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Abstract

Psychologists have long tried to understand why trajectories of socialization in individual parent–

child dyads can be distinct, leading to adaptive or maladaptive developmental outcomes. In this 

article, we elucidate origins of those differences by examining the subtle yet enduring implications 

of early parent–child relationships in longitudinal studies of low- and high-risk families, using 

correlational and experimental designs, and multiple measures. Those relationships are key for 

socialization because they can alter cascades from children’s biologically based difficult 

temperament to parents’ negative control to negative children’s outcomes, as demonstrated by 

social-learning theories. We suggest that those cascades unfold only in parent–child dyads whose 

early relationships lack positive mutuality and security. Such relationships set the tone for 

adversarial cascades. In contrast, early mutually positive, secure relationships initiate cooperative, 

effective socialization and defuse risks of negative cascades. Parents’ and children’s internal 

representations of each other may explain how such divergent sequelae unfold.
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Why do some children embrace parental influence and embark on adaptive, positive 

developmental trajectories toward prosocial, internalized, rule-abiding conduct, and robust 

social competence, whereas others reject and resent parental influence and enter maladaptive 

paths toward callousness, disregard for conduct rules and others’ feelings, antisocial 

behavior, and impoverished competence? For nearly three decades, our laboratory has 

sought to understand the mechanisms of socialization that explain the origins of these 

differences.

Those divergent paths are a long-standing targets of research in social development, and 

many prominent scholars, inspired mostly by social-learning theories, produced a large and 

rich body of rigorous research. That research, supported by robust evidence and tested in 

increasingly sophisticated analyses, highlighted a common path to behavior problems that 

emphasizes a range of “negative socialization forces.” The child’s difficult temperament was 

identified as a starting point, triggering a negative, adversarial cycle of parental harsh 
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discipline and child resentment. Difficult children elicited increasingly negative parental 

control, and that negative control, in turn, led to disruptive, antisocial child outcomes – 

aggression, opposition, delinquency, rule breaking, and other conduct problems (Dadds & 

Salmon, 2003; Dishion & Patterson, 2006; Lipscomb et al., 2011; Lorber & Egeland, 2011; 

Scaramella & Leve, 2004).

Whereas we accepted the key premise and findings of that research, we felt that its portrayal 

of development was incomplete, due to the dominant emphasis on negative, adversarial 

processes and transactions between the parent and child and the underestimation of “positive 

socialization forces.” Accounting for such positive factors may considerably add to our 

understanding of divergent developmental trajectories. We capitalized on the science of 

positive relationships that gained prominence in the 1980s, informed by research on 

communal orientation in social psychology, reciprocity constructs in parenting, and perhaps 

most strongly, attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969/1982; Maccoby & Martin, 1983). Those 

perspectives inspired a dyadic concept of Mutually Responsive Orientation (MRO) – a close, 

mutually cooperative, affectively positive relationship that emerges in some parent-child 

dyads (Kochanska, 1997). MRO was conceptualized as encompassing multiple dimensions, 

including the parent’s and the child’s willing responsiveness to each other, shared positive 

affect, and the closely related concept of security of attachment. We have shown, and many 

laboratories have replicated, multiple positive developmental effects of early MRO. It proved 

particularly helpful in elucidating why some children embrace parental socialization 

influences and eagerly internalize parental values and standards, and some reject them, 

entering a path toward disregard for rules and a broad spectrum of disruptive, antisocial 

conduct.

The integration of our model with the social-learning approach was particularly fruitful. 

Specifically, we proposed that the maladaptive cascade from the child’s difficulty to the 

parent’s negative, harsh control to the child’s antisocial outcomes, described so aptly by 

social-learning researchers, would unfold only in parent-child dyads that had failed to 

develop a foundation of a positive relationship in infancy, and whose early relationships 

reflected an impoverished MRO or insecure attachment. We expected an early suboptimal or 

insecure relationship to set the stage for negative cascades by serving as a “catalyst” for 

future parent-child mutually resentful, negative dynamics, with the parent and child growing 

increasingly negative and adversarial, undermining ultimate socialization outcomes. In 

contrast, we expected that a foundation of a positive early relationship, indexed by MRO 

and/or secure attachment, would offset or defuse the unfolding of this negative sequence. In 

those dyads, difficult children would not provoke parental forceful discipline, and forceful 

discipline, even when deployed, would not be “toxic,” in that it would not lead to child 

antisocial outcomes. In those dyads, we expected socialization to become a mutually 

positive, cooperative parent-child enterprise.

