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Abstract 

Emotional competence in children is increasingly understood as an outcome of parents‟ 

adaptive socialization behaviors.  Parent‟s socialization of children‟s emotions and children‟s emotion 

competence were examined in a sample of formerly homeless mother-child dyads.  Parents‟ supportive 

responses to children‟s expressed sadness predicted interpersonal and affective strength in children.  

Parental support for anger significantly predicted interpersonal, intrapersonal, and affective strengths.  

Qualitative interviews of parents indicated that mothers in formerly homeless families use a variety of 

both adaptive and maladaptive socialization strategies that have been associated with both resilience and 

psychopathology in children. 

Keywords: emotion socialization, emotional competence, family homelessness 
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Introduction 

Emotions are a part of the experience of being human.  Emotions determine the quality of our 

lives, because they are present in every relationship, including in our families, our intimates, our 

friendships, and our work (Ekman, 2003).  Ross Thompson writes “Emotion animates life.  It accounts 

for the depths and peaks of daily existence, the memorable richness and darkest moment of individual 

experience” (Thompson, 1999). 

Emotions are driven by biological processes that have evolved over time, and are embedded in 

social interactions (Cole, Michel, & O‟Donnell Teti, 1994).  Cultures (and subcultures) vary 

considerably in how emotions are expressed and understood (Eisenberg, Cumberland, & Spinrad, 1998; 

Ekman, 2003).  The process by which we acquire our culture‟s understanding of what emotions are and 

how they work is emotion socialization (Saarni, 1999).  Saarni refers to cultural understandings of 

emotion as “folk theories” that serve as working models or internal guides for understanding and acting 

upon the emotions of both the self and others. 

In recent years, there has been an increased interest in understanding the role parents and others 

play in the socialization of children‟s emotions, with the recognition that such socialization has 

important implications for the development of psychological and social health in children.  Emotion-

related abilities are believed to impact a broad array of other outcomes including social competence 

(Denham, McKinley, Couchound, & Holt, 1990; Hubbard and Coie, 1994), academic achievement 

(Graziano, Reavis, Keane, & Calkins, 2007), and psychopathology (Cicchetti, Ackerman, & Izard, 

1995).  Although children‟s emotions are influenced by a variety of forces including peers and media, 

parents are one of the most effectual and enduring socializers of children (Halberstadt, 1991).  Through 

daily interactions around affectively-charged events, parents mold children‟s understanding, experience, 

and expression of emotions.  These socialization practices may serve to promote or hinder children‟s 

emotional abilities.  Therefore, parental ability to effectively socialize children is critical in building 

emotional aptitude and creating positive psychosocial outcomes for children. 

Homelessness 

The context of family homelessness provides a particularly important opportunity to study 

emotion socialization practices, due to the elevated levels of psychosocial risk faced by children in 
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homeless families.  Studies have shown that homeless children, much like children in low income 

families, often have lives marked by profound chaos and disruption (Gewirtz & Edleson, 2007).  

Research demonstrates that children in supportive housing have good access to health care, particularly 

for physical health concerns, but face considerable psychosocial risks, including emotional challenges 

(Gewirtz, Hart-Shegos & Medhanie, 2008).  Controlling for other variables, housing status is associated 

with internalizing behavior, with homeless children showing higher levels than low income housed 

children (Buckner, Bassuk, Weinreb, & Brooks, 1999).  Most mothers are acutely stressed while living 

in a shelter and score similarly to psychiatric outpatients on measures of mental illness (Buckner, 

Bassuk, Zima, 1993).  Further, stressors don‟t subside when families are stably sheltered; current 

stressful events continue to be high even after the conclusion of homelessness, and current stressors are 

as important or more important than prior homelessness for children‟s mental health (Shinn et al., 2008).  

Moves, out of home placements, and physical/sexual abuse are more common in homeless children than 

low income housed children (Buckner, Bassuk, Weinreb, & Brooks, 1999).  If risk is conceptualized as a 

continuum, homeless children tend to be at greater risk than low-income, housed children (Masten et al. 

1993). 

Despite the significant challenges they face, some homeless children are doing quite well. 

Huntington, Buckner and Bassuk (2008) found that some children in homeless families have low levels 

of behavior problems and high rates of adaptive functioning.  Given that positive parenting practices can 

be a protective factor against risk (Prevatt, 2003), examining relationships between aspects of parenting 

and children‟s adaptive psychosocial functioning makes an important contribution to our understanding 

of development in the context of elevated risk.   

Emotional Competence 

Emotional competence in children can be briefly defined as the ability of a child to meet 

personal goals and cope with environmental or social challenges by mobilizing a toolkit of interrelated 

emotional skills (Saarni, 1999).  Buckley, Storino and Saarni (2003) have distinguished between the 

functionalist and social constructivist perspectives on emotional competence.  The functionalist 

perspective focuses on goal attainment as the organizing feature of emotions.  That is, achievement of a 

goal produces feelings of happiness, while being prevented or thwarted from reaching a goal produces 
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feelings of frustration or anger.  This view asserts that emotions are principally biological processes that 

are played out in the social arena.  The social constructivist perspective builds on this biosocial 

understanding of emotions by acknowledging that both our cognitions and emotions are influenced by 

contextual clues about the intentions of other people and their emotional states.  From this perspective, 

social relationships help determine the meaning we ascribe to the experience of emotions.   Therefore, 

what it means to be emotionally competent cannot be defined by the individual, but rather is negotiated 

through emotional interactions with actors in the social sphere. 

Saarni‟s (1999) classification of emotional competence focuses on eight core skills that a person 

must grasp in order to successfully navigate the immediate social context, including: (1 and 2) 

recognizing one‟s own emotions and the emotions of others, (3) skill in using the vocabulary of 

emotions, (4) the capacity for sympathy and empathy, (5) the understanding that the internal emotional 

state need not be congruent with the outward expression of emotion, (6) the capacity to deal with 

emotional distress by using self-regulation strategies (7) awareness of how emotions impact relationships 

and (8) emotional self-efficacy, or being able to generally make oneself feel the way one would like to 

feel.  Collectively, these skills help the individual pursue goals, cope with challenges, manage emotional 

distress to the degree that problem solving is not compromised, identify the feelings of others and 

respond in a deliberate manner, and understand how emotions affect personal relationships.  Although 

emotion competence includes many components of emotion regulation, the constructs are not equivalent.  

Emotion regulation primarily describes the processes of monitoring, evaluating, and modifying 

emotional reactions (Thompson, 1994) while emotional competence refers more broadly to both emotion 

regulation and additional interpersonal skills. 

Emotional competence is a fundamental feature in an individual‟s ability to act adaptively in 

social situations.  However, emotional competence is not only an attribute of social exchanges with other 

persons; it also has bearing on an individual‟s appraisal of her own abilities or agency.  Emotional 

competence hinges upon an authentic understanding of the self, particularly an awareness of one‟s 

emotional state.  Expansion of emotional competence in turn transforms the very understanding of the 

self.  Development of the skills that make up emotional competence promotes feelings of self-efficacy, 

or the individual‟s belief that he or she can manage emotional challenges in a manner that allows 
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personal goals to be achieved.  That is, emotional competence not only applies to a child‟s experience of 

being with other people but also the child‟s experience of being with oneself.   

Emotional competence is not simply an end unto itself, but is an important contributor to 

overall psychological well-being, and especially to a child‟s ability to employ adaptive coping responses 

in the face of significant personal challenges (Gentzler, Contreras-Grau, Kerns, & Weimer, 2005).  Thus, 

the development of emotional competence is particularly important for children that have been exposed 

to adverse events, because effective coping is a critical aspect of resilience (Frydenberg, 2004).  

Emotional competence, including the ability to understand and regulate emotions effectively, is 

associated with psychological well-being (Greenberg, Kusche, Cook, & Quamma, 1995), but of equal 

importance, emotional competence can be thought of as a kind of human capital which, when possessed 

in adequate supply, helps children organize other existing resources in the service of building new 

resources (Masten & Coatsworth, 1998).  Buckely, Santorino and Saarni (2003) write “A young person 

with well-developed skills of emotional competence is able to mobilize the resources to learn new 

information, to acquire new insights, or develop further his or her talents, whether these are in the 

classroom or outside of it.”   

Emotionally competent behavior is highly situationally dependent.  Emotion-driven behaviors 

that are adaptive in one context might prove problematic in another, particularly those centering on 

culturally sanctioned expression of emotion (Jenkins, Oatley, & Stein, 1998; Suveg, Zeman, Flannery-

Schroeder, & Cassano, 2005).  For example, researchers have described how children exposed to inter-

adult violence may develop hypervigilance to low-level expression of emotion in adults (Maughan & 

Cicchetti, 2002).  Such hypervigilance is adaptive in the context of a conflictual home environment, but 

might cause problems in other social arenas, such as school.  Similarly, parents might tolerate a child‟s 

moderate expression of anger in the home, but that same behavior might be considered unacceptable in a 

restaurant or library.  Additionally, cultural groups often employ relational strategies that are particular 

to their specific context and are ineffective or harmful in other social contexts.  Therefore, emotional 

competence implies not only the efficacious use of emotion related skills, but the ability to select and 

utilize the most essential and appropriate skills in a given situation (Thompson, 1994). 
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Several ecological stressors have been tied to deficits in emotional competence, including low 

socio-economic status (Huston, McLoyd, & Coll, 2008), domestic violence (Katz & Gottman, 1997), 

child maltreatment (Pollack, Cicchetti, & Klorman, 1998), and parent‟s mental health status (Sameroff, 

Bartko, Baldwin, Baldwin, & Seifer, 1998).  Many of these stressors are also associated with housing 

instability (Gewirtz, DeGarmo, Plowman, August & Realmuto, 2009), indicating that children in 

families who have experienced homelessness might be at heightened risk for impoverished emotional 

competence.  For this reason, when assessing the emotional competence of formerly homeless children, 

especially older children and adolescents, it is critical to examine aspects of emotional functioning as 

observed by persons in social arenas outside the home (e. g. teachers). 

Socialization of Emotions in Children 

Scholars have identified the likely mechanisms by which parents socialize the experience and 

expression of emotion in their children, including children‟s mobilization of emotion regulation 

strategies (Eisenberg, Cumberland, & Spinrad, 1998).  These mechanisms are grouped into three 

theoretical avenues of influence: (1) the parent‟s own emotional expressivity, which is thought to 

influence children‟s expressivity through a modeling process, (2) parental reactivity, or the ways that 

parents react to their children‟s emotions, which teaches children about the social expectations 

underlying expression of emotion, and (3) coaching or discussion of emotions and affectively charged 

events, which help children build cognitive strategies for understanding and managing emotions.  Each 

of these parental behaviors provides distinct and complementary opportunities for children to learn about 

the experience of emotions in social contexts. 

Parental emotional expressivity.  Parents‟ expression of emotions implicitly teaches children 

about which types of emotions are acceptable in the family context or not, how different emotions are 

triggered or initiated, and the optimal expression of those emotions (Denham, Mitchell-

Copeland,Strandberg, Auerbach & Blair, 1997; Ekman, Friesen & Press, 1975).  Children are apt to 

mimic the expressive behaviors that are modeled in everyday family life.  Malatesta and Haviland (1982) 

found that infants as young as six months respond to and reciprocate the emotional expressions modeled 

by primary caregivers.  In this way, parent‟s emotional expressivity, especially if consistently positive or 

negative, can act as a kind of contagion for children‟s affective states and emotional expressivity. 
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Parental expression of emotions also provides children with information that can be 

incorporated into their cognitive and affective schemas and used to interpret or understand the emotions 

of other people.  A moderate level of parental emotional expressiveness provides children with exposure 

to a range of emotions, and gives them an opportunity to develop the ability to interpret and respond to 

the emotions of others (Eisenberg, Fabes, Murphy, 1996).  Understanding both one‟s own emotions and 

the emotions of others is a critical component of emotional competence.  Parental expression of emotion 

that is especially muted can have the effect of creating a vacuum of learning about emotion, thereby 

putting children at risk for lower emotional competence.   

Furthermore, parents‟ emotional expression, particularly the free expression of negative 

emotionality might induce physiological stress reactions in children.  A child who is distressed or 

dysregulated would have greater difficultly learning about emotions (Hoffman & Overton, 1983).  If 

such expressed negative emotionality is chronic or especially intense, it might “prime” children‟s 

physiological regulatory system to be more reactive (Roberts & Strayer, 1987), reducing a child‟s ability 

to control his or her own emotions.  Parental emotional expression of moderate breadth and intensity is 

thought to provide the best environment for children to learn about the socially appropriate expression of 

emotion.  In order to demand attention from the child an event must be at least mildly emotionally 

arousing, while not being so overly arousing as to overwhelm the child‟s cognitive and affective 

regulation mechanisms. Malatesta and Wilson (1988) assert a psychoevolutionary view that caregiver 

behaviors forge particular emotional patterns in infants that amount to stable personality traits.  That is, 

through both the frequency and intensity of individual emotions to which they are exposed, children 

form predispositions towards the presence or absence of certain emotional states.  These emotional states 

in turn serve as selective filters that color future cognitions and social interactions.  

Dunsmore and Halberstadt (1997) argue that emotional interactions in families influence 

children‟s cognitive understanding of the experience and expression of emotions.  Specifically, they 

claim that familial patterns of emotional expressiveness, family attributions (i. e. values and ideas) about 

emotion, characteristics of the child, and the larger culture in which the family is situated combine to 

influence the formation of children‟s representations of the self and the world.  They assert that patterns 

of both positive and negative emotional expression in families lead children to form expectations for 
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normative emotional experience and expression.  The emotional events that are the most relevant to the 

formation of children‟s understand are those that are longer in duration or of higher intensity.  

Discussion of emotions in the family.  Active coaching of children‟s expressions of emotion is 

a powerful influence on children‟s understanding and expression of emotion.  Discussion of emotion in 

the family context helps the child refine awareness of emotional states and develop a conceptual system 

for organizing and managing emotions (Malatesta & Haviland 1985).  Talking about emotions may help 

children develop cognitive or behavioral strategies for regulating their emotions.  They also help 

children form coherent cognitive schema about the cause, experience, and utility of emotions.  In 

discussion of emotions, parents can help children scaffold their existing knowledge of emotions, and 

suggest strategies for mobilizing additional resources in the future.  Discussion of emotions also gives 

children an opportunity to practice identifying and communicating their own emotions.  Children reared 

in environments where emotions are freely discussed would be expected to be more knowledgeable 

about their own and other‟s emotions, and more able to identify and manage them.  Conversely, children 

reared in environments with little discussion of emotion would be expected to have lower competency in 

these skills.   

Gottman, Katz, and Hooven (1996) argued that parents, in their active discussion with children, 

tend to be either emotion coachers or dismissers.  Coachers are parents who are aware of emotions 

(including low-level emotions) and use emotional experiences to engage children in direct interaction 

around emotions and try to teach children about emotions and their regulation.  These parents see 

emotional events as an opportunity to promote intimacy with their children.  Dismissers, on the other 

hand, also want to help their children, but attempt to do so by minimizing their own and their children‟s 

emotions.  These parents aim to move the child through the emotion as quickly as possible, and may 

attempt to distract children from negative emotions or punish them in order to reduce the duration of the 

emotion.  For these parents, emotions are an inevitable part of life that must be endured, but not 

welcomed.  Gottman, Katz, and Hooven found that parents‟ awareness and coaching of children‟s 

emotions is related to a variety of outcomes in children, including academic achievement, peer relations, 

and psychopathology.  Additionally, the relationship between parents‟ awareness and coaching was 

sometimes mediated through children‟s regulatory physiology. 
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Parental reactivity to emotions.  Parent‟s behavioral encouragement or discouragement of 

emotional expression provides direct information to children about emotions and their meaning.  

Parental reactions to the expression of the emotions of their children send powerful messages about the 

function of emotions, particularly regarding social norms for the appropriate expression of emotions.   

Parental supportive reactions to children‟s expressed negative emotions that are not particularly 

harmful to others communicate to children that emotions are useful and benign.  When parents 

encourage the expression of a wide range of emotions, including emotions of negative valence, children 

are provided an opportunity to practice both tolerating and regulating emotion, as well as coping with the 

source or the emotional disturbance (Eisenberg, Fabes, & Murphy, 1996).  Parental reactions that are 

punitive in nature focus on quelling or minimizing children‟s emotions and deprive children of this 

valuable practice.  Another important aspect of parents‟ reactions to children‟s expressed emotions is 

conditional response to emotion.  That is, parents, through judicious use of both rewarding and punitive 

reactions teach children about the acceptability of certain kinds of emotional expression in context.  By 

tailoring reactions to a spectrum of everyday experience, parents communicate to their children about 

idiosyncratic display rules for emotions (Ekman, Friesen & Press, 1975).  Once acquired, children move 

this ability to coordinate their emotional expression with the social context into situations where parents 

are not present, such as interactions with peers.  In particular, the ability to control emotions in a socially 

acceptable manner is critical for peer acceptance (Denham, McKinley, Couchoud, & Holt, 1990; Cassidy 

& Parke, 1991). 

This paper presents two studies.  Study 1 explores the relationship between parents‟ reactions to 

children‟s expressed negative emotions and emotional competence in children in formerly homeless 

families.  Study 2 is a qualitative exploration of emotion socialization in formerly homeless families.  

This study examines how parents make sense of their own and their children‟s emotions in the context of 

homelessness and other stressors.  Taken together, the two studies aim to develop a better understanding 

of emotion socialization in these highly stressed families.  While the first study explores how parents‟ 

reactions to their children‟s emotions is related to children‟s emotional competence, the second study 

aims to uncover how and why parents utilize their chosen socialization techniques, and how they think 

about those techniques in relation to their children‟s outcomes. 
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Study 1 

Research has shown that even in infancy, caregivers‟ reactions to children‟s emotions can 

impact aspects of children‟s emotional competence, most notably their immediate and long-term ability 

to regulate their own emotions.  In the earliest period of life, infants have little ability to control their 

own emotions and rely primarily on caregivers for regulation.  When a caregiver responds positively to 

an infant‟s distress, the infant‟s immediate arousal is relieved.  Tronick (1989) found that mothers use 

affective displays to increase positive arousal and decrease negative arousal in their infants.  Kopp 

(1989) suggests that as caregivers help modulate their infants‟ arousal up and down, infants learn that 

feeling states can be manipulated and then make connections between their own actions and the 

manipulation of emotional states.  

Attachment theorists have argued that maternal sensitivity, one component of which is 

appropriate and supportive reactions to infants, helps infants learn a coherent style of dealing with 

emotional events.  Securely attached infants have caregivers who accept displays of both positive and 

negative emotions.  Conversely, infants with insecure attachments tend to under- or over-regulate 

negative emotions during distress.  It appears that securely attached children develop a better 

understanding of emotion.  For instance, Steele, Steele, Croft, and Fonagy (2001) found securely 

attached infants are better able to correctly identify mixed emotions at six years of age.  However, it is 

important to recall that there are numerous other variables that might moderate this relationship between 

attachment and emotional acumen, and that an infant‟s temperament, which is conceptualized as 

predating attachment status, likely influences caregiver responses as well.  Therefore, attachment status 

does not represent a finite and unidirectional pathway of the influence of parents on the emotional 

acumen of children. 

