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ABSTRACT 

Patemal emotion framing was examined for its associations with preschool 

children's emotion understanding (N= 28). Emotion framing was assessed as fathers and 

children read a picture book with emotion-laden content, but no printed text. Fathers used 

the fiill range of emotion framing (e.g., highly negative, mildly negative, neutral, mildly 

positive, highly positive) with their children. Mildly positive emotion framing was 

positively associated with children's emotion understanding, controlling for children's 

verbal ability. Children's emotional competence also was negatively associated with 

fathers' use of highly negative emotion framing and highly positive emotion framing. 

Findings are discussed in terms ofthe importance of including fathers in research on 

emotion framing and other parenting practices. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Recent research has shown that children's emotional competence is important to 

many aspects of life, particulariy children's social competence (e.g., Denham et al., 2003; 

McDowell, O'Neil, & Parke, 2000). Parents are one avenue by which children leam 

about emotions, and how parents express emotions and discuss them with their children 

will affect their children's understanding of emotions (e.g., Cassidy Ross, Butkovsky, & 

Braungart, 1992; Dunn & Brown, 1994). Parental emotion talk is one parenting practice 

in a constellation of many parenting practices likely to influence children's social and 

emotional development. Although much research has been conducted to examine how 

mothers influence the development of emotional competence in children (e.g., Colwell & 

Mize, 1999; Denham, McKinley, Couchoud, & Hoh, 1994), littie is known about the role 

of fathers in the development of children's emotional competence. 

Research has shown the regulatory nature of emotions in social situations. For 

example, in a visual cliff study, Sorce, Emde, Campos, and Klinnert (1985) found that the 

facial expressions mothers showed their 12-month-old children as their children crawled 

onto the visual cliff apparatus (i.e., Plexiglas which covers a visual drop-off) influenced 

how their children reacted. If mothers showed children a scared or angry face, infants 

would not crawl across the visual cliff, or they would retreat to the "safe" side ofthe 

apparatus. However, if mothers showed children a happy or interested face, children 



would crawl across the visual cliff toward their mothers without hesitation. This study 

shows one way mothers influence children's understanding of emotions, and how 

emotions can serve a socially regulatory fimction. 

Socializing begins in the home and several studies have shown that another way 

mothers influence their children's emotional competence is how mothers talk to their 

children about emotions. For example, Cassidy et al. (1992) found that the frequency of 

emotions expressed in the family could create greater emotion understanding in their 

children as assessed through children's ability to label emotions correctiy and take the 

perspective of another. These conversations between parents and children can be a tool 

parents use to socialize their children to understand the causes and consequences of 

emotions. Therefore, family practices (e.g., talking about emotions) affect how children 

understand the causes and consequences of emotions. 

In addition to talking about emotions, how parents frame emotional situations 

(negatively or positively) and how parents respond to their children's emotional 

expressivity will influence children's emotion understanding. Emotion framing refers to 

the emotional valence with which one approaches a situation and the propensity to 

augment positive emotion, or altematively, to surrender to negative emotion (Thompson, 

1994). Two people will interpret and react to the same situation differently, with one 

having a negative reaction and the other having a positive reaction. This emotional 

reaction is the essence of emotion framing and is associated with emotional competence. 

For example, Colwell and Mize (1999) and Colweh, Meece, and Mize (1997) found that 



mothers' emotion framing in a book reading session was associated with children's 

emotion understanding, which in tum influences their social competence. 

Despite all ofthe findings about mothers and their discourse and display of 

emotions with their children, few studies have examined the impact of fathers on 

children's emotion understanding and social competence. For example, Boyum and Parke 

(1995) found that how fathers talk about emotions in the context of family meals, and the 

intensity and clarity used in affective expressiveness influences how their children leam 

about emotions and when to use them. Their study showed that it is not just the frequency 

with which fathers speak of emotions with their children, but the quality ofthe emotion 

talk that influences children's emotional competence and outcomes with their peers. 

