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Abstract
This study investigated how parental beliefs about children’s emotions and parental stress relate to
children’s feelings of security in the parent-child relationship. Models predicting direct effects of
parental beliefs and parental stress, and moderating effects of parental stress on the relationship
between parental beliefs and children’s feelings of security were tested. Participants were 85
African American, European American, and Lumbee American Indian 4th and 5th grade children
and one of their parents. Children reported their feelings of security in the parent-child
relationship; parents independently reported on their beliefs and their stress. Parental stress
moderated relationships between three of the four parental beliefs about the value of children’s
emotions and children’s attachment security. When parent stress was low, parental beliefs
accepting and valuing children’s emotions were not related to children’s feelings of security; when
parent stress was high, however, parental beliefs accepting and valuing children’s emotions were
related to children’s feelings of security. These findings highlight the importance of examining
parental beliefs and stress together for children’s attachment security.
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Secure attachment is thought to provide children with a close emotional relationship and a
secure base from which to explore their environment (Ainsworth, 1979). Through this
relationship children also develop a mental schema of their self, their attachment figure, and
relationships in general (Ainsworth, 1979; Bowlby, 1980). The importance of children’s
sense of security in relationships with parents has been demonstrated in a myriad of studies
investigating cognitive, emotional, and social development (e.g. Allen, Porter, McFarland,
McElhaney, & Marsh, 2007; Cassidy, 1994; Diener, Isabella, Behunin, & Wong, 2008;
Kerns & Richardson, 2005; McQuaid, Bigelow, McLaughlin, & MacLean, 2008).

Emotion is central to parenting (Dix, 1991) and researchers in the fields of attachment (e.g.
Bretherton, 1990) and emotion (e.g. Tomkins, 1962; 1963) have consistently identified how
these two constructs are inextricably linked. The organization of the attachment relationship
begins in infancy, when caregivers’ emotion-related behaviors including expressiveness,
warmth, responsiveness, and sensitivity to distress are powerful predictors of children’s
attachment security (e,g, Ainsworth, 1979; Bowlby, 1980; Laible, 2006; McElwain &
Booth-LaForce, 2006). In middle childhood, the attachment relationship is somewhat
different, in part due to children seeking more autonomy from their parents (Allen & Land,
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1999), their increasingly complex understanding of the self (Harter, 1999), and more
advanced emotion understanding and regulation (Murphy, Eisenberg, Fabes, Shepard &
Guthrie, 1999; Saarni, 1999). Nevertheless, children’s perceptions of their parents as
emotionally available, open to communication about emotions, and responsive to their
emotions continues to be important (Bowlby, 1980; Bretherton, 1985; 1990; Cassidy, 1994;
De Wolff & van IJzendoorn 1997; Kerns & Richardson, 2005), with children in middle
childhood choosing parent attachment figures over peers to help them deal with negative
emotions (Kerns, Tomich, & Kim, 2006).

Although children in middle childhood continue to rely on and benefit from parents’
emotion-related support, parents of children at this age vary in how much they accept and
value their children’s emotions (Dunsmore, Her, Halberstadt, & Perez-Rivera, 2009). Given
the importance of parents’ responsiveness to children’s emotions, parents who have core
beliefs that children’s emotions are of value are likely to have children who report greater
attachment security.

Indeed, parental beliefs about children’s emotion are thought to play a central role in guiding
parental behaviors (Dix, 1991; Eisenberg, Cumberland, & Spinrad 1998; Gottman, Katz, &
Hooven, 1996; Parke & McDowell, 1998; Parker et al., 2010), which, in turn, are thought to
be associated with important emotion-related outcomes for children (Dix, 1991; Dunsmore
& Halberstadt, 1997; Eisenberg et al.1998; Gottman et al., 1996). Theory and evidence
described below supports the notion that parental beliefs about emotion may well initiate the
relationship between parents’ emotion socialization behaviors and children’s attachment
security (Dunsmore & Halberstadt, 1997). Thus, the current study took the first step of
assessing parental beliefs as a possible avenue for understanding the family socialization
environment that influences children’s attachment security.