Research on emotional socialization in preschool and school aged children has tended to focus 

on the transition to the social arena, which is considered a primary developmental task of early 

childhood.  Children who are effectively socialized fare better in the school environment, where 

successful emotional regulation is critical for academic and social success.  Buck (1984) theorized that 

children who receive punitive messages from adults when they express emotions gradually learn to hide 

the expression of their emotions, but must still reckon with the physiological arousal that often goes 
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along with the experience of negative emotions.  This emotional cover-up requires both will and effort 

which might be put to better use in attempting to manage the physiological arousal.  This combination of 

suppressed emotional expression and heightened physiological experience exacts both a physical and 

psychological toll.  Building on Buck‟s theory, Eisenberg, Fabes, and Murphy (1996) argued that 

moderately supportive parental reactions to children‟s expressed negative emotions help children learn to 

express their emotions in a regulated style.  By learning to avoid becoming overly arousing in evocative 

emotional situations, children are more likely to be able to behave in a constructive and socially 

acceptable manner.  In contrast, punitive parental reactions might increase children‟s dysregulation and 

contribute to poorer functioning in social situations.  Krause, Mendelson, and Lynch (2003) found that 

childhood emotional invalidation is associated with adult psychopathology through the mediating role of 

emotional inhibition. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to explore the relationship between parents‟ self-reported reactions 

to their children‟s expressed sadness and anger and specific domains of their children‟s emotional 

competence as reported by teachers in a sample of formerly homeless families.  Because parental 

psychopathology is often associated with deficits in emotional competence, parents‟ mental health is 

controlled for in the analysis.  This study attempts to illuminate how parent‟s rewarding or punitive 

reactions to anger and sadness are related to children‟s interpersonal, intrapersonal, and affective 

strengths.   

Parent‟s reactions to their children‟s emotions have been linked to emotional competence in 

preschoolers and young children; however, few studies have examined the relationship between parental 

reactions to expressed emotions and emotional competence in older children (Hersh & Hussong, 2009).  

Furthermore, most studies on emotion socialization utilize normative populations (Suveg, Zeman, 

Flannery-Schroeder, & Cassano, 2005), and little is known about the effects of emotion socialization in 

high risk samples such as formerly homeless families.   

Methods 

Data source.  Data for this study was gathered as part of the Early Risers Skills for Success 

program, a NIMH-funded study to evaluate the effectiveness of a behavioral intervention program for 
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formerly homeless families.  The Early Risers study was administered with the cooperation of 16 not-

for-profit single-site family supportive housing agencies that together served over 95% of formerly 

homeless families in a seven county metropolitan area of 2.5 million people.  Eligibility criteria vary by 

agency, and include parental mental illness, HIV infection, substance use disorder, and flight from 

domestic violence or prostitution.  Additionally, families must be chronically homeless at the time of 

application to the supportive housing agency, defined as homeless for a period at least 12 months, or 

four periods of homelessness in three years.  The measures used in this study are a subset of the 

measures gathered for the larger Early Risers study.  Because the Early Risers program enrolls all 

children within a given age range in each family, and parents are thought to be at least somewhat 

consistent in the socialization strategies they employ, one child from each family was randomly selected 

for inclusion in the study in order to comprise unique parent-child dyads. 

Participants.  Participants in this study were 62 mother-child dyads residing in supportive 

housing in a large city in the Midwest.  Mean child age was 10.1 years (SD = 2.1), and half of the 

children (51.6%) were boys.   Most families (82.3%) were headed by a single parent, overwhelmingly a 

mother. More than half (59.7%) of the parents identified their children as African American, 12.9% as 

White, 16.1% as multi-racial, and 9.7% Native American, and 1.6 % Hispanic.  Demographic 

characteristics of participants are reported in Table 1. 

Emotion socialization.  Emotion socialization was assessed with the Emotions as a Child 

(EAC-P Brief) measure, a 20-item self-report measure of parents‟ responses to sadness and anger in 

children (Klimes-Dougan et al., 2007), based on the original Emotions as a Child scale (Magai, 1996).  

The instrument includes a list of common parental responses to children‟s emotions representing the two 

primary constructs of rewarding and punishing children‟s emotional expression.  Rewarding reactions to 

expressed emotions are those behaviors that are supportive of the child.  Examples of rewarding 

behaviors including providing empathy or emotional support to the child, or helping the child solve the 

problem.  Punishing tactics are those that are unsupportive, and include shaming the child or expressing 

disapproval.  The EAC-P Brief instrument also includes some items representing dismissive or 

distracting behaviors; those items are not used in this analysis.  The instructions of the EAC-P Brief ask 

the parent to recall times in the past year when her child was sad and describe what she did, by rating 
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each response on a scale of one to five (1 = not all typical, 3 = somewhat typical, and 5 = very typical).  

Next, the parent is instructed to recall times in the past year when the child was angry and rate a second 

set of responses (representing the same constructs of rewarding and punishing) on the same scale.  

Parents report individually on each child enrolled in the study. 

Using parents‟ responses from the EAC-P Brief, index scales were created by calculating the 

mean of the individual items representing the parental reaction to the target emotion.  In this manner, a 

scale was created for each of four constructs: rewarding and punishing sadness, and rewarding and 

punishing anger.  The resulting scales can be considered an index of how likely a parent is to respond to 

the target emotion with the specified strategy.  It should be noted however, that the punishing and 

rewarding scales are not mutually exclusive.  In other words, a given parent may display a high 

likelihood of both punishing and rewarding anger (indicating a high degree of responsiveness to the 

child‟s expression of emotions), or may be likely to use only one or the other, or may be unlikely to use 

either (indicating a generalized low level of responsiveness to the child‟s emotions). Therefore, parent‟s 

punishing and rewarding behaviors should not be thought of as residing on opposite ends of a single 

spectrum.  Rather, rewarding and punishing behaviors should be treated as distinct theoretical constructs, 

with each having an independent potential impact on the social and emotional development of children.  

Only the two reward scales were used in this analysis.  Reliability of the items is acceptable (α = .77 for 

both scales).   

Children’s emotional competence.  Children‟s emotional competence was measured using the 

Behavioral and Emotional Rating Scale, Second Edition (BERS-2), Teacher version (Epstein, 2000).  

The BERS-2 is a 52 item likert-type scale that assesses children‟s emotional and behavioral strengths in 

five dimensions: (a) interpersonal strength, (b) family involvement, (c) intrapersonal strength, (d) school 

functioning, and (e) affective strength.  The three dimensions of the BERS that are most relevant to 

emotional competence (Buckley, Storino & Saarni, 2003) are interpersonal strength, intrapersonal 

strength, and affective strength; therefore these scales are utilized in this study.  The interpersonal 

strength scale (15 items) assesses a child‟s ability to regulate his or her behavior in a social setting.  The 

intrapersonal strength scale (11 items) assesses a child‟s appraisal of his or her own competence or 

accomplishments.  The affective strengths scale (seven items) assesses a child‟s ability to give and 
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receive affect. The BERS-2 can be completed by any adult that knows the child well.  This study utilizes 

the report of the child‟s classroom teacher.  Respondents are asked to rate the child on each item using a 

scale of zero to three (0 = not at all like the child, 1 = not much like the child, 2 = like the child, 3 = very 

much like the child).  The BERS-2 has been demonstrated to have excellent test-retest reliability, and 

criterion and construct validity are well established.  The BERS-2 is appropriate for children aged five to 

18 years.   

Parent’s mental health.  Parent mental health was assessed using the Brief Symptom 

Inventory 18 (BSI 18) (Derogatis, & Fitzpatrick, 2004).  The BSI 18 is a self-report questionnaire 

designed to measure psychological distress and psychiatric disorders in adults.  The BSI 18 is 

appropriate for use with both clinical and community populations.  The BSI 18 measures symptoms in 

the domains of somatization, depression, and anxiety as well as providing an index of the global severity 

of symptoms.  The global severity index is used in this analysis because it has the power to distinguish 

between those persons exhibiting severe psychological distress versus those showing only mild distress, 

and because it is strongly correlated to parent‟s self-reported use of rewarding socialization practices for 

both anger and sadness.  

Results 

Data analysis.  SPSS version 18.0 was used for the analyses.  Because this study utilizes the 

third data collection point of a randomized longitudinal intervention study, several preliminary analyses 

were conducted.  First, t-tests were used to check whether there were any significant differences in 

emotional competence (the outcome measure of interest) as reported by teachers for those families who 

did and did not complete the in-home assessment at the second time point; no significant differences 

were found.  Next, preliminary analyses were conducted to determine whether those families who 

completed the in-home assessment at the second time point differed from the larger sample on any 

demographic variables.  A Pearson chi-squared statistic indicated there were no significant differences 

between the two groups for child‟s gender, whether the child‟s caregiver had legal custody of the child, 

whether there was an open child protection case at the time of recruitment, or whether the household was 

headed by a single parent.  Due to small sample sizes in some race categories, race was tested as a 

dichotomous variable (white versus non-white), and the result was not statistically significant.  
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Differences between groups for child‟s age, caregiver‟s age, caregiver‟s years of education, and family 

income were examined with t-tests; no significant differences were found between those families that 

completed PT2 assessments and those who did not. Finally, in order to make sure the findings of this 

study were not conflated by any potential intervention effects, children in the control and intervention 

conditions were compared according to the relevant constructs and covariates (i.e. children‟s emotional 

competence, parent‟s emotion socialization, and parent‟s psychological distress).  Parent‟s psychological 

distress approached, but did not reach significance, with parents in the intervention condition having 

lower scores, indicating lower levels of psychological distress. 

Hierarchical linear regression was used to ascertain whether teachers reported higher levels of 

emotional competence as measured on the interpersonal strength, intrapersonal strength, and affective 

strength subscales of the Behavioral and Emotional Ratings Scales in children of parents who reported 

greater use of supportive socialization practices for sadness and anger, after controlling for the parent‟s 

psychological distress.  Although there is sufficient statistical evidence to support combining parental 

responses to sadness and anger into a single scale, they are examined separately in this analysis in order 

to avoid overlooking potential differences in the saliency of parents‟ reactions to two different feeling 

states as related to children‟s emotional competence.  Separate examination of parental reactions to 

anger and sadness is prudent given that anger is an emotion that often prompts externalizing behavioral 

expression and might be subject to different culturally dependent display rules than sadness, which is an 

emotion that primarily elicits internalizing behaviors.  The scales for both rewarding sadness and 

rewarding anger are positively skewed; however regression is robust to minor violations of the condition 

of normality.  The data meet all other assumptions of hierarchical linear regression.   

Results indicate that after controlling for the severity of parent‟s psychological distress, parent‟s 

rewarding reactions to children‟s sadness are a significant predictor of children‟s intrapersonal and 

affective strength, and parent‟s rewarding reactions to children‟s anger are a significant predictor of 

children‟s interpersonal, intrapersonal, and affective strength.  Table 2 shows the results of regression 

analyses using rewarding sadness as the predictor variable.  Table 3 shows the results of the regression 

analyses using rewarding anger as the predictor variable.  Adjusted R
2
 ranges from .04 to .31, indicating 

small to moderately-large effects.   



15 
 

Discussion  

 Results of this study suggest that parent‟s use of emotion socialization practices that 

communicate empathy and regard for children‟s expression of negative emotions is significantly related 

to emotional competence in children, even when controlling for the psychological well-being of the 

parent.  These findings have implications for mental health practitioners who aim to intervene upon the 

intergenerational transmission of compromised mental health status.  These results are particularly 

meaningful for parenting programs that attempt to intervene in emotional interactions between parents 

and children. 

One interesting finding from this study is that parental reactions to anger have a relatively 

greater association with children‟s affective strengths than do reactions to sadness.  One potential 

explanation is that sadness is an emotion that tends to be expressed through internalized distress 

behaviors, which might be less disagreeable to parents than the externalized behaviors typically 

associated with anger.  Parents might simply be less aware of or respond to sadness less frequently than 

anger.  Indeed, the parents in this sample endorsed a lower level of supportive reactions to anger than to 

sadness.  While many studies of parenting behavior group all emotions into broad categories by negative 

or positive valence, findings from this study support the need to examine discrete emotions in their 

individual contexts rather than treating all “negative” emotions as operating in a similar manner.  

Furthermore, this study shows that amongst this high-stress population, parents are important 

and helpful agents of their children‟s emotional and social development.  Parents‟ supportive reactions to 

anger, but not sadness, significantly predicted children‟s interpersonal strength.  On the BERS-2, 

interpersonal strength represents the ability of children to control emotions or behavior in social 

situations.  Saarni (1999) has proposed that emotional regulation in the service of successfully 

navigating the demands of the immediate social context is one of the key developmental tasks of 

childhood, and has implications for a variety of outcomes in later life.  Katz, Hessler, and Annest (2007) 

found that emotion dysregulation at age five predicted negative peer group interactions, social problems, 

and internalizing and externalizing problems at age eleven.  In a study of African American children, 

higher competence was associated with fewer behavior problems in girls, and less externalizing 
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behaviors for boys (Farmer et al., 2005).  Clearly, the cascading effects of emotional competence in 

interactions with peers are numerous. 

Parents‟ self report of their own supportive reactions to anger, and to a lesser degree, sadness, 

were significantly associated with teachers‟ reports of children‟s intrapersonal strength, which is the 

child‟s appraisal of her or her own competence.  This is consistent with Buckley‟s assertion that 

developing the skills of emotional competence promotes feelings of self efficacy, whereby individuals 

begin to trust that they can reach their goals when engaging in emotion-laden interactions with others.  A 

meta-analytic study of self-appraisal found that self-efficacy beliefs in children are related to a wide 

variety of outcomes including academic performance and persistence (Multon, Brown, & Lent, 1991).  

Zimmerman and Martinez-Pons (1990) found that self-confident children may display greater ability to 

do self-regulated learning.  Furthermore, social and academic competence is related to depression in 

children (Cole, 1990), indicating that intrapersonal strengths have profound effects on children‟s 

psychological health. 

 Finally, parents‟ self report of their own supportive reactions to both anger and sadness were 

significantly associated with teachers‟ reports of children‟s affective strength on the BERS-2.  Research 

has shown that the ability to express feelings towards others and receive affection from others is a key 

task in recruiting social support.  Children who can describe emotional experience are more likable 

(Cassidy, Parke, Butkovsky & Braungart, 1992).  Children who have effective ways of expressing 

negative affect are less likely to be rejected by their peers (Eisenberg, Fabes, Nyman, Bernzweig, & 

Pinuelas, 1994).  Given the dire consequences of low social competence for children‟s psychosocial 

development, it is critical that behavioral interventions target the promotion of facilitative reactions to 

children‟s expressed emotions.   

Implications for future research 

This study confirms the link between parents‟ reactions to children‟s expressed negative 

emotions and children‟s emotional competence in a sample of families that have experienced housing 

instability, indicating that supportive parenting practices can buffer children from negative psychosocial 

outcomes, even through significant adverse life events.  Many of the families in this study are known to 

have elevated exposure to other concurrent risk factors, such as child maltreatment, community violence, 
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drug abuse, and mental health disorders.  Although emotion socialization practices have been examined 

in other high-risk populations such as families experiencing domestic violence, this is the first study of 

emotion socialization in formerly homeless families.   

While the relationship between socialization practices and emotional competence is well-

established in pre-school and young school-age children, there are few existing studies that examine 

parents‟ socialization of emotion among older children (Lunkenheimer, Sheilds & Cortina, 2007).  

Because this study utilizes only one time point, it is unclear whether the observed relationship is 

established early in the lives of these families and merely persists through time, or whether these 

relationships might be more subject to change over time as children progress across developmental 

stages.  However, the fact that the link between parent‟s reactions to children‟s anger and sadness and 

children‟s emotional competence is observable even in families with older children is important because 

it implies that intervention efforts that attempt to modulate parents‟ reactions to negative emotions in 

children might still be effective even if they occur later in the life of a child.   

Limitations of the study 

This study used a cross sectional design which is incapable of illuminating processes that occur 

in families across time.  Cross sectional designs cannot pinpoint causal pathways, nor can they speak to 

the processes that explain the relationships amongst the constructs used in this study.  Therefore, 

although the theoretical pathway of influence in this study is conceptualized primarily as parent reactions 

to negative emotions and their subsequent impact on child outcomes, this process is almost certainly 

bidirectional and recursive, and influenced by innate characteristics of children as well as parents.  

Future studies should assess characteristics of both parents and children across time in order to elucidate 

the impact of parents‟ reactions to children‟s emotions across developmental stages.   

While the majority of families in this study are headed by single mothers, mothers are not the 

sole agent of socialization of children‟s emotions.  Intimate partners, especially those that reside in the 

children‟s home, other proximal adults, teachers, siblings, and non-related peers can all influence 

children‟s understanding and use of emotions.  This study used a single self-report of parent‟s reactions 

to children‟s emotions.  Although the EAC-Brief has previously been used for adults to retrospectively 

report on their parent‟s reactions to expressed emotions, its use as a self-report measure is less well 
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established.  Parents may be relatively unaware of their own reactions to children‟s emotions, 

particularly when children‟s emotions prompt emotional arousal in the parent.  Furthermore, as with any 

self-report measure, parent‟s self-reports may be subject to social desirability, particularly in those 

parents who are dissatisfied with their management of their children‟s emotions.  Future studies should 

utilize multiple reporters, especially fathers and other intimate partners, in order to get a more complete 

picture of how different socializers uniquely contribute to children‟s emotional competence. 

Finally, this study used only one aspect of emotion socialization, parent‟s reactions to expressed 

negative emotions in children.  Parental coaching of emotions, and parental emotional expressivity have 

also been shown to influence emotional competence in children.  Future studies should attempt to 

examine these aspects in addition to parental responsiveness.  

Study 2 

Purpose of the Study 

 This study aims to understand emotion socialization practices in a sample of formerly homeless 

families.  As such, the study questions were organized around the three principal mechanisms of 

socialization of emotion in families as elucidated by Eisenberg: (1) parents‟ expression of emotion, (2) 

parents‟ reactions to children‟s emotions, and (3) parents‟ coaching of emotion. 

Research Questions and Aims 

 The goal of this study is twofold.  First, the study aims to describe the interactions around 

children‟s emotions that are occurring in the day to day life of a sample of parent-child dyads living in 

supportive housing.  Topics include how emotions are expressed by both parents and children, parents‟ 

reactions to children‟s expressed emotions, active talk or discussion of emotions, and the emotionally 

relevant context of everyday life in the families.  The second aim is to explore how parents think about 

their role as socializers of their children‟s emotions, particularly in relation to their goals for their 

children, and whether and how they select from different strategies for managing the emotions of their 

children.  Although the descriptive nature of the study and the lack of extant literature about emotion 

socialization in homeless families would make formal hypotheses inappropriate, it is expected that 

homelessness will emerge as a prominent theme for some families. 
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Methods 

 Methodology.  This qualitative study was conducted using a phenomenological approach.  The 

phenomenological approach aims to understand the meaning that people assign to life experience.  A 

phenomenological approach reflects the underlying idea that reality is inherently subjective and that 

there exist as many realities as there are perceivers.  As such, this study focused on the lived experience 

of the participants, including their descriptions of their experiences in interactions with their children 

around emotions, as well as their thoughts, feelings, and interpretations of those experiences. 

 Participants.  Participants in the study were twenty mothers selected from the full sample (N = 

139) of parents in the Early Risers Skills for Success program, described previously.  Participants were 

selected on the basis of their responses on the EAC-P Brief measure at the most recent assessment that 

was available at the time data collection for the current study was initiated.  The EAC-P Brief measures 

parents‟ self-reported responses to expressed discrete anger and sadness in their children (see the 

Appendix for the full text of the measure).  The EAC-P Brief classifies parenting behaviors according to 

two primary constructs, supportive and punitive reactions to children‟s expressed negative emotions.   

 Because parents in the Early Risers study reported a broad range of reactions to children‟s 

negative emotions, participants were selected with the goal of constructing two groups of parents that 

were each as homogenous as possible in order to increase comparability among respondents within each 

group, while allowing for contrasts amongst groups.  First, the three individual items from the EAC-P 

that assess supportive reactions to children‟s sadness were averaged to form the supporting sadness 

scales; this average was used to index parental support of expressions of sadness.  Similar averages were 

calculated for support of anger, punishing of sadness, and punishing of anger.  Parents‟ use of supportive 

strategies in response to sadness was strongly and significantly correlated with supportive strategies in 

response to anger.  Punitive reactions to sadness and anger were similarly correlated. Means, standard 

deviations, and intercorrelations for all scales are reported in Table 4.  Because parents reported higher 

overall levels of supportive than punitive reactions, each parent‟s mean score for punishing sadness was 

subtracted from his or her mean score for supporting sadness to yield a difference score that reflects how 

much more likely a parent is to support than to punish sadness expressed by children.  Difference scores 

for anger were calculated in the same manner.   Two contrasting groups of participants were constructed, 



20 
 

the first made of up parents who reported using a high level of punitive reactions relative to their use of 

supportive reactions to both emotions with the target child, and a second group of parents that reported 

little or no use of punitive techniques paired with a liberal usage of supportive reactions to both 

emotions.  In this manner, a sample of ten “punishers” and ten “supporters” were recruited for the 

qualitative interview.   

