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Objective: To describe children’s emotion
expressions, parent behavioral responses to
their negative emotions, and children’s subse-
quent emotional reactions.
Background: Past research typically has used
questionnaires and structured laboratory stud-
ies to understand these constructs. The present
study, by contrast, was designed to investigate
how these behaviors unfold during families’
everyday lives.
Method: Thirty-one families were recorded
going about their daily lives as part of a larger
study of the everyday lives of families; footage
of a parent and target child (8–12 years of age)
together on screen was divided into 30-second
clips (N= 15,071). Children’s expressions of
positive and negative emotion were identified,
and parent emotion coaching responses (those
theorized to encourage emotion expression)
and emotion dismissing responses (behaviors
postulated to discourage emotion expression)
to children’s negative affective displays were
coded.
Results: Multilevel modeling results indicated
that children were more likely to react with
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negative emotion following parents’ critical
statements and negative commands. However,
parent ignoring increased the likelihood of
positive or neutral emotional reactions.
Conclusion: Although sometimes classified as
a dismissing response, parent ignoring may
facilitate opportunities to practice emotion
regulation.
Implications: These naturalistic observations
can help to inform parent training programs
about differential responses to children’s expres-
sions of negative affect.

The ability to express and regulate emotions and
to decode emotion processes in others is a criti-
cal component of children’s social and cognitive
development as well as of their mental health.
Inadequate development of these competencies
places children at risk for developing both exter-
nalizing and internalizing disorders (Denham,
2007). These complex skills are acquired, in
part, through repeated early experiences in the
family environment (Repetti, Taylor, & Seeman,
2002), including through parent responses that
communicate how emotions should be managed
(Lunkenheimer, Shields, & Cortina, 2007). Par-
ent responses to children’s emotion expressions
usually are studied under controlled conditions
(Zahn-Waxler, 2010), but the correspondence
between patterns observed in the laboratory and
family behavior in everyday life remains an open
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question. The study described here offered a
unique opportunity to address that gap in the
research literature by recording emotion social-
ization as it naturally unfolds during everyday
interactions between school-age children and
their parents.

Parent Responses to Children’s Negative
Emotions

Parents play an important role in school-age
children’s emotion socialization (Gentzler,
Contreras-Grau, Kerns, & Weimer, 2005;
McKee, Faro, O’Leary, Spratt, & Jones, 2015),
and parent responses to young children’s
emotions predict children’s emotional compe-
tence (Gentzler et al., 2005; Gottman, Katz,
& Hooven, 1996). However, there has been
only limited research investigating the immedi-
ate impact that specific parent responses have
on children’s affective experiences (Snyder,
Stoolmiller, Wilson, & Yamamoto, 2003). It
has been suggested that emotion expression is
encouraged by behaviors that offer support and
dampened by punishment or neglect of the emo-
tion (Silk et al., 2011). Furthermore, researchers
have posited that some parental responses to
negative affect, such as anger, fear, and sadness,
can reinforce negative emotions and, in turn,
contribute to the development of psychopathol-
ogy (Klimes-Dougan et al., 2007). Our study
investigates parent responses that may help to
shorten or prolong children’s negative emotion
expressions, particularly anger and sadness.

Parents’ reactions to their children’s emo-
tions are shaped by their beliefs, feelings,
and thoughts about emotions (Gottman et al.,
1996). Gottman et al. (1996) have described two
parenting metaemotion philosophies and the
behaviors that correspond to them. An emotion
coaching (EC) philosophy treats negative moods
as an opportunity to teach coping skills by val-
idating and labeling the distressing emotions
and engaging children in problem-solving to
handle the arousing situations. Validation of
negative affect is believed to facilitate children’s
understanding and management of negative
emotions (Wilson, Havighurst, & Harley, 2012).
In contrast, an emotion-dismissing (ED) phi-
losophy treats sadness and anger as potentially
harmful states that should be minimized and the
events or circumstances that gave rise to them
as conditions that should be changed quickly
(Gottman et al., 1996).

There are few direct observational studies of
the frequency of parent EC and ED responses
to children’s emotions; instead, most of the
research on this topic relies on parent ques-
tionnaire measures (Snyder et al., 2003). Two
exceptions observed structured parent–child
conversations and suggested that parents use a
preponderance of EC responses during emotion-
ally laden conversations in laboratory settings
(Cassano & Zeman, 2010; Lunkenheimer et al.,
2007). However, we do not know the extent to
which those patterns are represented in less emo-
tionally intense daily interactions with children.

There is evidence that parents’ responses
to emotion influence children’s behavioral
adjustment. One study of boys with dis-
ruptive behavior disorders found that when
mothers provided more ED responses (e.g.,
dismissing statements and ignoring) during
a structured conversation, their children were
more likely to be rated by parents and teachers as
showing callous–unemotional traits (Pasalich,
Waschbusch, Dadds, & Hawes, 2014). The
results of an intervention study that taught par-
ents EC strategies, such as how to identify and
empathize with children’s emotions, suggest
that changes in parent responses matter. After
training, parents provided more EC responses,
and there was a decline in children’s behavior
problems compared with a control group (Hav-
ighurst, Wilson, Harley, Prior, & Kehoe, 2010).

According to the theory behind parent
metaemotion philosophy, ignoring and minimiz-
ing remarks are intended to diminish children’s
emotional experiences but actually end up exac-
erbating them (Gottman et al., 1996). However,
there are other points of view about ED strate-
gies. The parent training literature, which is
based on social learning and operant condition-
ing theories (Kazdin, 1997), argues that children
do not have the same immediate reactions to all
dismissing behaviors. On the one hand, negative
attention in the form of minimizing or punishing
statements may inadvertently reinforce and
increase the behavior (Pearl, 2009). Ignoring, on
the other hand, may encourage children to try
to develop self-soothing techniques instead of
seeking parental attention in a maladaptive way.