Research has been conducted to determine how mothers influence children's emotional 

competence through discussion of emotion (Denham & Auerbach, 1995); however, there 

is limited research on how fathers influence children's emotional competence, 

particularly in regard to emotion talk (Laird, Pettit, Mize, Brown, & Lindsey, 1994). 

In congraence with studies that have examined how mothers and fathers play 

important roles in the socialization of their children, studies have been conducted to 

assess how men and women are different from each other in the area of emotions. 

Researchers have found that women and men perceive emotions differentiy, and this may 

affect how they speak to their children about emotions. For example, Mufson and 

Nowicki (1991) found that women tend to be more accurate in identifying emotions, 

while men place more importance on the perceived meaning ofthe task than the 



emotional content. Researchers also have found that women express emotions more often 

than men do, and this may have an impact on how children come to understand the roles 

of gender in emotion expression. Given these findings, it seems likely that the ways in 

which mothers and fatiiers socialize their children to understand emotions may affect 

children's emotional competence. To clearly address this question, examination of father-

child emotion talk and children's emotional competence is warranted. 

Home observations and laboratory sessions often are used to discover how 

mothers and their children talk about emotions (Parke, 1994). In laboratory observations, 

book-reading activities between mothers and children can be used to standardize the 

stimuli but allow for variations in the mothers' propensity to discuss emotions (Denham 

& Auerbach, 1995). In Colwell and Mize (1999), mothers and their children were 

videotaped while reading the storybook One Frog Too Many (Mayer & Mayer, 1975), 

which depicts emotional themes and pictures, but has no printed text The laboratory 

session may provide all parent-child dyads the opportunity to talk about emotions, but the 

book reading activity allows them to "frame" the events ofthe story in any maimer that 

they choose. 

How mothers discuss emotions with their children affects children's social 

competence (Colwell & Mize, 1999). However, based on other literature examining 

parent-child linkages, factors such as socioeconomic status (SES), child age, sex, and 

ethnicity may affect the association between emotion talk and children's outcomes. For 

instance, depending on a variety of demographic factors, the family situation in which 



discussion of emotion occurs may vary, making some situations more likely to foster 

discourse about emotions than others. Pinderhughes, Dodge, Bates, Pettit, and Zelli 

(2000) found that low-income parents tended to endorse more harsh discipline responses 

partly because they held stronger beliefs about the value of spanking, and they 

experienced higher levels of stress. If lower income parents are overly stressed, they may 

discuss and display different emotions to their children than parents who are not as 

stressed by various everyday factors. If children are exposed more often to intense 

cognitive-emotional reactions from their parents, they may leam different meanings for 

emotions than children who are not exposed to such intensely charged affective 

exchanges. 

Children's age also has been found to be a factor that influences understanding of 

emotions and social competence. For example, Denham et al. (2003) found that in 

combination with other factors, age was a significant predictor of children's emotional 

knowledge and social competence. Children's increasing cognitive abilities affect how 

they understand emotions. In Denham and Auerbach (1995), child age also was found to 

affect children's ability to label emotions and situations in which emotions might occur. 

Older children were more likely to correctiy label emotional situations as compared to 

younger children. Therefore, tiie cognitive abilities acquired by older children may make 

them more adept at understanding and labeling emotions. 

Sex ofthe child also has been found to play a significant role in emotional 

competence. In McDowell et al (2000), giris' use of display rales accounted for 



significantiy more variance in each ofthe sociometric variables than either self-report 

reactivity or baseline assessments. These differences may be due to different cultural 

expectations for boys and giris (McDowell et al., 2000). Parke (1994) stated that boys 

and girls might be exposed to different types and intensities of emotion, with boys being 

exposed more often than girls to types of negative affect. For example, boys are more 

often allowed to play violent video games and watch action-packed television shows than 

are girls. These different experiences for boys and girls may affect how they come to 

understand emotions and use them in everyday interactions. 

