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Abstract

Early secure attachment plays a key role in socialization by inaugurating a long-term mutual
positive, collaborative interpersonal orientation within the parent-child dyad. We report findings
from Family Study (community mothers, fathers, and children, from age 2 to 12, A=102, 51 girls)
and Play Study (exclusively low-income mothers and children, from age 3.5 to 7, A=186, 90 girls).
We examined links among observed secure attachment at toddler age, child and parent receptive,
willing stance to each other, observed in parent-child contexts at early school age, and
developmental outcomes. The developmental outcomes included parent-rated child antisocial
behavior problems and observed positive mutuality with regard to conflict issues at age 12 in
Family Study, and mother-rated child antisocial behavior problems and observed child regard for
rules and moral self at age 7 in Play Study. In mother-child relationships, the child’s willing stance
mediated indirect effects of child security on positive mutuality in Family Study and on all
outcomes in Play Study. In father-child relationships, both the child’s and the parent’s willing
stance mediated indirect effects of child security on both outcomes. Early security initiates an
adaptive developmental cascade by enlisting the child and the parent as active, willingly receptive
and cooperative agents in the socialization process. Implications for children’s parenting
interventions are noted.
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Traditionally, parent-child socialization has been portrayed as a vaguely adversarial process,

particularly in research on origins of developmental pathways leading to children’s
disruptive behavior problems. Increasingly complex and methodologically sophisticated
bidirectional transactional models have depicted the parent and the child as active
contributors to mutually coercive parent-child dynamics evolving within the dyad (e.g.,
Bradley & Corwyn, 2013; Dishion & Patterson, 2006; Lipscomb et al., 2011; Lorber &
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Egeland, 2011; Pardini, 2008; Patterson, DeBaryshe, & Ramsey, 1989; Pettit & Arsiwalla,
2008; Reid & Patterson, 1989; Shaw & Bell, 1993; Smith et al., 2014). That research has
substantially enhanced our understanding of the origins of antisocial, disruptive trajectories
and has informed evidence-based interventions.

One limitation of that approach has been a focus on mostly negative and adversarial
processes: The child’s role is generally depicted in terms of difficult temperament, aversive
noncompliance, resistance, opposition, insensitivity to punishment, and other attributes that
elicit coercive, harsh parenting (Bates, Schermerhorn, & Petersen, 2012; Dadds & Salmon,
2003; Hawes, Dadds, Frost, & Hasking, 2011). As well, the parent is typically depicted as an
adversarial, harsh disciplinarian. Over time, the evolving coercive transactions lead to
outcomes such as children’s conduct problems, poor internalization and rejection of parents’
values, disregard for conduct rules, growing resentment and conflict in the parent-child
relationship—understandingly, also described in mostly negative terms.

Such portrayal of socialization, although accurate, is incomplete. Over the last two decades,
developmental researchers increasingly have come to appreciate the role of “positive
socialization forces” that can serve as protective factors, lowering the risk for antisocial
problems (Gardner, Burton, & Klimes, 2006; Kochanska, Koenig, Barry, Kim, & Yoon,
2010a; Kochanska et al., 2010b; Pardini, Waller, & Hawes, 2015; Pasalich, Dadds, Hawes, &
Brennan, 2012; Shaw, 2003). The new models depict the child and the parent as potentially
cooperative partners, actively engaging in socialization, which can become a reciprocal,
collaborative enterprise.

Attachment theory has been key in fueling interest in such models (Hoeve et al., 2012;
Shaver, Mikulincer, Gross, Stern, & Cassidy, 2016; van 1Jzendoorn, 1997). Originally,
Bowlby (1969/1982/1973) conceptualized the main function of attachment as assuring the
infant’s proximity to the caregiver, and, consequently, providing the child with protection
and comfort during stress, distress, or threat, and a secure base from which to explore in the
absence of threat. Research has documented important implications of such biobehavioral
security: Children’s trust in a safe haven and the caregiver’s availability, confidence in
protection and comfort when needed, effective behavioral and physiological regulation of
emotion, and openness to exploration (Cassidy, 2008; Thompson, 2016).

Secure attachment soon began to be construed more broadly, as inaugurating a long-term
mutual, willing, receptive, and cooperative orientation between the child and the parent.
Such conceptualization converged with reciprocity theories in developmental psychology
(Maccoby, 1992; Parpal & Maccoby, 1985), the concept of a communal relationship in
social psychology (Clark, 1984), and the notion of the “goal-corrected partnership” in
attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969/1982; Marvin, Britner, & Russell, 2016).

Evidence has supported the role of early secure attachment for the child’s willing
cooperation with the parent. As Waters, Kondo-lkemura, Posada, and Richters (1990)
proposed, having established a secure base, the child progresses toward a “positive
orientation toward parental socialization goals and internalization of family values in early
childhood” (p. 229). Classic and current research has shown secure children to be more
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likely to internalize caregivers’ rules (Bretherton, Golby, & Cho, 1997; Kochanska, Aksan,
& Carlson, 2005; Laible & Thompson, 2000; Londerville & Main, 1981; Matas, Arend, &
Sroufe, 1978; Thompson, 2015; van IJzendoorn, 1997). Research has also supported long-
term paths, in which security launches a socialization cascade by promoting the child’s
eager, receptive attitude toward the parent’s influence (Kochanska, Kim, & Boldt, 2015).
Such attitude, labeled here as “a willing, receptive stance,” leads to positive socialization
outcomes, particularly the child’s embrace of parental values, regard for rules, and an overall
positive parent-child relationship quality.

Still, substantial gaps in our understanding remain. If security is indeed a foundation of a
mutual, dyadic cooperative orientation, we would expect that it may also lead to the parent’s
future positive, willing stance toward the child. Consistent with the concepts of goal-
corrected partnership in attachment theory and reciprocity in relationship research, we might
expect that as the child eagerly cooperates with the parent’s demands and requests, the
parent is likely also to become more accommodating toward the child. Although such a
cascade has been proposed (Thompson, 2006), effects of early security on the parent’s
willingness to cooperate with the child have very rarely been studied.