The effect of an ED behavior may vary
depending on the specific child emotion to
which the parent is responding. Laboratory
observations of the effects of different parent
behaviors on 6-year-olds’ anger displays were
consistent with the idea that not all ED responses
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have the same impact on children; the hazard
rates of children’s anger increased when children
received verbally dismissive parent responses
compared with when they received ignoring or
validating responses (Snyder et al., 2003). A
functionalist perspective on emotion suggests
that emotion expressions serve specific goals,
such as evoking particular responses from oth-
ers. For example, children may exhibit sadness
as a means of garnering support from caregivers
and anger to communicate a desire to be left
alone (Buss & Kiel, 2004). Translated into the
terminology of meta-emotion philosophy, an
EC response may be the aim of an expression
of sadness, and ignoring, an ED response, may
be the aim of an anger expression. Therefore,
it may be important to consider the particular
emotion that elicited a parental response to
understand the child’s subsequent emotional
reaction.

Child and Parent Sex Differences

The gender of both the parent and the child also
may influence emotion socialization interac-
tions. A meta-analysis of 166 observational stud-
ies of school-age children’s emotion expressions
in structured situations concluded that girls are
more likely to express positive and internalizing
emotions (e.g., sadness, anxiety, and sympathy),
and boys are more likely to exhibit externalizing
emotions (e.g., anger; Chaplin & Aldao, 2013).
There may be corresponding differences in how
parents respond to sons’ and daughters’ emotion
expression. Brody (1995) has suggested that,
with the exception of anger, parents generally
are more likely to support emotion expression in
girls than in boys; however, they are more likely
to attend to and reinforce boys’ angry outbursts
and to ignore girls’ anger expressions. Differen-
tial responses to sons and daughters would be in
line with Western societal norms that encourage
boys to externalize and girls to internalize their
distress (Chaplin & Aldao, 2013), and that
pattern is supported both by observations of
parent responses to boys and girls in the labora-
tory and by parent questionnaire data (Zeman,
Perry-Parrish, & Cassano, 2010).

Researchers also have been interested in
parent sex differences, but because fathers
are absent from most emotion socialization
studies, there have been few opportunities to
compare their responses to mothers’ responses.

Investigations that included both parents sug-
gest that mothers are more likely to use or
endorse using EC behaviors when faced with
negative emotions, whereas fathers are more
inclined toward ED behaviors (Blandon, 2015;
Klimes-Dougan et al., 2007; Zeman et al.,
2010). Similar parent sex differences were
reported by college students when describing
how their mothers and fathers had reacted
to their expressions of emotion in childhood
(Garside & Klimes-Dougan, 2002).

Most tests of parent sex differences in reac-
tion to children’s negative emotions are based
on questionnaire data. A potential bias with
this approach was highlighted in a study that
compared parent self-reports with observations
of their “coaching” and “dismissing” behaviors
during a 3-minute discussion. No parent sex dif-
ferences were evident during the discussion, but
mothers reported more coaching responses on
the questionnaires than did fathers (Baker, Fen-
ning, & Crnic, 2011). The difference in results
may raise questions about parents’ abilities to
accurately recall and summarize their behavior.
At the same time, it is not clear how well labora-
tory paradigms represent the myriad real-life sit-
uations in which children express emotion while
in the presence of their parents.

Present Study

The present study analyzes spontaneous interac-
tions between parents and their 8- to-12-year-old
children in everyday natural environments. Our
primary goal is to describe three components of
those interactions (a) children’s emotion expres-
sions, (b) parents’ EC (i.e., reflective, support-
ive, and problem-solving statements) and ED
behaviors (i.e., ignoring, minimizing or dismiss-
ing statements, critical statements, and negative
commands) in response to the children’s neg-
ative emotions, and (c) children’s subsequent
emotional reactions. We examine sex differences
in children’s emotion expressions and in parent
responses. On the basis of prior research, daugh-
ters were expected to express more positive emo-
tion and more sadness and sons to exhibit more
anger. In addition, we expected mothers to pro-
vide more EC responses than fathers.

A second goal is to test for differences in the
parental responses elicited by children’s anger
and sadness. According to a functionalist per-
spective (Buss & Kiel, 2004), child sadness was
expected to elicit more EC than ED responses,
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and anger was expected to elicit more ED than
EC responses. We also examine whether parents’
responses to anger and sadness differ for sons
and daughters.

Third, children’s emotional reactions to the
different parent behavioral responses were
examined in light of the distinction that the par-
ent training literature makes between children’s
expected reactions to ignoring compared with
other parent dismissing responses.

Method

This study describes children’s expressions of
emotion and parent behavioral responses in nat-
uralistic recordings of families going about their
daily lives. The recordings were collected as
part of a broader investigation that included
an intensive set of data collection procedures;
family members were recorded by two videog-
raphers; completed questionnaires, diaries, and
semistructured interviews; provided saliva sam-
ples on multiple occasions; and were observed
in their homes by live researchers using scan
sampling procedures (Ochs et al., 2006; Ochs &
Kremer-Sadlik, 2013). Total compensation for
all components of the study was $1,000 per fam-
ily. The analyses presented here focus on the
subset of the data archive that is relevant to the
specific aims of this study: the recordings of
everyday family interaction. Before data collec-
tion, the study was approved by the local institu-
tional review board, and parents’ informed con-
sent and children’s assent were obtained.

Participants

Families in a major western metropolitan area of
the United States with two cohabitating adults
and two or three children living at home were
recruited for a study of dual-earner, middle-class
families. Fliers and newspaper advertisements
were used to recruit a diverse sample of families
with respect to both ethnicity and occupation
(Ochs et al., 2006). All families held mortgages
on their homes, and each adult in the household
was employed at least 35 hours per week. One
child, between the ages of 8 and 12 years, was
designated as the target child.

