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Abstract

Objectives: Sensitive parenting requires modulation of emotions in order to effectively organize
and orient behavioral responses. There is considerable evidence that psychological distress can
impair sensitive parenting practices, and also that psychological distress is associated with deficits
in emotion regulation capacities. The negative effect that psychological distress has on parents’
emotion regulation capacities may be a mechanistic pathway through which psychological distress
impacts parenting, as dysregulated emotions may be more proximal to parenting behaviors than
distress itself; however, this specific link between psychological distress, emotion regulation, and
parenting is not often examined in parenting models.

Methods: The current study tested these relations in a high sociodemographic risk community-
sample, oversampled for violence exposure, of caregivers of preschoolers. Caregivers self-reported
on their psychological distress and emotion regulation difficulties. Parent sensitivity was assessed
via observations of parent-child interactions.
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Results: Results indicated that difficulties in emotion regulation were a mediator for the relation
between parents’ psychological distress and sensitive parenting behaviors. Difficulties in emotion
regulation predicted decreased sensitivity above and beyond the effect of psychological distress.

Conclusions: These findings emphasize the importance of regulation of emotional reactions in
order to orient and engage in sensitive parenting behaviors. Additionally, they suggest clinically
that supporting parents’ emotion regulation capacities specifically may promote more sensitive
parenting in contexts of parental psychological distress.
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There is considerable evidence for the importance of sensitive parenting practices for young
children. Sensitive parenting describes parents’ abilities to be aware of their children’s
emotional cues, interpret them accurately, and respond in a way that is temporally contingent
and functionally appropriate (Ainsworth, 1969; Lamb & Easterbrooks, 1981). Additionally,
sensitivity also reflects consistent parenting practices in which parents a) provide the
opportunity for their children to experience autonomy, b) increase the child’s odds of
success during exploration through developmentally appropriate scaffolding, c) express
affection and positive regard, d) show awareness of their children’s needs and emotions, and
e) promote child-centered, rather than adult-centered, interaction by following their
children’s foci of attention and interest (Leerkes, Crockenberg, & Burrous, 2004). Sensitive
parenting has been linked to higher attainment of emotional, cognitive, and regulatory skills
(Morris, Silk, Steinberg, Myers, & Robinson, 2007). These skills are especially salient for
preschool-aged children as they make the developmental transition from external regulation
by caregivers to increasing self-regulation, as well as the social transition into formal school
settings. Considering the importance of sensitive and engaged parenting for young children
across broad developmental domains, identifying determinants of parental sensitivity may
allow for greater specificity of theoretical models and points of intervention.

While there are many such determinants of parenting, studies have shown that parents with
low levels of psychological distress, (i.e. the number and severity of symptoms of
psychopathology parents experience), appear better able to manage their parenting
behaviors, whereas parents who are more distressed have been shown to demonstrate lower
levels of sensitivity and responsivity (Berg-Nielsen, Vikan, & Dahl, 2002; Deater-Deckard,
Li, & Bell, 2015; Teti & Towe-Goodman, 2008), which has been found to pose a significant
risk to children’s socioemotional development (Smith, 2004). Indeed, there is a considerable
body of literature that has established associations between parents’ symptoms of
psychopathology and parenting behavior (Creswell, Apetroaia, Murray, & Cooper, 2013;
Dix, Moed, & Anderson, 2014; Lovejoy, Graczyk, O’Hare, & Neuman, 2000; River, Borelli,
& Nelson-Coffey, 2016). As such, parents’ psychological distress may an important
determinant of parenting.

Psychological distress may influence parenting behaviors by making it difficult to manage
and regulate emotions. Gross and Thompson (2007) defined emotion regulation as the
processes by which one intentionally or unintentionally modifies the intensity of an emotion
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or the behavioral response to the emotion; in contrast, emotion dysregulation can be
understood as difficulty modulating or suppressing an emotional or behavioral response or
inappropriate suppression of an emotional response (Mennin, Heimberg, Turk, & Fresco,
2005). While there is not yet enough longitudinal research to speak definitively about the
direction of the relation between psychological distress and emotion regulation (Compas et
al., 2017), there is theoretical and empirical suggestion that emotion regulation may be more
proximal to parenting behaviors than psychopathology. For example, Dix’s (1991) affective
organization model of parenting describes well-regulated emotions as a resource for
parenting that: 1) organizes behavior, 2) shapes parental responses, 3) activates monitoring
and attention, and 4) motivates parents to maintain their children’s positive behavior and
change their children’s negative behavior. Alternatively, difficulties in regulating negative
emotions associated with psychological distress may lead to more harsh, punitive parenting
behavior (Deater-Deckard et al., 2015; Maughan, Cicchetti, Toth, & Rogosch, 2007). Thus,
it may be that parents who suffer from psychological distress are at a disadvantage in their
ability to organize and coordinate their own parenting style associated with their difficulty
regulating their affect.

While there is considerable empirical support for the theory that positive and negative
emotions impact parenting behavior (Dix, Moed, & Anderson, 2014; Dix & Yan, 2014;
Rueger, Katz, Risser, & Lovejoy, 2011), extant examinations of emotion regulation and
parenting behavior are still mostly theoretical (Jones, Cassidy, & Shaver, 2015). Some work
using infant cry paradigms has documented these associations with simulated babies; for
example, observing associations between mothers’ report of their ability to regulate their
own distress and their persistence in soothing a simulated crying baby is thought to reflect
more sensitive parenting (Rutherford, Booth, Luyten, Bridgett, & Mayes, 2015).
Additionally, the cognitive-affective ability to be clear about, reflect on, and understand
emotions has also been found to be predictive of sensitive parenting behavior (Fonagy, 2005;
Kelly, Slade, & Grienenberger, 2005) and be impaired by parents’ own psychological
distress (Slade, 2005). For example, the research on reflective functioning in parenting, or
the ability to think about the mental states of oneself and one’s child, which is thought to
serve a regulatory function, has demonstrated that reflective functioning has implications for
positive behavior during parent-child interactions (Fonagy & Target, 2002). Furthermore,
self-focused reflective functioning, which is closely linked to emotion regulation strategies,
has been found to be associated with parents’ sensitive and contingent parenting behaviors
(Suchman, DeCoste, Leigh, & Borelli, 2010). Consistent with this evidence, the current
study proposes that emotion regulation is a key process by which parents are able to manage
their emotional responses in order to organize and orient their sensitive parenting behaviors,
particularly in contexts of high psychological distress.