Parental Beliefs
There is increasing evidence that children’s understanding of their social relationships is
cultivated by parental beliefs about children’s emotions. For example, parental emotion-
related beliefs predict children’s peer relationships (Gottman et al., 1996; Wong, Diener, &
Isabella, 2008), use of social support in response to stress (Halberstadt, Thompson, Parker,
& Dunsmore, 2008), emotion understanding (Dunsmore et al., 2009; Dunsmore & Karn,
2001; 2004), and emotion regulation (Gottman et al., 1996; Halberstadt et al., 2008). Thus,
parental beliefs may also influence the complex and intricate processes through which
children come to understand their relationship with their parents.

Previous studies have identified four independent parental beliefs related to the value of
children’s emotions (Halberstadt, Dunsmore, Thompson, Beale, Parker, & Bryant, 2010;
Parker et al., 2010). Two beliefs concern the value of positive emotions and the value of
negative emotions in children. Parents who value children’s positive and negative emotions
believe that these emotions are useful and worthy of attention. It is important to note that
parents who value children’s emotions do not necessarily believe that children should
express all positive and negative emotions; rather they endorse beliefs that emotion-related
experiences are beneficial. In contrast, parents who believe that children’s emotions are
dangerous or problematic endorse the belief that emotion is not useful in most situations and
should be avoided. The final value belief is similar to parents’ laissez-faire philosophy
within the meta-emotion literature (Gottman et al., 1996; Hakim-Larson, Parker, Lee,
Goodwin, & Voelker, 2006) and includes parents’ thinking that children’s emotions are just
a part of life.

With regard to children’s security, parental beliefs about the value of emotion may impact
how children feel about their parents. Parents who value children’s positive and negative
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emotions react in accepting ways and encourage children’s sharing of their emotional
experience and expression (Gottman et al., 1996; Wong, McElwain, & Halberstadt, 2009),
which are behaviors that have consistently defined secure attachments (Bretherton, 1990;
Cassidy, 1994). Their children are then likely to feel more positive about their relationships
with the knowledge that their parents are interested in and value their feelings. When parents
believe that children’s emotions are not valuable, or are problematic in some way, they may
react to children’s emotions by ignoring, suppressing, or denying them and, thus, children
would feel less secure and more negative about their relationship. Finally, parents who
believe that children’s emotions are a part of life may acknowledge emotions without
evaluating them as good or bad, and may foster open communication with children about
their emotions, which then contributes to children’s feelings of security.

We predicted that children whose parents value positive and negative emotion experience
and expression would have a greater sense of security than children whose parents do not
value these emotions. Further, children whose parents believe that emotional experience and
expression tends to be problematic or dangerous would have a lower sense of security than
children whose parents do not endorse that belief. Finally, children whose parents
acknowledge that emotions are a normal part of life experience would be more securely
attached than children whose parents believe that emotions are not a part of life experience.

Parental Stress
Parental stress is thought to have a spillover effect into the parent-child relationship. To
illustrate, the more stress parents experience, the less supportive and more nonsupportive
they are in response to children’s negative emotions (Nelson, O’Brien, Blankson, Calkins, &
Keane, 2009). In the family-work literature, mothers who reported greater workloads or
levels of interpersonal stress at work were described, by themselves and by independent
observers, as being more behaviorally and emotionally withdrawn (Repetti & Wood, 1997).
Interpersonal relationship stressors are also associated with greater parent-child tension
(Almeida, Wethington, & Chandler, 1999). Finally, in a sample of mothers and infants,
relationship stress was negatively related to infant attachment security (Coyl, Roggman,
Newland, 2002) and indirectly related through maternal depression and spanking.

In summary, previous studies of attachment indicate that parents’ reported stress plays a role
in children’s attachment status. Further, because parents who experience stressful events
seem to have more negative emotion, less energy, emotional support, and patience to offer
during parent-child interactions, their children may perceive them as being less sensitive and
responsive to their emotions. Thus, we predicted that children whose parents experienced
high levels of daily stress would report less secure feelings in the parent-child relationship,
compared to children whose parents did not experience high levels of daily stress.