In the current work, we examine and formally test a model of mechanisms that may link
early security and future developmental outcomes. We posit that both the child’s willing
stance toward the parent and the parent’s willing stance toward the child may serve as such
mechanisms. Consequently, we test a model that proposes two mediational mechanisms to
account for the links between toddler-age security and future outcomes—the child’s and the
parent’s future willing stance toward each other, assessed approximately 3.5-4.5 years after
the assessment of security. We expected to replicate the significant path from child security
to child willing stance to future outcomes, found in past research. Given the dearth of
research on effects of security on the parent’s willing stance, the examination of the path
from security to parent willing stance to future developmental outcomes was exploratory.

We programmatically embrace the recent emphasis on the importance of replicability in
behavioral sciences. This work entails a substantial replication across samples and over time,
by bringing together two large studies—Family Study and Play Study. The new elements
include the extension of past work to include both the child’s and the parent’s willing stance,
additional developmental periods in the developmental cascade, and new studied outcomes.

Family Study followed community families (infants, mothers, and fathers) from infancy to
early adolescence. The earlier work examined the cascade from security at age 2, to
children’s willing stance, observed at ages 3, 4.5, and 5.5, to outcomes at age 10 (children’s
antisocial behavior problems, their obligation to obey and trust in the parents, and positive
parenting, Kochanska et al., 2015). The current work extends the studied cascade from early
security to willing stance—now assessed for both the child and the parent—observed at age 6.5
to maladaptive and adaptive outcomes at age 12. We assess antisocial behavior problems, as
well as a new outcome, particularly relevant in adolescence—parent-child positive mutuality
observed in the context of negotiating issues identified as sources of conflict.
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Play Study involved exclusively low-income mothers of toddlers, who entered at age 2.5 and
were then randomized to a 3-month parenting intervention (child-oriented play or play-as-
usual group, Kochanska, Kim, Boldt, & Nordling, 2013). Earlier work (Kochanska, Kim, &
Boldt, 2013) revealed that adversity in the mothers’ lives undermined their responsiveness;
this was associated with children’s diminished willing stance toward the mothers (all
assessed at baseline, at age 2.5). Diminished willing stance led to externalizing behavior
problems at age 3.5 (the two groups were combined, given the lack of differences due to
group assignment). The current work examines child attachment at age 3.5 as a predictor of
the child’s and the mother’s willing stance and child maladaptive and adaptive outcomes (all
at age 7): child antisocial behavior problems, regard for rules of conduct, and moral self
(self-concept with regard to internalization of rules).

To bolster replicability, a substantial subset of methods purposely included measures fully
comparable across the two studies. In both studies, trained observers assessed children’s
early security, using Attachment Q-Set (AQS, Waters, 1987). Children’s willing stance was
observed in three parent-child contexts: a discourse about past misbehavior, teaching tasks,
and naturalistic interactions. Parents’ willing stance was observed during naturalistic
interactive situations. Children’s antisocial behavior problems were assessed using
established age-appropriate companion measures. The observed outcome measures were
tailored to children’s ages (early adolescence in Family Study, early school age in Play
Study). In Family Study, the parent and child took part in a paradigm, adapted from
attachment-informed studies of adolescents, in which they discussed issues that most often
elicited conflicts in their relationship (Allen et al., 2003; Allen, McElhaney, Kuperminc, &
Jodl, 2004; Sroufe, Egeland, Carlson, & Collins, 2005). In Play Study, we observed child
regard for rules and moral self, using methods established in past work (e.g., Kochanska et
al., 2010a).

Both studies examined a model that proposed a presence of two mediational mechanisms
accounting for links between toddler-age security and future outcomes: The child’s and the
parent’s future willing stance toward each other. We implemented PROCESS (Hayes, 2013),
a flexible computational tool designed to test various forms of mediation. The judgment
about the presence of an indirect effect relies on the bootstrap confidence interval (CI). The
bootstrapping approach is preferred for inference regarding indirect effects because the
sampling distribution of indirect effects is not assumed to be normal (MacKinnon,
Lockwood, & Williams, 2004; Preacher & Hayes, 2004). Because PROCESS uses listwise
deletion, we first imputed missing data in SPSS, using a regression-based method.
Consequently, the analyses take advantage of the entire sample.

To strengthen our inferences, we controlled for a number of earlier covariates (Cole &
Maxwell, 2003; Hoyle & Robinson, 2003). In Family Study, for each outcome at age 12, we
covaried the earlier measure, obtained at age 6.5, concurrent to the mediators, using an
analogous data collection method (i.e., parent-rated, observed). We also covaried the earlier
observed measures of the mediators (the child’s and the parent’s willing stance toward each
other), collected in infancy. In Play Study, we controlled for the antecedent measures of each
outcome and of mother and child willing stance, obtained at baseline (age 2.5), and for
group assignment. Child gender was covaried in all analyses.
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In both studies, multiple teams coded behavioral data. Reliability (kappas, intraclass
correlations, ICCs) was established on 15-20% of cases, followed by realignments to
prevent coder drift. Data were aggregated at many levels to create robust constructs
(Rushton, Brainerd, & Pressley, 1983).

Family Study
Method

Participants—Two-parent community families of typically developing infants (A= 102,
almost all born in 2001), recruited by flyers and ads in a Midwestern college town and
surrounding communities, volunteered for the study. At entry, families ranged in their annual
income (8% earned less than $20,000, 17% $20,000-$40,000, 26% $40,000-$60,000, and
49% over $60,000) and education (25% of mothers and 30% of fathers had no more than a
high school education, 54% of mothers and 51% of fathers had an associate or bachelor’s
degree, and 21% of mothers and 20% of fathers had postgraduate education). Regarding
ethnicity, 90% of mothers and 84% of fathers were White, 3% of mothers and 8% of fathers
were Hispanic, 2% of mothers and 3% of fathers were African American, 1% of mothers
and 3% of fathers were Asian, 1% of mothers were Pacific Islander, and 3% of mothers and
2% of fathers were non-White other. In 20% of families, one or both parents were non-
White.

