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Abstract

Objective.—This study investigated how parents’ perceptions of, feelings toward, and
anticipated responses to children’s emotions relate to parents’ meta-emotion philosophy (MEP)
and attachment.

Design.—Parents (112 mothers and 95 fathers) completed an online research study where they
viewed photographs of unfamiliar girls and boys (aged 10 to 14 years) displaying varying
intensities of happiness, sadness, fear, anger, and neutral expressions. Parents labeled the emotion,
identified the emotion’s intensity, and reported their mirrored emotion and responses. They also
completed measures assessing their MEP and attachment.

Results.—MEP predicted parents’ responses to children’s negative emotion, in that greater
emotion-coaching predicted greater accuracy in labeling emotions (boys only), a greater likelihood
to interact with children, and for mothers to be further from the mean in either direction in their
mirrored emotion. Attachment also predicted parents’ responses to children’s negative emotions:
Parents higher in anxiety reported more mirrored emotion, and those higher in avoidance reported
less mirrored emotion, lower intensity, and less willingness to interact (boys only). In exploratory
models for positive emotion, parents’ MEP did not predict their responses, but parents higher in
attachment avoidance rated girls’ positive emotions as less intense, reported less mirrored emotion,
less willingness to interact, and less supportive responses, and those higher in anxiety showed the
opposite pattern.

Conclusions.—Despite methodological limitations, results offer new evidence that parents’
ratings on a standardized emotion perception task as well as their anticipated responses toward
children’s emotion displays are predicted by individual differences in their attachment and MEP.
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INTRODUCTION

Parents’ responses toward children’s emotions are a major influence on children’s
development (e.g., Eisenberg, Cumberland, & Spinrad, 1998; Fabes, Leonard, Kupanoff, &
Martin, 2001; Gottman, Katz, & Hooven, 1996). However, to react appropriately, parents
must first recognize that children are displaying an emotion and decode the type and
intensity of emotion. Relatedly, parents’ own feelings and behaviors toward children’s
emotions are important components of the emotion socialization process, but work in this
area has rarely examined parents’ feelings and behaviors in conjunction with their emotion
recognition ability and included responses to positive emations. Two individual-difference
factors that should predict parents’ identification of and responses to children’s emotions are
their own attachment history and their broad philosophy toward emotions or meta-emotion
philosophy (MEP; Halberstadt, Dennis, & Hess, 2011; Jones, Cassidy & Shaver, 2015).
Thus, the aims of this study were to examine: (1) parents’ perceptions of unfamiliar
children’s facial expressions of negative emotions (and, on an exploratory basis, positive
emotions), (2) parents’ reports of their own feelings and behaviors in response to children’s
emotional displays, and (3) if parents’ perceptions, feelings, and behaviors are predictable
by parents’ MEP and attachment.

Parents’ Perception of Children’s Emotions

Existing research on emotion perception in parents mostly focuses on the infancy period
because emotions are infants’ primary means of communication (e.g., Montague & Walker—
Andrews, 2002; Spangler, Maier, Geserick, & von Wahlert, 2010). However, investigating
parents’ understanding of older children’s emotions is important for several reasons. By
middle childhood, children may be more able and motivated to modulate their expressed
emotions to either neutralize or reduce the intensity of their displays (Saarni & Weber, 1999;
Sallquist et al., 2009) which suggests that parents may need to be more adept at analyzing
these emotions to respond sensitively. Similarly, in early adolescence youth seek to increase
their autonomy, but still need parental guidance in many ways. This developmental shift may
make active engagement with children’s emotions a more difficult yet important task for
parents. In addition, adolescents who viewed their mothers as more accepting were more
likely to communicate with mothers about their emotions later in adolescence (Hare,
Marston, & Allen, 2011), and fostering an environment of open communication in early
adolescence may serve as a protective factor against many problems associated with
adolescence (Kerr & Stattin, 2000), including depression (Hankin et al., 1998) and risky
behaviors (Kann et al., 2014).

In addition, most research on parents’ emotion perception only assesses the identification of
highly intense, prototypical displays of basic emotions, but less in known about how parents
identify less intense emotions and interpret intensity of expressions. People generally are
able to identify highly intense or prototypical emotions (e.g., Ekman et al., 1987), but are
less accurate when expressions are less intense displays of the posed emotions (Halberstadt
et al., 2011; Hess, Blairy, & Kleck, 1997). Given that intense displays of emotion in
everyday life may be relatively rare, our study offers information on how parents may
identify and gauge the intensities of a range of expressions in older children.
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Finally, in most research on parents’ emotion perception, parents are asked to identify their
own child(ren)’s expressions. This method is ecologically valid, but when the aim is to
investigate individual differences in parents’ emotion perception ability, the use of validated
picture sets comprising unfamiliar children’s expressions may be especially important to
gain a more objective assessment of parents’ perception skill. Past research has suggested
that parent-child relationships are bi-directional, in that children actively shape the responses
that parents provide (Plomin, DeFries, & Loehlin, 1977; Scarr & McCartney, 1983). For
example, children who express sadness more frequently may help parents to become more
adept at labeling their sadness than children who express sadness less often. Therefore, to
minimize effects from shared history, assessing parents’ labeling accuracy with standardized
photographs is necessary. Although this methodology precludes drawing conclusions
regarding emotion-labeling within the particular parent-child relationship, it instead reflects
parents’ general labeling skills, which are essential to understand any potential perceptual
biases. Research supports the notion that parents’ performance on a task using unfamiliar
children predicts how they respond to their own. Specifically, mothers’ responses to
unfamiliar infant crying have been linked with their observed sensitivity and responsiveness
to their own infants (Leerkes, Parade, & Gudmundson, 2011). Therefore, in the present
study, parents were asked to label photographs and to provide answers as to how they would
respond to their own children if the child were experiencing the pictured emotions.

Parents’ own Emotional Responses toward Children’s Emotions

Research has emphasized the importance of emational contagion for sensitive responding to
children’s emotions, wherein parents “catch” or “mirror” the child’s displayed emotion,
which motivates them to respond effectively (Ebisch et al., 2012; Spangler et al., 2010).
Although some empathetic response by the parent may signify sensitivity to the child’s
emotions, too much mirroring of a negative emotion can be maladaptive (Eisenberg, Fabes,
& Murphy, 1996). For instance, a mother who responds to her child’s distress by becoming
distressed herself is also more likely to react to her child’s distress in other negative ways,
including punishing her child or minimizing her child’s negative emotions, which relates to
poorer child outcomes (Fabes et al., 2001). Mothers have also been rated as optimally
sensitive by objective raters when mothers’ responsiveness to their infants was moderate
rather than under- or over-responsive (Bornstein & Manian, 2013). Thus, the optimal level of
parental emotion may be curvilinear in nature, with appropriate levels falling between the
two extremes.

Parents’ Behavioral Responses toward Children Expressing Emotions

Parents vary in their behavioral responses to children’s emotions (Eisenberg et al., 1998;
Fabes et al., 2001) and on their general attitudes and beliefs about emotion (Gottman et al.,
1996; Halberstadt, Thompson, Parker, & Dunsmore, 2008b). Lee (1999; as cited in Hakim-
Larson, Parker, Lee, Goodwin, & Voelker, 2006) identified two dimensions that may
represent parents’ behaviors or beliefs toward children’s emotions: the active-passive (how
much parents would choose to actively engage with a child) and approval-disapproval
dimensions. These dimensions are similar to responses identified by Fabes and colleagues
(Fabes, Eisenberg, & Bernzweig, 1990) where parents can be approving or supportive (i.e.,
encourage expression, help the child solve problems or feel better) or disapproving/non-
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supportive (i.e., punish or minimize the emotion, express personal distress) toward
children’s emotions. Despite the utility of the active-passive and approval-disapproval
dimensions to explain parents’ attitudes and behaviors toward children’s emotions, little
work has examined them in relation to actual emotion expressions. Therefore, the inclusion
of parents’ perceptions, emations, and responses in the current study should provide more
complete information about parents’ varied responses toward children’s emaotion.