Our conceptual model is in Figure 1. The solid black lines depict the constructs we have 

measured and relations we have tested. The figure represents a static snapshot, with the 

parent-child relationship assessed in the first years, parental control typically measured 

following its onset in toddler years, and future outcomes in preschool years and beyond. 

However, the process should be seen as dynamic, unfolding over time, with repeated 
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assessments that reflect the developmentally changing nature of the constructs. For clarity, 

the figure only depicts the negative cascade, but the studied constructs are continuous; for 

example, parent-child relationships can range from low to high on mutuality and security, 

and children’s outcomes can range from rejection to the willing embrace of parental 

socialization.

REVIEW OF STUDIES

The model capitalizes on evidence collected in studies in our laboratory at the University of 

Iowa: the Parent–Child Study (community mothers and children, assessed from infancy to 

early school age), the Family Study (community mothers, fathers, and children, assessed 

from infancy to adolescence), and the Play Study (high-risk, low-income mothers of 

toddlers). In the Play Study, the dyads entered at toddler age and were randomly assigned to 

an experimental intervention aimed at improving their mutually cooperative relationship 

through responsive, child-oriented play or a play-as-usual condition. Broad assessments 

were obtained at baseline, immediately after the intervention, 6 months later, and when the 

children were age 7.

All studies adopted a multi-trait, multi-method approach. The timing of assessments of all 

constructs ranged broadly, from the first few months of life to preadolescence, providing us 

with multiple developmental windows. The key measures of the early parent-child 

relationships encompassed observations of various aspects of MRO (e.g., mutual 

responsiveness, shared positive affect, synchronous, coordinated routines) in lengthy 

naturalistic interactions and parent-child attachment organization (the latter typically in the 

Strange Situation Paradigm), starting as early as the first year.

Child difficulty, a notoriously broad concept, was operationalized at multiple levels, 

targeting biobehavioral characteristics that pose parenting challenges and increase risk for 

behavior problems. The measures included observations of angry, irritable, emotionally 

negative, uninhibited, hard-to-manage temperament, low concern about transgressions, 

routine genetic markers of risk for behavior problems (5-HTTLPR, short allele), and 

physiological measures of autonomic hypo-reactivity (low skin conductance). Occasionally, 

we combined behavioral and biological markers into “behavioral risk” composites.

Beginning with the toddler age, when parental control emerges, we observed maternal (and 

in Family Study, also paternal) negative control in lengthy naturalistic discipline contexts, in 

which the parent directed the child to perform an unwelcome chore (toy cleanup) or to 

refrain from touching attractive, but off-limits objects and toys. Multiple observational codes 

of parents’ behavior and affect captured negative control styles. Child outcomes included a 

broad range of observations of children’s regard for rules, internalized, self-regulated 

behavior, and age-appropriate clinical instruments, reports from parents and teachers, and 

self-reports that assessed those characteristics.

Review of findings.

In several analyses, we tested the proposed moderating effects of the early parent-child 

relationship (either MRO or attachment security) in simple models that examined its effect 
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on the link between two of the three key constructs (for example, between child difficulty 

and parental negative control, or between negative control and child outcomes). In more 

comprehensive analyses that involved moderated mediation, as depicted in Figure 1, we 

modeled the parent-child relationship as moderating the entire path from child difficulty to 

parental control to child outcomes, controlling for stability of the studied constructs when 

feasible. The available statistical tools allowed us to test whether the relationship moderated 

one or both paths and to detect the indirect effect of difficult temperament on future 

outcomes as conditional on the quality of the early parent-child relationship. Table 1S in 

Supplemental materials illustrates selected findings, along with the respective references.