 Participants were recruited by telephone.  The interviewer briefly described the study and the 

requirements for participation.  Two parents declined to participate in the interview, and were replaced 

with additional participants from the potential pool.  One parent could not be reached despite numerous 

contact attempts. Both of the parents who declined to participate in the interview and the parent who was 

unable to be reached were among those indicated as “punishers.” 

 Seventeen of the 20 participants were single parents.  Half were never married, and the rest 

were divorced, separated, or widowed.  All of the families had moved at least once in the year prior to 

enrolling in the study, and most had moved twice.  Seven participants were African American, eight 

were White, four were Native American and one was Multiracial. The mothers ranged in age from 25 to 

46 years with a mean of 34.2, and a standard deviation of 6.9.  Among the older participants, several had 

adult children in addition to their minor children in the study.  While many of the participants have not 

completed high school, four of the participants had at least some college.  Annual income ranged from 

less than $5,000 per year to just over $17,000, with a mean of $9,006 and a standard deviation of $3725.  

Eight of the parents had an open child protection case at the time they enrolled in the study.  The small 

sample of twenty participants makes statistical tests comparing the characteristics of the interview 

participants with those of the larger study impracticable.  Demographic characteristics of the full sample 

and the interview sample are provided in Table 5. 

 Although the two groups of parents were constructed with the goal of illuminating differences 

between parental styles of reactions to children‟s negative emotions, and the terms “punisher” and 

“supporter” will be used to refer to the groups throughout this paper, it should be noted that these labels 

represent only parents‟ self-report on a standardized measure of one discrete aspect of emotional 

socialization of children.  This classification is not intended to represent a global assessment of the 

relative merit of individual parents, nor should it be interpreted in that manner.  Comparisons between 
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groups are offered only insofar as they illuminate important differences in behavior, philosophy, or 

outlook that give clues as to how different parents understand the meaning and utility of emotions, and 

organize behavioral responses to emotional stimuli. 

 Data collection.  Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews in the 

participant‟s homes.  The interviewer was blind to the parent‟s status (i. e. “punisher” or “supporter”) in 

sixteen of the twenty interviews.  In all cases, the interviewer attempted to “bracket” or suspend personal 

beliefs about the world in order to be open to the phenomenon being studied as experienced by the 

participants (van Manen, 1990).  Interviews ranged in length from 45 to 75 minutes, with most 

interviews lasting 55-60 minutes.  All interviews were video-taped and transcribed verbatim.  The 

interviews covered a range of themes including parent‟s perceptions of children‟s experience of emotion, 

parent‟s responses to and thoughts about children‟s emotions, and parent‟s understanding of how 

emotions of both parents and children fit into the larger context of parenting through homelessness.  At 

the end of each interview participants were invited to bring up any additional topics they felt were 

relevant or would promote the researcher‟s understanding of the conversation; most reported that they 

felt the interview had been exhaustive.  Because remuneration has been a consistent aspect of families‟ 

prior participation in the Early Riser‟s program, participants in this study were given a $50 gift card to a 

local mass-merchandise store upon completion of the interview. 

 Data analysis.  Data were analyzed using QSR NVivo version 8.0.  The first stage of data 

analysis is open coding, in which transcripts are read and initial units of meaning, or “categories” are 

identified (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  In this stage, the researcher attempted to capture the smallest or 

most isolated units of meaning possible.  This smallest unit of meaning might be as short as a few words, 

or as long as several paragraphs.  Text could be coded into multiple units as appropriate.  In the second 

stage of coding, axial coding, the researcher identified the relationships between categories by taking 

into account both content and context.  These relationships represent the major “themes” of the 

experience.  In the final stage of the analysis, integration, the researcher looked for interrelations 

between the themes and constructed a model that illustrates the major themes of the experience.  

 Trustworthiness.  The researcher diligently attempted to maintain a posture of openness at all 

times, in order to encourage participants to share freely.  However, the researcher acknowledges that the 
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words of the participants presented in this study represent conversations, which are necessarily co-

created by researcher and participant.  In order to minimize the risk of the researcher misrepresenting the 

ideas of the participants, the researcher regularly reflected understandings back to the participants for 

confirmation and clarification. Whenever possible, words of the participants are reported completely 

verbatim, so that the reader may judge for him or herself whether the interpretation presented is 

reasonable and accurate.  Although frequent use of false starts and/or interjections (e.g. “um,” “you 

know,” etc.) in some participants‟ speech compromises the readability of some quotations, these words 

are retained because they are potential markers of difficulty of expression, and are therefore essential to 

interpretation. 

Results 

 The first goal of the study is to describe emotion socialization in the day to day life of these 

formerly homeless families. This section has nine main themes:  (a) frequency of children and parents 

talking about feelings; (b) children talking to other adults about feelings; (c) parent‟s awareness of the 

emotions of children; (d) parent‟s distinctions of different kinds of negative emotions; (e) use of 

emotions for manipulation or coercion; (f) parent‟s use of evaluative language about emotions; (g) 

parent‟s assessments of the legitimacy of children‟s emotions; (h) quality of parent‟s emotion regulation; 

and (i) parent‟s mirroring of the emotional arousal of children.  The second goal of the study is to 

explore how parents make meaning around emotions in the family.  This section has five main themes:  

(a) parent‟s own emotional upbringing; (b) impact of homelessness on emotional lives; (c) substance 

abuse (d) domestic violence; and (e) parenting confidence. 

 Frequency of parents and children talking about feelings.  Parents were asked to describe 

aspects of how they talk to their children about emotions, including how often these conversations take 

place, who initiates them, where they take place and what is discussed. Differences between the groups 

of parents were apparent in several aspects of interaction around emotions.  One of the clearest ways this 

was evident is in the mother‟s discussion of how often they talk with their children about emotions.  

Frequency of talking about feelings is important because it represents the primary way that parents 

actively teach their children to understand and manage their own emotions. Many of the mothers in the 

supportive group said they talk about feelings with their child frequently, and some indicated they have a 
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feelings-related conversation every day or almost every day.  Julia is an example of a parent who sees 

feelings-related conversation as embedded in the context of day-to-day interaction.  She tries to access 

some emotional content with her child daily: 

JULIA:  I think almost every day; some kind of feelings or another, whether she was happy all 

day or she had a bad day, I always ask her how her day went; I would think every day. 

 

Tina also says she actively looks for opportunities to talk about feelings with her daughter on a 

daily basis.  She indicates that while she spends time with her daughter every evening, she asks 

her daughter about her feelings on a situational basis: 

TINA:  Yeah, if I notice that there‟s something I‟ll ask her, I‟m not just going to ignore it and 

make her deal with it and make her hold it in, you know, we sit down and talk a lot, I mean we 

hang out every night, we spend family time, and so we talk there are some nights we watch TV, 

some nights we sit and talk. 

 

Wilma describes how she talks with her son about emotions frequently, albeit not very 

purposely.  Wilma feels that her frequent interactions with her child provide him beneficial 

opportunities to talk about emotions, even when that was not the objective in initiating the 

conversation: 

WILMA:  You know what, I think that‟s like on a daily basis we talk about feelings even when 

we don‟t even know it we be talking about stuff, I talk to Antonio everyday so, a lot of things 

we talk about in general, or, or a broad way, but I talk to Antonio every day all the time. 

 

Wilma is an example of how parents who maintain relationships with their children that contain more 

mutual positive regard are more likely to talk about feelings, in part because they are more likely to talk.  

In contrast, the less supportive parents are much less likely to say that they have frequent conversations 

with their children about emotions.  For instance, Cathy said that talking about feelings is quite rare: 

CATHY:  Um, I don‟t really talk to her about feelings, (Pause) I don‟t know… 

For Cathy, talking about feelings with her child was so rare that she wasn‟t about to estimate its 

frequency.  Another of the less supportive parents, Kimberly, initially says that she talks to her child 

daily, but as she thinks out loud, she quickly revises that estimate to a couple times a week, and then to 

only when her child is angry: 

KIMBERLY:  We probably don‟t just come right out and use that as the subject of a 

conversation, but we kind of go into it accidentally and, and, um, I don‟t know, almost daily or, 

let‟s see, I don‟t want to say daily, but a couple times a week, depends on if he was got made 

angry. 
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So while Kimberly and Wilma are similar in that they both say that they don‟t necessarily initiate 

conversations specifically about emotions, Wilma is confident that she regularly discusses emotions with 

her son, while Kimberly is not certain about the frequency of her conversation around emotions. 

 Children talking to other adults about feelings.  Many mothers said that their children are 

able to talk about their feelings with other adults.  Sometimes these other adults were relatives; 

grandmothers are especially likely to be the person a child talks to about feelings.  Nancy is one 

example.  Nancy says that her child talks to her mother about his feelings, and she thinks it is a positive 

practice because he seems to benefit from these talks: 

NANCY:  I think he does feel better when he talks about it whether it be with me or my mom, 

or whomever it is, you know. 

 

Julia also says that her child talks to her mother, but she seems less enthusiastic about it, 

because she would prefer that her child talk to her: 

JULIA: I know she talks a lot with my mom.  Her and my mom are really close which I‟m glad, 

if her and me can‟t be I‟m glad they are.   

 

In other families, the person the child talks about feelings with can be an unrelated adult such as a 

teacher, supportive housing staff, or therapist.  Delilah described how she thought that her child might 

want someone to talk to outside the family in order to have some degree or anonymity or privacy.  She 

believes adolescents have concerns they might not feel comfortable bringing to parents, and she believes 

the most important thing is for her child to have someone to talk to – it need not be their parents: 

DELILAH:  If she needs to go see somebody to talk about something that she can‟t talk to me 

about then we‟ll seek out that type of therapy or whatever it is. 

INTERVIEWER:  Is that something you‟ve done in the past? 

DELILAH:  Yes, yes and I still do to this day, and if sometimes you can talk to people, other 

people, not your family or friends, and go into a situation where nobody judges you, you know, 

and it‟s better to me, and then you don‟t have to worry about it, if I tell you something I don‟t 

have to worry about it getting to, you know, I like it that way, so yeah, we‟ll figure it out; 

there‟s always help out there. 

 

Some parents encourage their children to talk to other adults.  One mother describes how she 

perceives that she is unique in her community because she encourages her children to talk to 

adults: 

RONELLE: I hear a lot of parents, and I don‟t know if I should say this but especially in the 

African American households they say “Well don‟t – you tell me and me only, you don‟t tell 

anyone else” but I teach my kids because I may not be there and it may be something bottled up 

inside of them and the teacher is there, tell the teacher you know, she will deal with it and I 
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make them understand that teachers, social workers and things like that, they‟re not here to hurt 

you, they‟re here to help us, you know.  Because I grew up in a house where you didn‟t - social 

workers, teacher - you didn‟t talk to them. 

 

Other parents seemed sad or upset when describing how their child talks to other adults about feelings, 

whether that adult is another member of the family or an unrelated adult.  At least one mother seemed to 

interpret it as an indication of her own failures as a parent: 

INTERVIEWER:  What does [Lindsey] do to handle her feelings on her own before coming to 

you? 

CATHY:  [Reluctantly] Um, she sometimes talks to my mom. 

Some parents said they knew that their child might get something from other adults that they were not 

getting from their mother.  Michelle gives one example: 

MICHELLE:  Um, well, you know, um, well when she was little it was easier but now these 

days it‟s not as easy to get her calm you know, sometimes, you know, um, you know, most of 

the time she likes to talk to Cheryl about it you know, cause she feels like you know, she‟s 

easier to talk to about some of the things, but when she talks to me, um, you know, sometimes I 

can get her calm, I can, you know, I can get her to talk to me about it, or, you know, or um, I‟ll 

just, you know say to her, if she doesn‟t want to talk about it then I‟ll ask her well do you want 

to talk to Cheryl about it or one of your teachers or your sister or somebody like that you know, 

and sometimes she‟ll say okay, and you know, you know, she won‟t want to talk and she‟ll just 

keep it bottled up inside you know, yeah.  It‟s hard to tell these days sometimes with her, yeah, 

but I try to calm, get her calmed down and happy again…Um, cause just, sometimes Cheryl can 

have a calmer, calmer um, I guess sometimes she can be calmer and more um, you know she 

sometimes she spends more time with Desiree cause she‟s at school most of the time and, that‟s 

I think that‟s how cause she feels more comfortable with Cheryl sometimes with some things 

like this like, you know, things happen at school you know, are um, you know, like, well more 

personal things she‟d be with me but like things at school or anything she doesn‟t want to talk 

to me about you know, she‟ll talk to Cheryl and maybe Cheryl understands her better and 

relates to her, you know, yeah. 

 

Michelle delivers this statement with sadness in her voice.  She seems conflicted by her own 

competing feelings; she is happy her child has a positive relationship with this adult, but she 

clearly sees it as an indication of her own shortcomings as a parent.   

 Awareness of emotions.  One element of effective emotion coaching is the coacher‟s 

awareness of emotion in the child.  Theories of effective emotion socialization emphasize that parents 

who value emotions and relating to children about emotions are more likely to be attuned to the display 

of emotion in the family context.  Parents who only recognize emotions when they are pronounced have 

many fewer opportunities to relate to their children around emotions.  Also, when children are highly 

aroused, they are less able to learn effectively, so children that are coached only when they are highly 

emotional probably benefit less from that coaching.   
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 The idea that awareness of emotion is a distinguishing characteristic of effective emotion 

socialization was well supported by the participants in this study.  Notably, some mothers have difficulty 

identifying emotions in their children at all.  Almost all of the mothers that demonstrate this difficulty 

are in the less supportive group.  Carla is one example; she has difficulty identifying sadness in her son: 

INTERVIEWER:  Can you think of a specific time recently that he was sad? 

CARLA: Hmm (pause) not really.   

Linda begins by saying that she can‟t think of a time her child was sad, but then comes up with 

an event she thinks might fit: 

INTERVIEWER: Can you tell me about a recent time that she was sad? 

LINDA: I can‟t really think of one specific time she was sad.  Maybe when she got in her fight 

with her sister, yeah, that made her sad, so she went upstairs right away. 

 

Linda initially thinks this is an example of a time her child was sad, but when probed for 

additional information, she seems less sure that her child was actually experiencing sadness in 

this moment. She goes on to talk about the nature of the sibling dispute, but she‟s not sure that 

her daughter was actually feeling sad.  So while Linda can identify an event that caused her 

child some distress, she can‟t conclusively name the type of distress her child felt in the 

situation. 

 It is not only negative emotions that the less supportive mothers struggle to pinpoint.  Zola is 

one example.  She provided a good deal of information about her child, including what she feels is a 

prominent personality trait, yet struggled to identify basic emotions in her child, such as happiness: 

ZOLA:  Jerome is shy, he very shy, I don‟t know what makes him get happy though. 

Furthermore, some mothers seem to have some difficulty recognizing or identifying low-grade 

emotions exhibited in mundane, day-to-day interactions.  Vonnie is an example of a mother for 

whom low-level displays of emotions are somewhat trivial.  Only when negative emotions 

become more pronounced does it become salient to her: 

INTERVIEWER:  What happens in school that makes him angry? 

VONNIE:  Somebody push or hit him, kid stuff…  I know he‟s telling the truth when he‟s 

crying about it.  

 

In this example, Vonnie describes how her child seems to be acting distressed, but she is 

initially suspicious about whether that distress is genuine.  Although she readily identifies the 
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behaviors her child exhibits, she struggles to name or classify the underlying emotion that is the 

root of the behaviors.  Only when her child has been involved in an act of physical aggression 

or cries can she be certain that he is feeling sad.   

Supportive mothers, in contrast, usually say they are able to recognize low level emotions in 

their children.  They are often able to identify the emotion before the child gets highly aroused.  They are 

attuned to early signals of distress in their children.  They can describe several levels of a given emotion.  

They often attempt to intervene when the emotion is at low levels.  Generally, more supportive mothers 

were more immediately able to identify emotions of both positive and negative valence in their children.  

Tiffany describes how she reads her child‟s emotions by paying attention to his facial expressions: 

TIFFANY:  The look on his face, Matthew shows everything, all his emotions and all his 

feelings is basically in his face.  If you know, which I do, you can always look at him and tell if 

he‟s angry or if he‟s sad or happy, it‟s on his face, always, so you can always tell, and if you 

know the difference between the looks. 

 

In the previous passage, Tiffany indicates that she has specialized knowledge about her child 

that lets her easily identify his emotional state.  His emotions are not necessarily obvious to 

everyone, but she is fluent at interpreting his emotional state from his facial expressions.  Tina 

has a similar strategy, although she focuses her attention more on her child‟s voice and tone: 

TINA:  I know when she, you know, I know her little signs and the way her moods and the 

tones and her voices change, I know, you know, when she‟s getting upset and she‟s mad about 

things that are being talked about or she‟s being corrected for doing something wrong, I can tell 

when she‟s, cause when she gets upset she‟s normally very quiet, she‟ll cry, she‟s easy to cry, 

so yeah, I know the difference. 

 

Both Tina and Tiffany take pride in how well they identify their children‟s emotions by being 

attuned to the “little signs.”  They both consider themselves effective emotional managers and 

this alertness to low grade emotional states in their children is an important part of their 

management strategy.  They describe how being attuned to early and subtle signals of emotional 

arousal helps them know when they should attempt to engage with their children around 

emotional events. This heightened awareness of emotional states helps promote intimacy 

between these mothers and their children. 

 However, not all the mothers who were adept at interpreting small signals about the 

emotions of others use that awareness to promote emotional intimacy.  Nora also says she is 
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attuned to minor changes in the facial expressions of her child, but she makes little attempt to 

manage or intervene on her child‟s emotions.  She says her typical reaction to her child‟s 

emotions is to send him to his room until the emotion has passed. While Tina and Tiffany 

describe a careful but reserved attention to emotions, Nora's attention to her child‟s emotions is 

hypervigilant by comparison.  Nora attributes her awareness of emotions in others to her history 

of aversive interactions with other family members, particularly the older men in her family: 

NORA:  [My son is] just like my dad and my brother, I can look at my brother and “What‟s 

wrong with you?” 

“I have work, I have work.” 

Or my dad, “What‟s wrong with you, what happened to you today?” 

“Oh this old lady cut me off today on the road I was in a rush.” 

And I can just tell he won‟t just come out and say you know, “Oh, I‟m, I‟m pissed,” he 

won‟t say that, my brother or my dad, they won‟t say that.  I can just go by all three of 

their‟s all three of their emotions.  Just by looking at them.  I think that‟s why I can 

learn, I think that‟s why I learned how to read people‟s emotions, by looking at them, 

even if I don‟t know somebody I‟m like “Whoa that person looks like they‟re upset, oh 

that person looks really happy.”   

 

Nora goes on to describe several incidents over the course of her upbringing in which 

interpreting her father‟s emotional state was imperative to her safety.  Nora is aware that people 

often display emotions in their faces, whether they want to or not, and she has become adept at 

interpreting those emotions.  However, unlike Tina and Tiffany, her awareness of emotions is a 

tool she uses primarily to avoid emotionally charged interactions with her children. At the first 

sign of emotion in her child, particularly if that emotion is sadness, anger, or fear, she insists 

that he go to his room so that the other members of the family are not exposed to the emotion. 

While Nora has an well-developed ability to evaluate emotions in others, just as do Tina and 

Tiffany, her behavioral response indicates different motivations for how to use those skills. 