Overview of design—This article reports data from three times: at 25 months (age 2, N =
100), at 80 months (age 6.5, /V=90) and at age 12 (A= 79). Additionally, infancy measures
of child and parent responsiveness (at 7 months) were used as covariates. At each time, each
child completed two video-recorded 2.5-3-hr sessions in the laboratory (in infancy, at
home), one with each parent, conducted by a female experimenter (E). At age 2, child
security with each parent was assessed, using AQS (Waters, 1987; Waters & Deane, 1985).
At age 6.5, the child’s willing stance toward each parent was observed in three contexts:
discourse about child previous misbehavior, a teaching task, and a set of six scripted,
naturalistic interactive situations (e.g., snack, play); the parent’s willing stance was observed
only in the latter set of six naturalistic situations. At age 12, we assessed maladaptive and
adaptive outcome: Parent-rated antisocial behavior problems and observed positive
mutuality in paradigms designed to elicit conflicts and disagreement in the parent-child dyad
(available measures of the outcomes, obtained at age 6.5, were used as covariates). Complete
descriptive data for all constructs are in Table 1 in Online Supplemental Materials.

Measures

Children’s attachment security, age 2 years: Highly trained coders, who observed the
child and parent during the entire 2.5-hr laboratory session in psychologically diverse
contexts, performed AQS (Boldt, Kochanska, Yoon, & Nordling, 2014). The coding and data
reduction were conducted according to standard guidelines (90 cards sorted into nine 10-
card piles ranging from 1 = most uncharacteristic to 9 = most characteristic, each sort
correlated with the prototypical “secure child” criterion sort). Inter-observer reliability, ICC,
was .85.
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The child’s willing stance, age 6.5 years

Discourse about child misbehavior: Observed contexts, coding, reliability, and data
aggregation: Parent-child dyads discussed, for up to 5 min, one child misbehavior from the
previous week (chosen by the parent from a diary kept for a week, Kochanska et al., 2015).
The parent prompted the child to recall the event, asked how he or she and or others had felt,
and discussed consequences (a discourse about good behavior followed, but was not coded).
Discourse was coded for each 30-s segment (maximum of 10). The scores were tallied and
divided by the number of segments.

Coders rated child willingness to engage in discourse as 1= reluctant/unwilling (child clearly
indicated that the conversation was unwelcome; actively refused to talk, attempted to change
the topic, denied or gave a false account of the event, denied the behavior was wrong), 2 =
passive engagement/passively unwilling (passively engaged; silent, pretended not to hear,
delayed responding, said “don’t know” or “don’t remember,” replied in monosyllables), or 3
= cooperative/willing (contributed actively and easily, elaborated, agreed the behavior was
wrong). Reliability, ICCs, ranged from .82 to .88.

Coders also rated child physical avoidance (moving away, turning away, or struggling to get
away from the parent; avoiding eye contact; playing with own clothing or other objects; silly
behaviors to avoid the conversation, such as singing, tickling the parent, or standing on one’s
head), as 1 = not present/minimal, 2 = low to moderate, or 3 = intense. Reliability, ICCs,
ranged from .90 to .91. The two codes were standardized and aggregated, with physical
avoidance reversed, into a score of child willing stance in discourse.

Teaching task: Observed contexts, coding, reliability, and data aggregation: The parent
demonstrated assembly of a frog or a bear, using craft materials provided, for approximately
3 min, and then instructed the child to imitate by saying “Now you do it” for approximately
7 min (Kochanska et al., 2010b). For each 1-min segment, coders rated child responsive
imitation as /ow, fair, good, or excellent, integrating behaviors and affect. The behaviors
included child postural orientation (e.g., eye contact, physical proximity, attention) and
contingent response (e.g., watches demonstration when instructed to by the parent, turns to
the parent’s voice); affect included facial expressions, vocalizations, etc. Reliability, ICC,
was .83. Each score was tallied. The tallies were weighted: low were multiplied by -2, fair
by -1, good by +1, and excellent by +2. Those figures were added and divided by the
number of coded segments.

Responsiveness in naturalistic interactions: Observed contexts, coding, reliability, and
data aggregation: Each parent-child dyad participated in six situations (total of 60 min)
designed to resemble typical naturalistic interactions (e.g., snack, parent busy, play, toy
cleanup, Kochanska et al., 2010b).

Child responsiveness was rated for each situation, from 1 = highly unresponsiveto 7 =
highly responsive. The rating reflected the child’s acceptance of, cooperation with, and
sensitivity to the parent’s social cues and overtures, and the probability of pleasing the
parent. Reliability, ICC, was .92. The scores cohered across the six observed situations;
Cronbach alphas for mother- and father-child dyads were .81 and .85, respectively. Thus, the
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scores were averaged across all contexts into the child’s overall responsiveness score toward
each parent.

Overall measure of child willing stance: The three scores—cooperation in discourse,
responsive imitation in the teaching task, and responsiveness in naturalistic interactions—
were aggregated into an overall composite of willing stance toward each parent (having
standardized the latter two scores). Cronbach’s alpha for mother- and father-child dyads
were .62 and .63.

The parent’s willing stance, age 6.5 years: For the parent, responsiveness was also rated in
the same six naturalistic interactive situations as for the child, from 1 = Aighly unresponsive
to 7 = highly responsive (Kochanska et al., 2013a). The rating, adapted from Ainsworth,
Bell, and Stayton (1971), integrated sensitivity-insensitivity to the child’s cues, cooperation-
interference, and acceptance-rejection. Reliability, ICC, was .98. The scores cohered across
the six observed situations (Cronbach alphas for mother- and father-child dyads, .85 and .78,
respectively), and were averaged across all situations into the parent’s overall responsiveness
score (willing stance) toward the child.