Overall, the findings were remarkably consistent. The converging evidence clearly supported 

the role of the early parent-child relationship as a moderator of the path triggered by child 

difficulty. Across multiple measures of child difficulty, maladaptive, negative dynamics 

indeed unfolded for difficult children, consistent with the social-learning models. However, 

we found this pattern only in insecure or suboptimal parent-child relationships. Such 

relationships appeared to set the stage for negative cascades and future parent-child mutually 

resentful dynamics, with the parent and child growing increasingly negative and adversarial, 

undermining ultimate socialization outcomes.

Surprisingly, in secure, optimal early relationships, we did not find such antagonistic 

dynamics. Difficult children did not provoke parents to use power-assertive control. Even 

when parents asserted power, it did not lead to antisocial outcomes in children. Instead, an 

early positive relationship set the tone for positive, mutually receptive, cooperative cascades 

(e.g., Kochanska et al., 2010).

The Play Study tested the model in an experimental design. Much research has shown that in 

highly stressed, low-income mothers, a negative developmental cascade—from children’s 

difficulty to mothers’ negative control to children’s maladaptive outcomes—is likely to 

unfold. Indeed, we found an indirect effect of children’s difficulty (assessed at baseline) on 

later behavior problems (assessed 6 months after the intervention) via maternal negative 

control (assessed immediately after the intervention). However, this effect occurred only in 

the control group. In the intervention group, consistent with our model, the cascade was 

defused—presumably by enhancing the cooperative relationship between the mother and the 

child. Thus, the processes in the intervention group resembled what we found in mutually 

responsive or secure dyads in our correlational work. Furthermore, the effect was specific to 

difficult children: Mothers in the control group used more negative control than those in the 

intervention group when their children were high in difficulty (Brock & Kochanska, 2016).

LOOKING AHEAD: A NEW UNDERSTANDING OF MECHANISMS

To explain how and why such divergent cascades unfold, we draw from literatures on 

representation as a key mechanism of the legacy of early relationships (Bretherton & 

Munholland, 2008; Bugental & Johnston, 2000; Carlson, Sroufe, & Egeland, 2004; Dykas & 

Cassidy, 2011; Leerkes et al., 2015; Thompson, 2016). Figure 1 depicts, in gray, the 

proposed constructs and effects.

Kochanska et al. Page 4

Child Dev Perspect. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2020 March 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



The parent’s and the child’s evolving representations of each other are the key mechanisms 

that explain the divergent sequelae. Those internal working models (IWMs) – explicit and 

implicit perceptions, expectations, and attributions, emerging over time and reflecting the 

history of the relationship – come to guide the parent’s and the child’s future interactions 

(Dykas & Cassidy, 2011).

Parents bring their general schemas, representations, and beliefs about relationships, 

parenting, and their child to the relationships with their infants. Those representations, often 

originating from their own early experiences, guide their parenting and influence the 

emerging parent-child relationship. Parents who are likely to establish insecure, suboptimal 

relationships with their children are also likely to form more negative, hostile, and 

impoverished IWMs of the child (Dykas, Ehrlich, & Cassidy, 2011; Meins, 1999; Verhage et 

al., 2016).

Diverse, yet conceptually synergistic literatures have focused on dimensions of parents’ 

IWMs. Parental reflective functioning and mind-mindedness (McMahon & Bernier, 2017; 

Meins, 1999; Slade, 2005) refer to willingness or ability to see the child as a psychological 

agent with internal states that underlie behavior. Parental relational schemas reflect negative 

or positive, mostly implicit, affective attitudes toward the child (Sher-Censor, 2015). Parental 

attributions reflect the views of the child’s difficult behavior as voluntary, deliberate, and 

intentional acts, or unintended, natural expressions of internal states (Snyder, Cramer, 

Afrank, & Patterson, 2005).

The parent’s IWM of the child then biases or filters the parent’s perception of the child’s 

behavior, and this biased perception may account for the moderated link between child 

behavior and parental control. A parent who has an impoverished, negative IWM of the child 

is “primed” to perceive even mild forms of the child’s difficult behavior as challenging and 

aversive. For that parent, difficult, angry, irritating, challenging, hard-to-manage 

characteristics easily trigger harsh, angry, affectively negative, rejecting control (Haltigan, 

Leerkes, Supple, & Calkins, 2014; Lorber & O’Leary, 2005; Nix et al., 1999; Scaramella & 

Leve, 2004; Smith, Dishion, Shaw, & Wilson, 2015). By contrast, for a parent who has a 

rich, reflective, positive IWM of the child, typically found in secure dyads, the same child 

characteristics do not trigger such coercive control; indeed, they may even elicit supportive, 

patient, accepting, and empathic control (Dix, 1991).