 Distinctions of different kinds of negative emotions.  Another aspect of emotional awareness 

is the degree to which a person distinguishes amongst emotions of similar valence.  In other words, 

persons with a higher degree of emotional awareness are more likely to draw distinctions between 

similar emotion states.  For example, happiness, elation, contentment, and satisfaction are positive 

emotions that indicate some level of goal attainment, but they have very different meanings, and 

represent different emotional experiences.  Persons with more emotional awareness are more likely to 

understand and articulate the subtleties of these different feeling states.   
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 In this study, some participants indicated clear distinctions between anger, sadness, and other 

negative emotions, while others used language that indicated some blurring of different negative 

emotions, as if all negative emotions are inherently the same or as though emotions are generally co-

occurring in their children.  Many more mothers in the punishing group struggled to articulate the 

difference between anger and sadness and to provide examples of the two emotions than those in the 

supportive group.  Nora is one example.  She tended to use the word sad and angry somewhat 

interchangeably.  When prompted about the differences between sad and angry she responded: 

NORA: Angry is just the same thing as when he‟s sad. 

Nora does not see any distinction between anger and sadness in her son, and she is unable to identify a 

recent time her child was sad, despite many prompts from the interviewer.  However, Nora‟s son has a 

history of disruptive displays of anger which have gotten him in considerable trouble at school, so it is 

possible she is so highly attuned to his anger that it obscures her ability to recognize sadness.   

 In contrast, mothers in the supportive group generally articulated a more nuanced understanding 

of the differences between anger and sadness.  Danielle draws clear distinctions between them: 

INTERVIEWER: Um, with [your daughter], how can you tell the difference between sad and 

angry, what‟s different about the two feelings for her? 

DANIELLE: Well, I mean anger is a secondary emotion so… 

INTERVIEWER: What did you mean a minute ago when you said anger is a secondary 

emotion? 

DANIELLE: Well when you get sad about something it usually turns into anger, somebody, 

um, you know, hurts you, you know, it turns into anger, you feel betrayed. 

 

Danielle has a clear understanding of how she conceptualizes the relationship between anger 

and sadness, and she even provides an example of that how that relationship might occur in 

everyday life.  Danielle believes that anger is in fact an indication of some deeper, more 

primary emotion, such as sadness.  Although most participants did not present clearly defined 

distinctions between emotional states, this is probably because they were not specifically asked 

to do so.  What distinguishes the supportive and punitive groups is that many of the participants 

in the punitive group displayed a profound lack of ability to distinguish amongst emotional 

states. 

 Although participants were not asked questions about discrete negative emotions other than 

anger and sadness, many often offered information about other emotions that they perceive as negative.  



30 
 

Many mothers, when asked about sadness or anger, responded with descriptions of their children‟s 

behavior that are typically associated with other emotions.  Anxiety was the most commonly discussed 

emotion that was described in response to a question about anger or sadness.  In the following example, 

the interviewer posed a question about a recent time her child was sad, Delilah said:  

DELILAH: She was kind of stressed about that so she was sad about that, and usually she 

sleeps a lot when she‟s sad. 

 

Delilah gives the impression that either sadness is caused or initiated by another feeling – stress, 

rather than being a freestanding emotion, or that she conceptualizes her child‟s experience of 

sadness and stress as co-occurring.  As the interview continued, several follow up questions 

about sadness were posed, and Delilah almost always described an instance of stress, 

anxiousness, or worry, frequently using the words “stressed” and “sad” interchangeably.   

 It should be noted that the participants in this study are all women, and their gender 

likely affects both their understanding of the experience of emotions, and their use of language 

when talking about feelings.  Some scholars have argued that women in Western cultures are 

socialized to have a more difficult time expressing anger than men (Zahn-Waxler, Cole & 

Barrett, 1991). These mothers might be using the more general word “upset” as a stand in for 

“angry” because anger is not an acceptable emotion for women to express.  It is possible that 

the participants in this study are being influenced by this social imperative of gendered 

expression of emotion to some degree, whether they are consciously aware of it or not.  

However, from the descriptions the participants provided, they do not necessarily seem to 

conceptualize the word “upset” in this way.  

 Sally is an example of a participant who used the word upset in response to a question 

about sadness.  Sally begins by asserting that sad and mad are different, and then begins to 

substitute “upset,” seemingly for the word “angry.”  When the interviewer continues to stipulate 

“angry,” Sally is almost insistent about her use of the word “upset” instead (emphasis added):  

INTERVIERWER: Can you think of other things that have made her sad? 

SALLY: Death in the family, bad news, its, um, like I said, she‟s not, always sad because it‟s a 

difference between being sad and mad, now she gets upset quite a bit when she can‟t have her 

way, other than that she‟s not really sad. 

INTERVIEW: Okay, so she doesn‟t get sad real often but she does get mad, is that what you‟re 

saying? 
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SALLY: Yeah 

INTERVIEWER: Okay, we‟re going to talk about angry. 

SALLY: Or upset a little, but not all the time. 

 

Later in the conversation, the interviewer followed up about the meaning of angry, sad, and 

upset. 

INTERVIEWER:  Um, when I used the word angry, in your response to me, you used the word 

upset and so, that makes me think that, that you ,um, think about being angry and being upset in 

a different way, like they‟re not the same thing so can you tell me like what does it mean to you 

to be upset, what does that mean? 

SALLY: Um, to be upset is a form of being disappointed or just crying, you know, 

hyperventilating. 

INTERVIEWER: Okay, is it different than being sad? 

SALLY: Um, not really, it‟s just a little deeper than just actually being sad, and angry is when 

she just gets mad, and she‟s never to the point where she just like really mad at something, I 

haven‟t really, I have never seen her like mad mad, no I seen her upset, but not like, you 

know… 

INTERVIEWER: So, um, upsetness is like a more intense kind of sadness? 

SALLY: Uh hmm, yeah. 

Sally conceptualizes sad and upset as similar types of emotions, with upset being the more 

intense or distressing feeling.  Both are distinct from anger. 

 Linda also used the word “upset” in response to a question about sadness.  The 

interviewer probed for additional information about any distinction between sad and upset: 

INTERVIEWER:  What is the difference between being upset and being sad, is there a 

difference? 

LINDA: Upset is usually like something on the outside that is causing her either anger or 

sadness, and sad is meaning you know just kind of down and like something within the family 

is getting her upset.  She‟ll get upset at friends outside the family but when something hurts her 

feelings in the family she‟s sad. 

 

In Linda‟s response, upset seems to be a stand-in word for either anger or sadness, or both at the same 

time.  Linda articulates a very clear public/private split in her understanding of the emotional experience 

of sadness.  As she understands it, one is upset by some person or thing from outside the family, while 

sadness is a very private, internalized state of feeling.  This understanding of sadness as an internal state 

that either has no cause (other than just being “kind of down”) or is caused by conflict with one‟s closest 

relatives is consistent with the way sadness is conceptualized in Western culture as a personal and 

internalized emotion.  However, the public /private split described in this statement could also be related 

to social display rules, as discussed earlier.  It seems that Linda understands sadness as an emotion that is 

only properly displayed inside the family.  Other participants talked about how their own parents 
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encouraged them to be especially tough in public and with peer groups, and some attribute this strategy 

to the bad neighborhoods they were raised in.  It is possible that Linda is also touching on something in 

her own philosophy of emotions that emphasizes not showing vulnerability to one‟s peer groups.  

 Although Sally and Linda indicate different understandings of upset and its relation to 

anger and sadness, they present equally subtle nuances in the meaning they ascribe to these 

feeling words.  For these participants, use of the word “upset” might at least in part be an 

attempt to speak more precisely about their understanding of their own and their children‟s 

emotional experiences. 

 Use of emotions for manipulation or coercion.  For several of the participants in this study, a 

salient aspect of emotional interactions in family life is that they are nestled in manipulative or coercive 

processes.  This is particularly true for the participants who conceive of children‟s negative emotions as 

an attempt to act upon the parent‟s emotions.  These parents are engaged in an apparent struggle with 

their children in which emotions play a central role in mutual attempts at manipulation of the other.  In 

these families, mothers and children might use their own or the other‟s emotion to try to produce some 

desired physical or emotional outcome.  Sally describes what she sees as a typical attempt on the part of 

her child to manipulate her mother‟s emotions by means of her own negative emotions: 

SALLY: She gets, when I tell her no, or when I ground her for something she gets angry, cause 

she feels like I shouldn‟t ground her you know, uh, just, I mean, when she gets angry she‟s not 

destructive or anything, you can just tell the way she looks, she stomps, she talk under her 

breath you know, she try to irritate me you know, let me know that I guess I‟m irritating her or 

she‟s upset with me because I won‟t let her have her way. 

 

Carla also describes her child‟s sadness as an attempt to manipulate her: 

CARLA: He was hospitalized last week because he said he wanted to kill himself.  He‟s like 

“Nobody loves me, nobody cares about me, see I knew you didn‟t care” you know.  Isn‟t that 

what early teenagers are supposed to do? (Giggles)  

INTERVIEWER: So when he said that thing about nobody loves me, how did you respond to 

that? 

CARLA: I really didn‟t play into it, I told him of course I loved him and he has a lot of people 

that care for and about him and care about his feelings; you know.  I think a lot of it, I mean I 

don‟t doubt that he was serious but I think some of it was attention getting too, especially the 

way he was, his actions and stuff, but um, and I said, well I‟m not going to take a chance on 

him being serious and doing it, but he hasn‟t said that since he got out.  I hope he doesn‟t go 

there again, but if he does I‟ll support him and do the same thing I did last time.   

 

Carla says “I didn‟t play into it,” indicating her understanding that her child was using his 

feelings to make a bid for affection or attention from her.  It should be noted that she does not 
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show a lack of concern about her child‟s distress – she takes his threats seriously and promptly 

seeks professional help, while stating that she will continue to do so in the future.  However, 

she firmly refuses to respond to this emotional bid, and her response comes across as cold and 

harsh. Nancy has a similar perspective. She says that she learned from her own parents that 

children‟s emotions should be ignored because they are attempts to manipulate others: 

NANCY:  I was never responded to when I cried when I was younger so I try not to respond 

when he cries.  That‟s the way to get your way, or that‟s, you know.   

 

 While Sally, Carla, and Nancy seem to believe they have maintained the upper hand 

despite what they see as their children‟s attempts at manipulation, not all mothers in the study 

felt this way.  Julia struggled to control her own depression, and she admitted that her child can 

successfully use her emotions to manipulate her into getting special treats like snacks during 

these vulnerable times: 

JULIA:  Yeah, sometimes, she‟s so smart.  She knows too, she‟ll like play on them sometimes. 

INTERVIEWER: What about – oh, what do you mean by play on them, like she‟ll, what do you 

mean by that? 

JULIA:  Like, use my emotions, however I‟m feeling to get whatever she wants.  

INTERVIEWER: So what might she try to get her way about? 

JULIA:  Like, if I‟m sad or whatever, like having food; what to eat, whatever.  I‟ll be like 

whatever Jasmine because I just I don‟t want to argue.  She knows that, she knows she can get 

like snacks out of me or whatever. 

INTERVIEWER:  So she kind of manipulates you sometimes? 

JULIA:  Oh yeah, she‟s very smart. 

While Sally and Carla actively resisted their children‟s attempts at manipulation, Julia 

recognized it but seems complacent about it. 

 Parent’s evaluative language about emotions.  Differences in how parents think about and 

make sense of emotions in the two groups are especially apparent when the mothers talk about negative 

emotions.  The more punitive mothers tend to use language that is hostile, critical, or dismissive when 

they talk about their child‟s sadness or anger, while most, but not all of the mothers in the supportive 

group use more neutral language.  For example some mothers said that when their children are sad they 

act “mopey” or they “pout.” These words not only describe a particular emotional state, but they have an 

inherent judgment; moping and pouting are generally used to describe a person who wallows in his 

sadness, or wants to make other‟s aware of his feelings.  They reflect not only the state of being sad, but 

a negative evaluation of the actions taken due to sadness.  Carla recognizes that when her child feels sad 
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he wants to be closer to her.  She uses two critical words, “clingy” and “whiney” to describe this kind of 

behavior: 

CARLA:  [When he‟s sad] he‟s like, he‟d want to be with me all the time, like he gets 

very clingy, but he won‟t - won‟t really vocalize why he‟s upset, (with irritation) but 

he gets real clingy or he gets real whiney.  

 

In this example, Carla describes a behavior when she says that her child wants to be with her all 

the time, and then ascribes two negatively connoted labels to that behavior. Michelle also uses 

evaluative words to describe her child‟s sadness, and goes on to name her own emotional 

reaction to her child‟s behaviors: 

INTERVIEWER: So she doesn‟t talk much when she‟s not happy? 

MICHELLE:  No, she whines, she complains a lot.  It‟s frustrating. 

 

Michelle goes on to say that she usually punishes these types of behaviors when they occur.  

This is another indication that more punitive parents view these behaviors negatively.  Nancy 

also makes a negative evaluation of her son‟s emotions, and like Michelle, Nancy censures the 

behavior when it occurs: 

NANCY:  Um, he‟s more of a body language person.  You know whether it‟s stomping his 

foot, or whining.  That‟s another thing - whining.  (Emphatically) Not. Good. Thing.  I don‟t 

like the whining part of it either.   

INTERVIEWER:  What do you usually do when he whines? 

NANCY:  Tell him to stop whining.  (Laugh) Lot of times I‟ll point out the action he‟s doing, 

whether he‟s doing them all the time or - and by now - and he‟s ten you know -  Carson‟s well 

aware of what I‟m accepting or not, what‟s acceptable and what‟s not. 

 

In the previous example, Nancy displayed some hostile humor when she described how she punishes her 

child for whining, which is a violation of her rules.  Cyndi is another parent that finds humor in her 

child‟s negative emotions.  She describes how her child‟s anger towards her sibling is alternately 

amusing and irritating to her: 

CYNDI:  She stomps her feet, she throws things, she (Mimicking child.) “Aghh,” she yells, 

“I‟m so mad at you.  I‟m gonna go tell mom.”  Sometimes they‟re just, they‟re funny 

sometimes just to see the little tantrums, oh my god you‟re too cute, I can‟t help it, every now 

and then I‟m like oh god here we go. Or just I don‟t, there‟s times when it‟s the same argument 

I‟m like I‟m not dealing with this right now you know, you guys have to settle it, no. 

 

Cathy describes how her child‟s expression of anger has begun to take on a self-harming 

quality, and while Cathy doesn‟t seem particularly concerned about it, she does make a negative 

evaluation, with the word “weird:” 
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CATHY:  When she‟s really angry, she‟s um, just cried uncontrollably and then sometimes, 

I‟ve caught her lately like, punching herself which is really weird, I don‟t know what she‟s 

doing that for but um, just lately she‟s doing that or she‟ll say like “I‟m such a stupid idiot” or, 

just say stuff like that. 

 

The tendency to use critical or dismissive language when talking about children‟s emotions is not limited 

to negative emotions.  Some parents are even critical of expression of happiness in the family context.  

Michelle describes how her child might act after a good day at school as “bragging:” 

MICHELLE:  Well, she‟s kind of bragging I guess, a little bit, you know, guess what mom, we 

did this you know, and you know we did this, you know, like that, she tells like stuff she‟s done 

in school like a field trip, she‟ll have to say a lot about that, she‟s you know, like she went to a 

field trip the other day at the history museum she was telling me about the, there was an exhibit 

about the weather she said something about  a tornado, you know she was, saying how scary it 

was and how much fun she had there. 

 

Carla also makes a negative evaluation of her child: 

CARLA:  Cause he has a smile on his face; and he, and he acts silly. 

In contrast, most mothers in the supportive group use more neutral language to describe their 

children‟s negative emotions.  Julia describes her daughter‟s behavior when sad: 

JULIA:  When she‟s sad I can tell because she goes in her room and sits there and doesn‟t talk 

and is quiet. 

Julia describes the typical behaviors that her daughter displays, but she does not make a 

negative evaluation of those behaviors.  Tiffany provides another example:   

TIFFANY:  I guess I think the last time he was sad he wanted to go over to my uncle‟s, well his 

uncle, my brother, he has cousins there his age they all get together and play the video games 

and he wanted to go there but we couldn‟t get in touch with my brother, so he walked around all 

day, looking sad, and, cause he couldn‟t go and so, yeah, that was the last time he was sad. 

 

The behaviors that Tiffany describes sound like they could fit the definition of moping or 

pouting, but Tiffany does not make such a conclusion.  In fact, she seems to empathize with her 

child‟s disappointment.  One final example of mothers describing negative emotion without 

using evaluative language comes from Danielle: 

DANIELLE:  Um, when she‟s angry about something she gets really quiet, um, she don‟t talk 

much, she um, she‟s not smiling at all, I mean she usually has a smile on her face, her eyes are 

bright and um, but when she‟s well when she‟s sad she‟ll show her tears and, um, but when 

she‟s angry when she‟s angry at her brother she‟ll express it with him by yelling at him, but I 

think when she gets frustrated with me as far as like when I tell her to do something that she 

don‟t want you know like chores or something or she don‟t think something‟s fair, she‟ll get 

really quiet, and um.  You know or when she got mad at her dad a few weeks ago there was a 

big fight and um, you know. 
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 Legitimacy of children’s feelings.  While the previous examples highlighted differences in 

children‟s expression of their negative emotions, there are also differences in what parents said about the 

existence of those emotions.  Some mothers seem to accept children‟s negative emotions as an expected, 

albeit demanding part of parenthood, but others actively questioned whether their children should have 

the feelings they did.  Several participants said that their reactions to their children‟s expression of 

negative emotions depend upon the relative “legitimacy” of their children‟s expressions of anger or 

sadness.  While supportive mothers tended to be highly empathetic and to do a great deal of perspective 

taking in order to relate to their children in moments of sadness or anger, the mothers in the punitive 

group were less apt to describe doing perspective taking.  They were more likely to insist that their child 

explain why he or she is feeling a certain way, rather than talk about the feeling itself.  Many of these 

mothers were hostile or dismissive of the reasons behind their children‟s negative emotions.  These 

parents indicate that they want to be supportive of their children‟s feelings, and most said they want their 

children to talk to them about their feelings.  However, when asked to describe particular instances of 

sadness or anger, they questioned whether the feeling was warranted or not.  Many of these mothers said 

that their reactions to their children‟s negative emotions are highly dependent on why the child is sad or 

angry.  Nora is one example of a mother who says that her reactions to her son vary a great deal.  In a 

discussion of how she reacts to her child‟s expression of negative emotions, Nora says:  

NORA: I wanna see what he‟s upset or sad about first. 

INTERVIEWER: And why, why would that make a difference? 

NORA: Because if it‟s something really stupid then he really does not have any reason to be 

mad; if he wants to stay mad, I‟m like go be mad upstairs. 

 

Nora goes on to explain by way of example that if her child‟s bike had been stolen, she would 

understand that might be a very distressing event for him, and she would comfort her child and 

empathize with him.  She gives the impression that any event of lesser magnitude than a stolen bike is 

not important enough to warrant anger or sadness.  When her child displays negative emotions about 

things that she deems trivial, such as conflict with his sibling, she shuns him and makes him isolate 

himself from the rest of the family.  If property theft is Nora‟s litmus test for whether negative emotions 

is warranted, one can imagine that the ratio of empathetic to punitive responses to her child‟s feelings is 

extremely low.  Nora provides a clue to her philosophy of children‟s emotions when she says “if he 
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wants to be mad.”  She clearly sees her child‟s negative emotions as self-indulgent or wallowing, and he 

is left to attempt to regulate it on his own. 

 Vonnie articulates the idea that some emotions are legitimate and others are not even more 

directly than Nora.  She describes how she will not tolerate any anger from her child about his household 

chores: 

INTERVIEWER: What would you say if he was angry about cleaning his room?  What would 

you say to him? 

VONNIE:  “Don‟t come out of there till it‟s clean.”  (Pause)  And then when he‟s real mad I‟ll 

make him spot clean it.  [I‟ll say] “Clean it real good because it‟s your room, you shouldn‟t 

have to be mad about cleaning your own room.”  

 

Vonnie says that when her child is angry about having to clean his room, she punishes him to 

communicate to him that she finds that anger inappropriate.  She antagonizes him by making 

him clean his room even more thoroughly, although she acknowledges that this increases his 

distress in the moment, which is not necessarily her goal.  She seems to put relatively more 

importance on making her child understand that she believes his emotions are unwarranted than 

on directing him about how he might regulate his negative emotions.  She returns to this theme 

of legitimate and illegitimate feelings later in the interview, when she describes how her child 

might be sad if a school bully stole his pencil: 

VONNIE: I would say “Did you ask for your pencil back?”  And he‟ll say “Yes ma‟am but they 

wouldn‟t give it back.”   