Factors Predicting Parents’ Perception and Emotional and Behavioral Responses

Many factors impact people’s general parenting behaviors. One important factor is parents’
own developmental history, which contributes to their current environment and parenting-
related beliefs and behaviors (Belsky, 1984; Bornstein, 2016). However, few studies have
directly examined how these types of developmentally based individual differences might
impact emotion-related parenting. Some past studies have found support for linkages
between parents’ responses to children’s emotions and parents’ traits (e.g., personality;
Hughes & Gullone, 2010), physiology (e.g., vagal tone; Perlman, Camras, & Pelphrey,
2008), and associated situational factors (e.g., parental stress; Nelson, O’Brien, Blankson,
Calkins, & Keane, 2009). However, the literature on attachment and MEP suggests that,
because these constructs are developed from parents’ past emotional experiences and may be
transmitted cross-generationally (e.g., Hooven, Gottman, & Katz, 1995; Obegi, Morrison, &
Shaver, 2004; Roelofs, Meesters, & Muris, 2008; Steele, Steele, & Fonagy, 1996; van
IJzendoorn, 1995), they should be especially relevant to how parents interpret and react to
children’s emotions.

Meta-emotion philosophy.—Meta-emotion has been defined as the emotions and
thoughts that individuals have toward emotions (Gottman et al., 1996). Gottman and
subsequent researchers often focus on parents’ MEP toward anger and sadness and include
parents’ awareness of their own emotions, acceptance and awareness of their children’s
emotions, and feelings toward being an emotion-coach for their children (Gottman &
DeClaire, 1997; Gottman et al., 1996; Hunter et al., 2011; Lagace-Seguin & Coplan, 2005;
Yap, Allen, Leve, & Katz, 2008). Parents higher on awareness, acceptance, and coaching
feel that emotions are valuable, and are able to recognize emotions in themselves and others,
talk to their children about emotions in a nuanced manner, and give appropriate guidance
(Hooven et al., 1995).

Parents’ MEP has also been conceptualized as comprising four types of philosophies:
emotion-coaching (EC), laissez-faire, dismissing, and disapproving (Gottman & DeClaire,
1997). EC parents are attentive to children’s emotions, and they talk with children about
emotions and their causes and how they should cope (Hooven et al., 1995). In contrast,
laissez-faire parents are accepting and aware of children’s emotions, but offer children little
guidance. Dismissing parents feel that negative emotions are dangerous and that children’s
emotions should be minimized (Gottman & DeClaire, 1997). Finally, disapproving parents
actively discourage, disapprove of, and punish emotional displays in children. Although
these philosophies can be treated categorically, Hakim-Larson et al. (2006) found that using
them as continuous was more precise. Halberstadt later expanded how beliefs about
children’s emotions are conceptualized by assessing other aspects such as parents’ beliefs

Parent Sci Pract. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 September 17.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Morey and Gentzler

Page 5

about the importance of emotions and beliefs about children’s motives for their emotional
displays (Halberstadt et al., 2008a, 2013).

MEP has been related to several aspects of the parent-child relationship. For example, Katz
and Hunter (2007) found that mothers’ EC was related to better parent-adolescent
communication patterns (e.g., lower reciprocity of negative affect), and that mothers’
acceptance of their own emotions predicted fewer behavioral problems and better self-image
in their adolescents. Also, parents’ acceptance and valuing of 4th-5th grade children’s
emotions was related to children’s feelings of security in times of high stress (Stelter &
Halberstadt, 2011). In another study, parents’ strong beliefs in guiding 9- to 10-year-old
children’s emotions related negatively to their children’s ability to perceive their own
parents’ emotions (Dunsmore, Her, Halberstadt, & Perez-Rivera, 2009). Finally, an
intervention that teaches parents to employ EC with their young adolescents demonstrated
beneficial outcomes, including improving emotion socialization (e.g., by lowering parents’
emotion dismissing) and reducing adolescents’ internalizing and externalizing behavior
(Tuning in to Teens; Havighurst, Kehoe, & Harley, 2015; Kehoe, Havighurst, & Harley,
2014). Yet, the prediction outlined in MEP theory that parents who vary in MEP would
differ in their ability to identify emotions has not been systematically investigated.

Attachment.—Attachment is a major conceptual framework that describes how individuals
learn to depend on others and cope with their feelings of distress (Bowlby, 1973). Through
repeated interactions with primary caregivers, children’s experiences become internalized,
which shapes their expectations and behaviors for future close relationships, including their
relationships as adults with their own children (Bowlby, 1973; Jones et al., 2015; Main,
Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985). In adulthood, attachment styles can be conceptualized on
dimensions of avoidance and anxiety (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998). People higher in
anxiety often become preoccupied with the threat of attachment figures’ unavailability and
with their own negative emotions. They tend to adopt a hyperactivating approach that
involves exaggerating threats and emotions to meet their attachment needs (e.g., keeping
their partner’s attention or keeping them nearby; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). In contrast,
avoidant individuals develop a deactivating strategy where they suppress or do not
acknowledge emotions, and are generally uncomfortable with both negative and positive
emotions because they may foster intimacy and dependency that avoidant individuals want
to minimize (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005; 2007).

Substantial research supports these theoretical predictions showing that anxiety and
avoidance predict consistent parental responses to children’s emotions. Most previous work
assessing the role of attachment in parents specifically has used the Adult Attachment
Interview (the AALI), an interview measure designed to assess the state of mind with respect
to attachment (George, Kaplan, & Main, 1985; Main et al., 1985; van 1Jzendoorn, 1995).
However, a growing body of literature has examined self-reported attachment style, which is
conceptually distinct from the AAI, but still strongly predicts differences in emotion and
parenting outcomes (Roisman et al., 2007; also see Jones et al., 2015, for a review). For
example, mothers’ attachment avoidance prospectively predicted their provision of harsh
responses to their adolescents’ negative emotion, and avoidance and anxiety indirectly
predicted maternal nonsupportive responses through their relation with mothers’ emotion
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regulation difficulties (Jones, Brett, Ehrlich, Lejuez, & Cassidy, 2014). Less work has
investigated attachment’s impact on positive emotion socialization, but mothers’ avoidance
has been related to encouraging fewer savoring responses in children that up-regulate
children’s positive emotions, and mothers’ anxiety was related to negative reactions (greater
discomfort, more reprimanding) to children’s positive emotions (Gentzler, Ramsey, & Black,
2015).

There are fewer studies on emotion perception and attachment, and most existing studies
have used either adult expressions (Fraley, Niedenthal, Marks, Brumbaugh, & Vicary, 2006;
Niedenthal, Brauer, Robin, & Innes-Ker, 2002) or infant faces as stimuli (Krippl, Ast-
Scheitenberger, Bovenschen, & Spangler, 2010; Leerkes et al., 2011; Spangler, Geserick, &
von Wahlert, 2005). For example, Leerkes and Siepak (2006) found that with female
undergraduates, greater self-reported anxiety and avoidance were associated with less
accuracy in identifying infants’ negative emotion and reporting more negative attributions
about the cause of infants’ distress. In a sample of parents specifically, parents’ attachment
as assessed by the AAI did not influence their perception of their children’s emotions, but
secure parents were more likely to report an analogous negative emotional response when
viewing a child’s negative emotion than insecure parents (Spangler et al., 2010).

Overall, this body of work on attachment suggests that insecure parents can be less sensitive
and responsive to children’s emotions. The present study extends this research by using
older children’s expressions and by incorporating all of the necessary components of the
socialization process (perception, felt emotions, behavioral responses) into the same study.