This study focuses on a subset of data col-
lected from 31 families, including two fami-
lies headed by male same-sex couples. Video
from an additional family with a child out-
side of the 8-to-12-year age range was used

to develop the coding systems. One parent in
each of the same-sex couples was randomly cho-
sen to assess father–child interactions. Thus, we
analyzed data for 31 father–child dyads and 29
mother–child dyads.

The median age for both mothers and fathers
was 42 years with a range of 29 to 50 years for
mothers and 32 to 58 years for fathers. Partic-
ipating families came from diverse ethnic and
cultural backgrounds, such as White, Black,
Latino, East Asian, South Asian, and multiracial.
Approximately 33% of the families had at least
one member who identified as an ethnic minor-
ity. Six families included one parent who immi-
grated to the United States, and in three families,
both parents identified as having an immigrant
status. The median family income was $100,000
(range= $51,000–$196,000), and the majority
(65%) of spouses had completed college. Three
of the 31 target children were in second grade,
13 in third grade, nine in fourth grade, three in
fifth grade, and three in sixth grade. Four fami-
lies had children who were adopted. There were
17 male and 14 female target children, and their
mean age was 9.4 years (SD= 1.2).

Procedure

Videotaping. Families were recorded by two
videographers on 2 weekdays and 2 weekend
days without any prompts for particular activi-
ties or interactions. On weekdays, filming began
when the families awoke; stopped after parents
and children left for work and school, respec-
tively; resumed again at the first contact between
a parent and child after work and school; and
continued until children went to sleep. In addi-
tion, families were filmed on Saturday and Sun-
day mornings as well as Sunday evenings until
the children went to bed (Ochs et al., 2006).
There was one camera assigned to follow each
parent, and videographers followed parents even
when they left their homes (e.g., visits to rel-
atives’ homes or community settings). Wire-
less microphones recorded all dialogue no mat-
ter which way participants moved or turned;
researchers did not need to hover near family
members.

Data culling. The processing of the recordings
began by applying a standardized, quantitative
approach to the data that began by identifying
moments of parent–child interaction captured in
the more than 1,600 hours of naturalistic video
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data. Every instance in which a target child
appeared on screen with at least one parent for
at least 30 seconds was culled from the archive;
longer clips were broken down into 30-second
segments. A 30-second duration was chosen as
sufficient to capture meaningful interactions but
short enough to describe with acceptable inter-
rater reliability (Ray & Tickle-Degnen, 2004).
From each family’s pool of 30-second clips, we
selected 1 weekday and 1 weekend day that max-
imized the number of available mother–child
and father–child clips and coded a maximum of
200 clips for each parent–child dyad on each
of those 2 days. This process resulted in a final
archive of 15,071 coded video clips; the week-
day sample consisted of 3,804 mother–child and
3,403 father–child clips, and the weekend sam-
ple consisted of 3,720 mother–child and 4,144
father–child clips. Children in our study were
observed with a parent for between 52 and
399 minutes (M = 498 thirty-second clips per
child; SD = 181). Clips for mother–child dyads
ranged between 27 and 200 minutes (M = 258
clips, SD = 86) and for father–child dyads also
ranged between 25 and 200 minutes (M = 243
clips, SD = 107). Considering only the 29 fam-
ilies with mothers, we found that on weekdays
children were more likely to be captured on
screen with their mothers (M = 131 clips) than
with their fathers (M = 108 clips), t(28)= 2.29,
p= .030, d = 0.42. There were no statistical dif-
ferences in the mean number of mother–child
and father–child clips on weekend days.

Coding of emotion expressions and parent
responses. Coding for this study took place
in two phases. The goal of the first phase was
to isolate the parent–child clips in which the
target child expressed positive or negative emo-
tion. The second phase focused on the clips in
which children expressed negative emotion; the
intensity of the children’s negative emotions,
parents’ responses to the negative emotions, and
children’s subsequent emotional reactions to
their parents’ responses were coded. To address
the challenges of reliably coding naturalistic
video, within each phase, we had two coders
independently rate all of the video clips from
each family (2 days of mother–child clips and
2 days of father–child clips). The coder pairs,
which varied across families, met to resolve
all differences in their ratings until complete
interrater agreement had been achieved. When
the pair could not agree about a code, the clip

was brought to the full coding team for review
and resolution. Although only the agreed-on
codes were used in the analyses, our estimates
of interrater reliability are based on the indepen-
dent ratings that coders provided before meeting
to resolve differences. The variables included
in this report achieved coder agreement levels
of 80% to 96% and kappa scores in the .50 to
.76 range, indicating moderate to substantial
interrater reliability (Viera & Garrett, 2005). In
some cases, a high percentage of coder agree-
ment yielded a relatively low kappa value; those
apparent discrepancies are explained by very
low base rates (i.e., the expected probability of
not observing the phenomenon was very high;
Feinstein & Cicchetti, 1990).

Identification of child emotion expressions. A
team of 19 coders was trained (on pilot video
clips in which a parent and a nontarget child were
copresent) to identify when a child expressed an
emotion and the moment the emotion display
began. There are no existing systems for cod-
ing child emotion from naturalistic recordings of
families, so new methods were devised for this
study (see Sperling & Repetti, 2012). Emotions
included expressions of Ekman’s (1992) six
universal emotions; our unique coding system
included display characteristics such as vocal
tone, nonverbal movements, facial expressions,
and verbal expressions. The full range of emo-
tion intensity was included (e.g., both a subtle
eye roll and a temper tantrum would be coded as
a display of anger; a smirk and a fit of hysteri-
cal laughter both would be coded as a display of
happiness). Children expressed any emotion in
6,251 clips (41% of all clips; 88% agreement,
𝜅 = .74). Positive emotions such as happiness
(e.g., smiles and laughter) were coded in 5,016
clips (33% of all clips; 90% agreement, 𝜅 = .76)
and negative emotion was coded in 1,665 clips
(11% of all clips; 93% agreement, 𝜅 = .64). Neg-
ative emotions included expressions of anger
(e.g., furrowed eyebrows or stomping one’s feet;
94% agreement, 𝜅 = .59) and sadness (e.g., tear-
fulness and pouting; 96% agreement, 𝜅 = .53).