Parental Beliefs and Stress
As suggested above, parental beliefs and parental stress may have their own individual
impact on children’s feelings of security, but they may also converge to have a joint, unique
impact on children’s sense of security. When parents are stressed, and are thus less resilient
in the face of their own negative feelings or the negative feelings of their children, their
beliefs may become more apparent. For example, parents may be patient with their
children’s emotions in low stress conditions whether or not they value children’s emotions.
As their own stress increases, however, parents who do not value their children’s emotions
may reduce their emotional availability and responsiveness to their children, as they do not
see that investment as important in the face of other challenges depleting their emotional
reserves. In comparison, parents who do value their children’s emotions may maintain or
even increase their emotional availability and responsiveness to their children during
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stressful times. These parents are more likely to perceive their children’s emotions as worthy
and important, despite constraints on their time and energy. Thus, when parental stress is
high, parental belief systems may become more apparent in their responses to children’s
emotions, which, in turn, impacts children’s perceptions of security with their parents.

In summary, we predicted that parental beliefs about children’s emotions and parental daily
stress would both relate directly to children’s sense of security in the parent-child
relationship. Further, we predicted that parental stress would moderate the relationship
between parental beliefs about emotions and children’s attachment security, such that the
relationship would be strongest when parents were also experiencing stress in their daily
lives.

To test these hypotheses, parents reported on their beliefs about the value of children’s
emotions and their experience of stress in the last 24 hours in a variety of domains. Children
independently reported on their feelings of security in the parent-child relationship. We
tested for four different kinds of beliefs about the value of children’s emotions, using a
recently developed questionnaire. We tested for parental stress with a 7-item measure of
daily stress. This brief measure demonstrates moderate to strong relationships with both
chronic stress (e.g., Serido, Almeida, & Wethington, 2004) and mood (Eckenrode, 1984),
suggesting that daily stress reflects longstanding conditions and may impact parents’
emotional support and availability. We measured children’s feelings of security with a well-
established self-report measure of attachment security for children in middle childhood.

As noted above, we were particularly interested in parental beliefs and stress because they
are thought to play important roles in guiding parental behaviors. In this exploratory study,
we did not measure parental behaviors. Although parental beliefs and stress must be
expressed in some verbal or behavioral form for children to experience them, capturing
those behaviors is a nontrivial process. Creating emotional experiences and then assessing
the multiple pathways by which beliefs and stress may be expressed through parental
behaviors (e.g., discussing children’s strongly felt emotions, reacting to children’s emotions)
in lab settings would be challenging. Observing parenting behavior in response to naturally-
occurring emotionally-laden interactions in a home or community setting is cost- and time-
prohibitive. Additionally, related research on parental beliefs, parental behaviors, and
children’s coping strategies indicated that parental beliefs were stronger indicators of
children’s coping strategies than were parental behaviors (Halberstadt et al., 2008),
suggesting that parents’ ability to summarize their beliefs in a questionnaire may sometimes
be a stronger predictor of children’s outcomes than assessments of parental behaviors in a
single setting.

We were interested in middle elementary school aged children because they are
demonstrating greater autonomy in the family, yet parents remain an important source for
emotional feedback and support. There has also been increased focus on understanding the
parent-child relationship in this age group, particularly regarding attachment security (e.g.,
Kerns, Tomich, Aspelmeier, & Contreras, 2000; Kerns et al., 2006). In addition, we chose to
invite families from two regional ethnic groups to respond to a call for more ethnic diversity
in psychological research.

Method
Participants

A total of 85 parent-child dyads participated (48% African American, 6% European
American, and 46% Lumbee American Indian parent-child dyads; 40% mother-daughter
dyads, 42% mother-son dyads, 13% father-son dyads, and 5% father-daughter dyads). The
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African American and European American families were recruited from a medium-sized
Southern metropolitan area. Lumbee families were recruited from the Robeson County area
in North Carolina where a large proportion of Lumbee reside.1 Recruitment strategies
included contacting parents who had participated in previous studies, announcements at
local churches and organizations such as the Boys and Girls Club, flyers in public locations,
invitations to parents attending recreational sports practices such as Pop Warner football,
and emails via online web listings and university alumni organizations.