“Did you tell your teacher?”   

“Yes ma‟am, but the teacher didn‟t listen.”  He would come up with something.  And I‟ll say 

“That‟s okay Cornel, there‟s a bunch of pencils at home and you can always have another 

pencil.  This is not the first and last pencil ever made.  It‟s not like you can‟t have another 

pencil, or another piece of paper, or another friend.   

 

 Vonnie‟s initial statement in her hypothetical response to her child is ambiguous, because the 

words she uses are somewhat supportive (“that‟s okay”) but her tone is dismissive, as are her 

two follow up statements.  Vonnie‟s statement is similar to the statement from Nora.  She 

indicates that she believes certain events do not warrant sadness in children. 

 Carla demonstrates the idea of relative legitimacy of children‟s feelings in a different 

way.  After indicating that she thinks her child is sad more often than other kids she says this: 

CARLA:  But he doesn‟t have any reason to, because he‟s a very lucky little boy but he doesn‟t 

see that, he doesn‟t appreciate it.   
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Carla says her child doesn‟t have any “reason” to be sad.  She implies a philosophy of emotion 

in which a particular cause is required in order for sadness to be warranted.  In contrast, while 

the mothers in the supportive group might disapprove of the way their children express sadness 

or anger, they never expressed disapproval at the actual state of the emotion, as did several of 

the mothers in the punitive group. 

 Quality of parent’s own emotion regulation.  Theories of emotion socialization emphasize a 

parent‟s own emotion regulation as an important predictor of regulation in children.  Parents that 

successfully modulate the expression of their own emotion serve as a model of this adaptive behavior to 

their children.  Parent‟s emotional expressivity also communicates to children the parent‟s beliefs about 

whether and how emotions, particularly negative emotions, should be expressed.   

 Almost all of the parents endorsed taking a break or removing oneself from the 

situation.  These kinds of “time-out” strategies were equally endorsed by parents in both 

groups.  Several mothers said that they tell their children not to bother them for a period of 

time: 

JULIA:  I go back in my room and have a cigarette, and I‟ll say “Leave me alone for a little bit, 

mommy needs to just,” whatever, I‟ll count to ten, whatever, take a couple of deep breaths, do 

whatever I‟ve got to do, listen to music, sometimes music will [help me calm down]. 

 

Some mothers said that their children are used to this and know what to expect when they are 

withdrawing from a situation: 

ZOLA:  Um, well I take a break I have to walk around the block or something, I have to do me, 

I go in my room [and] watch  movies all day, tell Jerome “Mommy needs my space for a 

minute,” and he like “okay” and he come downstairs and watch TV, so that‟s pretty much what 

I do. 

 

Tina has a private space in her home that her children are not allowed in.  She retires to this place when 

she starts to feel overwhelmed and that helps her regulate her emotions.  However, she is careful to stress 

to the interviewer that she will be available to her children after her period of isolation: 

TINA:  Sometimes I get angry cause it‟s like sometimes I need my space, so my girls know, my 

garage, if I‟m going down to my garage you don‟t come and disturb me for anything, you know 

how to cook, you know how to do everything, don‟t bother me.  When I come back up, and you 

want to talk, you want to play some cards, we can play some cards, we have our things… They 

don‟t even know the code to get into the garage, they don‟t have a key to the garage door, that 

is mine, my sanctuary, my house as you see is really tiny, so that‟s my sanctuary, and that‟s the 

only thing I have so, when I start feeling like I‟m agitated or I‟ve had a hard day and I want 
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some just quiet mom time and I go down there and I‟ll sit for an hour, I got a radio down there, 

I got a coffee pot a microwave, a blender. 

 

Cathy also uses isolation as a regulation strategy but her isolation is psychological rather than physical.  

When she is angry or sad, she tries to manage it by immersing herself in housework, or exercise, which 

is a strategy she learned as a child: 

CATHY:  I usually do busywork like I‟ll wash the dishes or, you know, there‟s always laundry 

to do or something, or just kinda do something on my own.  Um, sometimes I might yell or 

something, you know but um, I just try to stay busy with stuff and kind of… Well I‟ve always 

worked out, that‟s always been like a stress release for me, or, um, I guess, I guess it just goes 

back, you know like, even when I was growing up I would have a have like a stressful parent 

situation, my parents really sucked, at least when I was growing up, so, you know, my dad 

would take me to the park or something, so I just like, you know, always done stuff like that 

just kind of get out of the situation, a little bit. 

 

Several mothers said they take a walk in order to calm down when they are angry.  Linda provides a 

typical example of the mothers that describe taking a walk as an opportunity for a cooling off period 

before interacting with others: 

LINDA:  [Walks] just kind of give me time to clear my mind and maybe be not so mad, cause if 

I‟m really upset about something I‟ll go for a walk and by the time I get back I‟m like fifty 

percent less mad than I am when I first go out the door, so yeah. 

 

 Many parents said they use venting strategies to manage their feelings, especially 

anger.  Venting is endorsed more frequently by the mothers in the punitive group than those in 

the supportive group.  These participants emphasize the importance of releasing or getting rid of 

negative emotions through active strategies like talking, yelling, and screaming.  Vonnie 

believes that not releasing her emotions is bad for her health and causes her to become more 

emotionally aroused: 

INTERVIEWER:  What do you do when you are really upset to calm yourself down? 

VONNIE:  (Makes loud growling noise.)  Grrr.  That‟s what I do.  I talk about the situation 

because I have high blood pressure and that‟s the best way for me to do it.  Because if I hold it 

in it ain‟t going to do nothing by make me more frustrated. 

INTERVIEWER:  So you really like to just talk about it, express it, get it out? 

VONNIE:  Yeah, I like to just get it out, cause if I don‟t it‟s going to stick in my mind and 

irritate me and my blood pressure gonna go up and I don‟t need that. 

 

Carla also endorses venting strong negative emotions, and unlike Vonnie, she is conflicted about her use 

of venting strategies, and tries to use some measure of discretion in order to avoid having her neighbors 

hear her: 
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CARLA:  (Laughs)  You know, you want to scream but you can‟t really scream out loud and 

you scream in a pillow you can still scream and get that emotion out but you know, you‟re not 

waking the whole building up.  (Pause)  I scream in a pillow.  Or cry in the pillow.   

 

Nancy also says that she usually tries to hide her venting from others, but her statement indicates that her 

children are sometimes witness to it: 

NANCY:  Once in a while I‟ll catch myself screaming, you know, just very loud, just very 

frustrating screaming sometimes feels very relieving. Usually try to do it alone cause a lot of 

times if you‟re around people they look at you like you freak me out, and sometimes my kids do 

too, um.  

 

Cathy also says that she yells when her emotions overwhelm her.  Cathy seems self-conscious about it 

admitting that she yells, and she is careful to say that she doesn‟t direct the yelling at her children, 

although her description seems to contradict that claim: 

CATHY:  Well, if it‟s something within the house, like, they‟re not rinsing their dishes off, or 

their not picking up their clothes, then I usually don‟t stop talking about it until they start doing 

it, but, you know, it‟s, I yell a lot about it, or I‟ll yell but I won‟t like call them names or 

anything like that, I‟ll just say “this like house looks like a pigstye” or “this house is disgusting 

I can‟t even stand it here sometimes,” but um, but I won‟t like, I won‟t like, I try not to direct it 

towards them you know, but, but you know, I‟ll be consistent about it until they always 

remember to rinse their dishes off or do what they do what they‟re asked to. 

 

 In addition to self-isolation and venting, participants described several other regulation 

strategies. Particularly, four of the mothers from the supportive group described mindfulness or 

acceptance strategies as the principal technique they use to regulate their own negative 

emotions.  These strategies usually involve recognizing one‟s own negative emotions, and 

either accepting it, or trying to let it go.  Interestingly, parents that are more supportive in 

response to children‟s expression of negative emotions also seem to be more mindful and 

accepting of their own negative emotions, which implies that acceptance might generally be 

related to an underlying philosophy of emotional acceptance.  Wilma‟s description of how she 

handled herself in a particularly distressing situation is a typical example of the mothers that 

emphasize acceptance as a self-regulation strategy: 

WILMA:  I got just as upset as him [when the computer was broken] cause I mean, I went 

through this house trying to figure out who did it and nobody would admit to it and it made me 

just as angry as him, … but, I think it was one of the other kids - they just don‟t want to say 

nothing, they don‟t want to get in trouble, so that‟s cool, it‟s done and over with, so I finally 

just said forget it, accept it and calm down. 

INTERVEIWER: So what did you do to calm yourself down in that situation? 

WILMA: Accepted the fact that it was the past and let it go. 

INTERVEIWER: How long did that take for you to go from upset to being okay with it? 



41 
 

WILMA: It took about maybe a half hour because I was really burnt up the first ten fifteen 

minutes, and then the last ten minutes I just said the hell with it, just forget it, it‟s already done, 

so. 

 

Although Wilma initially got very angry about the broken computer, she didn‟t dwell on it, and once she 

realized that a confession was unlikely, she was able to move on quickly. Being able to move from anger 

to acceptance quickly is likely to be an important skill for parents, since previous research has found that 

chronic exposure to negative emotionality is harmful to children‟s wellbeing (Roberts & Strayer, 1987). 

Two other mothers, again from the more supportive group, described a cognitive process of 

perspective taking as their principal regulation strategy: 

DANIELLE:  I try to walk away from the situation and try to analyze … I also try to look at 

how I would feel if I was on the other shoe. 

 

While Danielle tries to imagine the feelings of another person, Ronelle actively tries to cultivate 

a sense of gratitude, which helps her manage her anger and keep it from her children: 

RONELLE:  I‟ll take a break.  You know I‟m a single parent of seven children so there‟s times 

I get overwhelmed and I‟m a part time college student so there‟s time I really get overwhelmed 

and and I feel angry sometimes just coming home from school and thinking about the dinner 

and the amount of activities.  You know, I get angry, but I don‟t let it show you know 

sometimes I sit in my van before I come in you know and I‟ll say okay, I know what all I have 

to do but today it just seems so big and what I‟ll do is I‟ll park my van and take a walk to the 

park and I‟ll sit in the park you know and I gather my thoughts and then sometimes I tell em 

thinking of how blessed you are instead of thinking about the negative.  

 

A few mothers said that religion was a calming influence that helps them regulate their 

expression of anger.  Sally said that her faith teaches her to try to accept things that are out of 

her control, and she considers this one of her most effective regulation strategies: 

SALLY:  When I pray it calms me down, knowing I have to put this in God‟s hand, there‟s 

nothing I could possibly do about this situation I have to let it play out you know, and it takes 

the pressure off of me. 

 

 The participants in this study often described expectations or desires for their own 

emotional socialization practices that were divergent from the actual behaviors and interactions 

they utilize in day to day life.   For many, their philosophy of emotion seemed incongruent with 

their reported interactions with children around feelings.  The researcher asked mothers to first 

describe their own regulation of negative emotions (e.g. “What do you do to calm yourself 

down when you are angry?” and then evaluate those behaviors (e.g. “How well does that work” 

or “What do you wish you might do instead?”)   
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 Unsurprisingly, the mothers in the supportive group tend to evaluate their own 

regulation more positively than mothers in the punitive group.  Most of the mothers in the 

supportive group reported they were fairly satisfied with their own emotional regulation.  

However, there were a few exceptions.  Julia, who has long suffered from depression, said that 

she would like to do a better job of keeping her emotions on an even pitch: 

JULIA:  I don‟t manage my own feelings very well, I cry a lot, I cry at the drop of a hat.  But 

yeah, then I, I uh my, I need to go back to see my psychiatrist again and talk about that.  

Sometimes, one minute I‟ll be real happy next minute I‟ll be sad.   

 

Delilah generally believes she does a good job managing her emotions, but there have been times when 

she did not meet her own expectations.  Here is one example: 

DELILAH:  Um, one time when I got into a fight with my neighbor I felt really bad that my 

kids seen me get that angry when I was telling them not to be a violent person, I ended up 

getting into it with my neighbor and my kid happened to run out there and see me fighting with 

her and I felt bad, that was one time I let my emotions, I didn‟t think of the steps I try to teach 

them, and that was because she caught me on a day that I was really going through something 

and I had got tied up with her coming to my house and doing what she‟s doing, that was one of 

the incidents. 

 

Delilah regrets this instance when she didn‟t role model the good regulation strategies that she 

tries to teach her children, in contrast to Nancy and Carla, who felt guilty about the way they 

interact with their children when they are highly upset. 

Most of the mothers in the supportive group said they feel that they do a good job regulating 

their emotions.  In fact, several mothers said that their own role-modeling of adaptive strategies for 

regulating negative emotions, particularly anger have been beneficial for their children.  Tiffany is one 

example; she believes that she is adept at managing her own negative emotions, and she thinks the 

positive example she has set has helped her have more credibility as she attempts to teach her son 

constructive ways to handle his emotions.  After saying that the regulation techniques she teaches her 

son are similar to those she uses herself, she explains her understanding of the connection between her 

own regulation and that of her child: 

TIFFANY:  I think that‟s how I‟m able to tell him, and I think that‟s another reason why he 

actually listens because he‟s seen what I‟m telling him, so, I think that„s the reason it works so 

well. 

 

 Most of the mothers in the punitive group evaluated their own emotion regulation 

neutrally, while none of the mothers in the supportive group did so.  Punitive mothers were 
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neither satisfied nor dissatisfied with whether and how they allow their children to see their 

negative emotions.  Neutral evaluations of their own emotion regulation in the family context 

might reflect a generalized inattentiveness to emotions, especially given that many of these 

same mothers had difficulty describing (but not evaluating) their children‟s emotions. A few of 

the punitive mothers said that they would like to do a better job of controlling negative 

emotions, especially when those emotions do not stem from interactions with their children: 

CARLA:  Um, you know, I have I have, I‟ve been working on um, like keeping my temper too 

because sometimes I lose it because there‟s a lot of stuff going on and the kids get on my last 

nerve, so I‟ve been trying not to like direct it towards her or direct it towards somebody who‟s 

acting out, so um, but I‟ve been guilty of doing that but I think, you know. 

 

 Although the researcher did not ask parents to describe the development of their 

emotion regulation over time, several participants in both the supporter and punisher groups 

were eager to discuss it, particularly those that feel they have worked hard to improve the way 

they manage their anger or sadness. There were no clear group distinctions in the degree to 

which parents discussed improvements in their own emotion regulation; improvements were 

endorsed equally by mothers in both the supporter and punisher groups. That many participants 

were interested in telling about improvements in their own emotion regulation is notable 

because the understanding that a person‟s emotion regulation abilities can change or develop 

over time is an insight that might be important in setting appropriate goals for children‟s 

emotion regulation as children move through developmental stages.  Also, the fact that parents 

in the punisher group were equally likely to describe improvements in emotion regulation as 

parents in the supportive groups serves as reminder that some of these parents, despite the fact 

that they tend to respond in a negative manner to their children‟s emotions do actually value 

emotion regulation and want to be good role models for their children by improving their own 

emotion regulation abilities.  

 Participants draw their regulation strategies from a wide variety of sources, including 

popular culture, faith traditions, their own parents, courses or education programs, and 

counseling. Delilah, who is a supporter, says that her most effective regulation strategy is deep 

breathing, which she learned on television: 
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DELILAH: I tend to, I get into this um, I not gonna say I do yoga or nothing like that but I just 

try to breathe in I try to get into that (demonstrates taking deep breaths), you know, and calm 

down, then try and deal with the situation, because I know before, I‟m older now, but before I 

could be pretty hot headed, I‟m a hot headed person and I just want to think about my 

consequences now, start to think more than I have kids and you know, you have to learn how to 

deal with it, so I would like to get more into yoga but pretty much I breath and you know, 

candles and relaxation, that‟s about it 

INTERVIEWER: So that breathing technique that you‟ve developed is that something 

somebody taught you or did you figure it out on your own? 

DELILAH: Actually, I seen maybe some shows and then I just slowly just thinking oh this isn‟t 

going to work, then just doing it, but I tell people to do it and they go, “you‟re right,” so I know 

it‟s a feeling that I use and it just calms you down. 

 

Tina describes how after leaving a violent relationship she was overwhelmed by her own 

sadness and those feelings created emotional distance between herself and her children.  As she 

recovered and worked through her own grief, she was able to successfully regain the emotional 

intimacy she had previously and which she valued: 

TINA: I mean I‟ve always told them you can talk to me about everything, but for them to 

believe it, it took a while, and for me to be able to get the strength back to okay and get over all 

the emotions and now going from a two parent household to its just me, that was a lot, it took us 

a good two three years.  Cause I remember I used to have my days where I didn‟t even want to 

be bothered, I love you guys, do you need help with school, okay I‟m going to sit in my room 

and not come out for the rest of the night, just let me have my I don‟t even want to be bothered, 

but now we interact and I notice that they were starting to slide away, and I was like this is my 

fault, let me pull my kids back, come on, come back home, and that took about two years.  And 

I‟m glad, I‟m so glad. 

 

Many, but not all of the participants who said they had improved their own emotion regulation 

skills over time are currently or were previously engaged in therapy or counseling and attribute 

their improved abilities to this clinical experience.  Ronelle describes the improvements in her 

emotional life since receiving therapeutic services, and draws a clear connection between her 

own previously uncontrolled anger and the behavior of her children.  She believes she had to 

learn to manage her anger before she could learn to manage her children‟s anger: 

RONELLE:  It‟s been five years.  And I‟ll still going to counseling, I‟m still doing the domestic 

violence therapy, I‟m still seeing the social worker, because I know I need these things just to 

function.  You know just to be able to be me and to deal with what all the responsibilities I have 

as a single parent, and those people play a big role in my life.  Before, yeah, I was angry, even 

one of my counselors he say when he look at some of the notes from five years ago when I 

started and my conversations and I was so angry, I was so negative…  But once I got the 

counseling and begin to learn how to deal with feelings and learn how to show the kids how to 

deal with their feelings, and then I had to learn how to work with my children and not show 

anger you know I had to learn patience because my way was yelling, because that‟s what I grew 

up with just yelling, but then you raise angry children, once again, there you go raising the 

angry children, I just didn‟t want that. 
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Nancy describes how she was initially resistant to therapy but has recently found that it has 

helped her improve her ability to control her anger in highly arousing situations: 

NANCY:  [Now] I think about what I say before I say it, sometimes not always, but a lot more 

than - usually a lot more than previously, think about, I think more about what I say before I say 

it, sometimes in the heat of the moment I still notice that I lash out or something like that, um, 

but and then trying to pre-play it in the head so if there‟s an issue with somebody you know 

trying to block it through my head so we don‟t, so that we don‟t end up in a you know, even 

end up in a loud arguing situation, either one of us could get out of that, you know, so I‟ve kind 

of learned to, it‟s really about you treating others how you want to be treated, you know, but a 

lot of us here [in the supportive housing unit] are either recovering addicts or you know, 

unstable mentally or things like that, so when you put all the people like that together, it gets a 

little sticky sometimes you know, so I think, like is said  I think the [therapy] is something 

that‟s helped a lot of people here, it‟s not as crazy as it used to be, well of course when we, it‟s 

a mandatory program out here and when we started we all hated it, just absolutely hated it we 

thought it was just horse shit why did we have to do this, mandatory you know, and I think 

towards the middle end is when we kind of start to realize, wow, you know. 

 

 Although many participants identified interactions with children as a context in which they have 

trouble regulating emotions, a minority of participants from both the punisher and supporter groups said 

that being a parent, or taking pleasure in the parent-child relationship helps them be more emotionally 

regulated.  Nora described how she thinks her children help her move past her negative emotions: 

NORA:  Most of the time I try, I either I‟ll come home and jump on the computer right away or 

else I‟ll just turn on the TV, but mainly most of the time they‟re the ones that pull me out of 

my, being upset about something.  It‟s mainly them that pulls me out of it. 

