies are needed to identify specific smartphone uses and their relation-
ships with mindful parenting. For example, parents use their smartphone for many things,
such as to gather information, to socially connect, and to search for information, among
other uses. Which of these uses promotes mindful parenting? How? In what contexts does
it do so and in what contexts does it hinder mindful parenting? For example, night-time
device use may lead to more exhaustion and reduce parent cognitive and psychological
resources, making it more difficult to mindfully parent the next day (McDaniel et al. 2021),
whereas device use during specific times, such as during infant feeding, may have positive
benefits for parenting at other times throughout the day (Coyne et al. 2022). Studies that
examine the specific uses and contexts of device use will help the field identify ways that
technology use may be positive, and also identify when technology use may hinder one’s
ability to engage in mindful parenting. This knowledge is critical for developing interven-
tions that teach parents the most effective ways to utilize technology in a positive way,
as well as understanding the ways that interventions can help parents interrupt negative
technology use. Such studies would also provide guidance to parents about when and how
to best use technology that enhances, rather than detracts from, mindful parenting.

Additionally, technology may create platforms and opportunities for parents to learn
mindful parenting. Are there ways that mobile devices can help parents become more
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self-aware, present, and mindful in their parenting? Can mobile device applications and
interventions help parents gain skills and provide parents guidance to enhance mindful
parenting? Technology use has the potential to help parents in the moment become more
aware of their thoughts and emotions. Perhaps technology can even be used to cultivate key
aspects of mindful parenting, such as increasing regulation and present-centered awareness
of self and child as well as compassion and acceptance. Interventions may also assist
parents in becoming more aware of when and how they are using their smartphones,
and to more consciously and intentionally use technology to assist them in parenting.
Although numerous mindful parenting apps are available, it is unclear how many of
them are based in research on mindful parenting. For example, studies have found that
many commercial individual mindfulness apps do not include training and education in
mindfulness, few are evidence-based, and little is known about their effectiveness (Mani
et al. 2015; Schultchen et al. 2020). Studies are needed that more closely examine existing
mindful parenting apps, that study how they map onto mindful parenting research and
whether they have demonstrable impacts on parent and child well-being. Adapting existing
mindful parenting interventions to real-time interventions or creating new in-the-moment
mindful parenting interventions have the potential to expand mindful parenting skills,
with positive implications for parents and their children.

Furthermore, prior studies on technology use and mindful parenting have been limited
in their focus on parenting and the parents’ experiences. Yet, parents are in dynamic
relationships with their children, and transactional processes are at play (Sameroff 2010).
For example, parents may withdraw into their own device use and have their children
use devices more often when parents are stressed (McDaniel and Radesky 2018b, 2020;
Nabi and Krcmar 2016; Nikken and Schols 2015; Pempek and McDaniel 2016), negative
child behavior can lead to parenting stress (McDaniel and Radesky 2020), and greater
device use by children and by parents can sometimes lead to worse child behavior and
greater conflict and parenting stress over time (Beyens and Beullens 2017; Domoff et al.
2019; Matthes et al. 2021; McDaniel and Radesky 2018b, 2020). It is likely a complex
bidirectional and transactional process. Children themselves, especially adolescents, also
engage with their own devices (e.g., Jiang 2018; Matthes et al. 2021; Stockdale et al. 2018).
For example, a recent report indicated that 54% of teens feel they spend too much time on
their smartphones (Jiang 2018). Children’s device use can also impact parent and child
feelings and experiences in the moment (e.g., Hiniker et al. 2016; Jiang 2018; Stockdale et al.
2018). More studies are needed that integrate the child’s experiences into the intersection
of technology use and mindful parenting.

4.1. Implications for Parenting in the 21st Century

Growing evidence suggests that mindful parenting can have positive benefits for
children and parents. Yet, how can parents engage more mindfully with their children in
the presence of increased technological distractions? Although the research in this area is
still evolving, existing studies offer guidance. First, it may be important to create periods
of time away from mobile devices, where parents can engage with their child with fewer
distractions. Even small amounts of time away from phones may help parents listen with
full attention and more mindfully connect with their children. Time away from phones may
allow parents to develop a greater awareness of their child’s experiences and to engender
deeper empathy, understanding and compassion. Second, when parents are using their
phone, it may be helpful to periodically pause to assess why they are using their phone
and whether phone use is enhancing or detracting from their well-being and ability to
mindfully parent. As reviewed, mobile device use can have both positive and negative
effects on mindful parenting. Increased parental awareness may help parents identify times
when technology is beneficial versus times it might hinder effective parenting. For example,
parental awareness can help parents notice when phone use helps them calm down and
feel less stressed versus times when it increases frustration, guilt, and stress. Similarly,
awareness can help parents discern when phone use helps them to obtain social support and
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connection versus times when it leads to more social comparisons and reduces feelings of
competence. Parents’ own awareness is an important step in knowing when—and how—to
use their phone to improve their well-being and engage in more mindful parenting.

4.2. Conclusions

As we consider the unique processes of parenting in the 21st century, the study of
both mindful parenting and technology use are relatively new developments. Studies have
shown that technology has the potential to both enhance and hinder mindful parenting.
On the positive side, parent technology use may help parents gain empathy and develop
compassion for themselves and their child, regulate their emotions, and connect to sup-
portive individuals via social media and other internet sites. On the negative side, parent
technology use may create distractions that make it challenging to be present-centered,
listen with full attention, and calmly and intentionally respond to child behavior. Fur-
thermore, technology use can lead to social comparisons that can inhibit compassion and
acceptance. Studies that expand on both of these areas separately—and that examine their
overlap—have the potential to increase our knowledge about how to effectively parent and
promote child well-being in an increasingly technology filled world. By doing so, we can
build interventions and strategies to help parents use technology in ways that may make
them more mindful parents.
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