Although emotion regulation, psychological distress, and parenting behaviors have been
theoretically linked and are conceptually related, process-focused research examining all
three constructs together is limited. One exception is a study by Kim, Teti, and Cole (2012),
which examined parents’ emotion dysregulation and depressive symptoms as predictors of
behavioral emotional availability, akin to sensitive parenting behavior, in a sample of non-
clinical parents of infants. In their study, Kim, Teti, and Cole (2012) found a significant
positive relation between depressive symptoms and affect dysregulation, as well as an
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inverse relation between affect dysregulation and behavioral emotional availability, but they
did not find a significant relation between depressive symptoms and emotional availability.
These findings suggest that emotion regulation processes may be more proximally related to
parenting behaviors than psychological distress, as conceptualized by the current study.

Although understanding the mechanisms by which psychological distress affects parenting is
important for all families, these mechanisms are critically important among families that are
at higher risk for psychosocial problems due to sociodemographic factors, including poverty,
single parent status, and racial minority status, as these families encounter disproportionate
exposure to stressors that challenge parenting (Conger et al., 2002; McLoyd, 1998).
Individuals from low-income contexts, an indicator of greater sociodemographic risk, may
be as much as 2.6 times more likely to develop a psychological disorder than their higher-
income counterparts (Wadsworth & Achenbach, 2005). Poverty can also diminish the
capacity for consistent and available parenting (McLoyd, 1990), and is specifically related to
behavioral parental sensitivity (Raviv, Kessenich, & Morrison, 2004). Additionally, while
the research on emotion regulation in parenting behavior is sparse in general, it is especially
lacking for low-income parents and children (Crandall, Deater-Deckard, & Riley, 2015). For
these reasons, the current study explores these relations in a sample of low-income parents
of preschool-aged children.

The goal of this study is to examine the co-contribution of parents’ psychological distress
and difficulties in emotion regulation on observed parental sensitive behavior in a low
income, high sociodemographic risk sample, oversampled for exposure to violence. We
hypothesized that higher psychological distress would predict higher difficulties in emotion
regulation, and that both higher psychological distress and higher difficulties in emotion
regulation would predict less sensitive parenting behavior. Additionally, we hypothesized
that there would be an indirect effect of difficulties in emotion regulation in the association
between psychological distress and sensitive and engaged parenting behavior.

Methods

Participants

The overall sample was comprised of 64 primary caregivers of preschool children between
the ages of 3and 5 (M = 3.83, SD =.77; 53% female). Most (92%) were biological mothers;
the sample was additionally comprised of two fathers, one foster mother, one grandmother,
and one great-grandmother (age range: 18 - 74). Nine participants were excluded due to
missing data, resulting in a final analytic sample size of 55 dyads. Caregiver-child dyads
were recruited from Women Infants and Children (WIC) clinics and Head Start programs,
and thus had family incomes near or below the federal poverty level. Caregivers reported on
their own English language proficiency on a Likert scale (1-5), with higher ratings indicating
more proficiency, and the mean rating was 4.74. Only one caregiver rated her English
proficiency as a 2, and only three caregivers rated their English proficiency as a 3.
Participants that stated that they were not proficient in English in the screener were not
invited to participate in the study. Participating caregivers were racially and linguistically
diverse (50% Black, 17.2% White, 17.2% Latino/a, 10.9% multiracial; 36% bilingual). The
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modal level of education was some college (13% attained a college degree), and the sample
was mostly single-caregiver (61%) and mostly unemployed (53%).

Caregivers and children in this study were part of a larger study that examined the impact of
violence exposure on child outcomes (see blinded for review). Caregivers completed a
screening study at WIC and Head Start programs about sociodemographic and violence
exposure information for themselves and their children. Caregivers who reported child
violence exposure on the Life Events Checklist (Gray, 2004), as well as caregivers who did
not report violence exposure but were matched to the violence exposure group on child age
and sex and caregiver bilingual status and education were invited to participate in the larger
study with their preschool-aged child. Both violence-exposed dyads and their non-exposed
matches were included together for analyses. Graduate students in clinical and counseling
psychology administered in-home visits. Participants then completed two, two-hour data
collection visits, either at the participants’ homes or in the lab per parent preference.
Participants received $50 gift cards upon the completion of each visit. Mothers and children
completed a dyadic parent-child interaction task, which consisted of a free play task and a
puzzle task. For the free play task, graduate-level research assistants gave the dyad toys and
instructed them to play as they normally would. For the puzzle task, the dyad was given
several geometric puzzle pieces and a picture and was instructed to make the pieces look like
the picture, and the mother could help with her words but not her hands. Subsequently, one
of the graduate-level research assistants completed structured interviews with mothers to
assess life events, and a second graduate-level research assistant completed behavioral and
cognitive tasks with the child. Additionally, mothers completed several self-report and
parent-report measures. The procedures were approved by the (b/inded for review)
Institutional Review Board.

Sociodemographic information.—At WIC and Head Start programs, caregivers
reported on their own and their children’s race, ethnicity, age, marital status, education,
English proficiency, and bilingual status. Violence exposure information was also collected
using a 20-item Life Events Checklist (Gray, 2004); caregivers and children were
categorized as violence-exposed if they endorsed having experienced or witnessed one of 9
violence-related life events, such as witnessing community violence or assault.