Emotion episodes. Clips in which the target
child expressed a negative emotion advanced to
a second phase of coding in which the unit of
analysis switched from the 30-second clip to
the “negative emotion episode.” A few of the
original 19 coders finished their coding obliga-
tions for that term, and new coders trained and
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replaced them to sustain a total of 19 coders.
The revised team of 19 coders was trained for
this second coding phase. Episodes began with
the onset of the emotion expression (identified
in the first round of coding) and, as described
subsequently, continued up to 40 seconds after
the expression ended. There were more negative
emotion episodes than emotion clips from the
first phase of coding because multiple discrete
expressions of negative emotion often were con-
tained within a single 30-second clip. For each
episode, the intensity of the child’s initial nega-
tive emotion, the parent’s behavioral response(s)
to that emotion, and the child’s emotional reac-
tion to the parent’s response(s) were described.

The intensity of the child’s initially expressed
negative emotion was rated on a 3-point rating
scale (1= low intensity, 2=medium intensity,
and 3= high intensity). However, because highly
intense expressions were rare (n= 66 across all
dyads, days, and families), the ratings were
reduced to a dichotomous rating. Low-intensity
expressions were subtle or had only one observ-
able form (e.g., furrowed brow). Medium- to
high-intensity expressions received ratings of 2
or 3 or had two or more observable forms (e.g.,
frowned and whined; 80% agreement, 𝜅 = .56).

All parent behavioral responses within a win-
dow of 30 seconds that began at the end of
the child’s emotion expression were sorted into
two broad categories: emotion coaching (EC)
(88% agreement, 𝜅 = .66) and emotion dismiss-
ing (ED) behaviors (82% agreement, 𝜅 = .61).
The EC responses included (a) reflective state-
ments, such as “You’re mad at me because I will
not let you play for longer” (99% agreement,
𝜅 = .56); (b) problem-solving statements, such
as “Can you think of a way that you both can
play with the ball?” (99% agreement, 𝜅 = .61);
and (c) supportive statements or behaviors, such
as “You can do it; I know you can!” (88%
agreement, 𝜅 = .64). Four ED behaviors were
coded: (a) critical statements, such as “I’m get-
ting tired of you” (90% agreement, 𝜅 = .57);
(b) negative commands, such as “Stop shout-
ing!” (91% agreement, 𝜅 = .58); (c) minimizing
or dismissing statements, such as “You’re fine;
shake it off” (96% agreement, 𝜅 = .50); and (d)
ignoring, which was coded whenever the par-
ent had an opportunity to react but displayed no
overt response, and whenever the parent abruptly
changed the topic of conversation (85% agree-
ment, 𝜅 = .68).

Our analyses exclude (n= 394; 19% of all
episodes) all episodes in which the target parent
did not have an opportunity to respond (e.g., the
parent and child were on screen together but the
parent could not see the child’s emotion expres-
sion; 96% agreement, 𝜅 = .60), as well as those
in which someone other than the target parent
responded to the child’s emotion, perhaps negat-
ing the need for the parent to respond (93%
agreement, 𝜅 = .67). Cases in which the target
parent offered more than one type of response
in a single emotion episode (n= 149; 7% of all
episodes) also were excluded. The final pool
for analysis consisted of 1,580 negative emo-
tion episodes (M = 50.97 per family, SD= 48.49,
range= 1–224).

During a 10-second window that followed the
parent’s response, children’s emotional reactions
were coded as positive, negative, or neutral (i.e.,
no emotional reaction; 82% agreement, 𝜅 = .58).
A single instance of a reaction of surprise was
excluded from analyses. The intensity of positive
and negative emotional reactions was scored in
the manner described previously and, as noted
earlier, ratings were dichotomized because of
the low frequency of high-intensity ratings (total
n= 19 across all episodes; low- versus medium-
or high-intensity: 86% agreement; 𝜅 = .68).

Results

Child Emotion in Everyday Family Life

Our first goal was to describe the frequency
and intensity of child emotion behaviors, par-
ents’ behavioral responses to children’s negative
emotions, and child emotional reactions to each
parent behavioral response. Descriptive statistics
for each of these constructs are presented next.

Child emotion expressions. Children expressed
emotion in 18% to 68% of their collection
of 30-second parent–child clips (M = 41%;
Mdn= 41%, SD= 12%). The likelihood of
expressing emotion did not differ statistically
between boys and girls.

Positive emotions were expressed by children
in 11% to 55% of their clips (M = 32% of all
clips and 80% of emotion clips; Mdn= 31%,
SD= 11%). To test the hypothesis that daugh-
ters would express more positive emotion,
parent–child dyad sex differences in positive
emotion expression were examined in a 2 ×
2 analysis of variance (ANOVA; parent sex ×



Emotion Socialization 331

child sex). A statistically significant main effect
for child sex indicated that girls were more
likely to express positive emotion (M = 36%
of clips) than were boys (M = 27%), F(1,
56)= 7.83, p< .007, partial ŋ

2 = .12. Neither the
main effect for parent sex nor the interaction
between parent and child sex was statistically
significant.

Negative emotions were expressed by chil-
dren in 2% to 28% of their clips (M = 11% of
all clips and 27% of emotion clips; Mdn= 9%,
SD= 8%). Contrary to our expectation that
sons would express more anger and daughters
more sadness, there were no parent or child
sex differences in how often children expressed
negative affect. Children tended to express
anger (M = 8% of clips, Mdn= 6%, SD= 6%,
range= 1%–23%) about twice as often as they
expressed sadness (M = 4% of clips, Mdn= 3%,
SD= 4%, range 0%–6%). Dichotomized ratings
of the intensity of expressions of sadness and
anger indicated that negative emotions tended
to be low to medium in intensity (M = 1.36,
SD= 0.20), and there were no statistical dif-
ferences between boys and girls or between
weekdays and weekend days.