Parent and Child Gender.—Although most parenting research has focused on mothers,
differences may exist in socialization behaviors between mothers and fathers. Fathers are
more likely to punish or ignore negative emotions, and mothers are more likely to mirror
negative emotions (Eisenberg et al., 1996; Klimes-Dougan et al., 2007). In MEP work,
fathers were less likely to emotion-coach or be aware of children’s emotion than were
mothers, and greater variability is often found for fathers’ beliefs than mothers’ (Hakim-
Larson et al., 2006; Hooven et al., 1995). Therefore, including fathers in the current study
allows us to examine whether or not the tested associations vary by parent gender, which has
been identified as an important direction (Jones et al., 2015; Katz, Maliken, & Stettler,
2012).

Previous work on emotion socialization has also reported differences between mothers and
fathers in their responses to girls’ and boys’ emotions, often in ways that conform to gender
stereotypes. For example, in a longitudinal study, fathers were found to be more attentive
toward girls’ submissive emotion (e.g., sadness) than to boys’, and to boys’ disharmonious
emotion (e.g., anger) than girls’ (Chaplin, Cole, & Zahn-Waxler, 2005). In a retrospective
study, young adults reported that their fathers responded differentially to expressed sadness
and fear, in that girls were rewarded for their expression and boys were punished (Garside &
Klimes-Dougan, 2002). Finally, evidence suggests that parents’ beliefs might impact their
parenting of their same-sex but not opposite-sex children (Wong, McElwain, & Halberstadt,
2009). Therefore, the possibility of parents’ differing on their responses based on child
gender is explored.
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The Present Study

The present study was designed to examine parents’ perceptions of and feelings toward
children’s emotional expressions using a validated picture set of children’s emotions to
determine whether or not responses were predicted by parents” MEP and attachment.
Mothers and fathers were asked to label children’s expressions and rate the intensity, rate
their own level of mirrored emotion, indicate whether they would actively approach the child
or not, and rate the likelihood that they would provide a supportive reaction toward the
expressed emotion. We include 15 hypotheses (5 outcomes for 3 predictors) pertaining to
negative emotions. We discuss tentative associations expected for positive emotions, but
given the paucity of data on these, extensions to positive emotions are exploratory.

In line with MEP theory (Gottman & DeClaire, 1997), parents who scored higher in EC
(compared to those scoring lower) were expected to (1a) correctly label a greater percentage
of children’s negative and positive emation expressions; (1b) be more accurate (i.e., closer to
the mean for each photo) in judging emotional intensity because EC parents should be more
sensitive to variations in emotions; (1c) fall within +/-1 SDaround the M for mirrored
emotion (due to feeling some, but not an overwhelming degree of, emotion when viewing
children’s emotions); (1d) report higher levels of active (rather than passive) responses to
children’s emotions; and (1e) report more supportive reactions.

For attachment anxiety, parents who are higher on anxiety are expected to (2a) be more
accurate in labeling negative emotions; (2b) rate negatively valenced photos as more intense;
(2c) report greater mirroring of negative emotion; (2d) report less willingness to engage with
children’s negative emotions; and (2e) be less supportive. Associations between anxiety and
responses to positive emotions are less clear, but may differ from those for negative emotion
in that anxious parents may exhibit decreased accuracy and intensity judgments for positive
emotion compared to less anxious parents. For attachment avoidance, parents who are higher
on avoidance are expected to (3a) be less accurate in labeling negative emotions; (3b) rate
negatively valenced photos as less intense; (3c) report less mirroring of negative emotion;
(3d) report less willingness to engage with children’s negative emotions; and (3e) be less
supportive. Again, hypotheses are tentative for positive emaotions, but they are expected to
hold in similar ways to hypotheses for negative emotions.

METHOD

Participants

The sample was 112 mothers and 95 fathers. Parents were eligible if they had at least 1
residential child younger than 18 years (all reported children Mg, = 9.41, SD = 6.70).
Parents’ age ranged from 18 to 64 years (M= 36.45, SD = 8.65), and the mean age for entry
into parenthood was 26 years (SD = 6.18, range = 15 — 54). On average, parents had 2
children (M= 1.86, SD = 1.15, Range = 1-10). Most participants were European American
(80.2%), heterosexual (97.1%), married (65.7%), and biological parent to at least one child
(98.1%). A wide range of education level was reported, but the most frequently endorsed
response was a Bachelor’s degree (31.9%). Most participants were employed (75.8%). There
were some demographic differences between mothers and fathers; mothers were younger
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(Mimothers = 35.35, SD = 8.08, Mkathers = 37.75, SD = 9.16) and reported becoming parents at
a younger age (Mmothers = 24.89, SD = 5.25, Miathers = 27.32, SD = 6.92) than did fathers.
Fathers were more likely to be employed for pay than were mothers.

Participants were recruited locally (n7=84) and from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (n7=123).
Participants were combined for all analyses, but analyses were first conducted to compare
sampling methods. Mostly demographic differences emerged, in that the MTurk sample
included more men, and on average, included younger participants who entered parenthood
earlier and had lower education levels. For their participation, local participants were offered
either a $10 money order or entry into a $100 raffle, and MTurk participants were paid $3. A
total of 327 participants completed some portion of the study, however 120 participants were
removed from analyses for several reasons, including failure to complete the study (which
was in part due to a programming error, though affected participants were compensated, /7=
84), patterning in the data (/7= 6), having a romantic partner who also participated (7= 10),
and incorrectly answering validity questions (7= 20).

The study was conducted online using Inquisit 3 Web. Upon accessing the study website,
individuals read information about the study and indicated their consent to participate. Next,
participants answered sociodemographic questions and then were directed to the picture
task. Two trial pictures were presented before the actual 30-picture emotion perception task.
Parents were asked to (1) label the displayed emotion, (2) rate its intensity, (3) rate their own
mirrored emotion, (4) identify whether they would engage with the target child, and (5) rate
the supportiveness of their anticipated behavior. After the task, parents completed the
remaining surveys including the MEP and attachment measures.

Demographic Information.—Parents reported various sociodemographic information,
including the age(s) and gender(s) of their child(ren). Parents were asked to indicate their
overall level of experience with youth under the age of 18 and with young adolescents (ages
10-14) specifically using a 7-point Likert scale (from 1 = very little experienceto 7 =
considerable experience). These two questions were averaged to create an index of
participants’ experience with children/teens to examine if performance varied depending on
familiarity with children.

Picture Rating Task.—Participants were told that they were to view photos of children
between the ages of 10 and 14 and that each expression was taking place within the child’s
home. Specifying a single context should improve parents’ ability to respond to the posed
questions in a more unified manner. The NIMH-ChEFS (Egger et al., 2011) child picture set
was used. Parents viewed 30 total photographs selected from this set, representing children’s
expression of 5 emations (happiness, sadness, fear, anger, and neutral), although neutral
expressions were not analyzed within the present study. The chosen pictures consisted of 2
rated as highly intense, 2 in the mid-range of intensity, and 2 with low intensity ratings for
each emotion. In addition, children of both genders were depicted for each emotion (4 girls
and 2 boys for happiness, sadness, and anger photos, and 3 girls and 3 boys for fear). Parents
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were asked to /abel the expressed emotion for each photograph. The following choices were
provided: afraid, angry, happy, sad, and neutral (no emotion). A parent correctly identifying
an emotion (e.g., fear) in 3 out of 6 photos was given a (fear-) labeling score of 50%.

Parents also were asked to identify the intensity of the expressed emotions. Ratings were
made across a continuous, sliding scale rating bar that appeared to participants to be a
straight unbroken line. The bar had 100 incremental positions to increase sensitivity to small
variations and to reduce response biases. It was anchored with \Very low intensityto Very
high intensity and was similar to one used by Egger et al. (2011). To derive meaningful
intensity scores, parents’ intensity ratings were centered on the sample mean of that
photograph.

After that, parents were asked to rate their own emotion when viewing the photos. Ratings
were also collected through the use of the sliding scale rating bar. Parents were asked to
“Think about the label you provided for this child’s emotion. If this was your child, how
likely would his/her emotion provoke a similar emotional response in you?” The rating scale
was labeled with Very unlikely to provoke a similar response in meto Very likely to provoke
a similar response in me. Raw scores were used to test attachment hypotheses. However, for
MEP hypotheses, scores were converted into whether (yes or no) parents’ scores fell within
+/- 1 SD of the Mfor the overall sample. This transformation allowed for an examination of
the hypothesis that parents higher in EC would show more optimal mirrored emaotion levels.

