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It is well established that parenting styles play a critical role in children’s 
emotional development. A major area of past research on parenting examined 
the disciplinary style used in parenting and the predominant affects parents 
display toward their children. In general, when parents use inconsistent and 
restrictive discipline techniques coupled with an affect that is cold and hos-
tile, research shows that their children will display more negative affect, are 
more easily stressed, and have poorer social interactions than children whose 
parents use a restrictive or permissive disciplinary style with a warm affect 
(e.g., Baumrind, 1967, 1971, 1987; Gray & Steinberg, 1999; Steinberg, 2001). 
The Cowans and their colleagues found such results in their longitudinal 
studies of the transition to parenthood (Cohn, Cowan, Cowan, & Pearson, 
1992; Cowan, Cowan & Mehta, 2009). Other researchers (Ainsworth, Bell, 
& Stayton, 1971; Becker, 1964; Maccoby & Martin, 1983; McHale, 1998) 
have found comparable positive childhood outcomes when parents use warm, 
engaged and responsive, or emotionally involved parenting styles. This work, 
although important, needs to be extended beyond the disciplinary situation to 
encompass the strategies parents use to prepare their children to recognize 
and understand their own emotions and to develop remediation techniques 
for regulating emotions.

In this study, we are using the category “racial group” to identify three dis-
tinct groups of families: African American, European American, and Multiracial 
couples and their children. The idea of race as a research variable has been long 
critiqued in the literature (see Fullilove, 1998; LaVeist, 1994; Rivara & Finberg, 
2001; D. R. Williams & Jackson, 2000), including the concern that other mea-
sures of group identity such as socioeconomic status are not equivalent proxies 
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we used the categories “racial groups” to identify the experiences and out-
comes of families in this study.

Inherent in research of this type is the risk of stereotyping and/or margin-
alizing certain racial and/or ethnic groups because their parenting styles dif-
fer from European Americans. In our work, the utility of observing and reporting 
parenting practices within an ethnic equivalency model is to highlight simi-
larities in parenting practices and child outcomes across different racial and/
or ethnic groups as well as to describe a range of parenting practices and child 
outcomes within racial and/or ethnic groups. Therefore, the current study 
examined parental behaviors associated with the emotional development of 
their children. We included both fathers’ and mothers’ emotion coaching and 
emotion regulation patterns and evaluated whether there is ethnic equiva-
lency across three racial and ethnic groups in which parenting behaviors are 
linked to positive mental health outcomes. We sought to find whether there 
were certain parenting practices that, although maybe specific to a particular 
racial or ethnic group, may add to the tool kit of practices that can be useful 
for parents from all groups. To this end, the study offers a unique window on 
family processes that may provide useful information in better understanding 
the challenges and successes in parenting by assessing European American, 
African American, and Multiracial families.

There is now a large body of research that links how parents socialize their 
children about emotional behavior with developmental outcomes. Denham 
and her associates (e.g., Denham, Mason, & Couchoud, 1995; Denham, 
Mitchell-Copeland, Strandberg, Auerbach, & Blaire, 1997) found that emo-
tional competence in preschoolers was predicated on how parents teach their 
children about emotions through modeling and positive coaching behaviors. 
Work by other researchers such as Eisenberg has extended this relationship 
between parenting and emotional competence to middle childhood and ado-
lescence. These researchers found that the manner in which parents respond 
to their children’s emotions and their emotion-related practices are linked to 
children’s social competence and prosocial behavior (e.g., Buck, 1984; 
Eisenberg, Fabes, & Murphy, 1996; Eisenberg, Losoya, et al., 2001; Gottman, 
Katz, & Hooven, 1997; Hooven, Gottman, & Katz, 1995; Katz & Gottman, 
1991; Zeman & Shipman, 1997). The construct of “emotion regulation,” or the 
processes a person uses to monitor his or her emotional responses, has 
emerged as central to this research.

The ability of the individual to adaptively self-regulate her or his response 
to distressing, arousing stimuli in the environment is a hallmark of develop-
mental health (e.g., Garber & Dodge, 1991; Thompson, 1991; Underwood, 
1997; Walden & Smith, 1997). Maladaptive responses to emotionally 
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controlled for internalizing and externalizing symptoms at T1, thus the men-
tal health measures at T3 represented a change in internalizing and external-
izing across the time points of the study. The parenting practices of greater 
involvement with one’s children and more emotional support for one’s chil-
dren appeared to have a cascading, positive, impact on the African American 
children’s mental health. Jackson-Newsom, Buchanan, and McDonald (2008) 
found that although maternal warmth is an important predictor of positive 
outcomes across different racial and ethnicity groups, greater behavioral con-
trol by mothers in the African American families was not associated with any 
less maternal warmth. A U.S. study of families living in low-income urban 
areas found the parenting factors significant in predicting delinquency, depres-
sive symptoms, and school problems were different for African American 
and Hispanic/Latino adolescents (Roche, Ensminger, & Cherlin, 2007). 
Roche and colleagues found that although permissive and disengaged 
parenting were associated with greater rates of delinquency among African 
American youth, and punitive parenting by African American mothers was 
linked to increased delinquency and school problems, among Hispanics/Latinos 
it was the mothers’ engagement in their children’s schooling that was associ-
ated with reductions in delinquency and depressive symptomatology. Deater-

http://wjn.sagepub.com/


520  Western Journal of Nursing Research 35(4)

research with European American families, to examine how parents socialize 
their children about emotions.