Socialization outcomes, age 12 years

Parent-reported children’s antisocial behavior problems: Both parents completed the
Adolescent Symptoms Inventory-4R (ASI-4R, Gadow & Sprafkin, 2008), an established,
DSM-IV-TR-compatible instrument (American Psychiatric Association, 2000). We
computed the sum of oppositional defiant disorder, conduct disorder, and antisocial
personality disorder (total 28 items), with each rated for severity, from 0 = neverto 3 = very
often. Parents also completed the Health Behavior Questionnaire (HBQ, Essex et al., 2002).
We used the Overt Aggression scale (4 items, averaged), rated from 1 = never/not trueto 3 =
often/very true. The ASI-4R and HBQ scores correlated, A78) = .68, p < .001 for mothers
and 7(75) = .55, p < .001 for fathers; they were standardized and averaged into child overall
antisocial behavior problems score.

Positive mutuality regarding conflicts: Observed contexts, coding, reliability, and data
aggregation: Each parent-child dyad discussed two different “hot button” issues on which
they often disagreed (e.g., chores, friends; 4 min each). Typically, the parent chose one issue
and the child chose the other. For each issue, coders rated the dyad’s positive mutuality,
from 1 = very untrue of dyad, very low mutuality, very poor working relationship, to 5 =
very true of dyad; very high mutuality, excellent working relationship. The rating integrated
coordination, harmonious communication, mutual cooperation, and positive emotional
ambiance. Reliabilities, ICC, ranged from .80 to .88. The final score was the mean of the
two discussions, /(73) = .69, p< .001 for mothers and /(71) = .63, p < .001 fathers.

Covariates: Two measures observed in infancy were considered early antecedents of the
mediators at age 6.5 (child and parent willing stance). Observed child responsiveness to the
parent and the parent’s responsiveness to the child had been coded during approximately 45
min of naturalistic, but scripted interactions in several contexts (e.g., play, snack, parent
busy, caregiving), using the age-appropriate versions of the responsiveness coding systems
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used also at age 6.5, and aggregated across the contexts. Those scores were covaried in all
analyses (for the respective parent). Child gender was also covaried in all analyses.

Two measures obtained at age 6.5 were considered antecedents of the outcomes at age 12.
Mother- and father-rated scores of child externalizing problems were created in the manner
parallel to age 12, using Child Symptom Inventory—4 (CSI-4; Gadow & Sprafkin, 2002), a
companion instrument for younger ages, and HBQ. Parent-child positive mutuality was
observed in a 10-min context during which the dyad sat at a table, had a snack, and engaged
in a conversation.

Preliminary analyses—We analyzed the pattern of missing data using Little’s MCAR
test (Little, 1988). The results indicated that the data were missing at random, X2(222) =
253.39, p=.073. The preliminary analyses examined correlations among the variables in
mother-child and father-child dyads (see Table 2 in Online Supplemental Materials). In
mother-child dyads, the correlations were generally modest and in expected directions.
Security at age 2 was positively associated with both children’s and mothers’ willing stance
at age 6.5 and with positive mother-child mutuality regarding conflicts at age 12, and
negatively associated with mother-rated child antisocial behavior problems at age 12. Child
willing stance was positively, albeit modestly, associated with mother concurrent willing
stance at age 6.5 and with mutuality at age 12 and negatively associated with antisocial
behavior problems at age 12. The two outcomes at age 12 were negatively related. The two
covariates at age 6.5, mother-rated child antisocial behavior problems and observed
mutuality, predicted the respective outcomes at age 12. Mother responsiveness in infancy (a
covariate) predicted her willing stance at age 6.5 and child security at age 2. Child
responsiveness in infancy (a covariate) predicted security at age 2.

In father-child dyads, the pattern of correlations was similar. Security at age 2 was positively
associated with both child and father willing stance at age 6.5 and with positive father-child
mutuality regarding conflicts at age 12, and negatively associated with father-rated child
antisocial behavior problems at age 12. Child willing stance was associated with positive
mutuality, and negatively with antisocial behavior problems at age 12, but unrelated with the
father’s concurrent willing stance. The two outcomes at age 12 were negatively associated.
The two covariates at age 6.5, father-rated child antisocial behavior problems and observed
mutuality, predicted the respective outcomes at age 12. Father responsiveness in infancy (a
covariate) predicted his willing stance at age 6.5 and child security at age 2. Child
responsiveness in infancy (a covariate) predicted security at age 2.

The testing of the mediational pathways from the child’s early attachment
security to the future child and parent willing stance toward each other to the
developmental outcomes—~For each of the two outcomes, child security at age 2 was
modeled as the independent variable, child and parent willing stance to each other at age 6.5
were modeled as the mediators, and child gender and the respective child and parent
responsiveness in infancy were the covariates. Parent-rated child antisocial behavior at age
6.5 was covaried in the analyses of antisocial behavior problems, and observed positive
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mutuality in the respective parent-infant interactions at 6.5 was covaried in the analyses of
positive mutuality. Findings from PROCESS (Hayes, 2013) are in Figures 1 and 2 (mother-
child and father-child dyads, respectively).

Mother-child dyads: The paths to mother-rated child antisocial behavior problems and
to positive mother-child mutuality regarding conflicts at age 12 (Figure 1): In the model
predicting mother-rated child antisocial behavior at age 12, only the paths from security at
age 2 to the child’s and the mother’s willing stance at age 6.5 were significant. There were
no other significant effects.

In the model predicting mother-child positive mutuality at age 12, there was a significant
indirect effect of security, mediated by the child’s willing stance toward the mother at age
6.5. The mother’s willing stance toward the child did not mediate the links between security
and positive mutuality.

Father-child dyads: The paths to father-rated child antisocial behavior problems and
to positive father-child mutuality regarding conflicts at age 12 (Figure 2): In both
models, one with the father-rated antisocial behavior at age 12 and one with positive
mutuality at age 12, the paths from security at age 2 to both the child’s and the father’s
willing stance at age 6.5 were significant. As well, the indirect effects—from security to child
willing stance to antisocial behavior and/or to positive mutuality and from security to father
willing stance to antisocial behavior and/or to positive mutuality—were all significant. In
addition to the indirect effects, security had a significant direct effect on father-child
mutuality at age 12.