Parents’ average age was 38.57 (range 28 to 53) years. All parents had completed high
school, and many had completed college (mean years of education = 16.31, SD = 2.27 range
= 12 to 21 years). Family yearly income ranged from $20,000 to $200,000 with a median of
$62,500. Children were in 4th or 5th grade (M = 9.61 years, range = 8 to 11 years).

Procedure
Parents and children were greeted as they arrived at a university laboratory, and given time
to feel comfortable in the setting. Children were asked to fill out the Security Scale along
with other measures unrelated to the current study. Interviewers assisted by reading each
item to the child as the child read along on their own sheet. Then the child selected the most
appropriate answer about their relationship with the parent accompanying them in the study.
Parents went to an adjoining room to complete the two questionnaires described below; then
they participated in other activities unrelated to the current study. The entire session lasted
approximately 1 to 1½ hours. For their participation, parents received $25 and children
received $5 and a small gift. A racially mixed group of researchers assisted during data
collection.

Measures
Parental beliefs about children’s emotions (PBACE)

The PBACE questionnaire was developed in previous studies, beginning with focus groups
(Parker et al., 2010) followed by exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses of responses
from 1108 parents from three ethnicities (African American, European American, and
Lumbee American; Halberstadt et al., 2010). Eleven scales, representing a variety of
parental beliefs about emotion emerged.

In the present study, the four scales assessing the value of children’s emotions were used
because of their direct relevance to children’s attachment security. These four distinct
beliefs, followed by reliability and sample items are: 1) negative emotions are valuable: α = .
80, “Feeling sad helps children to know what is important to them”; 2) positive emotions are
valuable: α = .80; “It is important for children to express their happiness when they feel it”;
3) all emotions are problematic or dangerous: α = .81, “Children who feel emotions strongly
are likely to face a lot of trouble in life”; and 4) emotions just are a part of life, neither good
nor bad: α = .86, “Showing emotions isn’t a good thing or a bad thing; it’s just a part of
being human”. Parents responded to all 45 items on a 6-point Likert-type scale, ranging
from strongly disagree to strongly agree. For each factor, higher scores represent greater
agreement with that belief.

Convergent and discriminant validity for these scales is promising. For example, the
parental belief that negative emotions are valuable relates to parents’ encouraging, emotion-

1The Lumbee have achieved state recognition as American Indians, and seek official status at the federal level. A tight-knit, family-
and community- focused population, the Lumbee remain relatively unassimilated with other ethnic groups. Religion, family, and
getting along with others are highly valued, and interactions between parents and children are marked by very respectful exchanges
(Parker et al., 2010). The majority of the 50,000 Lumbee in the United States live around the small town of Pembroke, North Carolina.

Stelter and Halberstadt Page 5

Infant Child Dev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 January 1.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



focused, and problem-focused reactions to children’s negative emotions (Halberstadt et al.,
2010). The belief that positive emotions are valuable relates negatively with parents’
discomfort with children’s positive emotions (Halberstadt et al., 2010). Further, the parental
belief that children’s emotions are problematic or dangerous was associated with parents’
greater masking of their own facial expressions while watching emotion-inducing films and
knowing that their children were watching their faces (Dunsmore et al., 2009), as well as
with parents’ greater distress, punitive, and minimization reactions to children’s negative
emotions (Halberstadt et al., 2010). Finally, the parental belief that emotions are just a part
of life was associated with parents encouraging, emotion-focused, and problem-focused
reactions to children’s negative emotions (Halberstadt et al., 2010). None of the
relationships between the four PBACE scales and constructs such as alexithymia, anxiety,
and depression were significant. One significant correlation with social desirability emerged,
suggesting that parents who perceived that emotions are dangerous scored lower in social
desirability