Ethnicity also has been found to be related to children's ability to recognize 

emotions in facial expression and tones of voice. Collins and Nowicki (2001) examined 

Afiican American children's understanding of emotions based on stimuli that have been 

traditionally used to test white children's emotion understanding. The Diagnostic 

Analysis of Nonverbal Accuracy (DANVA) was used to examine children's ability to 

correctly label facial expressions of emotion (depicted in photographs of white adults) 

and tones of voice. Collins and Nowicki (2001) found that Afiican American children 

were not as accurate as their white peers in identifying emotions conveyed by white 

adults' facial expressions and tones of voices. Therefore, it appears that ethnicity may be 

related to emotion understanding and social competence in children. 

In summary, studies have shown that understanding emotions is important for 

children's emotional competence, which is linked to social competence. One way 

children gain knowledge about emotions is via emotion talk with their parents. Evidence 



has been presented on how mothers' emotion framing is associated with how children 

leam about situations, identify emotions, and take perspectives of others. How mothers 

frame these events is related to social competence (Colwell & Mize, 1999). Current 

research has not assessed how patemal emotion framing affects children's emotion 

understanding. Of interest in the current study is whether fathers converse with their 

children about emotions in the context of book reading and if patemal emotion framing 

affects children's emotional competence, as has been found with mothers. It is not clear 

from previous research if fathers emotionally frame situations and if the way fathers talk 

about emotions makes contributions to socializing children. In addition, studies have not 

examined how patemal emotion framing may be influenced by socioeconomic and 

demographic factors. 

The purpose ofthis study is to examine associations between patemal emotion 

framing and children's emotional competence. It is necessary to look at how fathers 

emotionally frame situations for their children in terms ofthe valence of emotion framing 

to determine how fathers influence children's knowledge of emotions through discussion 

of emotion. Various factors to be examined that may affect patemal emotion framing will 

be the child's age, the child's sex, ethnicity, and the socioeconomic status ofthe family. 

It is hypothesized that fathers will talk with their children about emotions in the context 

of book reading, and that patemal emotion framing will have an impact on children's 

understanding of emotions. It also is hypothesized that the age, sex, and ethnicity ofthe 



child will influence how emotions are discussed between fathers and children. Family 

SES also may affect the type of emotion framing fathers use with their children. 



CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The purpose ofthis literature review is to examine previous research that covers 

matemal emotion framing and emotion talk, and how it affects children's emotional 

competence. There are limited studies on how fathers' discussion of emotion influences 

children's social and emotional competence, and none to date on how father's emotion 

framing in book reading sessions is related to children's emotional competence. This 

review will examine the links between social and emotional competence that have been 

discovered in previous works, while illuminating the places where contributions to the 

field can be made through examining the role fathers play in children's emotion 

socialization. Some variables that may affect emotion framing also will be examined in 

this review, including SES, family stmcture, children's age and sex, and ethnicity. Topics 

to be covered in this review include links between children's social and emotional 

competence, emotion discussion in families, parental emotion framing, and variables 

affecting emotion discussion. 

Emotions and Children's Social Competence 

Recent studies have illuminated the possible links between children's emotion 

understanding and social competence. How children leam to express emotions and 

understand emotions expressed by others has implications for fiiture relationships and 



interactions with others. Studies have been conducted using children as young as 

preschool to show the importance of emotion understanding and its links to social 

competence. 

Denham et al., (2003) examined the emotional and social competence of 143 

predominantiy white, middle-class 3- and 4-year-olds (75 boys) and their mothers in a 

multisetting, multidimensional design to examine a model predicting social competence 

by young children's own emotional competence. Children's social and emotional 

competence was assessed at ages 3 and 4 years old, and only social competence was 

again assessed when the children were in kindergarten, with 104 ofthe original 143 

participants. 

Children were each observed during free play for twelve sessions of two 5-min 

trials over approximately 6 weeks. Each child was viewed as the focal child in the first 5-

min interval of each session. During these intervals, the focal child's happy, sad, angry, 

afraid, tender, hurt, other, and neutral emotional displays were recorded using computer 

software designed by Roberts (2002). These emotions were operationally defined by 

facial, vocal, and motor indices (Denham, 1986; Denham et al., 1990). 