Next, parents were asked to identify the degree to which they felt that an active or passive
response would be more appropriate for the pictured emotion. Ratings for the active-passive
dimension were also provided on the sliding bar. Directions were “How likely would you be
to interact with this child?” and labels were \Very unlikely to interact with the childto Very
likely to interact with the child. Finally, we assessed parents’ likelihood of providing a
supportive or non-supportive response to the child’s emotions on the sliding scale. Parents
were asked to “Indicate your likely response toward this emotion” with endpoints labeled as
1 would discourage or punish this emotionto I would encourage or reward this emotion.

Meta-emotion philosophy.—Participants completed the Emotion-Related Parenting
Styles Self-Test (ERPSST; Gottman & DeClaire, 1997; Hakim-Larson et al., 2006). This 81-
item measure was designed to categorize parents as either dismissing, disapproving, laissez-
faire, or EC toward children’s anger and sadness. The laissez-faire category was not
examined within the current study due to the paucity of research demonstrating conclusively
that laissez-faire parenting is worse than or even distinct from EC. The original version used
a true-false format, but later research showed that a 5-point Likert-type scale (a/ways false to
always true) provided greater precision (Hakim-Larson et al., 2006). Parents’ mean scores
within each subscale were used for analyses. Example items include “If you ignore a child’s
sadness it tends to go away and take care of itself” (dismissing), “Angry children are being
disrespectful” (disapproving), and “A child’s anger is important” (EC). The subscales
demonstrated internal consistency (a for dismissing = .75; a for disapproving = .88; a for
EC =.84).
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Parents also completed scales from Halberstadt and colleagues’ (2008a) Parents’ Beliefs
about Children’s Emotions (PBACE) Questionnaire. The PBACE has been revised (see
Halberstadt et al., 2013); however, the 2008 version was used in this study. The chosen
scales include the: (1) positive emations are good, (2) negative emations are good, (3) all
emotions are bad, (4) parents should guide, (5) children are capable, (6) contempt, and (7)
manipulation subscales. Mean scores on these individual subscales were combined into
larger value (consisting of scales 1, 2, & 3 which was reverse-coded, a = .92, sample item =
“It is useful for children to feel angry sometimes.”), guidance (consisting of 4 & 5 which
was reversed coded, a =.90, sample item = “It’s a parent’s job to teach children how to
handle their emotions.”) and re/ational (consisting of 6 & 7, a =.90, sample item =
“Children sometimes show affection to get something they want.”) scales. Higher scores on
the value and guidance scales and lower scores on the relational scale reflected greater
endorsement of EC beliefs. Parents were asked to complete both MEP measures as though
their own children were 10 to 14 years of age.

We included both the PBACE and the ERPSST in the current study because they provide
overlapping but also unique information about the broad MEP construct. Specifically, the
PBACE was empirically derived and tested (unlike the ERPSST, which was first presented
in a parenting handbook). In addition, the PBACE includes questions about parents’
responses to positive emotions, unlike the ERPSST. Finally, the PBACE aims to measure
many different aspects of parents’ emotion-related beliefs and includes many subscales.
Therefore, using both measures and creating a latent factor provides more depth and breadth
to the MEP construct.

Adult attachment.—To measure attachment across relationships (i.e., one’s own mother,
father, and romantic partner) the Experiences in Close Relationships-Relationship Structures
questionnaire (ECR-RS; Fraley, Heffernan, Vicary, & Brumbaugh, 2011) was administered.
This questionnaire assesses individuals on two continuous dimensions, anxiety and
avoidance of close relationships. For the ECR-RS, responses are made on a 7-point Likert
scale and include 9 items per relationship. The directions to participants were, “Please
answer the following 9 questions about your mother or mother-like figure (father or father-
like figure; dating or marital partner). If your parent is deceased, please respond as to your
experiences with them when they were living. (If you do not have a current partner, please
respond as to your general experiences in dating relationships.)” Evidence for internal
consistency was found for anxiety (mother a = .92, father a = .92, partner a =.92) and
avoidance (mother a = .96, father a = .93, partner a =.91) dimensions. Example items
include “I often worry that this person doesn’t really care about me.” (attachment anxiety),
and “I prefer not to show this person how | feel deep down.” (attachment avoidance).
Descriptive information for all of outcome and predictor variables is provided in Table 1.

Analytic Approach

Structural equation modeling (SEM) in AMOS19 was used for model testing. Structural
models were tested for moderation by parent gender. Non-significant paths were trimmed,
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and modification indices were examined to create best-fitting models. Acceptable values
include CMIN/DF below 3, CFI of .90+, and RMSEA of .08 or lower (Hoe, 2008;
Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). With the attachment models, latent variables for anxiety and
avoidance were allowed to covary because people can be high or low in both anxiety and
avoidance (Fraley et al. 2011).

Preliminary Analyses

Several preliminary analyses were conducted. First, although people may have emotion-
specific attitudes (Harmon-Jones, Harmon-Jones, Amodio, & Gable, 2011), the hypotheses
proposed for overall negative affect (sadness, anger, and fear) necessitated condensing across
negative emotions. Thus, we conducted correlations among anger, fear, and sadness for each
outcome measure. For accuracy, correlations ranged from #(207) = .15 to .30, values for
intensity ranged from /(207) =.43 to .60, mirrored emotion ratings ranged from /(207) = .50
to .69, willingness to interact values ranged from /(207) =.78 to .83, and finally parents’
responses ranged from 7(207) =.70 to .84. Because outcomes for each emotion were
significantly and positively correlated, we collapsed across sadness, anger and fear.

We also examined potential covariates by analyzing the outcome variables based on
recruitment source, participants’ age, age at first becoming a parent, ethnicity, education
level, employment status, difficulty in paying bills, number of children, experience with
children/teens, having a child older than 9, and having a child aged 10 to 14. Numerous
significant relations were found, but the two variables with the most associations were
parents’ education level and experience with children/teens. Specifically, parents’ education
level was significantly correlated with their ratings of negative, /207) = -.20, p=.004, and
positive, (207) = -.22, p=.001, emotion intensity and with their mean levels of mirroring
negative emotion, /(207) = -.15, p=.036. Education was also marginally associated with
parents’ supportive responses to negative, /(207) = .12, p=.086, and positive, (207) = -.14,
p=.051, emotion. Parents’ experience with children/teens was related to their negative,
n207) = .24, p<.001, and positive, (207) = .20, p=.004 emotion intensity ratings, and to
the absolute value of parents’ positive emation intensity ratings, /(207) = .14, p=.049.
Parents’ experience level also related to their likelihood of falling within the optimal (+/

- 15D) range of mirrored negative, (207) = -.19, p=.005, and positive, (207) = -.14, p=.
038, emotion as well as their mean mirrored negative, /(207) = .19, p=.006, and positive,
n207) = .18, p=.009, emotion ratings. Finally, parents’ experience was correlated with their
willingness to interact with children’s negative, /(207) = .33, p < .001, and positive, /207)
=.17, p=.015, emation. Therefore, education and experience were included in the models.