Parental stressors
The Daily Inventory of Stressful Events (DISE; Almeida, Wethington, & Kessler, 2002)
includes seven different life stressors; parents responded “yes” or “no” to indicate if they
had experienced those stressors in the past 24 hours. Some examples from the DISE are: “In
the last 24 hours did you have an argument or disagreement with anyone?”, and “Did
anything happen in your workplace or volunteer setting that most people would consider
stressful?” The sum of the “yes” items constitutes the total score and, thus, higher scores
indicate more perceived stressor exposure. In addition, parents were asked to determine how
typical the last day was compared to other days. Most parents (75%) reported that the day
was “somewhat” to “very similar”. Only four parents reported the day was not at all similar
to other days, suggesting that this measure stress reflects longstanding conditions in the
family.2 Overall daily stressors and specific types of daily stressors reported on the DISE,
such as interpersonal tensions and network stressors, have been shown to predict health
symptoms, cognitive functioning, well-being and mood, suggesting reasonable construct
validity (Almeida et al., 2002; Neupert, Mroczek, & Spiro, 2008; Neupert, Almeida, &
Charles, 2007; Piazza, Charles, Almeida, 2007).

Children’s attachment security
The 15-item Security Scale (Kerns, Klepac, & Cole, 1996) is designed to tap components of
the attachment relationship that reflect the security of attachment in middle childhood.
Children are first asked which of two statements is more like them, such as “Some kids find
it easy to trust their mom (dad)” BUT “Other kids are not sure if they can trust their mom
(dad)”. Once they choose the statement that is more like them, they determine if this
statement is “really true” or “sort of true” for them. Thus, item responses range from 1 to 4,
and these are summed to derive the final score. Higher scores represent greater security in
the parent-child relationship. The measure has been validated with middle childhood/
preadolescent children using projective measures of attachment (Granot & Mayseless,
2001), and theoretically related constructs, such as children’s friendship quality, peer
acceptance, perceptions of their competence, self-esteem, and preoccupied and avoidant
coping (Diener et al., 2008; Granot & Mayseless, 2001; Kerns et al., 1996). Stability of
children’s reports of security has been demonstrated over a 2-week period with mothers
(Kerns et al., 1996) and 2-year period with fathers, but not mothers (Kerns et al., 2000).
Reliability of the Security Scale in the current study was acceptable, α = .79.

2When the data were reanalyzed without the four parents who reported the day was not at all typical, all tests of the hypotheses were
highly similar to what we report for the full sample.
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Results
Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1.3 Intracorrelations between the four types of
parent beliefs indicate low to moderate relations; see Table 1. Because most of the
correlations were not strong (absolute median r = .18), and the parental beliefs are
theoretically distinct from one another, the subscales were not combined.

Intercorrelations and MANOVAs were conducted with parental beliefs, parental stressors,
and child attachment security, and the demographic variables (parent age, education,
income, and sex; child sex and ethnicity). The belief that all emotions are problematic or
dangerous was negatively related with education and age, rs = −.42 and −.30, ps < .001
and .05, respectively. Fathers reported greater belief than mothers that emotions are
dangerous, F(1, 74) = 4.74, p < .05, η2 = .06, with no differences for ethnicity or child sex.
There were no demographic differences for parental stress or children’s attachment security.
Because we had no hypotheses about the demographic variables, nor were they related to the
child outcome variable, they were not considered further.

Relations Between Parental Beliefs, Parental Stress, and Children’s Attachment Security
Regression analyses tested for direct relationships between parental beliefs and children’s
attachment security, and between parental stress and children’s attachment security.
Regression analyses also tested for moderation of parental stress on the relationship between
parental beliefs about children’s emotions and children’s sense of security. To reduce
nonessential multicollinearity, the independent variables (parental beliefs and parental
stress) were centered (Aiken & West, 1991). An interaction term was also created with each
parent belief and parental stress, resulting in a total of four interaction terms. Children’s
attachment security was the outcome variable. The main effects for each parent belief and
parental stress were entered in step one, and the interaction term was entered in step two.
When interactions occurred, follow-up simple slope tests were conducted to explore the
nature of the significant interactions (Aiken & West, 1991; Preacher, Curran, & Bauer,
2006).