A complementary process may unfold on the part of the child. The child’s IWM of the 

parent, originating in the very early relational experience, biases or filters the child’s future 

perception of parental control, once discipline and control emerge at toddler age. This biased 

perception may account for the moderated link between parental control and child outcomes. 

We expect that in insecure, suboptimal relationships, the child’s early-formed IWM of the 

parent reflects low expected responsiveness, and low confidence and trust in protection 

(Carlson et al., 2004; Dykas & Cassidy, 2011). Following the onset of parental control, those 

children are “primed” to perceive it as hostile, unfair, mean-spirited, and arbitrary (Gershoff, 

2002; Grusec & Goodnow, 1994). The child then resents and rejects parental socialization 

messages and influence, and a mutually adversarial cascade unfolds, ultimately leading to 

poor developmental outcomes, particularly disruptive behavior problems. By contrast, 
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children with early formed positive and trusting IWMs of their parents come to view control 

as benevolent, fair, and well intentioned, and they willingly embrace socialization, entering a 

path to positive outcomes and competence – and as a result, the maladaptive cascade is 

“defused” (Kochanska et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2015).

Emerging methodologies promise new insights into notoriously elusive, vague, and cryptic 

constructs of parents’ and children’s IWMs (Cassidy, Jones, & Shaver, 2013; Sherman, Rice, 

& Cassidy, 2015). On the parental side, growing research has produced an array of 

behavioral measures derived from coding parents’ speech to their infants, interviews, speech 

samples, and reports. On the child’s side, promising infant cognition measures have 

provided insights into children’s expectations of their caregivers’ responsiveness (Johnson et 

al., 2010). Memory measures and narrative instruments offer windows into their IWMs of 

parents as negative, rejecting, hostile, and mean-spirited, or positive, warm, responsive, and 

trustworthy (Toth, Maughan, Manly, Spagnola, & Cicchetti, 2002).

Of note, although we share attachment scholars’ emphasis on the relative importance of 

early relational experience, the process whereby children and parents form their IWMs of 

each other continues beyond the early years. In particular, children’s IWMs almost certainly 

reflect developmental transformations in social information processing skills that include the 

level of social understanding and shared intentionality (Newton, Thompson, & Goodman, 

2016).

Controversies, limitations, and future directions.

The interplay between children’s biobehavioral characteristics, such as difficult 

temperament, and qualities of early environment, including early relationships, is complex. 

Developmental scholars’ conceptual and empirical accounts of such interplay vary broadly. 

Researchers engaged in the burgeoning, elegant, and heuristically productive work on 

diathesis-stress, differential susceptibility, plasticity, sensitivity to context, or more generally, 

temperament x environment interactions (e.g., Belsky & Pluess, 2009; Ellis, Boyce, Belsky, 

Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Van Ijzendoorn, 2011; Rothbart & Bates, 2006) typically model 

child temperament characteristics as moderators, parental socialization, including control, as 

the independent variable, and child outcomes as dependent variables. Some of our past work 

has also followed that approach. That research has cumulatively shown that for difficult 

children, parental socialization is especially critical in determining their future paths. 

Difficult children who experience suboptimal care likely embark on paths to maladaptation; 

but difficult children who experience high quality care can achieve outcomes as good as 

their easy peers, or sometimes even better.

Note that our moderated mediation model produces findings fully compatible with that 

notion. Difficult children who experience negative control are indeed at higher risk. 

However, we model child difficult characteristics as the independent variables, parental 

control as a mediator, child future outcomes as dependent variables, and early relationship 

qualities as the moderators of the entire causal path.
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Whereas compatible, our model also specifies empirically testable mechanisms that link the 

child’s difficulty with outcomes within a developmentally informed theory of socialization. 