This study examined fathers’ and mothers’ self-reports about their emo-
tion regulation patterns and coaching their children about emotions, across 
three racial and ethnic groups, to determine how well these parental behav-
iors predicted their children’s self-reports of depressive and anxiety symp-
toms 18 to 24 months later. More specifically, we assessed which parenting 
behaviors were associated with the most beneficial child outcomes within 
three different racial/ethnic family groups (African American, European 
American, and Multiracial). We predicted that children’s mental health out-
comes of anxiety and depressive symptoms would be linked to how parents 
model emotion regulation (or dysregulation) and teach their children about 
emotions through positive coaching behaviors. More specifically, we hypoth-
esized the following:

Hypothesis 1: Dysregulated emotions in the parents would be associ-
ated with greater anxiety and depressive symptoms in the children.

Hypothesis 2: More emotion coaching by the fathers and mothers 
would be correlated with fewer anxiety and depressive symptoms 
in the children.

Hypothesis 3: There would be no significant differences in mental health 
outcomes between the three racial/ethnic groups.

Method
Sample and Recruitment

The current analysis is part of a larger 5-year longitudinal study of parenting 
and children’s internalizing and externalizing behaviors. Participants for the 
5-year longitudinal study were recruited by information sheets sent to fami-
lies through public and private schools, flyers posted in community settings, 
articles in several local newspapers in the Puget Sound area of Washington 
State, presentations at community events, and word of mouth. Married cou-
ples expressing an interest in participating in the study were contacted. Oral 
assent to participate in the screening interviews was obtained before the tele-
phone interviews were conducted.

The sample consisted of 129 families recruited from the Puget Sound area of 
Washington State. Effect size for the analyses of variance between groups (η2) 
ranged from .02 to .16, indicating a small to large effect (Cohen, 1988). Because 
Multiracial (i.e., mother and father have different racial and/or ethnic identities) 
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or false. The T2 Anxiety and Depressive Symptoms subscales from the 
BASC-SPR were used to examine the predictive association with T1 parent 
measures of emotion coaching and modeling of emotion regulation. The 
questionnaires were provided to the children on computers. A research assis-
tant sat with each child and read the questions aloud. The child then answered 
each question using the computer keyboard. Internal consistency was .87 
and .89 and test–retest reliability was .77 and .75, respectively. Reynolds and 
Kamphaus (1998) reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .94 for both scales.

Parent emotion regulation and coaching. The Parenting Meta-Emotion Inter-
view (PMEI; Hooven et al., 1995) is a semistructured series of questions 
aimed at gathering information about a person’s understanding about his or 
her own emotions as well as the parent’s approach to socializing emotion 
expression in his or her child. The PMEI is organized around the emotions of 
sadness, anger, and pride. Each parent is interviewed separately and inter-
views are videotaped for later viewing and coding. Examples of questions 
are, “What was your experience of sadness when you were growing up?” and 
“What do you think you are trying to teach your child about anger?” Coders 
rank parental responses on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from “strongly 
agree” to “strongly disagree” for each of four dimensions—awareness, accep-
tance, dysregulation of their own emotions and their child’s emotions, and 
coaching of their child’s emotions (anger and sadness). Each of the constructs 
receives a score that is the sum of the ratings for statements related to that 
construct. For example, 11 statements, such as “Parent teaches strategies to 
help the child soothe his or her anger (child’s emotion),” are rated individu-
ally and then added together to assess overall parental coaching of child’s 
anger. (For a copy of the entire interview refer to Doohan and Carrère (2005) 
in Manusov (Ed.) The Sourcebook of Nonverbal Measures.) Interrater reli-
ability (intraclass correlations) ranged between .86 and .90 for the spouses’ 
emotion dysregulation and emotion coaching scales.

Results
An initial inspection of the data revealed less than 10% missing, therefore, 
imputation methods were not employed (Newman, 2003). Two of the chil-
dren’s BASC-C scores were problematic due to instrument errors associated 
with computer data collection methods and were thus dropped from the final 
analysis. If one parent was missing data from the Meta-Emotion Interview, 
the other parent’s scores were retained in the analysis. Table 1 provides the 
means and standard deviations of the major study variables after dropping 
the two outlying participants.
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Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations of Major Study Variables by Ethnic 
Group (N = 99).
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coaching about sadness was less (39.5) than both European American mothers 
(43.6) and Multiracial mothers (43.5).

Pearson product-moment correlations were used to examine the associa-
tion between the T1 Parent Meta-Emotion Variables and T2 Child anxiety 
and depressive symptoms within each of the three ethnic family groups. 
Descriptive analyses are presented below. Assessments of the relative 
strengths of the correlations are provided (Field, 2009). A summary of these 
correlations can be found in Table 2.