As shown in Table 2, only one parent belief was directly related to children’s attachment
security. The belief that children’s emotions are just a part of life and are neither good nor
bad was positively related to children’s attachment security, suggesting that when parents
report greater acceptance of children’s emotion as just a part of life, children have stronger
feelings of security in the parent-child relationship. Parental stress was not directly related to
children’s attachment.

Moderating effects were significant, with stress moderating three of the four relationships
between parental beliefs and children’s feelings of security. First, the relationship between
the belief that children’s negative emotions are valuable and children’s attachment security
was moderated by parental stress, F(3, 83) = 4.03, p < .05. The model explained 13%
percent of the variance in children’s attachment security. To visualize the significant
interaction effects, simple regression lines were plotted for low (−1 SD), and high (+1 SD)
values of the moderator, parental stress; please see Figure 1. For parents reporting more
stress in the past 24 hours, their belief that negative emotions are valuable was associated
with children’s greater sense of security, B = 3.23, SE = 1.04, t(83) = 3.12, p < .05. In
contrast, for parents reporting less stress in the past 24 hours, their belief that negative

3Because of the negative skew, scores for the belief that positive emotions are valuable were log transformed and reanalyzed. All
effects were highly similar to those reported above.
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emotions are valuable was not significantly associated with children’s security, B = −1.63,
SE = 1.05, t(83) = −1.56, p > .05. Thus, in situations in which there is more stress,
children’s experience of security in the parent-child relationship is greater when parents
believe negative emotions are valuable, compared to when parents don’t value negative
emotions.

Second, the relationship between the parental belief that children’s positive emotions are
valuable and children’s attachment security was moderated by parental stress, F(3, 83) =
2.81, p < .05. The model explained 9% percent of the variance in children’s attachment
security. To visualize the significant interaction effects, simple regression lines were plotted
for low (−1 SD), and high (+1 SD) values of the moderator, parental stress; please see Figure
2. For parents reporting more stress in the past 24 hours, their belief that positive emotions
are valuable was associated with children’s greater sense of security, B = 2.84, SE = 1.22,
t(83) = 2.32, p < .05. In contrast, for parents reporting less stress in the past 24 hours, their
belief that positive emotions are valuable was associated with children’s lower sense of
security, B = −2.53, SE = .99, t(83) = −2.54, p < .05. Thus, for those parents reporting more
stress, the more they believe that positive emotions are valuable, the more security their
children experience in the parent-child relationship. Conversely, for those parents reporting
less stress, the less they believe that positive emotions are valuable, the more security their
children experience in the parent-child relationship.3

Third, the relationship between the parental belief that children’s emotions are just a part of
life and children’s attachment security was moderated by parental stress, F(3, 83) = 2.34, p
< .05. The model accounted for 8% percent of the variance in children’s attachment security.
To visualize the significant interaction effects, simple regression lines were plotted for low
(−1 SD), and high (+1 SD) values of the moderator, parental stress; please see Figure 3. For
parents reporting more stress in the past 24 hours, their belief that emotions are just a part of
life was associated with children’s greater sense of security B = 3.29, SE = 1.27, t(83) =
2.59, p < .05. In contrast, for parents reporting less stress in the past 24 hours, their belief
that emotions are just a part of life was not significantly associated with children’s sense of
security B = −.40, SE = 1.14, t(83) = −.35, p > .05. Thus, in situations in which there is
more stress, children’s experience of security in the parent-child relationship is greater when
parents believe emotions are just a part of life.