The key question addressed in our models was whether early security provides a foundation
for a positive parent-child trajectory up to early adolescence, marked by few antisocial
conduct problems and high positive mutuality while negotiating typical conflict issues.
Further, we proposed that such positive effects would be mediated by the child’s and the
parent’s willing stance toward each other, assessed in early school age. In other words, we
proposed that security exerts its long-term positive effects by engendering a willing stance in
both the child and the parent, and engaging them both in the common, collaborative
enterprise of socialization.

Our findings for fathers and children fit such conceptual model very well. Early father-child
security, established in toddler age, appeared to promote both the child’s and the parent’s
willing, cooperative stance toward each other in early school age. That willing stance, the
child’s and the father’s, then predicted fewer antisocial problems and more positive
mutuality at age 12. Although our design was not experimental, and inferences about
causality have to be made cautiously, we controlled for the measures of outcomes assessed
concurrently with the mediators, and for antecedents of the mediators, assessed in infancy.
Those features of the design strengthen our interpretation of the causal pathway from early
security to the outcomes in early adolescence, beyond and above the continuity of the
assessed constructs.
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For mothers and children, the proposed sequence from security to willing stance to future
outcomes was significant only in the model predicting positive mutuality at age 12, and not
in the model predicting antisocial behavior. The indirect effect of security on mutuality was
mediated by the child’s willing stance; the mother’s willing stance was not a significant
mediator. The absence of significant indirect effects in the model predicting child antisocial
behavior at age 12 was likely due to the very robust effect of a covariate—child antisocial
problems at age 6.5. That measure correlated strongly with the outcome, /(78) = .68, p<.
001.

This study makes several contributions. First, we have enhanced our understanding of the
child’s role as an active positive agent in socialization, rather than an agent of resistance,
noncompliance, or difficulty. Second, we demonstrated that the child’s willing stance can be
reliably coded in diverse observed parent-child socialization contexts: a discourse about past
transgressions, a teaching task calling for imitation, and naturalistic interactive situations.
Third, three out of four models supported the conceptually proposed path from early security
to child willing stance to future developmental outcomes in early adolescence. Additionally,
two of those models (both involving father-child relationships) revealed also the proposed
significant paths from security to the father’s willing stance to future outcomes. Fourth, in
the model predicting father-child dyads’ positive mutuality, likely due to the relational
quality of this outcome, security had both direct and indirect effects (Thompson, 2006,
2016).

Play Study

Method

Participants—~Participants were 186 mother-child dyads, with children aged 30 months
(age 2.5, born between 2003 and 2008), who responded to flyers distributed in the
community, targeting areas frequented by low-income families (e.g., Head Start, subsidized
housing, Women, Infants, and Children program offices, thrift stores). Mothers had to
qualify for or receive financial assistance from a federal, state, or faith-based agency, or
Earned Income Tax Credit; the child had to have no known major health problems; and
mothers had to have the ability to speak English while being observed in the study. The
average annual family income was $20,385, SD = $13,010; 5% of the mothers did not have a
high school diploma, 50% had high school diploma or GED, and 45% had an associate, BA,
or technical degree. Regarding ethnicity, 11% were Hispanic (40% of those considered
themselves White) and 87% not Hispanic (2% “other”); regarding race, 73% were White,
15% African American, 2% Asian, 2% American Indian, and 8% more than one race or
unreported. Fifty-four percent of the mothers were married, 31% single or divorced, 13%
cohabitated, and 2% in other arrangements.

Overview of design—Each mother-child dyad was observed in a 3.5-hour laboratory
session when children where 40 months (age 3.5, /= 162) and again in a 3-hour laboratory
session when they were 86 months (age 7, /= 118). Previous assessments were not used in
this article (baseline at 2.5 years, a 3-month intervention in two randomized groups, and
immediate post-intervention assessment), except for the covariates obtained at baseline. We
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present results for the entire sample, as there was only one group difference attributable to
the intervention, for mother responsiveness to the child at age 7, the measure of maternal
willing stance (group assignment was controlled in the analyses as an added safeguard).
Female experimenters (Es) conducted the video-recorder sessions. Observers coded child
attachment at 3.5 years, using AQS, parallel to Family Study, and child and mother willing
stance toward each other at age 7, in the same three contexts as in Family Study. Child
outcomes at age 7 were mother-rated child antisocial behavior problems and observed regard
for rules and moral self. Descriptive data for all constructs are in Table 1 in Online
Supplemental Materials.

Measures

Attachment security, age 3.5 years: The procedure was the same as in Family Study. A
trained coder completed AQS for each mother-child dyad, based on the observation of the
entire session. Inter-observer reliability, ICC was .88.

The child’s willing stance, age 7 years

Discourse about child misbehavior: Observed contexts, coding, reliability, and data
aggregation: As in Family Study, each mother-child dyad discussed one child misbehavior
from the past week, and the coding of child and mother behavior and data aggregation
paralleled those in Family Study. Reliability, ICC, was 1.00 both for child willingness to
engage and for physical avoidance. Willingness to engage and reversed avoidance were
standardized and aggregated.

Teaching task: Observed contexts, coding, reliability, and data aggregation: Each mother-
child dyad completed the same teaching task as in Family Study, assembling a bear. The
duration, instructions, coding, and data aggregation were the same as in Family Study.
Reliability, ICCs, ranged from .80 to .82 for child responsive imitation.

Responsiveness in naturalistic interactions: Observed contexts, coding, reliability, and
data aggregation: As in Family Study, each dyad interacted in six naturalistic, scripted
situations (e.g., snack, play; total of 50 minutes). Coding and data aggregation were parallel
to Family Study. Reliability, ICCs, ranged from .90 to .95. Cronbach’s alpha for the codes
across the situations was .78.

Overall measure of child willing stance: The overall composite was created in the manner
parallel to Family Study. Cronbach’s alpha was .61.