Parent behavioral responses. With negative
emotion episodes (n= 1,580) as the unit of
analysis, our data indicated that parents usu-
ally responded to children’s negative emotions
with ED responses (M = 73%, Mdn= 76%,
SD= 18%, range= 0% to 93%). Ignoring
was the most common parent response to
negative emotion (M = 44% of responses,
Mdn= 47%, SD= 17%, range= 0%–71%),
and this is how a majority (60%) of the ED
responses were coded. The remaining three
ED responses were observed less frequently:
negative commands (M = 13% of responses,
Mdn= 14%, SD= 9%, range= 0%–30%),
critical statements (M = 12% of responses,
Mdn= 11%, SD= 8%, range= 0%–33%),
and minimizing or dismissing statements
(M = 4% of responses, Mdn= 3%, SD= 5%,
range= 0%–20%). EC responses were observed
in 26% of the negative emotion episodes
(Mdn= 24%, SD= 18%, range= 7%–100%);
almost all of those were supportive state-
ments (M = 25% of responses, Mdn= 22%,
SD= 17%, range= 0%–100%). Reflective
(M = 1% of responses, Mdn= 0%, SD= 2%,
range= 0%–8%) and problem-solving (M = 1%,
Mdn= 0%, SD= 2%, range= 0%–7%)

statements were rare and are therefore dropped
from all subsequent analyses.

We did not find that mothers were more
inclined than fathers to provide EC responses;
the only parent sex difference was a higher
probability of negative commands by mothers
(M = 19%) than fathers (M = 9%), t(27)= 2.40,
p= .024, d = .61. A two-way (parent sex × child
sex) ANOVA yielded a statistically significant
interaction between parent and child sex in
the analysis of supportive statements, F(1,
55)= 3.97, p= .051, partial ŋ

2 = .07, indicat-
ing that daughters were more likely to receive
supportive statements from mothers (M = 32%)
than were sons (M = 13%).

Children’s emotional reactions. Children were
most likely to display a neutral demeanor
after their parents’ responses (M = 64% of
reactions, SD= 23%), which may be expected
given the mild intensity of most of the initial
emotion expressions. Negative emotional reac-
tions were observed in 29% (SD= 21%) and
positive emotional reactions were observed in
7% (SD= 11%) of children’s negative emo-
tion episodes. Positive and negative emotional
reactions generally were mild in intensity
(M = 1.25, SD= 0.18). Two-way ANOVAs and
independent-sample t tests uncovered no statis-
tical differences between the reactions of boys
and girls, mothers and fathers, or weekdays and
weekend days.

Children’s Emotions as Predictors of Parent
Responses

Our second goal was to examine whether
children’s expressions of anger and sadness
prompted different parent responses and
whether the responses depended on parent
and child sex. We expected that sadness would
elicit more EC responses, and anger would be
followed by more ED responses. Multilevel
modeling (MLM) allowed us to analyze vari-
ance in the 1,580 negative emotion episodes,
the unit of analysis coded for this study, while
accounting for the nested structure of the data.
In the models, which were tested with Stata
Release 15 (StataCorp., 2017), episodes were
nested within parent–child dyads (mother–child
and father–child), which were nested within
children. All of the variables in the models were
scored dichotomously: The Level 1–dependent
variable was a specific parent response in that



332 Family Relations

episode (e.g., ignoring; 1= that specific par-
ent response, 0= any other parent response),
and the two Level 1 predictor variables were
the initial child negative emotion expression
(0= sadness, 1= anger) and the intensity of that
expression. Parent sex differences were tested
at Level 2 (0= father, 1=mother), and child
sex differences were tested at Level 3 (0= boy,
1= girl). Interactions between the specific emo-
tion (anger vs. sadness) and each of the other
predictor variables also were tested.

Results from the model testing support-
ive statements as the dependent variable are
presented in Table 1. The overall model was
statistically significant, 𝜒2(7)= 18.59, p= .010,
indicating that some variability in the obser-
vation of supportive statements was explained
by the combination of predictor variables. The
main effects for child initial negative emotion,
initial negative emotion’s intensity, and the
interaction between the initial emotion and
its intensity were not statistically significant.
However, the main effect for child sex was
statistically significant, indicating that girls
were more likely than boys to receive supportive
statements in response to their expressions of
negative emotion, B(29)= 0.66, p= .017. There
was no interaction between child sex and initial
negative emotion. The main effect of parent
sex was statistically significant: Mothers were
less likely than fathers to make a supportive
statement in response to a child display of nega-
tive emotion, B(27)= –0.69, p= .009. However,
that finding was qualified by an interaction
between parent sex and child initial negative
emotion. Although, as already reported, there
was no statistical difference between mothers’
and fathers’ propensities to respond to negative
emotion with supportive statements, the interac-
tion indicates that mothers were less likely than
fathers to respond with supportive statements
to expressions of sadness, but they were more
likely than fathers to respond with support to an
expression of anger, B(1485)= 0.91, p< .001.