 

For Nora, her children serve as a distraction from her negative feelings, and they are a distraction that 

she is grateful for. Sally has a similar perspective.  She described how focusing on her children helps her 

distract herself: 

SALLY:  Yeah, two minutes later Keisha came in and I was like how was your day at school, 

she‟s like it was a good day, I said what happened, what‟d you do, you know, it‟s like for that 

moment I just forgot about myself and wallowing in my self-pity you know, I just dealt with 

them. 

 

 Parent’s mirroring of the emotional arousal of children.  For some parents, one of the times 

when it is most challenging to regulate negative emotions is in response to their children‟s expressed 

negative emotions. In this study, there were striking differences between the groups in the degree to 

which parent‟s negative feelings were triggered by children‟s negative feelings. Several mothers in the 

punisher group said they have difficulty staying calm when their children display strong negative 

emotions, while no mothers in the supporter group did so.  Given that the instrument used to create these 

two groups measures responses to children‟s anger and fear, this finding is not surprising. However, it is 
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important to note that for these mothers, punitive behavioral responses to children‟s negative emotions 

seem to correspond to their own emotional arousal. That is, the mothers in the punitive group are less 

able to control or down-regulate their own emotional arousal than those in the supportive group. For 

example, Michelle described how her child‟s anger spurred an anger reaction in her that was difficult to 

manage: 

MICHELLE: Sometimes you know, she just like, after like five minutes she‟ll come back in 

there and mom I‟m ready I‟m sorry and, all that, and if I‟m still angry, I, I‟ll keep her in there 

you know, till I‟m ready for her to come out, you know and, you know, that helps, if I, you 

know if keep, you know if I, especially if I‟m really upset with her I‟ll just keep her in there and 

then after a while I‟ll send her out you know, you know and I‟ll ask her are you ready to you 

know, act all right, you know, act okay, you know, not make me irritate, irritate me or irritate 

your sister, or anything like that, and that usually works. 

 

Zola also experiences a high degree of arousal at her child‟s negative emotions: 

INTERVIEWER: How do you usually react when he‟s sad? 

ZOLA: I be mad because I don‟t understand what he‟s mad about, but I‟ll just like okay 

whatever, you know, can‟t say nothing if you won‟t tell me what, like he can do something at 

school, and teacher will call and I‟ll ask him “Why Jerome, what happened at school,” he‟ll say 

“I don‟t want to talk about it, I don‟t want to talk about it.”  That‟s his favorite word.  “Never 

mind, never mind,” and that do piss me off but ain‟t nothing I can do, so I‟m like, I just let it go, 

that‟s all. 

 

Zola initially says that her child‟s refusal to talk about getting in trouble at school makes her 

angry, and then she says she “let‟s go” by which she means that she discontinues the 

conversation with her child. Zola‟s non-verbal signals as she describes the interaction indicate 

that she remains quite distressed about it. This is a telling example of a situation in which 

Zola‟s own emotional arousal prompts her to withdraw from interacting with her child, and she 

therefore misses a potential opportunity to help her child manage his negative feelings.  

 Nancy describes how when her child is angry she is likely to get angry as well: 

INTERVIEWER: um, how do you usually react when he‟s angry? 

NANCY: Sometimes I‟m you know, like I said, how do I react, I try to ask him to talk about it 

things like that you know, sometimes, you know I‟ll be like “Look I‟m trying to help you if you 

don‟t want to talk about it that‟s fine but don‟t take it out on me then” you know, so I kind of 

get angry too I guess, I don‟t think it helps, but I mean (trails off). I think I sometimes get 

chilly. 

 

For Nancy, a typical reaction to her child‟s anger is her own anger, often followed by 

withdrawal from the situation.  She says she thinks getting angry at her child when he is angry 

probably is not helpful to the situation, but she feels powerless to change her tendency to react 
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to his anger with her own anger.  She thinks her child is “taking his anger out” on her, and she 

reacts by getting “chilly” which is her way of punishing him for his anger and regaining 

emotional control in the situation.  

 Cathy says that when her daughter is upset she gets upset too, and for this reason she 

doesn‟t want to talk to her child when she‟s upset.  She tends to leave her child on her own until 

she is calmed down, and only then do mother and daughter talk: 

CATHY:  Usually I [leave her alone] because she‟ll get upset and I don‟t want to really talk to 

her because I, I get, well, you know I‟m upset too a little bit so I don‟t want to say anything I 

don‟t want to hurt, though hurt her feelings, so, I‟ll um, you know, when she‟s kind of calmed 

down and comes into the kitchen or something then I‟ll talk to her about something that 

happened that can relate to her, so she can kind of work out, um, what‟s going on. 

 

Like Zola, Cathy tends to mirror her child‟s expression of negative emotions with her own 

feelings of negative emotions, and she misses an opportunity to help her child manage negative 

feelings. Cathy leaves her child alone when she is having strong feelings because she gets 

emotionally aroused as well, and is afraid she will say or do the wrong thing.   

 Linda described becoming overwhelmed when her children express negative emotions: 

INTERVIEWER:  When you see your children experiencing a strong emotion, like when 

Candice is very upset or very angry, how does that make you feel? 

LINDA: Anxious.  (Pause) Anxious, I feel their feelings, so you know, upset that they‟re so 

mad or I‟m upset that they‟re sad.  Mostly it gets me anxious, like “what is it now?”  Cause they 

don‟t tell me right away.  Just like them, to me, like „what‟s the real problem?”  So it kind of 

scares me.  Okay, what is really going on? There‟s something they ain‟t telling me or there‟s 

something that‟s that bad, they can‟t come and tell me, so. 

 

 In the previous examples, participants discussed how they struggled, and sometimes 

failed, to stay calm in order to respond to their children the way they would like to when the 

children are sad or angry.  Tiffany‟s initial reaction is similar to those described previously, but 

in contrast, she has developed techniques that allow her to mange her own feelings to the degree 

that she can effectively assist her child: 

TIFFANY:  It‟s hard at first because whenever I see him sad it just breaks my heart to see him 

sad and I try not to let him see how much you know, it gets to me to see him sad like that, so I 

usually have to distract myself so that he don‟t know how I‟m, you know, how much I‟m 

suffering. 
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Although Tiffany‟s statement that she distracts herself in order to cope with her own feelings resembles 

the previous statements from mothers in the punitive group, a critical difference is that she does not 

withdraw from the interaction with her child due to her own emotional arousal. 

 Ronnelle is another example of a mother who initially feels distress at her child‟s 

sadness. 

RONELLE:  But, when she gets her feelings hurt it‟s almost like they hurt me and sometimes 

I‟m not even present for the incident that took place but just the fact that someone‟s bothering 

Raven and she won‟t bother no one, she won‟t hurt a fly. 

 

 Ronnelle continues by saying that she is likely to try to comfort her child in this 

situation.  Although she is clearly bothered by her child‟s distress, she is able to overcome her 

own feelings to the degree that she can interact with her child in a way that she feels is 

satisfactory and supports her child. 

 Another notable observation is that the mothers in the punisher group usually 

described being aroused by their children‟s anger, but their emotion was less often triggered by 

children‟s sadness. The opposite is true of the mothers in the supportive group; these mothers 

more frequently described being aroused in response to children‟s sadness. The mothers in the 

punitive group seem to be experiencing emotional contagion, while the mothers in the 

supportive group are describing feelings of empathy. This is important because emotional 

contagion is generally conceptualized as resulting from lack of appropriate emotion regulation 

skills whereas empathy is itself a component of prosocial regulation of emotions.  

Meaning Making about Feelings in Formerly Homeless Mothers 

 The first section of this study described various aspects of the emotional interactions that are 

taking place in a sample of formerly homeless families.  A second goal of this study is to explore how 

parents conceive of their own and their children‟s feelings.  Specifically, a particular aim is to explore 

parent‟s perceptions of how the stressful context of homelessness and other adverse life events affect 

parents‟ thoughts and feelings about emotions.  

Examples from parents.  Many studies, including the first study in this paper have 

demonstrated a relationship between parental support of negative emotions and emotional competence in 

children.  Fewer studies have examined the intergenerational transmission of emotional competence.  It 
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is unclear to what degree people whose parents are highly punitive of negative emotions display similar 

tendencies in their own parenting styles, but given the power of the socialization process to define both 

understanding and expression of emotion, it seems likely that emotional styles are influenced by 

previous generations.  Parenting was an extremely important issue for the participants in this study; most 

discussed their own parents‟ emotion socialization practices even before being prompted by the 

researcher.   

Most mothers said their own parents did not provide positive role models for how to interact 

with children around emotions.  One participant refused to talk about her parents at all, indicating that it 

was an unpleasant topic that she was not willing to discuss.  Only two participants gave mildly positive 

reports of their parents‟ reactions to their emotions, and curiously, both were in the more punitive group: 

INTERVIEWER: When you were younger how did your parents react if you got upset? 

ZOLA: Well, when I was little I never really got that mad, if I got cut or something my mom 

used to come down, would give me a hug or read a book to me.  My momma died when I was 

ten so I don‟t really know too much, you know. 

 

To the extent Zola can recall, her mother was supportive and empathetic when she was physically hurt, 

but Zola is unable to describe any displays of her own emotion, so it is unclear how the adults in her life 

might have responded to negative emotions such as anger or sadness.  It seems likely that Zola‟s 

somewhat positive evaluation of her mom is somewhat influenced by her early death.  Michelle also 

thinks her parents‟ responses to her emotions were helpful.  She seems satisfied, at least with her mother, 

as she describes how her mother might respond: 

INTERVIEWER:  What did your parents, how did your parents react when you showed strong 

feelings as a child? 

MICHELLE: My mom, was, she would comfort me, um, my dad always worked so he was 

never really around to see, um, yeah, so, um, my mom would comfort me or, you know, or try 

to fix it. 

INTERVIEWER: How would she try to fix it? 

MICHELLE: Probably just something at school my mom would call the, you know the 

principal or teacher and talk to her about it, like that try to you know, try to fix the um, 

situation.   

 

Michelle says her mother provided a combination of emotional support and instrumental assistance for 

her negative emotions. It is interesting that although she expresses satisfaction with her mother‟s 

treatment of her childhood emotions, these are not strategies that she has employed with her own 

children. 
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Aside from the two participants that spoke positively about their parents, and the one participant 

that refused to discuss her own parents, all other participants said they were very dissatisfied with their 

parent‟s emotional management. Some said that this dissatisfaction impacted the way they have chosen 

to raise their own children. Several participants said they were discouraged from showing any emotions 

in the family context.  Ronelle said that showing emotion in her family was considered a sign of 

weakness: 

RONELLE:  Feelings in our house was like, you couldn‟t use em, you couldn‟t show em much, 

you couldn‟t show signs of , if you cry you were weak and things like that and I just, I love my 

mom dearly and she‟s deceased but I just said there‟s some things I won‟t take with me.  

 

Ronelle‟s parents put a high value on being strong and not showing negative feelings, especially sadness, 

so she became adept at hiding feelings, but not at regulating them.  Later in the interview she said that 

she thinks she has spent much of her adult life attempting to overcome this limitation. She is committed 

to teaching her children that emotions, even negative emotions, are natural and acceptable.  

Carla also says that her parents did not allow their children to show emotions: 

INTERVIEWER: How did your parents react to you when you showed strong feelings as a 

child? 

CARLA: I didn‟t.  You couldn‟t, we weren‟t allowed to show our feelings at home.  That‟s why 

I‟m trying, I don‟t want Ray to sit and grow up the same way I did.  We weren‟t allowed to 

show our feelings. 

INTERVIEWER: Can you tell me what you mean by that? 

CARLA: Well if we were sad we weren‟t allowed to cry or angry we weren‟t allowed to yell, 

really, not do much of any kind of emotions at all.  And you know, it‟s like, this is crap.  Yeah, 

yeah.  Didn‟t show our emotions or feelings. 

 

A common refrain that was heard from many participants is a desire to be a better parent than 

their parents, and particularly, to try to make sure their children don‟t feel the way they did when they 

were young.  Tiffany says her parents were not very interested in her, whether about her feelings, or 

anything else, and this has inspired her to strive to maintain emotional intimacy with her children: 

TIFFANY:  I try, I really try, because I knew how I grew up, and the one thing I always said 

was when I have kids, I would never let them go through the things I went through so, it‟s like 

I‟m always on top of everything you know, talk to me I want to know what‟s going on in your 

life, so I think what keeps me going and keeping me positive for them is not wanting them to go 

through what I went through…  So, it‟s just those are my babies and I just try you know, to do 

what I can to make sure that they have a good life. 

 

Later in the interview Tiffany expands on how her parenting is different from the way she was 

parented.  Tiffany reflects upon what she thinks her children think of her parenting: 
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TIFFANY: I think that‟s what make me the type of parent I am, because with my parents 

children were to be seen not heard, and so it‟s like you angry so what, go in your room, if you 

sad, well okay what‟s wrong and when you tell them what‟s wrong it‟s oh that ain‟t nothing, 

you know, it was real dismissive and I know how I felt to have somebody dismiss me like that 

and I couldn‟t do that to my kids, so, it‟s like, I think sometime I talk a little too much to them 

about their feelings, cause sometimes I‟m like okay how‟s your day how‟s everything, what 

been going on, how you feeling today, and they‟re like mom, I just want to play my game, so 

you know, yeah, they yeah. I think I talk a little too much but it‟s just I mean, in this society I 

mean you just want to know what‟s going on with your kids, at least I do, you know, I want to 

know what you feel, what you‟re thinking how it made you feel you know, and I think because 

of that you know, we‟re pretty close, it feels good. 

 

Although Tiffany admits that she might actually talk to her children “a little too much” she also 

says that she is close to her children, and that feels good to her.  Wilma also says that her 

parenting has been influenced by her dissatisfaction with the way she was raised.  She describes 

how her mother would seem to listen to her, but didn‟t provide any real empathy or support: 

WILMA: My dad would kind of ignore me and my mom she would try to hear me, but she 

really didn‟t have very much of an answer for me, she just, the ear would hear, but basically 

baby it‟s okay, just deal with it let it roll off your back and move on, that kind of attitude, and 

I‟m like okay, especially when I had to get my hair cut, cause I had real long hair, and I went to 

sleep with a mouth full of bubble gum so as I was sleeping, it came out and got all over so they 

shaved my head all the way down to that short (makes gesture with her fingers) and I was really 

angry cause I looked like a boy, I was like no, I ain‟t going to school like this, and shoot I got 

my butt whupped, “you going to school and you gonna accept this and this is how it is” and, 

I‟m like, uhh, no sympathy or nothing, just “you did it to yourself,” you know, that kind of 

attitude.  My parenting is a whole lot different than what my parents did with me. … I didn‟t 

want to go down the road that they went down. … So, I vowed when I had kids I didn‟t want 

them to have to go through that, so I try to listen to what they have to say. 

 

Wilma says about her mother “the ear would hear” but her mother would just tell her to “move on.” 

Wilma is clearly dissatisfied with her parents‟ responses to her emotions and she has tried to make her 

own parenting different in this respect.  However, not all of the participants say they strive to be better 

parents than their parents. Like Wilma, Vonnie describes parenting that was attentive only in a 

superficial manner. 

VONNIE: They talked, well my mother, my father passed when I was nine, so it was more so 

my mother, but she told me to cool off, calm down, go take a break, take a nap.  I talked to her 

about the situation but she would just tell me calm down or something like that. 

 

Vonnie describes parenting that sounds very similar to that described by Wilma, but unlike Wilma, 

Vonnie doesn‟t emphasize attempts to parent her child differently. While Wilma immediately follows 

her description of her mother with statements about how she intends to be a better listener than her 

parents were, Vonnie makes no such claim.   
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A common theme was an attempt to interact with children around emotions in a different way 

than their parents had done.  However, as parents described the nature of their interactions with their 

children around feelings in detail, it is clear that while some parents seem to interact with their children 

in mostly positive ways, many participants interact with their children in a manner that sounds very 

similar to the behaviors they describe in their own upbringing.  Although these parents all articulate a 

desire to be a different kind of parent, only some seem to have succeeded in creating meaningful change.  

And even amongst those who have enacted some degree of change, some still show more tendencies 

towards punitive rather than supportive responses to children‟s feelings.  It seems there is a gulf between 

the parent‟s cognitions about the messages they would like to communicate to their children, and the 

reality of the behaviors they implement in everyday life. This speaks to the need for multi-method and 

multi-informant assessments of parent‟s socialization of children‟s emotions. That is, it is important to 

measure not only the behaviors that parents demonstrate, but the concordance between those behaviors 

and parent‟s intentions for socializing their children.  

 Carla is an example of a parent whose behavior is inconsistent with her professed intentions. 

She says that she doesn‟t want her child to feel that he cannot express his emotions as she did as a child 

(quoted previously) but her reactions to his expressed emotions are clearly punitive (i.e. sending to his 

room, yelling at him, etc.). When the interviewer asked her for examples of how she might encourage 

her son to express his emotions, she embarrassedly admitted that she has handed over that role to her 

child‟s school: 

INTERVIEWER: What kinds of things have you tried to get him to share his feelings? 

CARLA: Truthfully, I haven‟t. (Laughs nervously.) I haven‟t.  Cause I think they‟re working, 

you know, they‟re working on that in school, and it‟s like, don‟t rock the boat, (Laughs), I said 

don‟t rock the boat so, I don‟t, I really don‟t.   

 

Carla says that she doesn‟t want to “rock the boat” which indicates that she thinks that it might be risky 

or counterproductive to encourage her child to express his emotions at home. She lacks a sense of 

mastery about her ability to effectively manage her child‟s emotions, and this lack of parenting self-

confidence seems to be at least partially responsible for the disparity between her professed intentions 

and her actual management strategies. As she was speaking, Carla seemed to recognize this disparity, 

perhaps for the first time.  Some other parents are more attuned to disparities between their parenting 
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goals and strategies. Cyndi addressed the issue directly. Cyndi is struggling with the ways in which she 

is similar as a parent to her own mother, despite her desire not to be: 

CYNDI:  As far as feelings, I guess [my mom] was one of those that, you know, acknowledge 

you exist but don‟t.  …  I wasn‟t acknowledged for the successes or anything I did do.  She 

would tear me apart and I built my parenting off everything that she wasn‟t.  I tried to turn 

around all her negatives and do it differently.  I want to be there for my children I want them to 

know I‟m there, I want them to know that I‟m proud of them, every step that they take I‟m 

extremely proud of them. …  I don‟t want to be my mother and there‟s so many areas of my 

life, and certain things I‟ve done that were just like her and it just irritates the snot out of me 

cause I don‟t want to be her and it‟s very hard to come to terms with the whole, she‟s still a part 

of me, she‟s still my mother… I don‟t‟ want to be that for my kids at all. 

 

Parenting strategies learned from professionals.  Although one‟s own parents are a primary 

example of parenting behaviors, parents also gather information about parenting from other sources, 

such as other parents in the community, social service workers like therapists or teachers, and from the 

culture at large.  Most of the mothers who endorsed learning effective strategies for helping children 

identify and regulate emotions are in the supportive group. Wilma describes her use of a teaching tool 

she was given at a domestic violence shelter. 

WILMA:  We got the magnet on the refrigerator so, it‟s got different faces and feelings 

underneath and things like that so, every now and then we‟ll discuss stuff off that magnet. 

 

Wilma encourages her son to use the magnet to help identify his feelings with words. 

Importantly, she conceives of the magnet as a tool to help achieve emotional intimacy with her 

child – it is an opportunity to initiate conversations about emotions.  Although causal 

conclusions are not warranted, in this sample there does seem to be a connection between 

emotional management style (as indexed by punitive versus supportive responses to children‟s 

emotions) and the ability to effectively implement the kind of concrete regulation strategies 

typically taught in parenting classes or therapy. Given that studies have shown that children are 

better able to learn when they can effectively regulate emotions, perhaps these parents are more 

able to implement concrete strategies because they were already more effective regulators. 