Caregiver psychological distress.—Caregivers’ psychological distress was assessed
using the Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI; Derogatis & Melisaratos, 1983), a 53-item
abbreviated version of the Symptom Checklist (SCL-90-R). Caregivers rated each item on a
5-point Likert scale (0-4). The BSI yields a Global Severity Index, which is a measure of
both the number of symptoms and severity and is a mean of all item responses (a = .97) in
this sample. In this study, internal consistency for the nine dimensions rated on the BSI
ranged from .71 to .85.

Caregiver emotion regulation.—The Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS;
Gratz & Roemer, 2004) was used to assess caregivers’ emotion regulation difficulties.
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Caregivers complete the 36-item scale by rating items on a 5-point Likert scale (1-5). The
DERS includes six subscales that represent dimensions of emotion regulation difficulties:
nonacceptance of emotion responses, difficulty engaging in goal-directed behavior, impulse
control difficulties, lack of emotional awareness, limited access to emotion regulation
strategies, and lack of emotional clarity. The measure results in a total score as well as a
score for each subscale. In the initial validation study, construct and predictive validity were
both good (Gratz & Roemer, 2004). The internal consistency in this study was good for the
total scale (a = .91) and for all six factors (a > .80).

Sensitive parenting.—Sensitive parenting was measured using the Parent-Child
Interaction Rating Scales (PCIRS; Sosinksy, Carter, & Marakovitz, 2004). The PCIRS is a
reliable and valid measure of parenting sensitivity (Heberle, Briggs-Gowan, & Carter, 2014)
and is consistent with and adapted from The NICHD Study of Early Child Care Parent-Child
Interaction Rating Scales (NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 1999), the
Caregiver-Child Affect, Responsiveness, and Engagement Scales (Tamis-LeMonda et al.,
2002), the Parent-Child Early Relational Assessment (Clark, 1999), and the Emotional
Availability scales (Biringen, Robinson, & Emde, 1994). The dyad engaged in videotaped,
six-minute free-play exercise, in which the caregiver and child were given toys to play with
as they choose, and a four-minute book exercise, in which the caregiver was given a
wordless book to read with their child. Tapes for both tasks were rated on a 7-point scale for
23 items by a trained graduate student; scores were then averaged across tasks (free play and
book reading). The sensitivity score, derived from scales drawn from existing validated
measures, comes from the sensitive engagement sum scale, which is comprised of 8 items
(sensitivity, supportive presence, intrusiveness reverse-coded), promotion of autonomy;,
positive regard, negative regard (reverse-coded), affective mutuality, and mutual enjoyment),
derived from Wachtel and Carter’s (2008) factor analysis. Consistent with other
observational measures of sensitivity, examples of sensitivity include: acknowledging the
child’s affect, appropriate attention focusing, picking up the child’s interest in toys or games,
shared positive affect, encouragement of child’s efforts, and attending to the child. In our
sample, Cronbach’s alpha for the 8 items comprising the sensitivity score was .90. A random
sample of 20% of tapes were double coded by a second graduate student trained coder for
interrater reliability, which was excellent for the sensitive engagement sum scale (ICC
=.88). In the initial development study, predictive validity for the PCIRS was measured by
comparing positive parenting behaviors and parental detachment to child dysregulation and
social competence measured longitudinally by the Infant Toddler Social Emotional
Assessment. In a validation study, coders had 90% agreement and weighted kappas of .61,
and other studies have also demonstrated strong metrics (Jones Harden, Denmark, Holmes,
& Duchene, 2014).

Data Analyses

Variables of interest were examined for missing data. Two dyads were excluded from
sensitive parenting analyses due to missing data on the free play task related to an error in
video recording. Mean substitution within subject was used for missing data on the PCIRS,
BSI, and DERS (all <20% missing). Seven dyads were missing data on sociodemographic
control variables and excluded from analyses, leaving a final sample size of 55. Given that
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not all caregivers were mothers, analyses were also run in a sample restricted to mothers;
patterns were parallel with non-maternal caregivers excluded, so we report on the full
analytic sample. Bootstrapping analyses were conducted, which do not assume normality
(Hayes, 2009). Preliminary analyses for multicollinearity revealed that the assumption was
not violated for the variables of interest.

Correlations are presented in Spearman’s rho (p) as all correlations involved at least one
variable that was not normally distributed. Sociodemographic variables that significantly
correlated with any outcome variables were entered as covariates. Among sociodemographic
variables examined. Hayes” PROCESS macro with bootstrapping (Hayes, 2013) was used to
test the following hypotheses: caregiver psychological distress would predict difficulties in
emotion regulation; difficulties in emotion regulation would negatively predict parenting
sensitivity above and beyond the effects of psychological distress; and difficulties in emotion
regulation would be a pathway for the relation between caregiver psychological distress and
observed sensitivity (indirect effect). Hayes” PROCESS macro model 4 provides output for
each of these hypotheses as a result of a single bootstrapping analysis for indirect effects
based on 5000 bootstrap samples for bias-corrected bootstrap confidence intervals.
Specifically, the PROCESS output first tested a regression analysis with psychological
distress and covariates as predictors of difficulties in emotion regulation. Next, it provided a
regression analysis with psychological distress, difficulties in emotion regulation, and
covariates as predictors of sensitive parenting. Finally, it provided output of the indirect
effect analysis.

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for the study variables of interest are
presented in Table 1. Among measured sociodemographic variables, only caregiver
education, child bilingual status, and caregiver English proficiency were associated with key
study variables. Despite the large age range among caregivers, caregiver age was not
associated with any of the key study variables, nor were child age, gender, or race. Caregiver
exposure to violence was associated with parents’ psychological distress (p = 0.42) and
sensitive parenting (p = —0.35). As such, caregiver education, child bilingual status, and
caregiver English proficiency, as well as caregiver exposure to violence, were included as
covariates in the following analyses.