When ignoring was the dependent variable,
the overall model was not statistically signifi-
cant, 𝜒2(7)= 12.05, p= .100 (see Table 1). In
this case, the main effect of the child’s initial
negative emotion was the only statistically sig-
nificant predictor of ignoring behavior in this
model; as expected, parent ignoring was more
likely to be a response to an anger expression
than to an expression of sadness, B(1485)= 0.54,
p= .045. The MLMs testing the three verbally

Table 1. Multilevel Modeling Analyses for Child Negative

Emotion Predicting a Parent Behavioral Response

Model 1:
Supportivea

Model 2:
Ignoringb

Predictor
variables B SEB p B SEB p

Level 1
Child initial
negative emotion

–0.46 0.32 .159 0.54 0.27 .045

Child initial
negative emotion
intensity

–0.06 0.25 .801 0.36 0.22 .099

Child initial
negative emotion
× intensity

0.06 0.29 .846 –0.25 0.25 .314

Level 2
Parent sex –0.69 0.26 .009 0.04 0.22 .848
Parent sex × child
initial negative
emotion

0.91 0.29 <.001 –0.43 0.24 .072

Level 3
Child sex 0.66 0.28 .017 –0.24 0.28 .390
Child sex × child
initial negative
emotion

–0.13 0.28 .649 0.12 0.24 .628

Note. B = coefficient of a fixed effect. Three-level mod-
els were tested with Stata Release 15 (StataCorp., 2017)
to predict specific parent responses to children’s initial
expressions of anger versus sadness. Level 1 predictor vari-
ables were the child’s initial negative emotion (0= sadness;
1= anger) and the intensity of the initial emotion (0= low,
1=medium/high). The Level 2 predictor variable was par-
ent sex (0= father; 1=mother). The Level 3 predictor vari-
able was child sex (0= boy; 1= girl). Predictor estimates
have df = 1485, except parent sex (df = 27) and child sex
(df = 29).

a𝜒2(7) = 18.59, p= .010. b𝜒2(7) = 12.05, p= .100.

dismissive responses as outcomes did not yield
any statistically significant results.

Parent Responses as Predictors of Children’s
Emotional Reactions

The third goal was to examine children’s emo-
tional reactions to the different parent responses.
Again, the negative emotion episode was the unit
of analysis in a series of MLMs; in this case,
the dependent variable was the child’s proximate
emotional reaction (within a 10-second window)
to the parent response. Because positive emo-
tional reactions rarely occurred, the outcome
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Table 2. Multilevel Modeling Analyses for Parent Responses Predicting Children’s Negative Emotional Reactions

Model 1:
Supportivea

Model 2:
Criticalb

Model 3:
Negativec

Model 4:
Minimizing/
dismissingd

Model 5:
Ignoringe

Predictor variables B SEB p B SEB p B SEB P B SEB p B SEB p

Level 1
Parent response –0.41 0.33 .220 1.09 0.38 .004 1.72 0.35 <.001 0.95 0.63 .134 –1.48 0.29 <.001
Child initial negative
emotion

–0.38 0.15 .011 –0.42 0.14 .004 –0.26 0.15 .082 –0.40 0.14 .004 –0.48 0.16 .003

Parent response × child
initial negative emotion

–0.07 0.31 .815 0.03 0.36 .933 –0.50 0.33 .131 0.36 0.54 .504 0.34 0.28 .212

Level 2
Parent sex –0.00 0.18 .987 0.11 0.19 .549 0.01 0.18 .943 0.03 0.16 .874 –0.05 0.19 .784
Parent sex × parent
response

0.11 0.29 .718 –0.63 0.34 .063 –0.14 0.33 .646 –0.53 0.58 .356 0.11 0.26 .669

Level 3
Child sex 0.44 0.38 .251 0.47 0.38 .217 0.61 0.38 .105 0.48 0.37 .197 0.25 0.38 .502
Child sex × parent
response

0.23 0.30 .445 0.12 0.34 .719 –0.62 0.33 .058 –0.26 0.54 .625 0.46 0.26 .079

Note. B = coefficient of a fixed effect. Three-level models were tested with Stata Release 15 (StataCorp., 2017) to predict
children’s negative emotional reactions to specific parent responses. Level 1 predictor variables were the child’s initial negative
emotion (0= sadness; 1= anger) and the parent’s response to that expression (0= the specifc parent behavioral response of
interest was not observed; 1= the specific parent behavioral response of interest was observed). The Level 2 predictor variable
was parent sex (0= father; 1=mother). The Level 3 predictor variable was child sex (0= boy; 1= girl). Predictor estimates
have df = 1485, except parent sex (df = 27) and child sex (df = 29).

a𝜒2(7) = 13.32, p= .065. b𝜒2(7) = 36.76, p< .001. c𝜒2(7) = 56.91, p< .001. d𝜒2(7) = 17.28, p= .016. e𝜒2(7) = 66.84,
p< .001.

was scored as either 0 (positive, neutral, or no
emotional reaction) or 1 (negative emotional
reaction). The five specific parent behavioral
responses—supportive statements, critical state-
ments, negative commands, minimizing or dis-
missing statements, and ignoring—were tested
as predictors in separate models. In each model,
the three predictor variables tested at Level 1
were (a) the parent behavioral response (1= that
specific response, 0= any other response), (b)
the initial child emotion to which the parent was
responding (0= sadness, 1= anger), and (c) the
interaction between the specific parent behav-
ioral response and child initial negative emotion.
Parent sex was included at Level 2 and child
sex at Level 3. Interactions between the parent
behavioral response and the Level 2 and Level
3 variables (parent sex and child sex) also were
tested. Results are reported in Table 2.

The overall model testing parent supportive
statements, the primary EC behavior, as a pre-
dictor of children’s negative emotional reactions
was not statistically significant. However, the
overall models for all four of the specific ED

responses were statistically significant, which
suggests that parents’ ED responses were asso-
ciated with children’s subsequent emotional
reactions. Recall that we were interested to
see whether all ED responses elicited nega-
tive emotional reactions or if ignoring would
have a different impact compared with verbally
dismissive responses. There was an increased
likelihood of an immediate negative emotional
reaction following parents’ critical statements,
B(1485)= 1.09, p= .004, and negative com-
mands, B(1485)= 1.72, p< .001, but the main
effect for minimizing or dismissing statements
as a Level 1 predictor was not statistically
significant. However, consistent with the parent
training literature, ignoring was more likely to
predict a positive or neutral emotional reaction,
B(1485)= –1.48, p< .001. The main effect for
initial child negative emotion was a statisti-
cally significant predictor in four of the five
models; in these models, sadness was more
likely than anger to be followed by a negative
emotional reaction. The Level 1 interaction
between the child’s initial emotion and the
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parent’s behavioral response was not a statisti-
cally significant predictor in any of the models;
nor were the main effects of parent and child
sex, or any of their interactions with the parent
behavioral responses.