CATHY: Well actually I work in a preschool now um, and um, you know some of the stuff that 

they do with the kids, it‟s like these kids are five years old and they are learning stuff that I 

probably learned when I was twenty, you know, and so I use a lot ways that they teach these 

preschoolers how to deal with their emotions with Lindsay and I try to think about them myself. 

 

Several participants said they had learned about how to respond to children‟s emotions from 

professionals, with varying success.  It‟s clear that while some parents have learned useful strategies that 



54 
 

they have been able to implement successfully in their family life, other parents have found advice from 

professionals ineffective.  Zola describes the techniques for regulating her own emotions that she has 

been exposed to in parenting classes: 

INTERVIEWER: What sorts of things have they told you? 

ZOLA: Um, count to ten, um, or use a word to say over and over again to calm down.   

INTERIVEWER: Have you tried those things? 

ZOLA: Yeah. 

INTERVIEWER: And how do they work? 

ZOLA: They work, not all the time, but they work, they work sometimes. 

INTERVIEWER: How often do you use those techniques? 

ZOLA: I don‟t know. 

 

Although Zola quickly and easily brought to mind two specific regulation techniques she has been 

taught, she has utilized them with only moderate success, and she can‟t say whether she uses them in her 

daily parenting. Nora has also been taught to count to ten, and she describes her use of the technique: 

INTERVIEWER: So what sorts of strategies did they recommend, like what did they tell you to 

do if the kid was overreacting? 

NORA: Count to ten; I still do to this day. 

INTERVIEWER: And it‟s helpful? 

NORA: Yeah, I close my eyes, take a deep breath (demonstrates counting to ten); and that‟s it, 

and then that‟s all they both need to see because they know that I‟m about to get upset. 

 

Nora is using the “count-to-ten” strategy not as an attempt to regulate her emotional arousal, but to 

communicate to her children about her impending outburst of anger and prompt them to react in a way 

that is acceptable to her.   

 Several parents in the study have found training or advice from professionals helpful. Sally also 

learned the strategy of counting to ten in a parenting class, and uses it regularly.  She has a particular 

insight on its effectiveness: 

SALLY: I have, I have used that technique; and the funny thing about counting to ten is that 

when you get to ten and you don‟t know what happened, I said okay, I did count to ten so I‟m 

going to leave it alone, so that‟s how that works, and it‟s just… 

INTERVIEWER: So you don‟t really think it‟s very helpful? 

SALLY: It‟s helpful if you want it to be. 

 

In the previous statement, Sally articulates a very important aspect of regulation strategies 

which might be overlooked by professionals attempting to intervene with families– that a parent 

has to want the strategy to help them regulate.  These examples illustrate how regulation 

strategies taught in therapeutic settings are implemented by parents to varying success. It is 

notable that the parent who describes having been taught a tool but does not use it, and the 
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parent who uses the tool in an inappropriate manner are both in the punitive group and are 

presumably most in need of effective self-regulation strategies. Interventionists are challenged 

to develop meaningful regulation strategies as well as to motivate appropriate usage of those 

strategies.  

 Perceived impact of homelessness on the emotional lives of families.  Parental 

stress is known to compromise parenting in ways that can have important impacts on child 

wellbeing (Crnic & Greenberg, 1990).  However, parenting stress can also be mediated by 

perceptions about the stressful time or event.  Homelessness is extremely stressful for most 

families, and is often associated with significant distress (Buckner, Bassuk, & Zima, 1993).  

When asked about how experiencing a period of homelessness had affected how they think 

about or react to their children‟s feelings, participants‟ responses varied considerably.   A 

minority of mothers said they didn‟t think that experiencing a period of homelessness had 

impacted emotional processes or the way they talk about feelings in their family at all.  

Interestingly, most of the parents who said there was no difference were from the more 

supportive group.  These mothers felt that they were highly supportive of their children‟s 

expression of emotions before becoming homelessness, and they remained so. 

JULIA:  Um, I don‟t think it‟s changed really any.  I mean, I don‟t think it‟s really changed any.  

We‟ve always been really close like that, talking, because of things in my past where I want her 

- where I‟ve always wanted to be close to her, I‟ve always needed to be close to her.   

 

Some parents emphasized their desire to do anything possible to protect their children from the adverse 

effects of homelessness.  Tiffany, in particular was proud of her ability to maintain consistent emotional 

processes in her family in spite of being homeless.   

TIFFANY: I don‟t think it really has.  Because even when we were in the midst of everything, 

how he feels and his wellbeing has always been my number one priority. 

 

Vonnie also believes that her parenting practices have been consistent in spite of experiencing 

homelessness. 

VONNIE:  No, I was always like that with him.  You know, I mean, just cause we go through 

changes doesn‟t mean that…because our lives go through changes as far as being homeless, a 

place to live, doesn‟t mean you have to change your attitude, and who you are on the inside. 

 

In the first part of her answer Vonnie says “we go through changes” but then she revises that to “our 
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lives go through changes.”  She refers to “being homeless,” and then demotes the situation to merely “a 

place to live.”  It seems important to her to create a distinction between one‟s circumstances, and one‟s 

inner personhood.  In other parts of the interview, Vonnie articulated a worldview that values strength in 

adversity, and her assertion that homelessness need not impact how she manages her child‟s emotions 

seems related to this value system. 

 Only one mother said that she felt that being homeless had compromised her ability to relate 

emotionally to her children in a profound and lasting way.   

CATHY:  Um, yeah in a way I kind of don‟t really talk about feelings because you just more or 

less do what‟s expected of you, so you don‟t really talk about like, you know, you‟re not like, 

really emotional you can‟t really be emotional or you can‟t really be, you know, too overly 

obsessed about feelings  or something, you just kind of have a hardness I guess, about some 

things because you can‟t change it and so, you just kind of have to come to terms and figure out 

other ways to make your life more comfortable I guess. 

 

Cathy‟s statement demonstrates how the stress of homelessness coupled with her feelings that she is 

unable to change her situation have contributed to her being less attuned to her children‟s emotional 

experience, and less able to manage her child‟s emotions effectively.  She uses the word “hardness” to 

describe her own emotional coping strategy, and seems to use a parallel strategy to avoid becoming 

overwhelmed by her child‟s emotions.  However, it‟s not clear whether Cathy felt that she was a good 

emotional manager before homelessness or not. 

 Research shows that stress adversely impacts parenting in a variety of ways, and it is reasonable 

to imagine that emotion socialization practices are vulnerable to the negative impacts of parental stress.  

However, most of the mothers in this sample that said that homelessness had changed something in the 

emotional lives of their families were emphatic that the change was in a positive direction.  This is true 

of both the supportive and punitive parents.  Interestingly, it seems to be most pronounced in those 

mothers who said they felt it was their own fault that the family had become homeless.  It is possible that 

these mothers are using a process of meaning making that involves ascribing a value to homelessness, in 

order to demonstrate how they have grown since becoming homeless.  Michelle said that the range of 

emotions she experienced during homelessness has helped her be more empathetic to her children‟s 

emotions and to be more compelled to provide comfort when her child is displaying negative emotions. 

MICHELLE:  I guess um I guess, I‟m well, if I empathize you know I‟ve been through some 

you know, some of the emotions um, and I, I can, you know, I want to comfort her and I want 
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to be more comforting now because of what they‟ve seen, you know, and stuff, um, you  know I 

can always do better to, you know, like be more affectionate towards Desiree, I‟m working on 

that, um, it just, you know, I guess it brings us a little bit closer together, you know, yeah.   

 

Michelle said that being more affectionate has helped her develop more emotional intimacy with her 

child.  This is a common theme amongst parents who said that homelessness had a positive impact on 

the emotional lives of their families.  However, when Michelle describes the actual day to day 

interactions around emotions in her home, they sound neither empathetic nor affectionate.  It could be 

that what Michelle says is true, and the interactions she described to the researcher represent an 

improvement in her ability to empathize with her child due to having experienced difficult emotions 

herself.  Later in the interview she says that she is “working on” being more empathetic, indicating that 

her previous statement might actually be a description of her goals, rather than the current state.    

 Tina also said that homelessness prompted her to try to have more emotional intimacy with her 

child, but unlike Michelle, she seems to have accomplished that goal, at least to some degree.  

TINA:  How has it changed?  Um, I think it‟s brought us closer you know, we had to pull 

together more as a family and deal with the loss of everything and okay we need to regroup, 

we‟ve never really fallen apart, I mean we had our little stressful moments where I got into 

some depression and was depressed you know I kind of pulled away a little bit but I never 

stopped talking with them, hanging out with them. 

 

Unlike Carla, who described an emotional withdrawal resulting from homelessness, Tina 

believes that she has been able to remain emotionally available to her children and maintain 

intimacy with them in spite of stressful life events. 

 Nora said that homelessness was the impetus that caused her to recognize how her failure to 

regulate her own emotions was creating a similar problem for her child.  For this mother, homelessness 

was the event that spurred her to strive to take control of her own emotions, which in turn allowed her to 

begin to teach her child about emotion regulation.  

NORA:  If I didn‟t change then he would still be the same little angry destructive kid that he 

was. 

 Substance Abuse.  For several mothers in the study, a principal factor in becoming homeless 

was substance abuse.  Several mothers described their past substance abuse, and current struggles to 

remain sober as experiences that are pivotal to the way they think about and react to their own and their 

children‟s emotions.  For many, their move to supportive housing coincided with a new or renewed 
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sobriety that allowed them to have a degree of emotional intimacy with their children that that had been 

impossible for years.    

 Wilma describes how coming to terms with her substance abuse has helped her learn to do 

perspective-taking in her emotional interactions with her children.  She contrasts her current behavior 

with the time when she was abusing drugs and alcohol. 

WILMA:  Well at that time I was I was on drugs and alcohol, my preference drug was 

marijuana, so I just smoked a lot of weed and drank a lot, and um, finally make a long story 

short, I became homeless and, and I went to treatment and from treatment that‟s when I learned 

how to more learn about my drug use and myself dealt with me and my issues personally, cause 

at that time I was still kind of harboring the incest stuff, and then, after I dealt with all that, I 

was able to learn how to deal with my children, and ever since then, I‟ve always took initiative 

to deal with them in a better foot than I been doing before that. 

INTERVIEWER: So how‟s the way you deal with your children different than it was before? 

WILMA:  I listen to them more, and, try to see it from their little eyes, cause before I seen it 

just through my eyes, what I want to see, how I want it to be, I was really selfish about things.   

 

 Linda described how her reactions to her children‟s emotions are different now than when she 

was actively using. 

LINDA:  Since I got sober, I‟m been working on it more, just on validating their feelings, 

letting them know that I do care that they feel one way or another, you know where other times, 

back, it‟s like “Get your, mad you‟re out of my face.”  So it‟s more outgoing, say “Why are you 

mad?” 

 

Linda describes how she is able to be more actively engaged with her children‟s feelings since she got 

sober.  This theme of being emotionally present is very important to her, and she picks up on it again a 

little later in the interview. 

LINDA:  Just time and a clear mind, where before I was too busy worrying about getting high.  

Whatever they had, that could be put on the back burner cause mom was either high or needed 

to go get high, you know?  So I would do the quick fix, quick buy them something, or tell them 

they‟re right, or tell them they‟re wrong, to be done with it.  Whatever. 

IINTERVIEWER: So it sounds like it‟s more just a matter of being present? 

LINDA:  Being available to them, so if they do need me I‟m here.  And I have a clear mind 

when I‟m here.  [I‟m] not saying I‟m in the room, but I‟m not in [my own] room. 

 

Here, Linda is explicit about the growth that she feels she has made since being homeless and 

getting sober.  Although she seems to recognize that there is still potential for improvement 

when she says “I‟m not saying I‟m in the room,” she is proud of the changes that she has been 

able to bring about in her own emotional life and that of her children.   

Kimberly also says that she is more emotionally available to her children since homelessness prompted 

her to stop using drugs. 
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INTERVIEWER:  So how is the way you deal with his feelings different now that you‟re sober 

versus when you were using? 

KIMBERLY:  Well I listen and pay attention to him. 

IINTERVIEWER:  And is that something you couldn‟t do before? 

KIMBERLY:  Yeah, I was too busy being selfish with my time, and was using it to get high, so, 

it‟s different now, you know, I have time for him.   

 

Nancy describes how her drug addiction made her emotionally volatile, and she thinks her son is better 

off now that his mother is more well-regulated.  

NANCY:  It was very stressful, not only for me but for him, and battling the drug addiction at 

that time, you know, really hard, that was probably one of my lows you know, so, I think he 

was maybe not aware of the drugs at the time but he was really aware of how emotional and 

unbalanced and hard, and I was very rollercoaster at the time, just, you just didn‟t know from 

one day to the next if you‟d see you know what I mean? 

 

 Domestic Violence.  Although participants were not specifically asked about intimate partner 

violence, many participants said they had been physically victimized either by their child‟s father or 

another intimate partner.  This number probably represents an underestimation of the participants‟ 

exposure to domestic violence, since it is unknown how many might have been exposed and did not 

choose to discuss it in the interview.  Most said their children had seen or were aware of the violence.  

Several women said they felt that witnessing domestic violence had negatively impacted their child‟s 

emotional development.  For instance, Michelle described how she felt seeing domestic violence had 

compromised her daughter‟s ability to regulate her own emotions.   

MICHELLE:  She‟s seen a lot of domestic violence between me and their dad yeah, she‟s got a 

lot of, a lot of built up stuff that still needs to come out so, yeah. 

 

Tina also believes that witnessing domestic violence has negatively affected her child‟s ability to express 

emotion; she and her daughter had recently sought joint counseling, which had helped them 

communicate more openly about her daughter‟s feelings about the event. 

TINA:  Well, we‟ve been through a lot, ordeal[s] you know, about eight years ago, um, their 

dad um, physically abused me and tried to literally kill me and so we‟ve been going through all 

that, and lately we‟ve been going to counseling which is a good thing because it helps Olivia be 

able to express how she feels, um, her and I can go sit down and talk and work on little things 

that I see that needs to be worked on and, so, it‟s a good thing. 

 

Tina goes on to say that during her daughter‟s years when she was still living with her children‟s father 

their home was filled with conflict, which left a legacy of discord that persisted long after her abuser was 

gone.  Mother and daughter have worked together to learn to control their emotions and listen to one 

another. 
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TINA:  I think working at it together and deciding that we didn‟t want to talk like that and we 

wanted to be different, I mean we been working on it for about eight years now, I mean [the 

intervention program] helped but we been doing it since we left the situation with their dad, and 

we decided that was not the life we wanted, we don‟t want to be like that, we want to be able to 

talk, be calm, be collected, and we worked really hard, and it‟s paid off, it‟s so paid off. 

 

While most participants who discussed domestic violence felt that exposure to domestic violence 

impacted their children‟s emotional development for the worse, Ronelle believes that being in a violent 

relationship has encouraged her to purposefully teach her child adaptive strategies for emotion regulation 

and conflict resolution that do not include violence.  Although her children witnessed the domestic 

violence between her and her husband, Ronelle doesn‟t seem concerned about any lasting impacts on her 

children, because of her purposeful attempts to help them learn from her experiences.     

RONELLE:  But being violent, I don‟t like it and maybe because I was in a domestic violence 

relationship for eleven years, I really don‟t like it.  So she knows not to just hit someone, she 

knows to try to deal with it first.  I don‟t want my kids growing up - and the neighborhood here 

is not as rough as where I grew up , so I think my mom [encourages us to fight] because it was a 

rougher area but I still just never understood, you know it never solved anything – so I just 

raised my kids that you don‟t, you don‟t fight.  If someone hits you when you‟re at camp, go 

tell go tell the camp instructor and let them deal with it and then if the problems continue I‟ll go 

talk to the mother see if I can go have a meeting with the other parent that‟s bothering my child.  

 

 Parenting confidence.  Although the interviewer did not specifically ask about parenting 

confidence, discussions about parents‟ management of children‟s emotions in the context of significant 

adversity sometimes elicited spontaneous descriptions of general parental efficacy.  Several of the 

participants were eager to be acknowledged as “good” parents, even as they showed regret about not 

being able to protect their families from the experience of homelessness.  This is particularly true of the 

parents who conceive that their children are on positive developmental trajectories.  These parents, 

although they understand the significant challenges their children face, evaluate their children positively 

and are proud of the influence they perceive they have had on their children.  All the participants who 

offered positive evaluations of their own parenting were from the supportive group. Because participants 

were not asked to evaluate their general parenting efficacy, it is not clear whether the supportive parents 

indeed evaluate their own parenting more positively than punitive parents, or whether they are simply 

more likely to disclose an unsolicited evaluation. Parents in the supportive group tended to be more 

emotionally expressive themselves, particularly in regards to sharing positive emotions, which could 

improve the likelihood of offering such spontaneous evaluations. 
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  Tiffany and her family enjoyed a financially comfortable life for several years before 

homelessness, and she feels shame about not being able to prevent her family from becoming homeless. 

However, she also believes that the hardships she has been through, and her reactions to them, allow her 

to serve as a role model to her children: 

TIFFANY:  I mean, I think [the move to supportive housing] kind of made it better cause then 

you know, I showed them in my opinion that no matter what happens, as long as you stay 

positive and you go out there and you do what you need to do to make it better, it can happen.  

You know, so, that kind of made me feel better. 

 

For Tiffany, the fact that she maintained a positive attitude and close emotional ties with her children in 

spite of the being homeless is equally important as her instrumental efforts in moving her family into 

supportive housing.  She believes she is equipping her children with tangible emotional strengths that 

will serve them well in the future. Sally also felt it was important to describe how her parenting will help 

her daughter. 

SALLY:  Yeah, I mean she don‟t always like what I say, but she listens, and that‟s all I can ask 

for is for her to listen, and the way I know she listen is because later I can see it in her behavior 

if I have a concern about her behavior and she be looking up like this as I‟m talkin‟ to her 

(Imitates her daughter looking up at the ceiling), and later she changes that behavior you know, 

that‟s how I know she listens.  I just hope that she can take what I give her and pass it on, I 

mean you know, which is not much you know, but, I think I got a good handle on her you 

know. I hope she can have that same type of openness with her kids you know, be a good 

parent, you know. 

 

Sally‟s words says that what she has given her daughter is “not much” but as she speaks it is clear that 

she believes the emotional intimacy she has fostered with her child, and maintained through significant 

adversity and numerous hardships, is indeed something of value and something Sally hopes her daughter 

will practice when she is a parent.   

Discussion 

This study examined parent‟s socialization of children‟s emotions in formerly homeless 

families.  Findings demonstrate that amongst homeless families, there is considerable variation in how 

parents think about and manage children‟s emotions.  Parents use a range of strategies to manage 

children‟s emotions, including both supportive and punitive responses. 

Participants differed in their understandings of how homelessness has impacted their 

management of children‟s emotions, with some saying that they had become emotionally hardened or 

distanced by the experience, and others saying that homelessness increased emotional intimacy with 
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children.  Many participants articulated narratives that emphasize maintaining existing emotional 

relationships in spite of significant adversity.  There are several possible explanations for these multiple 

perspectives.  It is possible that the stressful context of homelessness has influenced the emotional lives 

of families in ways that they are not able to articulate, or perhaps are not aware of.  This might be 

particularly true for the mothers who are less attuned to their own and their children‟s emotions.  Of 

course, it is also possible that homelessness, because it is typically imbedded in a web of other highly 

stressful events such as domestic violence and substance abuse, is no more salient than other stressors.  It 

is also possible that parents who entered homelessness with greater emotional resources are more able to 

marshal those resources in times of high stress, making them more resilient to negative outcomes. 

 The two group design of this study illuminates potential differences in both how parents 

manage emotions in family life, and how they think about and make sense of their own emotional 

management.  Groups were constructed on the basis of parents‟ self-reported responses to a standardized 

questionnaire examining reactions to children‟s expressions of negative emotions. Although the 

questionnaire primarily indexes the nature of parents‟ responses to children‟s expressed emotions, which 

is a fairly narrow portion of the larger construct of parents‟ socialization of children‟s emotions, the 

findings of this study indicate that these behavioral responses are related to several other aspects of 

parents‟ behavioral and cognitive responses to emotions, including recognizing emotions in one self and 

one‟s children, talking to children about emotions, and believing children‟s emotions are warranted and 

valuable.  The findings of this study imply that the EAC-P Brief is a valid measure that is of 

considerable utility for researchers investigating socialization of children‟s emotions. 