Finally, the model with the parental belief that children’s emotions are dangerous was not
significant, R2 = .05, F(3, 83) = 1.45, p > .05.4

Discussion
Our study explored how four types of parental beliefs about children’s emotions and
parents’ experience of daily stress relate to children’s feelings of security in the parent-child
relationship in middle childhood. We had predicted both individual and joint associations of
parental beliefs and parental experience of stress with children’s attachment security. We
found some limited support for a relationship between parental beliefs and children’s
attachment security. Most interesting, however, was the consistent evidence suggesting an

4Although no cultural differences were hypothesized, we had enough participants in two cultural groups (African American and
Lumbee American) to assess whether variations appeared in the above patterns. Five of the six intracorrelations within parent beliefs
were similar across ethnicity. The correlations between emotions are dangerous and positive emotions are valuable, however, were not
equivalent across ethnicities, z = 2.06, p < .05. Although neither correlation was significantly different from zero, the relationship was
positive for the African American parents and negative for the Lumbee parents.
The four moderation models were also tested within each ethnicity and two of the eight moderation models maintained significance
despite dividing the sample in half; in all cases, the interaction was in the same direction as in the combined sample. Nevertheless
caution in generalizing these findings to other populations is appropriate.
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interplay between parental beliefs and stress when predicting children’s attachment security.
Specifically, parental stress moderated the relationship between three of the four parental
beliefs about children’s emotions and children’s attachment security. Within the context of
high parental stress, children reported greater security in the parent-child relationship when
their parents had stronger beliefs about the value of children’s negative emotions, the value
of children’s positive emotions, and the nature of children’s emotions as a part of life. When
parents were not experiencing much stress in their daily lives, children’s attachment security
was largely unrelated to parental beliefs about children’s emotions, with the one exception
we address next.

The unexpected negative relationship between parental beliefs about the value of children’s
positive emotions and children’s attachment security when parents were not stressed was not
consistent with the pattern of findings for the other beliefs about emotions, and leaves us to
consider what about positive emotions beliefs could be problematic during times of low
stress. It may be that strong encouragement of children’s positivity during non-stressful,
typical day-today situations is perceived by children as somewhat intrusive or forcing a “too
happy” view of things; in contrast, parents who do not value positive emotions may put less
pressure on children to express positive emotions when they are not necessarily
experiencing them. Another possibility is that children are driving this effect.5 For example,
it could be that children who express both low positive affect and an insecure attachment in
less stressful circumstances may elicit parental beliefs that place greater value on positive
emotions, as they do not observe these behaviors frequently in their child. This association is
more likely for parental beliefs about the value of positive emotions than for the other
beliefs; nevertheless, replication would be needed to establish confidence in this particular
effect.

As noted above, there was some evidence for an overall positive relationship between the
parental belief that children’s emotions are just a part of life and children’s attachment
security. That this effect emerged in the regressions but not the correlational analyses
suggests the possibility of a suppression effect. That is, parental stress may be suppressing
the relationship between the parental belief that emotions are just a part of life and children’s
attachment security, which then emerges when parental stress is controlled in the regression.
The lack of support for the other direct relationships, however, suggests that it is the
combined conditions of value beliefs and high stress which are associated with children’s
perceptions of the parent-child relationship.

Decades of theorizing and research support the importance of parents’ emotion-related
responsiveness in the development of a secure attachment (Bowlby, 1980; Bretherton, 1985;
1990; Cassidy, 1994). The stress literature provides evidence for a spillover effect in which
parental stress from different sources outside of the parent-child relationship affects child
outcomes (e.g. Dunn, O’Connor, & Cheng, 2005; Ford, Heinen, & Langkamer, 2007;
Gerard, Krishnakumar, Buehler, 2006; Katz & Gottman, 1996) including the parent-child
attachment relationship (Coyl et al., 2002). The present findings make the additional
contribution that when life is going well and is relatively stress-free for parents, their beliefs
about children’s emotions have little impact on children’s feelings of security with their
parents. However, when parents are experiencing high levels of stress, parental beliefs that
accept and value children’s emotions are associated with children’s greater security in the
parent-child relationship. It may be that parental beliefs that value children’s emotions direct
the degree to which they are accepting of and responsive to children’s emotions; which in
turn influences children’s perceptions of the parent-child relationship.