The mother’s willing stance, age 7 years: As in Family Study, the mother’s responsiveness
observed in the same set of six naturalistic situations, averaged across the situations, was the
measure of her willing stance. Reliability, ICCs, ranged from .81 to .92. Cronbach’s alpha
for the codes across the situations was .75.

Socialization outcomes, age 7 years

Mother-reported antisocial behavior problems: Mothers completed the CSI—4 (Gadow &
Sprafkin, 2002). We computed the sum of oppositional defiant disorder and conduct disorder
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(23 items), with each rated for severity, from 0 = neverto 3 = very often. Mothers also
completed the 4-item HBQ Overt Aggression scale. The CSI-4 and HBQ scores correlated,
n(118) = .56, p < .001, were standardized and averaged into the overall antisocial behavior
score.

Regard for rules: Internalization of maternal prohibition, observed context, coding,
reliability, and data aggregation: At the outset of the laboratory session, the mother
prohibited the child from touching attractive objects on a low shelf and enforced the
prohibition throughout the session. Near the end of the session, she repeated the prohibition
and left the room. The child was then given a boring sorting task, directly in front of the
shelf (8 min). For each 5-s segment, we coded child behavior as: other activity (e.g.,
snacking, walking), engaged in sorting, looking at the forbidden objects without touching,
self-correcting (i.e., raising hand to touch the objects and withdrawing), gently touching the
objects, or violating prohibition (i.e., playing with the objects). Reliability, kappas, ranged .
91-.95. Latencies to first look, touch, or violation were also coded. Reliability, ICC, ranged .
95-1.00. The relative scores (tallies for each behavior divided by number of segments) and
latencies were submitted to principal components analysis. The first factor reflected
internalization of maternal prohibition (eigenvalue 3.69, 32% of variance). Gentle touch and
violations of prohibition loaded negatively, and latencies to touch and to violation loaded
positively, replicating several previous studies (e.g., Kochanska, Coy, & Murray, 2001). This
factor score was the measure of internalization of prohibition.

Regard for rules: Rule violations in a game, observed context, coding, reliability, and data
aggregation: The E first described the rules (which made the task essentially impossible),
and asked the child not to “cheat” in a friendly but serious manner. The game involved
completing a puzzle placed behind a cloth in a box with a clear back, without lifting the
cloth, pulling a piece of the puzzle out of box, or looking through the clear back (Eisenberg
et al., 2000; Kochanska & Kim, 2014). The child was left along, to play a puzzle box game
for 3 min, and expected to win a prize. Child behaviors that violated the rules were coded for
every 3-s segment. The behaviors were coded as not participating in game, fully rule-
compliant, breaking one rule only, or breaking more than one rule (reliability, kappas, .90-.
95). The latencies to rule violations were also coded (ICCs .87-1.00). The codes were
standardized and then aggregated into the final score for rule violations. Cronbach’s alpha
was .71.

Regard for rules: Overall composite: Internalization of maternal prohibition and (reversed)
rule violations in the puzzle box game correlated, /(114) = .30, p=.001, and were averaged
into an overall composite of regard for rules.

Moral self: Observed context, coding, reliability, and data aggregation: E engaged the
child in a puppet interview. The puppets, matched to child gender, elicited self-descriptions
in 31 statements about guilt, empathy, and internalization of rules. For each, one puppet
described the self as anchoring the high end and the other as anchoring the low end (e.g.,
“When | break something, | try to hide it so no one finds out;” “When | break something, |
tell someone about it right away.”). The child then pointed to the puppet most like him or
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her. Child answer was coded as 0 (/ow ena), as 2 (high end), and as 1 (child appeared
ambivalent, endorsed both options, e.g., “sometimes like her and sometimes like her”). The
final score was the average of all items.

Early covariates, age 2.5 years: Measures obtained at the baseline were used as covariates.
Two measures were antecedents of the outcomes at age 7. Mothers’ ratings of children’s
externalizing behavior problems in Infant-Toddler Social and Emotional Assessment
(ITSEA, Carter, Briggs-Gowan, Jones, & Little, 2003); the mean of 24 items encompassing
impulsivity, aggression/defiance, and peer aggression were covaried in the analyses of
antisocial behavior problems at age 7. The composite of observed internalization of maternal
prohibition and (reversed) rule violations in a game, both assessed in paradigms fully
analogous to those at age 7, was covaried in the analyses of regard for rules at age 7. There
was no measure of moral self prior to security assessment.

Two measures parallel to Family Study, obtained at baseline, were seen as the antecedents of
the mediators (child and mother willing stance at age 7) and covaried in all analyses. Child
responsiveness to the mother and mother responsiveness to the child were observed in
interactions in seven scripted contexts at baseline (62 minutes), and coded using age-
appropriate versions of the coding systems used at age 7. Child gender and the dyad’s group
assignment were also covaried in all analyses.

Preliminary analyses—Little’s MCAR test indicated that data were not missing at
random, %(18) = 48.16, p < .001. Families who did not return at age 7 were more likely to
be African-American, be less educated, have a male child participant, and score lower on
attachment security. In the preliminary analyses, we examined the correlations among the
variables (see Table 3 in Online Supplemental Materials). The correlations were mostly
similar in size and directions to Family Study. Security at age 3.5 positively related to child
willing stance and to regard for rules at age 7, and negatively—to antisocial behavior
problems at age 7. Mother and child willing stance were positively, although modestly,
correlated. Child willing stance was associated negatively with his or her behavior problems
and positively with regard for rules and moral self. The covariates at age 2.5 related to
several later measures. Externalizing behavior problems at age 2.5 negatively related to
security at age 3.5 and child willing stance at age 7 and positively to antisocial behavior
problems at age 7. Regard for rules at age 2.5 positively related to security and child willing
stance. Child and mother responsiveness to each other at age 2.5 were positively related to,
respectively, child and mother willing stance to each other at age 7.