We also investigated the possibility that parents may differ on their ratings of girls” and
boys’ emotional expressions, as photographs were selected that depicted children of both
genders posing each emotion. Results of #tests suggested several differences in the
outcomes based on child gender (especially for negative emotions). Specifically, for negative
emotion, parents were more accurate in their identification of girls’ (M= 88.06, SD=11.91)
emotions compared to boys’ (M= 81.00, SD=17.57), {206) = 5.63, p<.001. They also
reported higher (non-centered) intensity ratings for girls (M= 65.24, SD = 11.92) compared
to boys (M= 60.86, SD=13.18), {206) = 7.57, p < .001, greater mirrored emotion for girls
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(M=55.28, SD = 17.03) than boys (M=51.13, SD=17.51), £206) = 7.65, p< .001, and
greater willingness to interact with girls (M= 70.65, SD = 18.09) than boys (M= 68.27, SD
=18.12), £206) = 4.33, p< .001. Finally, parents reported less supportive responses to girls’
negative emotion (M= 35.76, SD = 13.68) than to boys’ (M= 36.97, SD = 12.35), {206) =
-2.73, p=.007. For positive emation, parents reported greater mirrored emotion for girls (M
=80.19, SD = 13.48) than for boys (M =78.21, SD = 14.66), {206) = 3.29, p=.001, and
also marginally greater willingness to interact with girls’ (M= 82.70, SD = 13.82) positive
emotions than boys’ (M= 81.53, SD=15.12), {206) = 1.76, p=.080. Therefore, models
were conducted separately for girl and boy photographs.

Finally, we examined factor loadings and mean differences in the predictor variables (i.e.,
attachment and MEP indicators) across parent gender. At the mean level, mothers and
fathers differed from one another on some indicators of their MEP, with mothers reporting
more emotion-coaching (M potmers= 3.88, SD = .41, Mghers = 3.74, SD = .41), (205) =
-2.45, p=.015, less dismissing (M mothers—= 2.82, SD = .39, Meypers= 2.93, SD = .39),
#205) = 2.00, p=.047, and greater valuing of emotion (M jotpers= 4.87, SD= .54, Methers
=4.67, SD= 50), £205) = -2.72, p=.007, than did fathers. Only one difference was found
for attachment, with mothers reporting greater anxiety with partners than fathers (M nothers=
2.53, SD = 1.85, Mgypers = 2.07, SD = 1.44), {205) = -1.98, p=.049. We next constructed a
measurement model to examine fit of individual indicators onto the latent predictor
variables. Fit for this measurement model across the entire sample was acceptable, X2(48) =
120.29, x2/df = 2.51, p< .001, CFI = .91, RMSEA = .086, 90% C.I. [.067 —.105], and all
indicators of MEP and attachment loaded significantly on the latent variables. To assess
metric equivalence across parent gender, multigroup analysis was utilized. The model again
fit the data well, x2(96) = 164.17, x%/df = 1.71, p< .001, CFI = .92, RMSEA = .059, 90%
C.1. [.043 -.074]. One indicator (fathers’ avoidance with their mothers) did not load
significantly onto the latent variable (p = .25), but this indicator was retained due to its
significant loading for mothers and across the full sample. Full tabled results of preliminary
analyses are available from the authors.

Parents’ Meta-Emotion Philosophy Predicting their Responses

The latent variable for MEP consisted of 6 indicators derived from the ERPSST and the
PBACE. For the first model, MEP predicting parents’ responses to girls’ negative emotions,
MEP predicted willingness to interact with children differentially for mothers and fathers (z-
score of 1.97, p< .05). Thus, multigroup analysis was used. The fit of the final trimmed
model was marginal, with CMIN/DF suggesting good fit, but CFI and RMSEA suggesting
less ideal fit (see Figure 1). Hypotheses for accuracy (1a) and intensity (1b) were not
supported. The hypothesis that parents higher in EC would be more likely to fall within 1
SD of the mean for mirrored emotion (1c) was not supported for fathers (§ = —.15, critical
ratio or C.R. = -1.36, p=.17), and contrary to expectations, mothers higher in EC were
further from the mean (B = -.21, C.R. = -2.03, p=.043). The hypothesis that more EC
parents would be more willing to interact with children than less EC parents (1d) was
supported in fathers (f = .31, C.R. = 2.73, p=.006) and mothers (B = .57, C.R. = 4.56, p<.
001). Finally, no support was found for the hypothesis that parents higher in EC would
provide more supportive responses (1e). Two covariates were also included in each structural
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model; experience with children/teens and parents’ education level. Greater experience with
children/teens predicted mirrored emotion scores further from the mean for mothers (f = —.
19, C.R. = -2.04, p= .041) but not fathers ( = -.11, C.R. = -1.03, p=.30), and predicted
greater willingness to interact for fathers (p = .34, C.R. = 3.72, p<.001) and mothers ( =.
27, C.R. =3.51, p<.001). Education did not predict any outcomes.

For the model with MEP predicting parents’ responses to boys’ negative emotions, MEP
predicted willingness to interact with children differentially for mothers and fathers (z-score
of 2.21, p<.05). Thus, multigroup analysis was used. The fit of the final trimmed model
was acceptable, with all values except for CFI suggesting good fit (Figure 2). Hypotheses for
this model were partially supported. First, the hypothesis that a greater identification with
the EC philosophy would predict parents’ greater accuracy on the labeling task (1a) was
supported for fathers (B = .24, C.R. = 2.08, p=.037) and mothers ( = .35, C.R. =3.11, p=.
002). The hypothesis for intensity (1b) was not supported. For mirrored emotion, the
hypothesis that parents higher in EC would be within 1 SD of the mean (1c) was not
supported for fathers (8 = -.03, C.R. = -.29, p=.78), and the opposite association was
again found for mothers (B = -.23, C.R. = -2.17, p=.03). The hypothesis that more EC
parents would be more willing to interact with children than less EC parents (1d) was
supported in fathers (B = .28, C.R. = 2.46, p=.014) and mothers ( = .58, C.R. =4.51, p<.
001). No support was found for the hypothesis that parents higher in EC would provide more
supportive responses (1e). Finally, greater experience with children/teens predicted greater
willingness to interact for fathers (g = .35, C.R. = 3.78, p<.001) and mothers (§ = .22, C.R.
=2.89, p=.004). Overall, two of the five hypotheses related to MEP were supported in the
predicted direction in at least one of the two tested models, and one finding was significant
but in the opposite direction from predictions.

Next, the exploratory models with MEP predicting parents’ responses to children’s positive
emotions were tested. No evidence was found to support moderation by parent gender in
either model (girls or boys). The overall fit of the initial and the trimmed models were poor,
with no values indicating good fit to the data (girls initial: x2(57) = 300.50, x 2/df = 5.27, p
<.001, CFl = .61, RMSEA = .14, 90% C.1. [.13 -.16], girls trimmed: x2(20) = 87.16, y 2/df
=4.36, p<.001, CFI = .85, RMSEA = .13, 90% C.I. [.10 -.16]; boys initial: x2(57) =
301.66, x 2/df = 5.29, p<.001, CFI = .60, RMSEA = .14, 90% C.I. [.13 - .16], boys
trimmed: y2(14) = 75.75, x2/df = 5.41, p<.001, CFI = .86, RMSEA =.15,90% C.I. [.12 - .
18]. Therefore, these exploratory models are not interpreted.

Parents’ Attachment Predicting their Responses

The latent variable for attachment consisted of 3 indicators derived from the ECR-RS
measure assessing attachment with mothers, fathers, and partners. In the model with
attachment predicting parents’ responses to girls’ negative emotions, no evidence was found
to support moderation by parent gender. The final, trimmed model fit the data well (Figure
3). However, hypotheses for accuracy (2a & 3a), willingness to interact (2d & 3d), and
responses (2e & 3e) were not supported. The hypothesis that greater anxiety would relate to
higher intensity ratings (2b) was not supported, yet the hypothesis that parents higher in
avoidance would rate negative emotions as less intense (3b) was supported ( = -.26, C.R. =
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-2.46, p=.014). In addition, the hypothesis that parents higher in anxiety would report
higher mirrored emotion levels (2c) was supported (B = .24, C.R. = 2.25, p=.024), as was
the hypothesis that parents higher in avoidance would rate themselves as lower in mirrored
emotion (3c; B =-.33, C.R. = -2.39, p=.017). For the covariates, experience with children
predicted higher intensity ratings (B = .19, C.R. = 2.88, p=.004) and greater mirrored
emotion toward girls’ negative emotions (p = .15, C.R. = 2.28, p=.023). Education
predicted lower intensity ratings (B = -.16, C.R. = -2.50, p=.013).