The model with difficulties in emotion regulation as an outcome and with covariates and
psychological distress as predictors explained approximately 54% of the variance in
difficulties in emotion regulation, R2 = 0.54, £ (4, 50) = 11.41, p< .001. As expected,
psychological distress was significantly associated with difficulties in emotion regulation, &
=0.70, SE =0.11, t=6.52, p<.001, CI [0.48, 0.92]. The covariates child bilingual status, 6
= 0.34, p=.015, and caregiver English proficiency, 6= -0.17, p=.034, were also
significant. The change in R? from the model involving only the covariates and the model
containing the covariates and psychological distress was R2A = 0.29.

The next model included psychological distress and difficulties in emotion regulation as well
as covariates as predictors and parenting sensitivity. This model explained approximately

J Child Fam Stud. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2020 August 28.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Carreras et al.

Page 8

33% of the variance in sensitive parenting, R2 = 0.33, (5, 49) = 3.87, p=.003. In line with
expectations, difficulties in emation regulation was significantly negatively associated with
sensitive parenting above and beyond the effect of psychological distress, 6= —0.68, SE =
0.32, t=-2.16, p=.036, Cl [-1.32, -0.05]. Contrary to expectations, psychological distress
was no longer associated with observed sensitive parenting once difficulties in emation
regulation was controlled for, 6= 0.11, SE = 0.26, t=0.42, p=.677, Cl [-0.41, 0.63]. The
covariates caregiver education, 6= 0.44, p=.005, and caregiver exposure to violence, b=
-0.75 p=.023, were also significant. The change in R2 from the model involving only the
covariates and the model containing the covariates, difficulties in emotion regulation, and
psychological distress was R2A = 0.06.

The direct effect, or the effect when including emotion regulation as a mediator, of
psychological distress on sensitive engagement was not significant, 5= 0.59, SE = 0.33, {=
1.76, p=.085, CI [-0.08, 1.26]. As expected, there was a significant indirect effect of
psychological distress on sensitive parenting through difficulties in emotion regulation, 6=
-0.48, SE = 0.24, CI [-1.06, —0.09] (see Figure 1). These results indicate a pattern of
correlations consistent with the mediational hypothesis that the effect of psychological
distress on parenting sensitivity is mediated by difficulties in emotion regulation.

Discussion

Results of this study highlight the importance of emation regulation for sensitive parenting
behavior. Consistent with Dix’s (1991) theory that emotion — and, by extension, emotion
regulation — is a central process by which external factors influence parenting behavior, the
hypothesis that emotion regulation may be a pathway for the relation between psychological
distress and sensitive parenting was supported. Our data suggest that psychological distress
may impact a caregiver’s ability to modulate and control their emotions in an appropriate
way, thereby affecting how well they are able to read their child’s cues, respond in a
temporally contingent way, show warmth and support, and foster exploration. Additionally,
consistent with previous work (Kim, Teti, and Cole, 2012), we also found that emotion
regulation was more strongly related to sensitive parenting than was caregiver psychological
distress.

Consistent with process models that emphasize parents’ psychological state and the
centrality of emotions for organizing parenting (Belsky, 1984; Dix et al., 2014; Dix & Yan,
2014), the current study demonstrates a pattern of associations suggesting that emotion
regulation may be one pathway for the relation between psychological distress and parenting
behavior, highlighting that emotion regulation lies at the “heart” of parenting (Dix, 1991, p.
19). After parents experience psychological distress and an emotional reaction to that
distress, it may be their ability to regulate those emotional reactions that determines whether
they will be able organize, orient, and engage in sensitive parenting. These findings are also
consistent with Eisenberg’s (1998) work on parental socialization of emotions and
Gottman’s (1996) work on emotion coaching parenting behaviors, and by extension Morris
et al. (2007). They suggest that children likely learn to regulate themselves through
observing their parents’ attempts at regulating, (i.e., through parental modeling) as well as
through sensitive behaviors. Furthermore, they propose that both of these processes are
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dependent on the parent’s own self-regulatory abilities. If parents are unable to regulate
themselves appropriately, they may struggle to respond to their children’s own distress in a
functional way and model maladaptive regulatory strategies. As such, parents’ emotion
regulation precedes their ability to organize and orient their sensitive parenting behaviors in
the service of aiding in the development of their child’s emotion regulation.

Contrary to expectations, while we found that emotion regulation predicted sensitive
parenting when including psychological distress in the model, we did not observe a relation
between psychological distress and sensitive parenting, which has been well established in
the literature (Biringen, 2000; Goodman & Gotlib, 1999; Johnson et al., 2006; Kiel et al.,
2011; Teti & Towe-Goodman, 2008). These patterns of results are consistent with the only
other known study to investigate psychological distress, emotion regulation, and sensitive
parenting together. In a non-clinical sample of infants and their mothers, Kim, Teti, and Cole
(2012) also found that difficulties in emotion regulation predicted less sensitive parenting
but did not find a significant relation between psychological distress and sensitive parenting.
Low levels of psychological distress, and limited variability in distress, may explain why
neither study found a significant relation between psychological distress and parenting.
Indeed our sample had lower mean levels of distress (M = 1.40) and smaller standard
deviation (SD = 0.44) than clinical and non-clinical samples, which typically had one and a
half to two times larger means and standard deviations (Katz et al., 2018; McCleary-Gaddy
& Miller, 2018; Rudenstine, Espinosa, McGee, & Routhier, 2018), despite the high-risk
nature of this sample. Additionally, it is also possible that both studies were underpowered to
detect this effect, as our sample was small and effect sizes were comparable to what has
been observed in other studies (Pereira et al., 2012). Regardless, the parallel results of the
current study and the Kim, Teti, and Cole study suggest that emotion regulation is more
proximally related to parenting outcomes than is psychological distress. These findings are
consistent with Dix’s (1991) theory that external, distressing events affect parents’ emotions,
but it is how parents then regulate those emotions that determine how they engage in
parenting behaviors.