Children's understanding of emotion was assessed by using puppets with 

detachable faces that depicted happy, sad, angry, and afraid expressions. In the emotion 

situation identification tasks, the puppeteer made neutral facial and vocal expressions of 

emotions while enacting an emotion-laden story. Each child was asked to place on the 

puppet the face that depicted the puppet's feeling in the situation. 

10 



Mothers rated children's coping behavior when faced with emotionally difficult 

situations with peers on a questionnaire developed by Eisenberg, Fabes, Nyman, 

Bemzweig, and Pinuelas (1994). Mothers indicated on a 7-point scale how often the child 

would engage in each of several types of coping behavior (instmmental aggression, 

emotional intervention, emotional outbursts, and emotional aggression) when confronted 

with an emotionally arousing problem situation. 

Teachers and daycare providers rated children's social competence using the 30-

item Social Competence and Behavior Evaluation Short Form (SCBE; LaFreniere & 

Dumas, 1996), which assesses different social behaviors associated with the child's 

ability to modulate affect. Using the standard measure designed by Asher, Singleton, 

Tinsley, and Hymel (1979), peer-rated social competence was assessed when the children 

were 3- and 4-years-old and again when they were in kindergarten. Children would put 

pictures of their peers in boxes marked "like-a-lot," "kinda like," and "do not like" to 

indicate their peer-rated competence. Kindergarten participants were presented with 1 x 5 

in. cards with the name of each classmate printed on each card, instead of pictures. 

Denham et al. (2003) found that children's emotional competence, as assessed by 

the ability to understand equivocal negative emotional situations was related to teachers' 

evaluations of social competence during kindergarten. Emotional competence at ages 3 to 

4 made contributions to ages 3 to 4 years old and kindergarten social competence, 

suggesting that the emotional competencies acquired by ages 3 to 4 become stable, with 

continuing import. Chronically angry children were less likely to meet another's positive 

11 



overtures in kind, but were more likely to respond with hostility. Denham et al. (2003) 

report that children who show sadness more often seemed to puzzle their peers, who may 

ultimately shun them. Emotional knowledge assessed at ages 3 to 4 predicted social 

competence. Emotion knowledge as assessed in this study could give preschoolers 

information in critical peer situations, such as group entry and provocation, by helping to 

promote conflict resolution and other positive peer behavior. The results from Denham et 

al. (2003) show that emotion understanding is important to young children's social 

competence, and can have lasting effects on their relational development. 

An earlier study by Denham, McKinley, Couchoud, and Holt (1990) explored the 

links between emotions and social competence in preschoolers. Sixty-five preschoolers 

were studied from a university laboratory setting. Peer nominations were based on 

pictures ofthe children in the class as described above from Asher et al. (1979). Children 

also were observed in the classroom by 4 observers who used focal event sampling (e.g., 

watching one child at a time, in random order, for 5-min time periods; Altmann, 1974). 

Children's emotion displays were based on facial, bodily, and behavioral aspects 

(Denham, 1986) and coded as they were observed. Emotional expression identification 

also was assessed from this group of children, in which they identified the emotions of 

happy, sad, angry, and afraid from 4 faces made of flannel. Puppets were used in 20 

vignettes to see what knowledge the child had of emotional situations. The puppets acted 

like how most people would feel (scared of nightmares) or the opposite of how the 

child's mother would say that the child would act in a certain situation (sad about going 

12 



to the daycare when it really made the child happy). After seeing each puppet vignette, 

the children put one ofthe flannel faces onto the puppet to show which emotion it was 

feeling (Borke, 1971). 

Teachers also rated the students on their prosocial, social, and aggressive 

behaviors by completing the Baumrind Preschool Behavior Q-Sort (BPBQ), in which 

teachers sort 72 cards with behavior descriptions into piles from 1 to 9 indicating how 

well the statement describes each child (e.g., friendliness, sympathy, outgoing, and often 

suggests activities; Baumrind, 1971) and the Preschool Behavior Questionnaire (PBQ; 

Behar & Stringfield, 1974). 