An additional correlational analysis was
conducted with the dyad as the unit of analysis
to test associations between parent responses
and children’s emotional reactions. Across all
of a dyad’s emotion episodes, we computed the
proportion of parent responses represented by
each specific behavior (e.g., proportion of all
responses that were negative commands) and
the proportion of negative emotional reactions
displayed by the child. None of the correlations
were statistically significant.

Discussion

A research literature built on self-reports and
observations of behavior in controlled situations
has revealed much about children’s emotions
and parents’ responses to them, but conclusions
based solely on those approaches may not
adequately reflect the behavior that children
typically exhibit and, therefore, the responses
they receive in their daily lives (Bai, Repetti, &
Sperling, 2016). This naturalistic observational
study helps to bridge a gap in our understanding
of school-age children’s spontaneous emotion
expressions in family settings and parents’ reac-
tions to expressions of negative emotion. More
than 15,000 video clips in which a parent and
target child appeared on screen together were
coded and analyzed to achieve a fly-on-the-wall
perspective on emotion socialization practices
as they spontaneously unfold in families. Child
displays of negative emotion were fairly rare,
mild, and short-lived. In this context, the most
common parent response was to ignore the neg-
ative affect, which increased the likelihood that
the child would switch to a neutral or positive
expression. This contrasts with parents’ verbally
dismissive responses, such as critical statements
and negative commands, which were more
likely to be followed by children’s negative
emotional reactions.

Children’s Expressions of Emotion in the
Family

Children expressed emotion in fewer than half
of the clips; when they did display affect, it was
positive more than three quarters of the time.

As expected, the girls in our study expressed
positive emotion more often than did the boys.
Unlike child emotion expressions in structured
settings, however, the boys did not show more
anger or fewer expressions of sadness than did
girls (Chaplin & Aldao, 2013). Perhaps boys’
and girls’ negative emotion expressions are more
similar when children are in the comfort of their
own homes. Interestingly, there were no differ-
ences in rates of emotion expression when chil-
dren were with mothers versus when they were
with fathers. Following parents’ responses to ini-
tial negative emotion displays, children usually
had a neutral demeanor, which speaks to the
brief duration of most of the negative affective
episodes that we observed. However, when chil-
dren did emotionally react to a parent’s response,
the reaction typically had a negative valence, and
it was more likely to follow initial expressions of
sadness than anger.

Parent Responses to Children’s Negative
Emotion

Researchers sometimes ask parents how they
respond to their children’s negative emotions
and group their descriptions into “coaching”
and “dismissing” behaviors. However, past
research has indicated that it may be worthwhile
to investigate how specific parent responses in
each of those categories uniquely affect children
(Snyder et al., 2003). Unlike laboratory studies,
in which a preponderance of parent responses
to children’s emotionally salient experiences
are coaching behaviors (Cassano & Zeman,
2010; Lunkenheimer et al., 2007), in our study
we found that, in the face of predominantly
mild expressions of negative emotion, ignoring
was the modal parent response. When a parent
responded verbally to the child’s negative emo-
tion, supportive statements (EC responses) were
most common. Many episodes that accounted
for the verbally dismissive responses consisted
of children complaining about not wanting
to do chores, such as clean their rooms. For
example, in response to a child whining that
he did not understand his math homework, his
mother responded with the negative command,
“Think about it!” With the exception of mothers’
greater use of negative commands, mothers and
fathers generally responded in similar ways to
children’s negative emotions. Previous analyses
of the video dataset have shown that, compared
to fathers, mothers spent more time engaged
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in chore-like activities and less time in leisure
activities at home; in particular, they were more
often observed supervising children’s homework
(Broege, Owens, Graesch, Arnold, & Schneider,
2007; Saxbe Repetti, & Graesch, 2011). Moth-
ers may have provided more negative commands
because they were more involved in overseeing
children’s completion of daily tasks.

The rate of parent directives and other
verbally dismissive responses to negative emo-
tion was matched by the rate of supportive
statements, but reflective and problem-solving
statements, other EC responses and strategies
that typically are encouraged by parent training
programs (Webster-Stratton, 1994), were rare in
this study. Parents were more likely to offer sup-
portive statements to girls’ negative emotions,
which is consistent with research indicating that
most emotions are more likely to be encouraged
in daughters than in sons. A supportive response
is illustrated by a father’s offer of sympathy
by saying, “Sorry, sorry” after his daughter
yelped while he was trying to help her comb
tangles out of her hair. We did not find support
for the idea that parents are more inclined to
ignore daughters’ expressions of anger (Brody,
1995). Instead, our finding concerning sup-
portive statements seems more in line with
male and female college students’ retrospective
descriptions of their childhoods (Garside &
Klimes-Dougan, 2002).