An interesting additional finding was that child bilingual status and English proficiency was
correlated with emaotion regulation in our sample. Parents’ ability to speak English could be
related their emotion regulation in several ways. For instance, difficulty speaking English
could be representative of greater difficulties transitioning to a new culture and community,
or it could be representative of cultural differences in emotion regulation. Relatedly, if the
child is bilingual, there is an increased likelihood that the parent speaks another language,
and thus may have difficulty with English, as evidenced by the negative association between
child bilingual status and caregiver English proficiency in our sample. Additionally, research
has shown that immigrant parents may undergo acculturation stress as their children become
more acculturated (Torres, 2010), and this may relate to the association between child
bilingual status and emotion dysregulation in our sample.

Limitations and Future Directions

Limitations of the current study include that the study was cross-sectional and correlational;
therefore, we cannot draw conclusions about causal pathways linking psychological distress,
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emotion regulation, and parenting. Additionally, some statisticians suggest that mediation
should not be assessed in cross-sectional studies as true mediation requires causation
(Maxwell, Cole, & Mitchell, 2011), however there is still value in testing indirect relations to
advance theory development. Another potential limitation of the study is that there were
only 55 participant dyads; however, while this sample was small, it was sufficiently large
enough to detect expected effects between emotion dysregulation and parenting.
Furthermore, although high in sociodemographic risk, this was a non-clinical sample with
low ratings of psychological distress (/= 1.40 on a 5-point rating scale); exploring these
patterns in clinical samples may have increased clinical utility. Additionally, all families in
the sample were low-income and half had been exposed to violence, and thus it is not
representative of the general population, although documenting these pathways in a diverse,
low-income, and high-risk sample represents a distinct contribution. Furthermore, the
majority of the research has been conducted with predominantly White, middle-class
samples; emotion regulation has been shown to differ across cultures in terms of both
process (Matsumoto, Yoo, & Nakagawa, 2008; Potthoff et al., 2016) and consequences and
attitudes toward regulating emotions (Qu & Telzer, 2017; Butler, Lee, & Gross, 2007). As
the current sample is ethnically diverse, it is possible that ethnicity moderates some of the
relations tested in this study, however the sample size was not large enough to test for these
potential moderators. Finally, we used a self-report measure of difficulties in emotion
regulation, which may be limiting as it relies on conscious awareness of emotional response
(Gratz, 2004).

Future research may benefit from testing a longitudinal, mediational model of the relation
between psychological distress, emotion regulation, and parenting in different populations,
particularly clinically at-risk populations. Given the considerable evidence that sensitive
parenting has implications for children’s cognitive (Lugo-Gil & Tamis-LeMonda, 2014; van
IZjendoorn et al., 2007), self-regulatory (Eisenberg et al., 2008; Feldman, Eidelman, &
Rotenberg, 2004; Karreman, van Tuijl, van Aken, & Dekovi¢, 2006), and social-emaotional
outcomes (Berg-Nielsen et al., 2002; Rapee, 1997; Sheridan, Knoche, Edwards, Bovaird, &
Kupzyk, 2010), future research should also include child outcomes.

An additional avenue for future research is to expand into cognitive as well as affective
processes that may organize parents’ sensitive behaviors. Literature regarding parents’
ability to take their child’s perspective and understand their emotions suggests that these
processes are intertwined and work together to determine parenting behaviors (lllingworth,
MacLean, & Wiggs, 2016; Meins et al., 2003; Ordway, Sadler, Dixon, & Slade, 2014;
Walker, Brighton, Wheatcroft, & Camic, 2012). For example, Katz, Maliken, and Stettler
(2012) theorized that parents’ ability to be aware of, validate, and problem solve their
children’s emotions is dependent on them first being able to understand and accept their own
emotional responses. Given the literature on reflective functioning and mentalization
(Koren-Karie, Oppenheim, & Sher-Censor, 2002; Suchman et al., 2010), and considering
our finding that parents’ ability to be clear about their own emotions is related to sensitive
parenting, future research may benefit from examining the link between parent emotion
regulation and their ability to attribute thoughts and motivations to their children’s
behaviors, and how these affective and cognitive processes may co-contribute to sensitive
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parenting behavior (Gershy & Gray, 2018). Critically, these are processes that may be
amenable to intervention.

A final consideration for future research is that our measure of emotion regulation is a global
self-report of difficulties in emotion regulation. However, emotion regulation can vary
situationally (Gentzler, Santucci, Kovacs, & Fox, 2009); for instance, one’s ability to
regulate their emotions during a time of stress is likely to be different than during a calm
period. Indeed, it has been shown in the literature that effects on parenting are more likely to
be seen during periods of high distress (Booth, Macdonald, & Youssef, 2018). Physiological
and dynamic measures of emotion regulation may yield more information about the
moment-to-moment regulation of emotions and how they relate to parenting behaviors
(Butler, Wilhelm, & Gross, 2006; Porges, 1995). Alternatively, a strength of this study was
that parenting behaviors were measured observationally, which has been shown to be
preferable to self-report in samples of high distress and low socio-economic status (Herbers,
Garcia, & Obradovic, 2017). However, these observations took place during low-stress
interactions, and as such, it is a limitation that we did not measure high-stress interactions as
well. Relatedly, future research would benefit from assessing the effects of difficulties
regulating emotions related to the parenting role specifically, as opposed to general emotion
dysregulation.

Our finding that emotion regulation may be a process by which psychological distress
impairs parenting sensitivity suggests that targeting emotion regulation in parenting
interventions could support sensitive parenting behavior among high sociodemographic risk
families. Additionally, as emotion regulation has been conceptualized as a transdiagnostic
process (Fernandez, Jazaieri, & Gross, 2016), targeting emotion regulation may be beneficial
for parents experiencing a wide range of psychological distress. Certainly, research should
continue to investigate emotion regulation as a causal mechanism for change, or the reason
an intervention produces a psychological change (Campbell-Sills, Barlow, Brown, &
Hofmann, 2006). For instance, Sheppes, Suri, and Gross (2015) noted that while many
researchers agree that emotion regulation should be a mechanism of change for treating
psychopathology, there is generally uncertainty in the field as to how to target emotion
regulation. Continuing to specify processes and pathways is key to building targeted and
effective support for high risk parents and their young children.
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Appendix
Table 1