Denham et al. (1990) found that prosocial behavior was related to likeability in all 

children. Children who were better at understanding emotional situations and not just 

emotional expressions were seen as more likable by their peers and teachers. Children 

who confused happy and sad or happiness and anger were liked less by their peers. 

Children who were seen by peers as being more consistently happy were better liked than 

those who were seen as consistently angry. However, a "smiler" was not always liked. 

The child had to show positive affect and do prosocial things, not just smile all the time 

to be liked by peers. Girls were liked more than boys because of their more prosocial 

behaviors. Denham et al. (1990) suggested that confusing emotional situations could be 

detrimental to the ratings preschoolers receive from their peers. The preschooler who 

confuses these emotions may make interaction more difficult, thus making them more 

disliked by peers. Although this study did not consider family context, SES, rearing 

13 



conditions, family stracture, etc., it does show that understanding emotional situations 

can benefit children's relationships. 

Other researchers have used different procedures to measure children's social 

competence, and older children to examine how social and emotional competence may 

differ with age. McDowell, O'Neil, and Parke (2000) used the disappointing gift 

paradigm (Saami, 1984, 1992) to measure children's emotional reactivity and social 

competence. Participants included 98 fourth-grade children (50 males, 48 females) who 

attended nine elementary schools and were part ofa longitudinal study of children's 

social development. The children had been followed since kindergarten. The SES ofthe 

families in the study ranged from lower class to upper-middle class. About 50% ofthe 

sample was White, 40% was Latino, and 10% was African American, Asian American, 

or other ethnicity. 

When the children were in fourth grade, teachers completed a 12-item behavior 

inventory adapted from Cassidy and Asher (1992). Teachers used a 5-point rating scale to 

assess children's likeability and behavioral attributes that included prosocial behavior, 

friendliness, looking sad, disraptiveness, shyness, verbal and physical aggression, 

exclusion of peers from activities, and avoidance. Sociometric interviews (Asher et al., 

1979) were conducted in the classroom to assess each child's likeability by asking 

students to nominate three classmates with whom they liked to play or spend time, and 

three classmates with whom they disliked playing or spending time. Children also 

nominated up to three classmates for prosocial behaviors, looking/acting sad, avoidance, 

14 



having a good sense of humor, verbal and physical aggression, and keeping others from 

being included in their group. 

McDowell et al. (2000) developed their own methodology for testing children's 

negative emotional reactivity and coping. Five vignettes that might generate anger, 

frustration, or excitement were presented to the children. Children were asked to respond 

to a series of closed-ended items that assessed the intensity of emotion, latency, and ease 

of calming following an event using a 10-point barometer-type scale. The likelihood of 

using several types of coping strategies also was assessed using a 7-point scale with 

responses ranging from 1 to 7. 

Children were interviewed three times during their laboratory visits. Following 

the first interview, children were told that they would receive a gift for their participation 

following the second and third visits. At the end ofthe second interview, the researcher 

gave the child a gender-appropriate gift in a brown paper bag. Children's baseline 

reactions prior to and following the removal ofthe gift from the bag were videotaped. 

The researcher promised the child that they would receive another gift after their next 

interview session. After the third interview, the experimenter presented another brown 

paper bag to the child, but in the bag was a gender-inappropriate toy. Each child's 

reactions to the gift were videotaped. The experimenter then told the child that the gift 

was given as a mistake, and another gender-appropriate gift was presented to ease the 

negative feelings of being given a "bad" gift. Each segment ofthe gift-giving paradigm 

was videotaped and children's affective and behavioral reactions were coded by a trained 

15 



coder using a system modified from Saami (1984, 1992) and Davis (1995). 

McDowell et al. (2000) found that children's positive responses to a disappointing 

gift were associated with more positive peer ratings and less negative teacher ratings. 

Negative reactions to the disappointing gift were related to children being rated by peers 

as less positive and more negative. In addition to the usual measures of positive and 

negative facial affect that were used in earlier studies, other indices of affect regulation, 

such as nonfacial gestures, tension, and social monitoring behaviors, were related to 

children's social competence. These results show that social and emotional competence 

can be assessed in many different ways, but more importantly, that understanding 

emotions and how to use them is cmcial in developing social competence during 

childhood. 