It is reasonable to wonder about the effects of
the cameras on the participants’ behavior. Our
impression is that these busy two-earner fam-
ilies had to get on with their lives and quickly
accommodated to the unusual circumstances.
Of course, questions about possible observer
effects can only be addressed in comparison to
other methodologies. It is a simple matter to
indulge self-presentation biases in questionnaire
or interview studies (e.g., circling a number
on a response scale to present the family in a
particular way), but much more challenging to
respond in real time to actual behavior and emo-
tion expressions in a manner that is not natural.
The controlled and time-limited circumstances
of typical laboratory observational studies may
be more likely to elicit behavior outside of
participants’ norms compared with behavior
while engaged in daily routines and responding
in the moment to several others (Gardner, 2000).
The extended period of observation in the larger
study on which this analysis was based (i.e.,
more than 40 hours of recordings per family) and

the many ongoing activities and demands—such
as homework, meal preparation and clean up,
bills and other paperwork, phone calls, getting
ready for school and work, sports and other
after-school activities—surely impeded any
attempt to continually monitor and edit behavior
to conform to some unnatural standard. Thus,
even relatively intrusive naturalistic observa-
tional techniques have advantages over other
methods commonly used to assess parenting
behavior (Repetti, Reynolds, & Sears, 2015;
Sears, Repetti, Reynolds, & Sperling, 2013).

Links Between Parents’ Responses
and Children’s Negative Emotional Reactions

Although we did not observe supportive state-
ments having the encouraging effect on chil-
dren’s emotion that is sometimes predicted by
an EC philosophy (Gottman et al., 1996), ED
responses were linked with children’s emotional
reactions. At the episode level, a parent’s ver-
bal ED response was more likely to be followed
by a child’s negative emotional reaction than
by a positive or neutral one. As suggested by
the parent training research literature, verbally
dismissing responses may inadvertently rein-
force children’s emotion expression and exacer-
bate their affective experiences (Anastopoulos,
Shelton, DuPaul, & Guevremont, 1993). This
was illustrated by an interaction in which the
child was sad about her loose tooth and declared
“It is,” to insist that it really was loose. When
the mother responded with “Shh,” the daughter
reacted negatively by putting her mouth in front
of the mother’s face, raising her voice, and say-
ing, “Look!”

Whereas verbal ED responses seemed to have
prolonged the expression of negative affect and
attention-seeking, children who were ignored
were more likely to switch to a neutral or positive
state. For example, after a mother interrupted
her son’s play by asking him what he wanted
to eat, he raised his voice with an irritated tone
and said, “Mac cheese or chicken nuggets!” The
mother started to talk to her daughter, and the
son returned to playing with a neutral demeanor.
Although sometimes classified as a dismissing
response, parent ignoring may provide children
with opportunities to practice managing mild
feelings of anger and sadness independently and
to develop emotion regulation skills. Research
indicates that parents’ responses predict young
children’s emotional competence (Gentzler
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et al., 2005; Gottman et al., 1996) and con-
tribute to mental health (Klimes-Dougan et al.,
2007). Therefore, the short-term associations
observed in this study may have long-lasting
impacts.

Clinical Implications

The spontaneous family interactions that we
observed suggest that children predominantly
experience negative affect as mild, short-lived
states, which are less intense than those that
are elicited by most laboratory paradigms or
that are the focus of questionnaire measures.
These are the primary affective experiences that
provide children with opportunities for emotion
regulation and socialization and can be used
as a foundation for prevention and interven-
tion programs. This study suggests that when
children experience mildly intense negative
emotions, it may be beneficial for parents to
ignore these expressions and provide children
with opportunities to practice self-regulation
skills. By working through their reactions to
everyday stressors with their families, children
fine-tune skills that help them navigate social
conflicts and stress management, which they
can apply to interactions outside of the home
(Repetti & Robles, 2016). EC responses may
be more appropriate when children experience
intense emotions and benefit from validation as
well as assistance in regulating their emotions.
In these instances, dismissing responses may
be harmful and, in the long term, contribute
to internalizing and externalizing problems
(Klimes-Dougan et al., 2007). Therefore, it
may be useful for parent training programs
to teach parents how to respond differentially
to children’s mild and intense expressions of
negative affect.

Limitations and Future Directions

The richness of naturalistic observations, a pri-
mary strength of this study, imposed limitations.
To address the challenge of achieving high inter-
rater reliability, we built redundancy into the
system by having two people independently rate
each clip and then jointly resolve any coding
differences so that the final data set reflected
100% interrater agreement. Another example is
that the intensity of the video recording protocol
constrained the number of participants. The
enhanced statistical power that would have

been afforded by a larger sample of families
might have allowed tests of individual, family,
and group differences. For example, there may
be differences in the responses of biological
parents versus stepparents and among families
from different social classes as well as different
ethnic or cultural groups. Collection of self-
and parent-report data in addition to naturalis-
tic recordings may be able to offer additional
insight into emotion socialization processes
among families.

In addition, future research would benefit
from examination of the specific context in
which the child expresses negative emotion. For
example, child anger in the context of misbe-
havior may be more likely to prompt an ED
response, but an expression of anger while the
child describes being mistreated by a peer may
be more likely to elicit a validating EC response.
The presence of siblings and the public ver-
sus private nature of the setting are two other
(among many) factors that may shape parent
behavior and could be included in analyses of
naturalistic data. Finally, the ubiquity and power
of parent ignoring suggest that future labora-
tory investigations should include conditions
that do not compel verbal responses from par-
ents. Such studies could begin to delineate the
circumstances under which parents refrain from
acknowledging or actively responding to their
children’s negative emotion displays and investi-
gate how those responses may impact children’s
behavior.

Despite its limitations, this study repre-
sents one of the first explorations of parents’
responses to school-age children’s spontaneous
emotion expressions in everyday life. Our
naturalistic observational study of emotion
socialization practices revealed that children’s
displays of negative emotion were fairly infre-
quent, brief, and mild in intensity. Parents most
commonly responded to these expressions by
ignoring them, which increased the likelihood
that the child would switch to a neutral or
positive expression. In contrast, parents’ ver-
bally dismissive responses were more likely to
be followed by children’s negative emotional
reactions. When supportive responses were
observed, they were more likely to be offered
to daughters than to sons. More naturalistic
research on parents’ responses to children’s
negative emotions could help to refine parent
training programs that aim to facilitate boys’
and girls’ emotional development.
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