Correlations between study variables and covariates

Mean
1. 2. 3. 4, 5, 6. (SD)

1. Psychological distress (n = 64) 1.40 (0.44)
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Mean
1. 2. 3. 4, 5. 6. (SD)
2. Emotion dysregulation (n = 64) 417 1.73 (0.49)
3. Sensitive parenting (n = 62) -.14 -27" 4.68 (0.88)
4. Caregiver education (n = 60) 34" -13 397 1.62 (0.80)
5. Child bilingual (n = 64) -18 33" 00 22 0.18 (0.38)
6. Caregiver English proficiency (n=61)  -03 -29° -03 -06 -.3577 4.74 (0.88)
7. Caregiver exposure to violence (n=64) .42 ** .03 -35" -25 -.23 277 83% exposed
Note. Correlations are presented in Spearman’s rho.
p< .05,
Hk
p< .01,
Ak
p<.001.
References

Belsky J (1984). The Determinants of Parenting: A Process Model. Child Development, 55(1), 83-96.
[PubMed: 6705636]

Berg-Nielsen TS, Vikan A, & Dahl AA (2002). Parenting Related to Child and Parental
Psychopathology: A Descriptive Review of the Literature. Clinical Child Psychology and
Psychiatry, 7(4), 529-552. 10.1177/1359104502007004006

Biringen Z (2000). Emotional availability: conceptualization and research findings. The American
Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 70(1), 104-114. 10.1037/h0087711 [PubMed: 10702855]

Booth AT, Macdonald JA, & Youssef GJ (2018). Contextual stress and maternal sensitivity: A meta-
analytic review of stress associations with the Maternal Behavior Q-Sort in observational studies.
Developmental Review, 48, 145-177. 10.1016/j.dr.2018.02.002

Campbell-Sills L, Barlow D, Brown T, & Hofmann SG (2006). Effects of suppression and acceptance
on emotional responses of individuals with anxiety and mood disorders. Behaviour Research and
Therapy, 44(9), 1251-1263. 10.1016/j.brat.2005.10.001 [PubMed: 16300723]

Compas BE, Jaser SS, Bettis AH, Watson KH, Gruhn MA, Dunbar JP, ... Thigpen JC (2017). Coping,
emotion regulation, and psychopathology in childhood and adolescence: A meta-analysis and
narrative review. Psychological Bulletin, 143(9), 939-991. 10.1037/bul0000110 [PubMed:
28616996]

Conger RD, Wallace LE, Sun Y, Simons RL, McLoyd VC, & Brody GH (2002). Economic pressure in
African American families: a replication and extension of the family stress model. Developmental
Psychology, 38(2), 179-193. 10.1037/0012-1649.38.2.179 [PubMed: 11881755]

Crandall A, Deater-Deckard K, & Riley AW (2015). Maternal emotion and cognitive control capacities
and parenting: A conceptual framework. Developmental Review, 36, 105-126. 10.1016/
j.dr.2015.01.004 [PubMed: 26028796]

Creswell C, Apetroaia A, Murray L, & Cooper P (2013). Cognitive, affective, and behavioral
characteristics of mothers with anxiety disorders in the context of child anxiety disorder. Journal of
Abnormal Psychology, 122(1), 26-38. 10.1037/a0029516 [PubMed: 22905861]

Deater-Deckard K, Li M, & Bell MA (2015). Multifaceted emotion regulation, stress and affect in
mothers of young children. Cognition and Emotion, (March), 1-14.
10.1080/02699931.2015.1013087 [PubMed: 25302943]

Derogatis LR, & Melisaratos N (1983). The Brief Symptom Inventory: an introductory report.
Psychological Medicine. 10.1017/S0033291700048017

Dix T (1991). The affective organization of parenting: adaptive and maladaptive processes.
Psychological Bulletin, 110(1), 3-25. 10.1037/0033-2909.110.1.3 [PubMed: 1891517]

J Child Fam Stud. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2020 August 28.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Carreras et al.

Page 13

Dix T, Moed A, & Anderson ER (2014). Mothers’ Depressive Symptoms Predict Both Increased and
Reduced Negative Reactivity: Aversion Sensitivity and the Regulation of Emotion. Psychological
Science, 25(7), 1353-1361. 10.1177/0956797614531025 [PubMed: 24796661]

Dix T, & Yan N (2014). Mothers’ depressive symptoms and infant negative emotionality in the
prediction of child adjustment at age 3: Testing the maternal reactivity and child vulnerability
hypotheses. Development and Psychopathology, 26(1), 111-24. 10.1017/S0954579413000898
[PubMed: 24280416]

Eisenberg N, Cumberland A, & Spinrad TL (1998). Parental Socialization of Emotion. Psychological
Inquiry, 9(4), 241-273. 10.1207/s15327965pli0904_1 [PubMed: 16865170]

Eisenberg N, Zhou Q, Spinrad TL, Valiente C, Fabes RA, & Liew J (2008). Relations Among Positive
Parenting, Children’s Effortful Control, and Externalizing Problems: A Three-Wave Longitudinal
Study. Child Development, 15(10), 1203-1214. 10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2008.02.002.A

Feldman R, Eidelman Al, & Rotenberg N (2004). Parenting stress, infant emotion regulation, maternal
sensitivity, and the cognitive development of triplets: A model for parent and child influences in a
unique ecology. Child Development, 75(6), 1774-1791. 10.1111/j.1467-8624.2004.00816.x
[PubMed: 15566379]

Fernandez KC, Jazaieri H, & Gross JJ (2016). Emotion Regulation: A Transdiagnostic Perspective on a
New RDoC Domain. Cognitive Therapy and Research. 10.1007/s10608-016-9772-2

Fonagy P (2005). Attachment, Affect Regulation, Mentalisation and the Development of the Self: The
Theoretical Basis of MBT. Retrieved from http://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/134011/

Fonagy P, & Target M (2002). Early Intervention and the Development of Self-Regulation.
Psychoanalytic Inquiry, 22(3), 307-335. 10.1080/07351692209348990