The studies described above illustrate the links between social and emotional 

competence, and the importance of emotions in the lives of children. It is important to 

understand where children first leam about emotions, how they are expressed in families, 

and how parents explain emotions to their children. Children leam about emotions in 

different contexts, but the central context is the family. How parents express emotions in 

the home and allow their children to show emotions has important implications for the 

development of emotional competence in children. One way children gain knowledge 

about emotions is via emotion expression and discussion from parents. 

16 



Emotion Expression and Discussion in Families 

Several studies have examined how parents and children discuss emotions and the 

frequency and content of these discussions has implications for developing emotion 

understanding and social competence. For example, Cassidy, Ross, Butkovsky, and 

Braungaurt (1992) examined expressiveness within the family context and children's peer 

relations. This study was designed to expand on previous research (e.g., Halberstadt, 

1984; MacDonald & Parke, 1984; Putallaz, 1987) by exploring parental expressiveness in 

everyday contexts and in a laboratory setting. This study also looked at the differences 

between mother and father expressiveness and the different functions they might serve 

for children's social competence. This study is a rarity in the field of emotion research in 

that fathers were included. 

Participants were 61 White, middle-class kindergarten and first grade children and 

their parents from public schools in Illinois. Fifty-six mothers and 43 fathers participated 

in the study, and 41 families had both parents who participated. Children's peer 

acceptance was assessed through sociometric measures. Each child was presented with a 

picture of all the other children in the class and was asked to rate how much they liked to 

play with each child (Singleton & Asher, 1977) by using a 5-point scale that consisted of 

five faces ranging from a large sad face through neutral to a large smile to indicate their 

responses to the experimenter's statement, "Point to the face that shows how much you 

like to play with this child." 

17 



Mothers and fathers independently completed the Family Expressiveness 

Questionnaire (FEQ; Halberstadt, 1986) to assess the frequency of parents' emotional 

expressivity in the home. Forty hypothetical situations are presented in this questionnaire, 

and parents are asked to rate the frequency of their own emotional responses on 9-point 

scales. Parents and their children also were observed in a laboratory setting, and each 

parent was observed with the child separately with a space of two weeks between each 

observation. The order in which parents were observed was counter-balanced. The game 

the parents played with the child was called "Beat the Buzzer," where the child had to 

toss rings onto a peg before the buzzer went off in order to receive a prize. The children 

played four games, where the first game was rigged so that they would win, the second 

and third so they would lose, and the fourth so they would win again. The observations 

were videotaped and then coded for emotion expression used by the parents and the 

children. 

Children's emotional understanding was assessed through a 15-item interview 

where the child was presented with 4 photographs depicting happy, sad, angry, and 

scared faces. The child was asked to (a) identify the correct emotion, (b) talk about their 

experience with that emotion, (c) the circumstances that may lead to that emotion, (d) 

expression ofthe emotion, (e) action responses to the display ofthe emotion, and (f) 

feeling responses to the display ofthe emotion. 

Cassidy et al. (1992) found that mothers and fathers reported and exhibited more 

positive expression of emotions than negative emotions in the home, and mothers 
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reported expressing more positive and negative emotions than fathers. Mothers who 

reported more positive expression of emotions at home and more overall expressiveness 

in the home displayed more positive emotions during the game. Children expressed more 

positive than negative emotions toward their parents. Children who showed more positive 

emotions toward moms showed more positive emotion towards dads. Children with 

greater emotion understanding were more accepted by their peers. Matemal and patemal 

total expressiveness in the home predicted peer acceptance, but only father's total 

expressiveness in the laboratory setting predicted their child's peer acceptance. More 

expressive fathers had children who were more accepted by their peers. 