In the model with attachment predicting parents’ responses to boys’ negative emotions, no
evidence was found to support moderation by parent gender. The final, trimmed model was
an acceptable fit to the data, with all values except for RMSEA suggesting good fit (Figure
4). Hypotheses for accuracy (2a & 3a) were not supported. The hypothesis that greater
anxiety would relate to higher intensity ratings (2b) received marginal support (p = .23, C.R.
=1.95, p=.051), and the hypothesis that greater avoidance would predict lower intensity
ratings (3b) was supported (B =-.57, C.R. = -2.84, p=.005). The hypothesis that greater
anxiety would relate to higher mirrored emotion levels (2c) was supported ( = .34, C.R. =
2.73, p=.006) as was the hypothesis that parents higher in avoidance would rate themselves
as lower in mirrored emotion (3c; p = -.52, C.R. = -2.76, p=.006). The hypothesis that
insecure parents would report less willingness to interact with children (2d & 3d) was
unsupported for anxiety and was supported for avoidance (B = -.19, C.R. = -1.97, p=.049).
Hypotheses for response (2e & 3e) were not supported. Experience with children predicted
rating boys’ negative emotions as higher in intensity (f = .17, C.R. = 2.58, p=.010), greater
mirrored emotion (B = .13, C.R. = 1.98, p=.048), and greater willingness to interact (p = .
30, C.R. =4.48, p<.001). Overall, two of the five hypotheses related to attachment anxiety
and three of the five hypotheses related to attachment avoidance received support in at least
one of the two tested models.

Next, in the exploratory model predicting parents’ responses to girls’ positive emotion from
attachment, no evidence was found for moderation by parent gender. The final trimmed
model had good fit to the data for all indices except for RMSEA, which was close to the
cutoff (Figure 5). Attachment did not predict parents’ accuracy. However, the exploratory
hypothesis for intensity (more insecure parents might rate positive emotions as less intense)
was supported for avoidance (B = -1.22, C.R. = -2.55, p=.011), but the opposite relation
was found for anxiety, with more anxious parents rating positive emotions as more intense
(p = .83, C.R. =2.08, p=.037). For mirrored emotion, results suggested that parents higher
in avoidance rated themselves as lower in their mirrored emotion than those lower in
avoidance (f = -1.75, C.R. = -2.61, p=.009), but more anxious parents reported greater
mirrored emotion than those lower in anxiety (p = 1.30, C.R. = 2.37, p=.018). Parents
higher in anxiety or avoidance were expected to be less willing to engage with children
expressing positive emotions. This expectation was supported for avoidance (B = -1.72,
C.R.=-2.61, p=.009), but again the opposite relation was found for anxiety (p = 1.32,
C.R. =2.45, p=.014). Following the same pattern, those higher in avoidance rated
themselves as less likely to provide supportive responses (B = -1.45, C.R.=-2.58, p=.
010), but the opposite relation was found for those higher in anxiety (B = 1.00, C.R. = 2.17,
p=.030). Higher education level predicted rating happy expressions as lower in intensity (
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-.19, C.R. = -3.52, p<.001) and responses as less supportive (p =-.10, C.R. =-2.09, p
.037).

Finally, the exploratory model with attachment predicting parents’ responses to boys’
positive emotions was tested. No evidence was found to support moderation by parent
gender. The overall fit of the initial and the trimmed models were poor, with neither
indicating good fit to the data (initial: x 2(48) = 142.85, x 2/df = 2.98, p< .001, CFI = .88,
RMSEA =.098, 90% C.I. [.08 - .12], trimmed: x2(26) = 78.86,  2/df = 3.033, p< .001, CFI
=.89, RMSEA =.099, 90% C.I. [.08 - .13]. Therefore, this model is not interpreted.

DISCUSSION

This study advanced research by examining parents’ perceptions of and reactions to 10-14-
year-old girls’ and boys’ negative and positive emotions using a new picture task and by
testing how parents’ performance and responses were predicted from their MEP and
attachment. Emotion has long been recognized as an important factor in parenting, but few
studies have directly examined parents’ perceptions of children’s emotions beyond the
infancy period. In addition, this study tested predictions inherent in attachment and MEP
theories in novel ways by tying together essential components of parental responses to
children’s emotions (labeling and interpreting emotion expressions, and choosing to interact
and how to respond) and testing these outcomes simultaneously. Results indicated that, out
of 15 total hypotheses for negative emotion, 7 were supported in some way, 7 were
unsupported, and 1 was significant yet contrary to expectations. The comparable exploratory
models for positive emotion were also mixed but provide novel information about parenting
in relation to children’s positive affect. Moreover, by using unfamiliar children instead of
parents’ own children, this study provides evidence into how attachment and MEP affects
parents’ general emation perception skill, and still provides some insight into how they
might socialize their own children. Overall, the findings offer new information about how
mothers’ and fathers’ beliefs may impact their emotion perception and related behaviors.

Meta-emotion Philosophy

The models for MEP predicting parents’ responses to unfamiliar girls’ and boys’ negative
emotions demonstrated adequate fit, yet were only predictive of parents’ accuracy (in the
boys model), mirrored emotion, and willingness to interact with children. As hypothesized,
parents identifying more strongly with the EC philosophy were more accurate in labeling
boy’s negative emotions. According to MEP theory, an important component of EC
parenting is being able to distinguish emotions and help the child to label the experienced
emotion (e.g., Gottman et al., 1996). The findings of the present study provide empirical
support to this part of MEP theory and suggest that this emotion-labeling skill may be
general (rather than specific to the parent-child relationship). It may be that parents who
believe that emotions present valuable opportunities for teaching orient more frequently
toward children’s emotional displays, promoting their ability to label children’s emotions.
However, it could also be that parents who are generally better at labeling emotions feel
more competent to coach children’s emations. Longitudinal research would help to further
test these relations. Although it is unclear why this hypothesis was not supported for girls,
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parents were more accurate in identifying girls’ negative emotions (88% accuracy) than boys
(81%), so the null findings for girls may be due to a ceiling effect, or it may be that
identifying boys’ negative emotions is especially difficult for those parents lower in EC.

Contrary to predictions, mothers’ higher endorsement of the EC philosophy was related to
their reports of being more deviant from the mean of mirrored emotion (i.e., less likely to
fall within 1 SD). However, this deviation did not seem to impact high-EC mothers in a
detrimental manner, as they were still more accurate in their identification of boys’ emotions
and reported greater willingness to interact with children. Perhaps those who identify
strongly with the EC philosophy behave in a manner consistent with the philosophy
regardless of their own emotional state. Mirrored emotion ratings are also a function of the
present sample, and it is possible that this average does not represent an ideal level of
mirrored emotion. Future studies may better assess mirrored emotion using alternative
methods such as physiological or observed measures.

Also in support of the hypothesis, parents higher in EC indicated greater willingness to
interact with children (both boys and girls) displaying negative emotions. Parents must be
willing to approach and engage with their children if they are to coach them through
emotions (Gottman & DeClaire, 1997). EC parents did not rate themselves as more likely to
provide supportive responses to children. Even though this finding was unexpected, MEP
theory suggests that EC parents provide guidance and limits to children and helps children
problem-solve (Gottman et al., 1996) rather than providing unwavering support for
emotional displays. Another important consideration is that when rating their willingness to
interact, parents were explicitly asked about whether or not they would want to approach the
pictured unfamiliar child (rather than their own child). Predictions from MEP theory are
largely based in the specific parent-child relationship, rather than how parents would
respond to any and all children. Future research is needed to examine if and how results
would vary depending on whether parents were asked about approaching their own child
expressing different emotions.