We specify a causal sequence from child difficulty to parental negative control to poor 

outcomes, an issue rarely addressed in differential susceptibility perspectives. Perhaps most 

importantly, we posit that the probability of that sequence depends on the quality of the early 
relationship. A sub-optimal, insecure relationship amplifies that probability. An optimal, 

secure one attenuates it; in secure relationships, difficult children may, in fact, receive 

responsive, empathic care and control, and consequently, fare equally well or better than 

easy peers. Furthermore, going beyond differential susceptibility perspectives, the parent’s 

and the child’s IWMs of each other are proposed as explanatory constructs, assessed at the 

level of representation, that alter the links between the child’s characteristics and parental 

control and between parental control and child outcomes.

In sum, our model can potentially complement – without contradicting – others’ work. 

Testing multiple possible models of the interplay among early relationships, children’s 

biologically-based characteristics, parental control, and future developmental trajectories 

and outcomes is an exciting and intriguing enterprise.

Our work has limits. Except for the experimental Play Study, it has been correlational. 

Experimental investigations of interventions targeting parents’ and children’s internal 

working models (De Winter, Bosmans, & Salemink, 2017; Suchman et al., 2017) would 

strengthen the testing of our conceptual framework. As examples of experimental studies, 

Suchman et al. (2017) implemented an intervention designed to enhance mothers’ reflective 

functioning, leading to more adaptive parenting and children’s outcomes; De Winter et al. 

(2017) successfully modified children’s internal working models of their mothers.

We have often controlled for stability of constructs, using earlier assessments. However, 

relatively modest sample sizes—ranging from 102 in the Family Study to 186 in the Play 

Study—prevented us from relying on analytic longitudinal models that account for stability 

and change in the studied constructs over time, and for correlations among them (e.g., cross-

lagged panel designs with an autoregressive structure). Such models would strengthen causal 

inferences. Also because of the size of our samples, we typically combined insecurely 

attached groups. In our ongoing work, examining avoidant, resistant, and disorganized dyads 

separately may be revealing.

Family Study and Parent-Child Study involved community samples, in which parents and 

children generally had positive, harmonious relationships, negative control was infrequent, 

and children typically progressed toward adaptive socialization outcomes. Nevertheless, 

evidence of the postulated paths has been consistent across studies, ages, and measures. 

Future research will greatly benefit from including more high-risk families and children with 

elevated risks of conduct problems.

Although consistent with several bodies of literature that emphasize the role of the parent-

child relationship as a context of parenting (e.g., Darling & Steinberg, 1993), this work is 

specifically situated within a systemic, organismic view of development, in which early 

relationships are key for complex future sequelae or cascades (Masten & Cicchetti, 2010). 
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Formed in infancy and the early years, the parent-child relationship has a distinct, privileged 

impact in development (Sroufe, 2005, 2016), serving a key conditional or probabilistic role 

by influencing complex mediation and moderation effects that ultimately lead to negative or 

positive outcomes. Closer collaboration and more exchanges of ideas among researchers 

who study relationships, temperament, parents’ and children’s relational information 

processing, and socialization may greatly benefit the field (Cassidy et al., 2013; Groh, Pasco 

Fearon, van IJzendoorn, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Roisman, 2017). Such a synthesis 

would be heuristically productive, enhance our understanding of mechanisms underlying the 

enduring legacy of early relational experience, and inform research on intervention and 

prevention.
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Figure 1. 
Conceptual model integrating the early parent-child relationship with the common 

maladaptive developmental path from child difficulty to parental negative control to child 

outcomes. MRO=Mutually Responsive Orientation. P=Parent. C=Child. IWM=Internal 

Working Model. RF=Reflective Functioning.

Constructs and arrows in solid black represent relations demonstrated in multiple studies. 

The dashed arrow represents links that generally become non-significant when the mediated 

path is considered. Constructs and arrows in light gray represent proposed mechanisms that 

may account for the moderation effects. For clarity, the focus is on the negative cascade; 

however, the constructs and effects should be seen as continuous. As examples, parent-child 

relationships can range from low on mutuality and insecure to highly mutual and secure. The 

parent’s and child’s IWMs can range from negative and hostile to positive and trusting. 

Children’s outcomes can range from rejection to embrace of parental socialization. The 

moderation effects will reflect those differences.
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