Several differences between mothers in the supportive and punitive groups are readily apparent, 

many of which are similar in quality to aspects of emotional competence as outlined by Saarni (1999).  

Although this study did not quantitatively measure emotional competence in mothers, it did illuminate 

potential differences between the groups in regards to the construct. The mothers in the supportive group 

displayed many of the behaviors that mark emotional competence, such as recognizing emotions in 

oneself and others, understanding the probable causes and consequences of emotions, understanding that 

expressed emotions might differ from internal states, greater capacity for empathy, better use of 

language to describe emotions, and better ability to regulate one‟s own emotions.  Findings from this 
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study indicate that parents who are supportive of children‟s expressions of emotions are perhaps not 

simply acting in accordance with an emotional philosophy that values emotions, but might actually be 

more emotionally competent themselves. 

Several studies have found a direct link between mothers‟ and children‟s use of emotional 

language (Dunn, Bretherton, & Munn, 1987; Beeghly Bretherton & Mervis,1986) and amount of parent-

child emotion talk and emotional competence in children (Dunn, Brown, & Beardsall, 1991), indicating 

that talking about emotions with children promotes specific aspects of emotional competence, such as 

emotional labeling. In this study, mothers in the supportive group talk to their children about emotions 

more frequently than punitive mothers.  This finding confirms previous research which has shown that 

the amount of emotional talk in families is related to parents‟ tendency to coach children‟s emotions 

(Gottman, Katz & Hooven, 1997; Lunkenheimer, Shields, & Cortina, 2007).  This difference could occur 

because the parents in the supportive group value talking about emotions, as several of the participants 

indicated.  Another potential explanation is that parents‟ punitive or dismissive socialization strategies 

are more likely to cause parent-child conflict, which could make emotional interactions in these dyads 

more aversive than in dyads where mothers are more supportive.  Frequency of parent-child interactions 

about emotions is important to children‟s well-being.   

Findings from this study show that mothers who endorse greater use of supportive strategies are 

not only more likely to talk to their children about emotions, but are also more likely to allow or 

encourage their children to seek counsel from other related and non-related adults. No previous studies 

have examined the relationship between emotion socialization styles and support for help seeking from 

outside the family. This apparent relationship between emotional management style and acceptance of 

children‟s help seeking could be due to the importance the supportive parents place on validating 

children‟s emotions or the belief that children benefit from talking to adults about emotion.  It might 

reflect more open boundaries in families headed by caregivers who are emotionally supportive or have 

more confidence in their parenting abilities.  Given that support seeking has been identified as an 

important coping skill (Frydenberg, 2004), this finding is particularly interesting for children of parents 

who use more punitive responses to emotions because these children are perhaps the same children that 

could benefit most from forming positive and meaningful relationships with other adults.  
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Mothers who endorsed greater use of supportive socialization techniques were more aware of 

their children‟s emotions than mothers who endorsed punitive strategies.  Several participants took pride 

in recognizing children‟s low-grade emotions, and situated this ability as part of their parenting efficacy.  

Mothers who recognize early signs of distress in their children might be more effective coachers because 

they have the opportunity to do begin coaching before the child is overly distressed.  Mothers in the 

supportive group were also more likely to be able to provide examples of recent times when their 

children expressed emotions, and they described those situations in greater detail.  Mothers in the 

punitive group displayed a profound lack of elaboration abilities when describing their children‟s 

emotions. Maternal elaboration in parent-child discourse has been found to be related to better emotional 

understanding in children (Laible, 2004).  Robin Fivush argues that children learn to think about and 

evaluate their emotional experience through dyadic conversations about the past.  Fivish demonstrated 

that parents who provide greater detail in discussions with their children about past events have children 

that tell more richly detailed narratives of their own past (Fivush & Nelson, 2004).  This suggests that 

parents have the ability to frame children‟s understanding of their own autobiography, and this includes 

emotional experiences. 

Supportive mothers are more likely to be able to distinguish between different kinds of negative 

emotions, especially sadness, anger and anxiety.  Many punitive mothers did not articulate a difference 

between various negative emotions.  Accurate discrimination of emotional states is an important 

component of socialization because parent‟s conditional responses to emotions serve as a model for 

children‟s cognitive schemas about affective display rules.  When parents display uniform reactions to 

children‟s differential emotions, children are deprived of an opportunity to develop a diverse repertoire 

of potential response strategies. 

Mothers in the punitive group use more evaluative language when talking about their children‟s 

feelings. These evaluations are not limited to emotions of negative valence. These mothers also tend to 

appraise their children‟s emotions more negatively than mothers in the supportive group. Many theories 

of emotion attend to the fundamental role that cognitive appraisals play in human emotional response, 

including the social constructivist perspective (Buckley, Storino & Saarni, 2003), meta-emotion 

philosophy (Gottman, Katz & Hooven, 1996), and appraisal theory (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003). 
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Parents‟ negative appraisals of children‟s emotions are likely to indicate an underlying negative 

emotional reaction; thus, these parents bear a higher regulatory burden for coping with children‟s 

negative emotions. 

Several of the mothers in the punitive group expressed doubt about the legitimacy of children‟s 

emotions, both negative and positive, but this is not true of any mothers in the supportive group. Punitive 

mothers were more likely to distrust not only whether the child is actually experiencing the emotion he 

or she appears to be feeling, but also whether or not the child should feel that emotion in the given 

situation. Some mothers simply dismissed or invalidated these emotions in children, while others 

attempted to exert direct control over children‟s emotions by telling them to change the emotion. 

Although parental control of children‟s emotions is not well-explored within the context of emotion 

socialization, some scholars have recently advocated for a better understanding of psychological control 

as a contributing factor to youth psychopathology (Barber, 2008). Control of children‟s emotions has 

been linked to aspects of emotional competence, including deficits in children‟s understanding of 

appropriate emotional expression (McDowell & Parke, 2000) and poorer emotional regulation 

(McDowell, Kim, O‟Neil & Parke, 2002). 

Across mothers in both the punitive and supportive groups, parents‟ claims of children‟s 

attempts to use emotions to manipulate adults was a common theme. Gottman, Katz, and Hooven (1997) 

identified coercion as a potential reason that some parents are unsupportive when children express 

negative emotions. Parents who believe that children express anger, sadness, or fear in order to 

manipulate parents or other adults are less likely to react supportively. (Saarni, 1999).  Scaramella and 

Leve (2004) outlined a theoretical model for development of coercive parent-child emotional 

relationships in early childhood. Children with highly reactive temperaments are expected to have more 

difficulty learning to self-regulate emotions, and are more likely to elicit harsh parenting strategies. 

Harsh parenting, poor regulation and high reactivity mutually reinforce one another and coalesce into 

reciprocally coercive parent-child interaction patterns.  Mutual coercion has been identified as a 

particularly harmful relational pattern, with a host of negative outcomes for children, especially when 

children attempt to use coercive patterns leaned in the home or in other contexts, such as school (Bates, 

Petit, & Dodge, 1995; Chang, Schwartz, Dodge, McBride-Chang, 2003).   
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Parents in the supportive group described themselves more positively in terms of how well they 

regulate their own emotions than parents in the punitive group.  Many of the mothers in the punitive 

group endorsed venting, or some other type of uncontrolled emotional release, sometimes in the presence 

of their children.  Supportive mothers, on the other hand, were more likely to use adaptive strategies, 

such as deep breathing or mindfulness exercises.  Similarly, mothers in the punitive group were more 

likely to respond to their children‟s anger or sadness by feeling a similar emotion, while mothers in the 

supportive group usually described feeling empathy or sympathy in response to their children‟s negative 

emotions.  It is evident that children of the supportive mothers are being exposed to a greater variety to 

adaptive coping techniques as modeled by their mothers, and less chronic negative emotionality, both of 

which are associated with better emotion regulation in children (Roberts & Strayer, 1987).  There is also 

evidence to indicate that mothers who are more accepting of their own emotions have children who are 

better-regulated (Katz & Hunter, 2007). 

Limitations 

This study provides new information about emotion socialization in highly stressed, formerly 

homeless families. The study is unique in that it is the first study to qualitatively explore these themes in 

a population of homeless families.  However, there are several important limitations to this study. First, 

all of the participants were recruited from a single city in the Midwestern United States; although the 

population is demographically diverse, the participants clearly do not represent the entire population of 

homeless families.  Furthermore, although all the participants share the experience of parenting through 

homelessness, they have highly varied lives in many other respects, which almost certainly affected their 

understanding and experience of emotion. It is possible that some findings of this study are unique to this 

particular sample of twenty mothers.  Replication is needed to determine whether these themes would be 

represented in other samples.  

A second limitation is that the small sample of this study precludes examination of important 

characteristics of both mothers and children that have been shown to be related to emotion socialization 

behaviors in important ways.  Principal among these characteristics is gender.  Cultural understandings 

of emotions are strongly rooted in gender-based rules of behavior, and there is overwhelming evidence 

indicating that gender is an important consideration in the understanding of emotion socialization.  
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Another important consideration is child temperament, which can have an important influence on the 

kinds of socialization behaviors elicited from parents, and the outcomes associated with those behaviors. 

Finally, the interviews used as the basis of this study were conducted and analyzed by a single 

scholar, which increases the potential for observer bias to influence the results of the study. Future 

studies should use triangulation to attempt to increase validity and minimize bias. 

Implications for Research and Practice 

This study lends additional support to several theories about how the behavioral strategies that 

parents use, particularly in respect to the tendency to support or punish children‟s emotional expression 

are related to parents‟ philosophy of emotions. Previous research has found that parents have a general 

philosophy of emotions that organizes their behavioral responses to children‟s expressed emotions.  The 

findings of this study support this claim, in that the participants tended to articulate a philosophy of 

emotion that was internally consistent.  That is, those parents that say they value emotions tend to do so 

for both positive and negative emotions, and across a range of contexts. Most parents recognize the 

powerful influence their own parents have played in their understanding of emotions, and discussed the 

origins of these beliefs. However, an important finding of this study is that several participants professed 

a philosophy of emotion that was not consistent with their own behaviors, particularly in regards to their 

reactions to children‟s expressed emotions. That is, several participants said they believe that it is 

important for parents to support children‟s emotional expression and want their children to feel that it is 

acceptable to express emotion in the family context, while the parenting behaviors they actually 

described using were highly punitive. Some participants acknowledged this contradiction, while others 

seemed largely unaware of it. It is possible that the definition of emotionally-supportive parenting is 

different for these parents, and that they truly believe they are acting in a supportive manner. 

The Emotions as a Child measure seems to accurately categorize parents according to their 

tendency to use supportive and punitive responses to children‟s emotional displays.  That is, parents who 

endorsed relatively greater likelihood to use the strategies on the measure that are punitive in nature 

described more use of clearly punitive strategies when asked open-ended questions about their 

relationships with their children. The behaviors these mothers described were not only used more 

frequently but were also harsher in nature than punitive strategies described by mothers who endorsed 
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less punitive responses on the EAC-P Brief.  However, the use of supportive emotion socialization 

strategies as measured with the EAC-P Brief is distinct from parental warmth or positive involvement. 

Many of the participants in the punitive group spoke to and about their children with genuine pleasure 

and warmth. 

Although the findings of this study suggest the utility of the EAC-Brief, they also illuminate the 

importance of multi-method assessment in the study of parent‟s socialization of children‟s emotions 

(Zeman, Klimes-Dougan, Cassano, & Adrian, 2007). That is, an important finding of this study is that 

for some parents there is a considerable discrepancy between the strategies used in day-to-day 

interactions with children and their larger parenting goals and desires.  This divergence clearly cannot be 

captured using self-report measures of emotion socialization strategies.  Furthermore, it is unknown 

whether and how these mixed messages are received by children, and what potential implications they 

might have for children‟s well-being. It is possible that parents who say they want to be emotionally 

supportive of their children while using punitive strategies have children with poorer psychological well-

being than parents who are consistently punitive. Future research should use parent self-report measures 

in conjunction with observational and qualitative methods to explore this area.  

Conclusion 

 Taken together, the two studies presented in this paper advance our understanding of emotion 

socialization in formerly homeless families. Specifically, the relationship between supportive responses 

to children‟s anger and sadness and emotional competence speaks to the implications of parents‟ use of 

positive parenting strategies in stressful contexts.  The qualitative study demonstrates that parents vary 

widely in their understanding of how children‟s emotions should be managed, and that many parents use 

an array of supportive responses to children‟s emotions.  These studies emphasize the importance of 

supportive parenting practices to the promotion of children‟s social and emotional competence. 
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Table 1 

  Individual and Family Characteristics (N = 62) 

Characteristic N % 

Single Parent Household 

  

 

Yes 51 8.1 

 

No  6 82.3 

 

Unknown 5 9.7 

Open Child Protection Case 

  

 

Yes 38 61.3 

 

No  16 25.8 

 

Unknown 8 12.9 

Child ethnicity 

  

 

African American 37 59.7 

 

Hispanic 1 1.6 

 

White 8 12.9 

 

Native American  6 9.7 

 

Multiracial 10 16.1 

Times moved in previous year 

  

 

0 19 30.6 

 

1 21 33.9 

 

2 10 16.1 

 

3 7 11.3 

 

4 4 6.5 

 

Unknown 1 1.6 

Maternal years of education 

  

 

8 or less 1 1.6 

 

9 to 10 5 8.1 

 

11 to 12 36 58.1 

 

13 to 14 12 19.4 

 

15 or more 4 6.5 

 

Unknown 4 6.5 

Maternal age (years) 

  

 

25 or less 7 11.3 

 

26 to 30 14 22.6 

 

31 to 35  19 30.6 

 

36 to 40  8 12.9 

 

41 to 45  10 16.1 

 

46 or more  1 1.6 

 

Unknown 3 4.8 

Child age (years) 

  

 

7 to 8  18 29 

 

9 to 10  19 30.6 

 

11 to 12  16 25.8 

 

13 or more 9 14.5 

Income 

  

 

0 - $9,999 34 54.8 

 

$10,000 - $19,999 17 27.4 

 

$20,000 - $29,999 2 3.2 

 

$30,000 - $39,999 1 1.6 
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Table 2         

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Summary for Rewarding Sadness and 

Emotional Competence (N = 62) 

  Interpersonal Strength 

 Variable B  SEB  β  R
2
   

Step 1       0.01  

 Psych distress -0.17  0.13  -0.17    

Step 2       0.03 * 

 Psych distress -0.14  0.13  -0.14    

 Reward 

sadness 

2.81  1.86  0.19    

          

  

Intrapersonal Strength 

  

B  SEB  β  R
2
  

 Step 1       0 

  Psych distress -0.05  0.14  -0.04   

 Step 2       0.02 

  Psych distress 0  0.14  0   

  Reward 

sadness 

3.86  2.12  0.23   

 

          

  

Affective Strength 

  

B  SEB  β  R
2
  

 Step 1       0 

  Psych distress -0.08  0.11  -0.09   

 Step 2       0.13 

  Psych distress -0.02  0.1  -0.02   

   Reward 

sadness 

5   1.53   0.39     

  

 *p < .05 , ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Table 3         

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Summary for Rewarding Anger and 

Emotional Competence (N = 62) 

  Interpersonal Strength 

 Variable B  SEB  β  R
2
   

Step 1       0.01  

 Psych distress -0.17  0.13  -0.17    

Step 2       0.09 * 

 Psych distress -0.15  0.12  -0.15    

 Reward anger 4.06  1.63  0.31    

        

  

Intrapersonal Strength 

  

B  SEB  β  R
2
   

Step 1       0  

 Psych distress -0.05  0.14  -0.04    

Step 2       0.1 * 

 Psych distress -0.02  0.14  -0.02    

 Reward anger 5.28  1.84  0.35    

          

  

Affective Strength 

  

B  SEB  β  R
2
   

Step 1       0  

 Psych distress -0.08  0.11  -0.09    

Step 2       0.32 *** 

 Psych distress -0.05  0.09  -0.06    

  Reward anger 6.67   1.21   0.58       

 *p < .05 , ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Table 4 

         Intercorrelations, Means and Standard Deviations for Emotion Socialization Scales 

   
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
M SD  

1 Reward sadness 

 
0.74 *** 

-

0.21 * 

-

0.18 * 4.4 0.7 

2 Reward anger 

   

-

0.12 

 
-0.1 

 
4.2 0.8 

3 Punish sadness 

     
0.51 ***  1.5 0.6 

4 Punish anger               1.4 0.6 

 *p < .05 , *** p < .001 

           



73 
 

Table 5 

     Demographics           

  
Full Sample  

 
Interview Sample 

Characteristic N % 

 

N % 

Single parent 

     

 

Yes 25 83.6 

 

17 85 

 

No  209 10 

 

1 5 

 

Unknown 16 6.4 

 

2 10 

Open child protection case 

     

 

Yes 149 59.6 

 

11 55 

 

No  87 34.8 

 

9 45 

 

Unknown 14 5.6 

 

0 0 

Child ethnicity 

     

 

Asian 5 2 

 

0 0 

 

African American 119 47.6 

 

7 35 

 

Hispanic 7 2.8 

 

0 0 

 

White 45 18 

 

8 40 

 

Native American  12 4.8 

 

4 20 

 

Multiracial 51 20.4 

 

1 5 

 

Other 10 4 

 

0 0 

 

Unknown 1 0.4 

 

0 0 

Times moved in previous year 

     

 

0 71 28.4 

 

6 30 

 

1 87 34.8 

 

8 40 

 

2 44 17.6 

 

1 5 

 

3 25 10 

 

3 15 

 

4 or more 22 8.8 

 

1 5 

 

Unknown 1 0.4 

 

1 5 

Maternal years of education 

     

 

8 or less 13 5.2 

 

0 0 

 

9 to 10 24 9.6 

 

2 10 

 

11 to 12 124 49.6 

 

10 50 

 

13 to 14 71 28.4 

 

6 30 

 

15 or more 11 4.4 

 

1 5 

 

Unknown 7 2.8 

 

0 0 

Maternal age 

     

 

25 years or less 17 6.8 

 

2 10 

 

26 to 30 years 74 29.6 

 

4 20 

 

31 to 35 years 66 26.4 

 

6 30 

 

36 to 40 years 33 13.2 

 

2 10 

 

41 to 45 years 27 10.8 

 

2 10 

 

45 or more years 7 2.8 

 

2 10 

 

Unknown 26 10.4 

 

2 10 

Income 

     

 

0 - $9,999 133 53.2 

 

9 45 

 

$10,000 - $19,999 69 27.6 

 

6 30 

 

$20,000 - $29,999 14 5.6 

 

0 0 

 

$30,000 - $39,999 6 2.4 

 

0 0 

  Unknown 28 11.2   3 15 
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Appendix 

Emotion Socialization Measure for Parents 

Think about times in the past year when your child was sad. What did you do? 

Told him/her to cheer up 1 2 3 4 5 

Brought him/her something he/she likes 1 2 3 4 5 

Asked him/her about it 1 2 3 4 5 

Told him/her not to be sad 1 2 3 4 5 

Gave him/her a disgusted look 1 2 3 4 5 

Helped him/her deal with the issue 1 2 3 4 5 

Expressed disapproval 1 2 3 4 5 

Comforted him/her 1 2 3 4 5 

Called him/her a crybaby or such 1 2 3 4 5 

Other: describe 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Think about times in the past year when your child was angry. What did you do? 

Punished him/her 1 2 3 4 5 

Found out what made him/her angry 1 2 3 4 5 

Told him/her it wasn‟t so bad 1 2 3 4 5 

Said he/she should be ashamed 1 2 3 4 5 

Told him/her to change his/her attitude 1 2 3 4 5 

Empathized with him/her 1 2 3 4 5 

Told him/her to keep it to himself/herself 1 2 3 4 5 

Helped him/her deal with the problem 1 2 3 4 5 

Gave him/her something else to do 1 2 3 4 5 

Other: describe 1 2 3 4 5 

 