Despite finding partial support for three hypotheses within the MEP and negative emotions
models, two other hypotheses (MEP predicting intensity and responses) were not supported
as they were trimmed from the final models. The null findings for intensity ratings were
surprising because MEP theory would suggest that EC parents would be more sensitive and
aware of low-intensity emotions (Gottman & DeClaire, 1997). However, intensity was
measured in the MEP models as how closely aligned parents were to the mean obtained
within this sample, which may not be representative of the “true” intensity. Finally, the
hypothesis that greater EC would predict parents’ supportive responses to children’s
negative emotions was also not supported. As mentioned, EC parents may be more focused
on guidance and promoting emotional competencies than reinforcing emotions.

The exploratory models for MEP predicting parents’ responses to boys’ and girls’ positive
emotions had poor fit. In one way, this was not surprising because MEP theory was derived
from (and most questions focus on) responses to anger and sadness (Gottman & DeClaire,
1997). The range in parents’ positive emotion outcomes was also more restricted than for
negative emotion outcomes, and thus a lack of variability could have contributed to the poor
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model fit. In future research it would be beneficial to ask more questions about parents’
MEP toward positive emations and to include photos of other positive emotions (e.g.,
surprise, pride).

The models with attachment predicting parents’ perceptions of and reactions toward girls’
and boys’ negative emotions had good fit, even though accuracy and responses were not
predicted. First, as expected, parents scoring higher in avoidance perceived children’s
negative expressions as less intense than less avoidant parents. Thus, consistent with a large
literature, avoidance is linked to a tendency to minimize attention to negative emotional
triggers (e.g., Edelstein & Gillath, 2008). In future research, it may help to track eye gaze to
determine if avoidance is linked to shorter durations of focusing on central emotional
features of faces. Greater anxiety was a marginal predictor of higher intensity ratings, yet
this finding only held in the boys” model. Anxious individuals often focus on and exaggerate
negative emotion, which may lead them to identify others’ displays as more intense
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007), although more work will be needed to determine why this
finding would not extend to girls” expressions. For mirrored emotion, greater anxiety
predicted higher mirrored emotion levels and greater avoidance predicted lower mirrored
emotion in both girl and boy models. The finding for avoidance is similar to that of Spangler
et al. (2010) who found that insecure parents (measured on the AAI) did not experience a
change in their own state when viewing images of their own children displaying negative
emotion. However, unlike in the Spangler et al. study, our results indicated that anxious
parents reported greater mirrored emotion when imagining their own child experiencing
emotions. This finding is similar to other research demonstrating greater arousal toward
negative emotions for anxiously attached individuals (Rognoni, Galati, Costa, & Crini, 2008;
VrtiCka, Sander, & Vuilleumier, 2012). It also aligns with work on anxiety’s impact on
caregiving, in that anxious individuals’ tendency to heighten negative affect and to “turn
inward” or become self-focused when faced with negative emotions can overwhelm their
ability to effectively respond to the needs of others (Feeney & Collins, 2001; Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2007). Parents higher in avoidance also reported less willingness to interact with the
pictured children (significant for boys only), which is similar to extensive research
demonstrating avoidant parents’ lower levels of responsiveness to distressed children (e.g.,
Edelstein et al., 2004) reflecting avoidant individuals’ desire to maintain distance from
distress.

The null findings for accuracy and responses in both models, as well as for willingness to
interact in the model for girls, is surprising as attachment is clearly tied to individuals’
experiences with negative emotions, and attachment insecurity has been related to lower
accuracy in emotion identification in past work (Leerkes & Siepak, 2006; Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2007). Perhaps simply viewing images of unfamiliar children’s negative emotions
(2/3 of which were not highly intense) may not evoke attachment-related responses in
parents. However, other work has incorporated parents’ responses to unfamiliar children and
found attachment effects. For example, Leerkes et al. (2011) used videotapes of unfamiliar
infants, and found that mothers’ responses to the unfamiliar infants were predictive of their
responses to their own children over 1 year later. Future research should extend the present

Parent Sci Pract. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 September 17.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Morey and Gentzler

Page 18

study to investigate if and how parents’ responses to unfamiliar children map on to their
responses to their own children. In addition, although our hypotheses (and analytic
approach) pertained to each attachment dimension separately, future research could explore
whether interactive effects (capturing attachment security) could better explain parents’
responses.

Finally, the exploratory model with attachment predicting parents’ responses to girls’
positive emotion had a good fit to the data and predicted substantial variance in the
outcomes (only accuracy was cut from the model), yet the exploratory model predicting
boys’ positive emotion had a poor fit. For the model predicting responses to girls’ emaotion,
findings for attachment avoidance were in line with tentative expectations with greater
avoidance predicting reports of positive emotions as less intense, less mirrored emotion, less
willingness to interact, and less supportive responses. The mirrored emotion finding differs
from Spangler et al. (2010) who found that all parents reported feeling happy when viewing
photographs of children displaying positive emotions. However, it is consistent with studies
linking parents’ avoidance and their reporting or showing less positive affect in response to
their children’s positive emotions (e.g., Adam, Gunnar, & Tanaka, 2004; Gentzler et al.,
2015).

Findings for attachment anxiety in the girls’ model were opposite of our tentative
predictions in that greater anxiety predicted rating positive emotions as more intense and
reporting greater mirrored emotion and willingness to interact and give supportive responses.
However, the findings make sense in light of internal working models where anxious people
tend to have negative views of themselves, but positive views of others (Bartholomew &
Horowitz, 1991). Consequently, because anxious individuals may be highly concerned with
others’ availability and require reassurance about others’ views of them to maintain their
self-confidence (Carnelley, Israel, & Brennan, 2007), children’s displays of happiness may
be reassuring to anxious parents. Thus, anxious parents may rate girls’ happiness as more
intense and rate themselves as more happy in return. Anxious parents may therefore find
interactions with happy children to be easy mechanisms through which to achieve closeness.
Given the exploratory nature of this model, more research is needed to examine these
possibilities.

The exploratory model for boys’ happiness did not fit well. This poor fit is somewhat
surprising given the good fit for the model of attachment predicting parents’ responses to
girls’ positive emotions. However, ratings on only two pictures (one high and one low in
intensity) were aggregated for the boy model (versus the girl model, which was an aggregate
of 4 photographs of varying intensity). Future research should incorporate equal numbers of
girl and boy photographs across a range of intensities. Taken together, it therefore appears
that MEP and attachment are better or more consistent predictors of parents’ responses to
girls’ and boys’ negative emotions than to their positive emotions.

Parent Gender and Experience

Evidence for moderation by parent gender was found within the negative emotion MEP
models, suggesting that fathers” influence is not a mere duplication of mothers’ when
considering how parents guide and respond toward children’s negative emotions. Future
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research may benefit from investigating the degree of concordance between mothers’ and
fathers’ MEP and attachment (rather than studying one parent in isolation) and the effect of
this concordance on emotion socialization processes. In addition, two covariates (education
level and experience with children) were included in the models. Experienced parents may
be more comfortable with children and their emotions than parents who have spent little
time with children. Such experience likely provides opportunities to become familiarized
with children’s emotional displays and allows people to learn appropriate responses. Future
research should consider parents’ experience with children when examining how they relate
to their own children. In addition, education is a component of parents’ socioeconomic
status, which has been linked to parents’ responses to emotions (Martini, Root, & Jenkins,
2004; Vostanis & Nicholls, 1992), but research would benefit from a more diverse sample to
further explore the impact of education on emotion socialization processes.