Goodman SH, & Gotlib IH (1999). Risk for psychopathology in the children of depressed mothers: a
developmental model for understanding mechanisms of transmission. Psychological Review,
106(3), 458-490. 10.1037/0033-295X.106.3.458 [PubMed: 10467895]

Gottman JM, Katz LF, & Hooven C (1996). Parental meta-emotion philosophy and the emotional life
of families: Theoretical models and preliminary data. Journal of Family Psychology, 10(3), 243—
268. 10.1037/0893-3200.10.3.243

Gratz KL, & Roemer L (2004). Multidimensional assessment of emotion regulation and dysregulation.
Journal of Psychopathology and Behavioral Assessment, 26(1), 41-54. 10.1023/
B:JOBA.0000007455.08539.94

Gray MJ (2004). Psychometric Properties of the Life Events Checklist. Assessment, 11(4), 330-341.
10.1177/1073191104269954 [PubMed: 15486169]

Gross JJ, & Thompson R. a. (2007). Emotion Regulation: Conceptual Foundations. Handbook of
Emotion Regulation, 3, 3-24. 10.1080/00140130600971135

Heberle AE, Briggs-Gowan MJ, & Carter AS (2014). A Person-oriented Approach to Identifying
Parenting Styles in Mothers of Early School-age Children. Infant and Child Development,
10.1002/icd

Johnson JG, Cohen P, Kasen S, & Brook JS (2006). Maternal psychiatric disorders, parenting, and
maternal behavior in the home during the child rearing years. Journal of Child and Family Studies,
15(1), 97-114. 10.1007/s10826-005-9003-z

Jones Harden B, Denmark N, Holmes A, & Duchene M (2014). Detached Parenting and Toddler
Problem Behavior in Early Head Start Families. Infant Mental Health Journal, 35(6), 529-543.
10.1002/imhj. [PubMed: 25798503]

Jones JD, Cassidy J, & Shaver PR (2015). Parents’ Self-Reported Attachment Styles: A Review of
Links with Parenting Behaviors, Emotions, and Cognitions. Personality and Social Psychology
Review, 19(1), 44-76. 10.1177/1088868314541858 [PubMed: 25024278]

Karreman A, van Tuijl C, van Aken MAG, & Dekovi¢ M (2006). Parenting and self-regulation in
preschoolers: a meta-analysis. Infant and Child Development, 15(6), 561-579. 10.1002/icd.478

Katz LF, Maliken AC, & Stettler NM (2012). Parental Meta-Emotion Philosophy: A Review of
Research and Theoretical Framework. Child Development Perspectives, 6(4), n/fa—n/a. 10.1111/
j.1750-8606.2012.00244.x

J Child Fam Stud. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2020 August 28.


http://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/134011/

1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Carreras et al.

Page 14

Katz M, Hilsenroth MJ, Gold JR, Moore M, Pitman SR, Levy SR, & Owen J (2018). Adherence,
flexibility, and outcome in psychodynamic treatment of depression. Journal of Counseling
Psychology. 10.1037/cou0000299

Kelly K, Slade A, & Grienenberger JF (2005). Maternal reflective functioning, mother—infant affective
communication, and infant attachment: Exploring the link between mental states and observed
caregiving behavior in the intergenerational transmission of attachment. Attachment & Human
Development, 7(3), 299-311. 10.1080/14616730500245963 [PubMed: 16210241]

Kiel EJ, Gratz KL, Moore SA, Latzman RD, & Tull MT (2011). The impact of borderline personality
pathology on mothers’ responses to infant distress. Journal of Family Psychology, 25(6), 907-918.
10.1037/a0025474 [PubMed: 21928886]

Kim B, Teti DM, & Cole PM (2012). Mother’s Affect Dysregulation, Depressive Symptoms, and
Emotional Availability During Mother-Infant Interaction. Infant Mental Health Journal, 33(5),
469-476. 10.1002/imhj. [PubMed: 28520269]

Koren-Karie N, Oppenheim D, & Sher-Censor E (2002). Mothers’ Insightfulness Regarding Their
Infants’ Internal Experience: Relations With Maternal Sensitivity and Infant Attachment
Attachment among the Arab minority in Israel View project The Body Speaks: Using the Mirror
Game to Link Attachment and Non-verbal Behavior View project. 10.1037/0012-1649.38.4.534

Lovejoy MC, Graczyk PA, O’Hare E, & Neuman G (2000). Maternal depression and parenting
behavior. Clinical Psychology Review, 20(5), 561-592. 10.1016/S0272-7358(98)00100-7
[PubMed: 10860167]

Lugo-Gil J, & Tamis-LeMonda CS (2014). Family Resources and Parenting Quality : Links to
Children * s Cognitive Development across the First 3 Years Published by : Wiley on behalf of the
Society for Research in Child Development content in a trusted digital archive . We use
information technol. Child Development, 79(4), 1065-1085.

Maughan A, Cicchetti D, Toth SL, & Rogosch F. a. (2007). Early-occurring maternal depression and
maternal negativity in predicting young children’s emotion regulation and socioemotional
difficulties. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 35(2007), 685-703. 10.1007/
$10802-007-9129-0 [PubMed: 17503175]

Maxwell SE, Cole DA, & Mitchell MA (2011). Bias in Cross-Sectional Analyses of Longitudinal
Mediation: Partial and Complete Mediation Under an Autoregressive Model. Multivariate
Behavioral Research, 46(5), 816—-841. 10.1080/00273171.2011.606716 [PubMed: 26736047]

McCleary-Gaddy AT, & Miller CT (2018). Negative religious coping as a mediator between perceived
prejudice and psychological distress among African Americans: A structural equation modeling
approach. Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, 10.1037/rel0000228

McLoyd VC (1990). The impact of economic hardship on black families and children: psychological
distress, parenting, and socioemotional development. Child Development, 61(2), 311-346.
10.2307/1131096 [PubMed: 2188806]