The testing of the mediational pathways from child’s early attachment
security to the child and mother future willing stance toward each other to
developmental outcomes—~For each of the three outcomes, child security at age 3.5 was
modeled as the independent variable, child and mother willing stance to each other at age 7
were both modeled as the mediators, and child gender, the respective child and mother
responsiveness at baseline (age 2.5), and group assignment were the covariates.
Additionally, maternal baseline ratings of child externalizing behavior problems (ITSEA)
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were covaried in the analyses of antisocial behavior problems at age 7, and child baseline
observed regard for rules was covaried in the analyses of regard for rules at age 7. The
findings from PROCESS (Hayes, 2013) are in Figure 3.

The paths to mother-rated child antisocial behavior problems, child regard for rules,
and child moral self at age 7: The path from security at age 3.5 to children’s willing stance
at age 7 was significant in all models, but the path from security to mothers’ willing stance
was not. For all three outcomes, the indirect effects of security, mediated by the child’s
willing stance toward the mother, were present. By contrast, there were no indirect effects
via the mother’s willing stance. Security had no direct effects on any of the outcomes in the
final models.

The findings in this high-risk, exclusively low-income, diverse sample of mothers and
toddlers, essentially replicated those obtained in low-risk, two-parent community families.
The child’s security with the mother, assessed, as in Family Study, by trained observers,
predicted few behavior problems and positive outcomes at age 7, and the relations were
mediated by the child’s willing stance, assessed with methods parallel to Family Study.

There was a predicted indirect effect of security for children’s antisocial behavior problems.
Recall that in Family Study, due to a strong effect of the earlier measure, we failed to find
the significant indirect path from security to mother-reported antisocial problems at age 12,
although we found it for father-reported problems. In Play Study, however, the correlation
between earlier measure of antisocial behavior (a covariate) and the later measure was
moderate, and thus the indirect effect was significant. There were also predicted indirect
effects of security on the observed measures of children’s regard for conduct rules and the
moral self at age 7. Also parallel to Family Study, we failed to find mediation through the
mother’s willing stance toward the child. Note that fathers did not participate in Play Study.
Consequently, we do not know if the indirect effects from security to father willing stance to
child outcomes would have been replicated in this sample.

We acknowledge the fact that the measures of child and mother willing stance and of child
outcomes were concurrent is a substantial, important limitation of the design and constrains
inferences about developmental mediation. However, this limitation is likely offset, in part,
by the benefits of the replication of Family Study findings in a demographically different
sample. We controlled for assessments of both mediators and outcomes obtained prior to the
studied sequence, whenever available; nevertheless, it is prudent to refer to the associations,
rather than causal paths, between child and mother willing stance and the outcome measures.

General Discussion

In contrast to past views of socialization as a vaguely adversarial process, this work reflects
a growing emphasis on positive collaboration between the parent and the child. This
represents a shift from an earlier perspective—still common in research on behavior
problems—that emphasized mostly children’s resistance and opposition and parents’ harsh
and power-assertive discipline, and the resulting mutually coercive socialization cascades
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and maladaptive developmental outcomes. The findings affirm the heuristic and generative
potential of attachment theory by demonstrating a key role of security in initiating positive
socialization cascades that turn the socialization process into a mutually cooperative
enterprise. Even if long-term, direct, main effects of attachment may no longer be present,
early attachment is critical because of its role in the initiation of complex future sequelae; it
is an organizing core in development, always integrated with later experience and never lost
(Sroufe, 2005, 2016; Sroufe et al., 2005).

We argue that early security inaugurates a mutually collaborative parent-child partnership.
The child adopts an eager, positive stance toward the parent, and becomes receptive to and
willing to cooperate in the socialization process. The parent adopts an equally willing,
supportive stance toward the child. This mutual positive stance has important implications
for future developmental outcomes: It predicts few antisocial problems, a child’s embrace of
rules and standards for behavior, and a positive quality of the parent-child relationship.
Although research has supported the path from early security to child cooperation to future
developmental outcomes, much less is known about the path from security to parent
cooperation to future outcomes. We tested both child and parent willing stance to each other
as the mediators.

With only one exception (for mother-rated child antisocial problems at age 12), both studies
produced consistent support for the first mediational path—from security to child willing
stance to future outcomes. The findings were clear and replicated across the mother- and
father-child relationships, across two demographically different samples (low-risk, two-
parent community families and high-risk, diverse, low-income mothers), and across a range
of outcomes in early adolescence and early school age. It was interesting that, whereas for
mothers and children, the effects of security on the outcomes were all mediated only through
the children’s willing stance toward the mothers, with no significant effects mediated
through the mother’s willing stance, for fathers and children, the effects were mediated
through both the children’s and fathers’ willing stance toward each other.

In almost all models where effects of security on the outcomes were found, they were fully
accounted for by mediation through the child’s, or the child’s and the parent’s, willing
stance. One exception was the model for the effect of father-child security on father-child
mutuality in the context of conflicts at age 12. In that model, toddler-age security also had a
direct effect, over and above the effects mediated by the child’s and the parent’s willing
stance. Given the lapse of 10 years between the assessment of security and negotiation of
father-child conflict, this is an impressive finding, particularly in the context of generally
modest long-term effects of early attachment reported in the literature. For father child
dyads, early security appears to initiate a powerful positive cascade that encompasses
indirect effects—through both partners’ willing stance in early school age—on top of its
continuing direct effect.

In the future, it will be important to address specific mechanisms that link security with the
child’s and/or parent’s emerging willing stance. Positive affect may be one such mechanism
(Dix, 1991; Lay, Waters, & Park, 1989). As well, the child’s emerging internal working
model of the parent as responsive, trustworthy, and well intentioned, and the parent’s
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internal working model of the child as cooperative and responsive may be key causal factors
(Bugental & Johnston, 2000; Dykas & Cassidy, 2011; Grusec & Goodnow, 1994; Kochanska
& Kim, 2012).