5We thank an anonymous reviewer for this hypothesis.
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Evidence is already accumulating to suggest that parental behavior is the potential
mechanism for the communication of these beliefs, including links between parental beliefs
and supportive behaviors (Wong et al., 2008; 2009), and between supportive behaviors and
children’s attachment security (Bretherton, 1985). Now that the relationship between beliefs
and children’s attachment has been established, within the context of parental stress, the next
step might be to include a variety of parental behaviors in addition to beliefs, in order to test
whether parents who are or are not under stress differentially express their beliefs through
various behaviors. Future research might assess whether parents who accept or value
negative emotions in children are also more accepting of their own negative emotional
experiences, and whether parents who cope better with their own feelings during stress
generate different sets of emotion socialization behaviors with their children. In addition,
children’s temperament and cultural contexts may moderate these processes.

Due to the concurrent, correlational nature of the data in the current study, there are several
alternative explanations for the effects in the current study. We have interpreted the
interaction effects as indicating that stress moderates the relationships between parental
beliefs and children’s reports of their attachment security. It is also possible that parental
beliefs are the moderators, which then clarify the relationship between parental stress and
children’s attachment security. This interpretation would suggest that when parents do not
value children’s emotions, their stress has greater impact on children’s feeling of security,
with greater stress decreasing children’s feelings of security. When parents value children’s
emotions, however, their stress fails to alter children’s feelings about them, perhaps because
of the support the children feel regarding their own emotional lives. Research including
children’s reports of stress as well as parents’ would help provide support for this more
complicated, but plausible, alternative interpretation. Finally, these findings could be
interpreted as suggesting that children’s perceived attachment security influences parental
beliefs about children’s emotions and parental stress. For example, when children are less
secure in the parent-child relationship, parents may also feel less secure in the relationship
and as a result, report experiencing more stress and less value for children’s emotions.
Research assessing parental reports of security in their relationship with their children and
over time might help assess the likelihood of such bidirectional possibilities.

One strength of the current study was the inclusion of parents and children from two ethnic
minority populations: African Americans and Lumbee American Indians. Participants from
these two groups were especially invited in answer to the call for more cultural diversity in
the study of psychology (Hall & Maramba, 2001; Sue, 1999). We did not expect any
differences as a result of ethnic status, nor did we find any, in our small sample. It should be
noted however, as is the case with research including primarily European-American
families, caution should be exercised in generalizing conclusions to other samples pending
replication of these findings.

The current study extends previous work on understanding the parent-child attachment
relationship in middle childhood and illustrates the importance of parental beliefs about
children’s emotions for children’s attachment security. Results from the current study
suggest that when parents are experiencing stress, their beliefs valuing children’s emotions
may provide a buffer that protects or enhances children’s feelings of attachment security,
thus contributing to children’s feelings of attachment security with their parents.
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Figure 1.
Relationship of parental belief that negative emotions are valuable with child attachment
security at low and high levels of parents’ reported stress.
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Figure 2.
Relationship of parental belief that positive emotions are valuable with child attachment
security at low and high levels of parents’ reported stress.
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Figure 3.
Relationship of parental belief that emotions are part of life with child attachment security at
low and high levels of parents’ reported stress.
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Table 2

Regression Analysis Predicting Moderation for Parental Beliefs, Parental Stressors, and Children’s
Attachment Security (N = 85)

Predictors B SE β

Model 1

 Negative emotions are valuable 1.13 1.02 .12

 Stressors −.11 .41 −.03

 Negative emotions valuable × Stress 2.43* .75 .34

Model 2

 Positive emotions are valuable .45 2.20 .02

 Stressors .29 .41 .08

 Positive emotions valuable × Stress 2.36* .83 .31

Model 3

 Emotions are dangerous −1.70 .93 −.20

 Stressors .15 .42 .04

 Emotions dangerous × Stress −.55 .73 −.08

Model 4

 Emotions are just part of life 2.16* 1.00 .24

 Stressors −.39 .44 −.10

 Emotions part of life × Stress 2.23* .96 .27

*
p < .05
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