McLoyd VC (1998). Socioeconomic disadvantage and child development. The American Psychologist,
53(2), 185-204. 10.1037/0003-066X.53.2.185 [PubMed: 9491747]

Mennin DS, Heimberg RG, Turk CL, & Fresco DM (2005). Preliminary evidence for an emotion
dysregulation model of generalized anxiety disorder. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 43(10),
1281-1310. 10.1016/j.brat.2004.08.008 [PubMed: 16086981]

Morris AS, Silk JS, Steinberg L, Myers SS, & Robinson LR (2007). The role of the family context in
the development of emotion regulation. Social Development, 16(2), 361-388. 10.1111/
j.1467-9507.2007.00389.x [PubMed: 19756175]

Pereira J, Vickers K, Atkinson L, Gonzalez A, Wekerle C, & Levitan R (2012). Parenting stress
mediates between maternal maltreatment history and maternal sensitivity in a community sample.
Child Abuse and Neglect, 36(5), 433—-437. 10.1016/j.chiabu.2012.01.006 [PubMed: 22633056]

Rapee R (1997). Potential role of childrearing practices in the development of anxiety and depression.
Clinical Psychology Review, 17(1), 47-67. 10.1016/S0272-7358(96)00040-2 [PubMed: 9125367]

Raviv T, Kessenich M, & Morrison FJ (2004). A mediational model of the association between
socioeconomic status and three-year-old language abilities: The role of parenting factors. Early
Childhood Research Quarterly, 19(4), 528-547. 10.1016/j.ecresq.2004.10.007

J Child Fam Stud. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2020 August 28.



1duosnue Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Carreras et al.

Page 15

River LM, Borelli JL, & Nelson-Coffey SK (2016). Examining Parents’ Romantic Attachment Styles
and Depressive and Anxiety SymptomssS as Predictors of Caregiving Experiences. Infant Mental
Health Journal, 37(5), 560-573. 10.1002/imhj.21587 [PubMed: 27579797]

Rudenstine S, Espinosa A, McGee AB, & Routhier E (2018). Adverse childhood events, adult distress,
and the role of emotion regulation. Traumatology, 10.1037/trm0000176

Rueger SY, Katz RL, Risser HJ, & Lovejoy MC (2011). Relations Between Parental Affect and
Parenting Behaviors: A Meta-Analytic Review. Parenting, 11, 1-33.
10.1080/15295192.2011.539503

Rutherford HJV, Booth CR, Luyten P, Bridgett DJ, & Mayes LC (2015). Investigating the association
between parental reflective functioning and distress tolerance in motherhood. Infant Behavior &
Development, 40, 54-63. 10.1016/j.infbeh.2015.04.005 [PubMed: 26025253]

Sheridan SM, Knoche LL, Edwards CP, Bovaird JA, & Kupzyk KA (2010). Parent Engagement and
School Readiness: Effects of the Getting Ready Intervention on Preschool Children’s Social-
Emotional Competencies. Early Education and Development, 21(1), 125-156.
10.1080/10409280902783517 [PubMed: 24683299]

Slade A (2005). Parental reflective functioning: An introduction. Attachment & Human Development,
7(3), 269-281. 10.1080/14616730500245906 [PubMed: 16210239]

Smith M (2004). Parental mental heath: disruptions to parenting and outcomes for children. Child and
Family Social Work, (February), 3-11. 10.1111/j.1365-2206.2004.00312.x

Suchman NE, DeCoste C, Leigh D, & Borelli J (2010). Reflective functioning in mothers with drug
use disorders: Implications for dyadic interactions with infants and toddlers. Attachment & Human
Development, 12(6), 567-585. 10.1080/14616734.2010.501988 [PubMed: 20931415]

Teti D, & Towe-Goodman N (2008). Post-partum depression, effects on child. Encyclopedia of Infant
and Early Child Development. Retrieved from https://scholar.google.com/scholar?
hl=en&as_sdt=0,19&q=Teti+and+Towe-Goodman+Postpartum+depression,+effects+on+child#0

Torres L (2010). Predicting levels of Latino depression: acculturation, acculturative stress, and coping.
Cultural Diversity & Ethnic Minority Psychology, 16(2), 256-263. 10.1037/a0017357 [PubMed:
20438164]

van lJzendoorn MH, Rutgers AH, Bakermans-Kranenburg MJ, Swinkels SHN, van Daalen E, Dietz
C, ... van Engeland H (2007). Parental sensitivity and attachment in children with autism spectrum
disorder: comparison with children with mental retardation, with language delays, and with typical
development. Child Development, 78(2), 597-608. 10.1111/j.1467-8624.2007.01016.x [PubMed:
17381792]

Wachtel K, & Carter AS (2008). Reaction to diagnosis and parenting styles among mothers of young
children with ASDs. Autism, 12(5), 575-594. 10.1177/1362361308094505 [PubMed: 18805948]

Wadsworth ME, & Achenbach TM (2005). Explaining the Link Between Low Socioeconomic Status
and Psychopathology: Testing Two Mechanisms of the Social Causation Hypothesis. Journal of
Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 73(6), 1146-1153. 10.1037/0022-006X.73.6.1146 [PubMed:
16392987]

J Child Fam Stud. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2020 August 28.


https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&as_sdt=0,19&q=Teti+and+Towe-Goodman+Postpartum+depression,+effects+on+child#0
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&as_sdt=0,19&q=Teti+and+Towe-Goodman+Postpartum+depression,+effects+on+child#0

1duosnuepy Joyiny 1duosnuely Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny

1duosnuely Joyiny

Carreras et al.

Psychological
Distress

Difficulties in
Emotion
Regulation

Page 16

y

Sensitive Parenting

Direct effect, b = 0.58, p = .085
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Figure 1.

Difficulties in emotion regulation mediate the relation between psychological distress and
sensitive parenting. Note: Caregiver education, child bilingual status, caregiver English
proficiency, and caregiver exposure to violence were included as covariates.
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