Table 2. Correlations of T1 Parent Variables and T2 Child Outcome Variables by 
Ethnic Group.
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three groups with regard to the level of parental coaching about anger and 
sadness. The one exception to this general finding was that African American 
mothers provided less coaching to their children about the emotion of sadness.

There were differences between the groups on the association between the 
parents’ variables and the children’s mental health outcomes. This was the 
case for the correlations between parental coaching and the children’s symp-
toms of anxiety and depression. For the African American families, a higher 
level of coaching about anger and sadness by mothers was linked with lower 
depressive symptoms in their children. Similarly, a higher level of anger coach-
ing by fathers within the Multiracial group was also associated with lower 
anxiety and depressive symptoms.

There were also differences between the three groups of families in the 
relative presence of a correlational association between the parents’ ability to 
regulate their own emotions and the children’s self-reports of anxiety and 
depression symptoms. Within the African American families, a lower level of 
anger and sadness dysregulation by the mothers was moderately associated 
with lower anxiety and depressive symptoms in children. Such relationships 
between the parents’ emotion regulation patterns and the children’s outcome 
measures were not found for the European American or Multiracial families.

An interesting finding was the differences in associations with children’s 
outcome variables between mothers and fathers within the same racial/ethnic 
group. Within the African American families, it was the mothers’ modeling 
of successful emotional responses and coaching of strong emotions that was 
linked to their children’s mental health outcomes. In particular, the mothers’ 
management and coaching of anger at T1 was most associated with both 
anxiety and depressive symptoms for their children at T2. However, within 
the Multiracial families, fathers’ coaching of anger, not the mothers’, had the 
greatest association with children’s outcomes.

An unexpected finding was the inverse (mothers’ coaching about anger) 
correlation and/or lack of associations between European American mothers 
and fathers’ modeling and coaching of sadness and anger and children’s inter-
nalizing and externalizing behaviors. Similar to the African American families, 
mothers in the European American families seemed to have more influence 
than fathers; however, the correlations from this analysis were weak.

These findings are consistent with other family research, which indicate 
that socialization in African American families about strong emotions may 
play a stronger role in child outcomes than is often found in other ethnic/
cultural families (Brody, Kim, Murry, & Brown, 2005; McCabe, Clark, & 
Barnett, 1999). Although the sample size of the present study was relatively 
small, it highlights for African American parents, particularly mothers, the 
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importance of teaching children about recognizing their own emotions around 
sadness and anger as well as modeling for children remediation techniques 
for calming themselves in the face of emotionally provocative situations. 
Similarly, emphasizing the importance of Multiracial fathers taking a more 
active role in teaching children about the expression of anger may be impor-
tant in health teaching with Multiracial families.

Parental emotional socialization is vitally important to a child’s long-term 
emotional growth (Lunkenheimer, Shields, & Cortina, 2007). Emotion coach-
ing is an important behavior in the development of psychopathology (Cicchetti, 
Ackerman, & Izard, 1995). The role of both parents is important. For exam-
ple, in a study of Mexican American families evaluating the degree of paren-
tal similarity–dissimilarity across parenting dimensions such as meta-emotion 
belief structures, parenting styles, support and responsiveness, and behav-
ioral strategies in reaction to children’s emotions, although mothers and 
fathers responded similarly in authoritative parenting styles, mothers were 
observed to engage in them more frequently (Gamble, Ramakumar, & Diaz, 
2007). Stocker, Richmond, Rhoades, and Kiang (2007) examined associa-
tions between parents’ emotion coaching and emotional expressiveness, and 
adolescents’ internalizing and externalizing symptoms. Results indicated that 
mothers were more accepting and supportive of their children’s expression 
of negative emotions than were fathers. Parents’ coaching of emotions was 
associated with fewer adolescents’ internalizing symptoms and was unrelated 
to their externalizing symptoms. Further examination of the role of fathers in 
contributing to a child’s emotional health is warranted, as are interventions 
that encourage both parents to more frequently explore their role in contribut-
ing to the ways that their children regulate emotions.

Since Hofstede (1980) first defined the concept of cultural value in 1980, 
there has been a plethora of research examining the effects of the dimensions 
of culture on both individual and societal outcomes (see Taras, Rowney, & 
Steel, 2010, for a review of this topic). We have had the tools to identify 
cultural differences across groups for three decades, and yet the emphasis in 
this area of research has remained, for the most part, unchanged in the goal of 
identifying and emphasizing differences between racial/ethnic groups rather 
than determining the family processes that are most healthy within racial 
or ethnic groups to formulate effective approaches to counseling and caring 
for families within ethnic groups. Instead, the goal often remains—how minor-
ity family practices compare with the majority culture.

As health care providers who care for people across a continuum of care and 
in a variety of health care settings, we are in a unique position to assess family 
interactions and systems and formulate a culturally relevant plan of care to 
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sample sizes so that there can be fine-tuned analyses of the processes associ-
ated with parenting within minority populations.

This study supports the assertion that there is not ethnic equivalence across 
racial/ethnic groups with regard to parenting approaches and strategies pre-
dictive of mental health outcomes for children. It would behoove researchers 
and practitioners to consider the roles of each parent within the cultural val-
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