The multi-method multi-trait approach is a methodological strength of this work. The
measures in both studies encompassed observations in many contexts and parents’ reports
using well-established instruments. The methodologies were purposely designed to be
parallel across the two studies, in our effort to address the current concerns about
replicability in social sciences. Note that the studies involved two distinct populations: a
community sample of two-parent families and a diverse, exclusively low-income sample of
mothers coping with limited resources and high adversity. Consequently, the findings can be
generalized quite broadly.

We demonstrated that the child’s eager, willing orientation toward the parent can be reliably
coded in diverse interactive contexts, encompassing elicited imitation teaching tasks, free-
flowing interactions, and parent-child discourse about past transgressions. Historically, all
those contexts have been seen as important socialization venues, albeit in distinct traditions.
Classic research on modeling emphasized imitation as a socialization mechanism (Bandura
& Walters, 1963). Reciprocity theories focused on social responsiveness in social
interactions as a path to emerging sense of internal obligation (Parpal & Maccoby, 1985;
Reis, Clark, & Holmes, 2004). The relatively recent approach integrating relationship and
Vygotskian cultural learning perspectives has emphasized shared discourse and
conversations as contexts for internalization (Laible, 2004; Laible & Thompson, 2000; 2007;
Thompson, 2013; 2015).

Differences in the sequelae of early attachment in mother- and father-child relationships
were interesting. Although known, such differences are not yet well understood, with little
consensus with regard to both antecedents and implications of mother-child and father-child
security (Bretherton, 2010; Grossmann et al, 2002; Thompson, 2006). Future research on
mother-child and father-child relationships, focused on links among early security, child and
parent willing stance, and child outcomes, and incorporating a broad range of contexts
within and outside of family environments, seems warranted.

This work has translational implications. Several parental interventions already encourage
reinforcing child positive, cooperative behaviors, and instances when the child takes the lead
in interaction in a non-adversarial fashion (Eyberg & Bussing, 2010; McMahon & Forehand,
2003; Webster-Stratton & Reid, 2011). Although the term “willing stance” is not used, the
current work suggests that it may be a key factor in reducing behavior problems; it also
provides a conceptual framework in which to interpret the effects. Additionally, we elucidate
early relational origins of child willing stance, highlighting the value of early intervention.
Basic and translational research on child willing stance can substantially inform each other.

This work has limitations. The designs were not experimental, and as noted earlier, in Play
Study the measures of children’s and mothers” willing stance and the outcomes were all
concurrent; thus, all inferences about the direction of effects are strongly limited. The
overarching goal was to have fully parallel measures of children’s willing stance across the
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two studies, at parallel ages (6.5 years in Family Study, 7 years in Play Study), and to extend
the past work on earlier periods (Kochanska et al., 2015). Because the visit at age 7 was the
last one in the Play Study, no later measures were available. However, the fact that we
controlled for the measures of the outcomes, assessed concurrently to the mediators, and for
the measures of mediators, assessed prior to security, reduced a probability of an alternative
interpretation that the findings may be due to continuity of the parent’s and child’s
characteristics.

As is often the case of research that aims to demonstrate a causal role of early attachment on
future outcomes, alternative interpretations should be kept in mind. Early attachment quality
may be just one marker of a positive parent-child relationship, or a marker of positive traits
of both individuals. Attachment may therefore be, at least in part, an indicator of an adaptive
trajectory, perhaps in addition to and/or instead of being its main cause.

Ideally, a full auto-regressive design would be the best approach to the study of child and
parent reciprocal effects, unfolding over time. Unfortunately, our sample sizes, particularly
in Family Study, were modest, and likely too small for such approach (Little, 2013). Future
work with larger samples may allow for the implementation of such models.

Another limitation was the fact that the child’s and parent’s willing stance measures were
not fully parallel. The child’s willing stance was observed in discourse, teaching task, and a
set of six naturalistic situations, and coded using three converging but different coding
systems. The parent’s willing stance was observed in the six naturalistic situations only
(observations in the others contexts were available, but for fathers in Family Study, the three
measures did not cohere). Perhaps this measurement discrepancy explains the relatively
modest correlations between the child’s and the parent’s concurrent willing stance.

Psychologists’ views on socialization have evolved substantially. The perspective that views
socialization as a mutually cooperative enterprise is relatively recent. A worthy goal for
developmental science is to understand better how positive cooperation emerges within the
parent-child dyad, how it can be supported, and factors that promote or undermine it.
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Figure 1.
Family Study, mother-child dyads. Mediation model: From child security to child and

mother willing stance to developmental outcomes. Reported unstandardized coefficients,
standard errors (in parentheses), bootstrap 95% Cls [in brackets], and completely
standardized indirect effect size (ES). Solid lines represent significant effects; dashed lines
represent non-significant effects. M = Mother, C = Child. Significant indirect effects are
bolded. Covariates include child gender, antecedents of age 12 outcomes (measured at 6.5
years), and antecedents of age 6.5 mediators (measured in infancy), but are not depicted.
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Figure 2.
Family Study, father-child dyads. Mediation model: From child security to child and father

willing stance to developmental outcomes. Reported unstandardized coefficients, standard
errors (in parentheses), bootstrap 95% Cls [in brackets], and completely standardized
indirect effect size (ES). Solid lines represent significant effects; dashed lines represent non-
significant effects. F = Father, C = Child. Significant indirect effects are bolded. Covariates
include child gender, antecedents of age 12 outcomes (measured at 6.5 years), and
antecedents of age 6.5 mediators (measured in infancy), but are not depicted.
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Figure 3.

Play Study, mother-child dyads. Mediation model: From child security to child and mother
willing stance to developmental outcomes. Reported unstandardized coefficients, standard
errors (in parentheses), bootstrap 95% Cls [in brackets], and completely standardized
indirect effect size (ES). Solid lines represent significant effects; dashed lines represent non-
significant effects. M = Mother, C = Child. Significant indirect effects are bolded. Covariates
include child gender, group assignment, and antecedents (measured at 2.5 years) of
outcomes and mediators (measured at 7 years), but are not depicted.
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