Study Limitations and Conclusions

This study has several important limitations. The referent was not held constant across
questions and tasks; specifically, for the mirrored emotion question, parents were asked to
imagine their own child experiencing the pictured emotion, yet for the willingness to interact
questions parents were asked in relation to the photographed child. Although this shift in
perspectives may have impacted these results, we found effects for each outcome. Still,
keeping a constant, explicit referent is vitally important, especially given that one’s
motivation to engage with their own child would certainly differ from that of an unfamiliar
child. Future research building from this work should examine the concordance between
parents’ abilities and responses when the reference child is one’s own versus an unfamiliar
child, as MEP and attachment theories are situated within the unique parent-child
relationship. Similarly, parents were asked to respond to all questions in the study as though
their child(ren) were 10 to 14 years old, but many parents had children who were younger or
older than that range. Because this is a major limitation of our study, we conducted posthoc
analyses including only those parents with a child at least 10 years of age (7= 56 mothers; 1
= 50 fathers) due to concerns that not having direct experience with a child in the 10- to 14-
year-old age range may put parents at a disadvantage. The results largely replicated our
reported findings, except for in the negative emotions models where MEP no longer
predicted mothers’” mirrored emotion, and attachment no longer predicted mirrored emotion
in the girls’ model and willingness to interact in the boys’ model. However, this discrepancy
may be due to the substantially smaller number of parents in the reduced sample. Still, it will
be beneficial in future studies to restrict the sample to only those parents with a child in the
studied age range. Another limitation is the acontextual nature of this work. Although
parents were asked to imagine children expressing emotion in their homes to provide some
context, by not specifying the circumstances that provoked the emotion, it is difficult to
determine exactly what parents were thinking when completing the task. An additional
limitation is that participants’ mood when completing the study was not assessed. Prior
research suggests that mood, including mood disorders, can affect people’s perceptions of
others’ emotions (e.g., Kohler, Hoffman, Eastman, Healey, & Moberg, 2011; Yi, Murry, &
Gentzler, 2016). Additionally, the majority of the participants in this study were European
American, and future research should assess a wider range of ethnicities to explore potential
ethnic differences in emotion-related parenting. The sample size was relatively modest for
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conducting multigroup SEM models; a larger sample should be utilized. A final limitation is
that parents’ responses were obtained via self-report, but a multi-modal assessment would
have been valuable.

Despite these limitations, the present study provides new evidence suggesting parents’ MEP
and attachment significantly impact their perceptions of and reactions to unfamiliar girls’
and boys’ negative and positive emotion displays beyond the infancy period. In addition, the
study included fathers, used a latent variable approach, and provided more validation
information for the NIMH-ChEFS picture set.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE, APPLICATION, THEORY, AND POLICY

These results have implications for MEP and attachment theory and, if replicated, could be
useful for informing parenting interventions. Interventions have been shown to promote EC
with preschoolers and adolescents (e.g., Havighurst et al., 2015; Katz et al., 2012) and
secure attachment with infants (e.g., Cicchetti, Rogosch, & Toth, 2006), and such
interventions may be expanded to target parents’ relationships with their older children as
well as to include information about children’s emotion expressions. Results of this study
also suggest that providing experience with children (e.g., through hands-on parenting
classes) may be a fruitful way to develop emotion-related parenting skills. Finally, other
research suggests that changing adults’ and adolescents’ perceptions of prototypical emotion
expressions changes their behaviors (Penton-Voak et al., 2013). Thus, perhaps training high-
risk parents to view emotions differently may help them to view emotions as less aversive
and react in a more supportive manner to their children.
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Figure 1. Final structural model for fathers’ and mothers’ (in parentheses) MEP predicting

responses to girls’ negative emotions.

Note: Initial model fit: y2(114) = 265.18, x 2/df = 2.33, p<.001, CFIl = .74, RMSEA = .08,
90% C.1. [.07-.09], trimmed model fit: x2(52) = 126.22, x 2/df = 2.43, p< .001, CFIl = .85,

RMSEA =.083, 90% C.I. [.07-.10]. Variance accounted for (VAF) in mirrored emotion was
8% (mothers) and 4% (fathers). VAF in willingness to interact was 40% (mothers) and 22%

(fathers). Trimmed pathways are demarcated by broken lines.
*p<.05.** p< .01, ***p< .001.
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Figure 2. Final structural model for fathers’ and mothers’ (in parentheses) MEP predicting

responses to boys’ negative emotions.

Note: Initial model fit: y2(114) = 267.68, x 2/df = 2.35, p<.001, CFl = .74, RMSEA = .
081, 90% C.I. [.07-.09], trimmed model fit: y2(70) = 138.44, x2/df = 1.98, p<.001, CFI =.
87, RMSEA =.069, 90% C.I. [.05-.09]. VAF in accuracy was 12% (mothers) and 6%
(fathers). VAF in mirrored emotion was 5% (mothers) and 0.1% (fathers). VAF in

willingness to interact was 39% (mothers) and 20% (fathers).
Trimmed pathways are demarcated by broken lines.
* p<.05.** p< .01, ***p<.001.
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Figure 3. Final structural model for attachment dimensions predicting responses to girls’
negative emotions.

Note: Initial model fit: x2(48) = 110.38, x 2/df =2.30, p< .001, CFI = .87, RMSEA = .079,
90% C.I. [.06-.10], trimmed model fit: x2(29) = 66.62, x 2/df =2.30, p<.001, CFI = .91,
RMSEA =.079, 90% C.I. [.05-.11]. VAF in intensity was 13% and in mirrored emotion was
9%.

Trimmed pathways are demarcated by broken lines.

* p<.05.** p<.01. ***p< .001.
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Figure 4. Final structural model for attachment dimensions predicting responses to boys’

negative emotions.

Note: Initial model fit: x2(48) = 120.26, x 2/df = 2.51, p<.001, CFIl = .85, RMSEA = .085,
90% C.1. [.07-.11], trimmed model fit: x2(27) = 69.98, x 2/df = 2.59, p< .001, CFI = .90,
RMSEA =.088, 90% C.I. [.06-.11]. VAF in intensity was 24%, in mirrored emotion was

18%, and in interact was 13%.

Trimmed pathways are demarcated by broken lines.

* p< 05, ** p< 01 ***p< 001.
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Figure 5. Final exploratory structural model for parents’ attachment dimensions predicting

responses to girls’ positive emotions.

Note: Initial model fit: y2(48) = 116.86, x%/df = 2.44, p< .001, CFIl = .92, RMSEA = .083,
90% C.1. [.06-.10], trimmed model fit: x2(35) = 83.00, XZ/df =2.37, p<.001, CFl = .94,
RMSEA =.082, 90% C.I. [.06-.10]. VAF in intensity was 45%, in mirrored emotion was
T77%, in willingness to interact was 73% and in responses was 58%.
Trimmed pathways are demarcated by broken lines.
* p<.05.** p<.01. ***p< .001.
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Descriptive Information for Study Variables
Predictor Variables
M sD Range
Attachment
Anxiety — mother 2.12 1.53 1-7
Anxiety — father 2.37 1.79 1-7
Anxiety — partner 2.32 1.69 1-7
Avoidance — mother 314 175 1-7
Avoidance — father 386 179 1-7
Avoidance — partner 2.12 1.26 1-7
Meta-emotion philosophy
Emotion-coaching 3.82 41 257-4.78
Dismissing 2.87 .39 1.84-3.96
Disapproving 2.57 .56 1.17-4.30
Value 4.78 .53 3.41-597
Guidance 4.69 .68 2.89-6
Relational 2.76 .76 1.00-5.16
Outcome Variables (collapsed across child gender)
Negative Emotions
Accuracy 86.01 11.12 44.44 - 100
Intensity (centered) -.00 11.74 -31.75-30.75
Intensity (absolute value) 17.27  5.39 7.12-40.48
Mirrored emotion 53.64 16.83 0-94.83
Mirrored% 67.39 25.91 0-100
Interact 69.86 17.70 20.33 -100
Response 36.19 1294 4 - 82.56
Positive Emotions
Accuracy 9420 13.79 16.67 — 100
Intensity (centered) .00 12.48 -32.04 - 26.46
Intensity (absolute value) 13.36  6.16 2.88-32.04
Mirrored emotion 79.54 13.27 45.33 - 100
Mirrored% 66.42 30.79 0-100
Interact 82.31 13.54 21.33-100
Response 82.66 14.21 43.33 - 100

Note. Mirrored% = percentage falling within one standard deviation around the Mirrored Emotion mean.

Parent Sci Pract. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 September 17.
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