The authors discuss how the context of emotions may have different meanings for 

mothers and fathers. Mothers are more expressive at home and can be seen as the 

"emotional broker" ofthe family, bringing up and using more emotions in the family 

context. However, mothers and fathers did not differ in their emotion expression during 

the game context. It could be that the plaj^l game situation made fathers more likely to 

be emotionally expressive than in other contexts. Child expressiveness in the game 

setting was not associated with peer relations. This finding could be because children 

may use emotions differently with their parents and peers. These findings also suggest the 

importance of considering bidirectionality in relationships. For instance, Kochanska 

(1992) found that children influence parents and peers in different ways, where children 

were more likely to make a compromise with parents than with peers. Therefore, it is not 
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only parents influencing children's outcomes. Rather, bidirectionality often is seen in the 

parent-child relationship. 

Cassidy et al. (1992) make an important contribution to existing literature because 

they examine not only mothers' emotion expressivity, but also fathers' and the effect that 

these expressions may have on the social acceptance of their children. The frequency of 

emotions expressed in the family may contribute to greater emotion understanding, which 

could contribute to peer acceptance. However, the correlational nature ofthis study does 

not clarify the direction of effects. Another limitation ofthis study is that the sample size 

is small and is not diverse in terms of ethnic composition or SES. Another caveat to this 

study is that the only measure of expressivity in the home was parental self-report on the 

questionnaire. Observational studies ofthe family context are needed. Nevertheless, this 

study does show the importance of emotion expression in the home and its influence on 

children's peer acceptance. 

Additional research also has been done with mother-child conversations about 

peers and how children can gain knowledge about interacting with their peers. Laird et al. 

(1994) obtained information from mothers through extensive telephone interviews 

conceming daily conversations that these mothers had with their children about emotions. 

The sample included 39 four- and 5-year-old children (20 boys, 19 girls) and their 

mothers, who were recmited from two preschools in a small southeastem city. The two 

preschools were a church-based school and a university laboratory school. Ninety percent 

were white, 2.6% were black, and 7.7%) were of other ethnic origin. The parents held 
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primarily professional jobs. A white male and a black female conducted the telephone 

interviews using a process adapted from Ladd and Goiter (1988). There were six 

interviews for each mother, during which the mother was asked to recall any 

conversations she had with her child in the past 48 hours conceming the child's peer 

relationships. 

Mother-child conversations about peers included any talk about children's friends 

or peers. Conversations were coded for seven categories: who initiated the conversation, 

place ofthe conversation, time ofthe conversation, whether the child asked for help, 

whether the mother offered advice, whether emotions were discussed, and whether the 

child was interacting with peers during the conversation. There were three advice 

categories for mothers: initiating peer contact, working to maintain a friendship, and 

dealing with or avoiding friction outside ofa friendship. Social competence with peers 

was measured by teacher ratings and by sociometric interviews where children indicated 

with whom they liked/did not like to play (Asher et al., 1979). Teachers and teacher's 

aides in each classroom rated children's peer competence using six peer competence 

items from the Teacher Rating Scale of Social SkiU (Dodge & Coie, 1987). 

Laird et al. (1994) found that many mothers reported that they frequently engaged 

in conversations about peers with their children. This may represent how mothers try to 

influence their children's social skills. Mothers often gave advice to their children about 

entering a new peer group or about dealing with aggression or bullies. Mothers of girls 

reported more conversations than mothers of boys, and their daughters initiated a higher 
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proportion of those conversations. The most common time and place for conversations to 

occur were in the home and car, usually around the time that preschool let out or when 

mothers and children were together at the same time of day. More conversations took 

place during the week than the weekend, a time when children are around their peers 

more. Laird et al. (1994) suggest that children usually initiated these conversations to 

discuss emotions or solve problems conceming their peers. Through communication 

about emotions, mothers may show their children the importance of one's own and 

other's feelings. This communication may enable children to take another's perspective, 

thus making them more socially competent. The fact that mothers gave advice to their 

children in these conversations shows that mothers influence how children leam to 

interpret social cues, to consider the feelings of others, and use problem-solving 

strategies. 

The verbal and cognitive-developmental ability of children also likely contributes 

to emotion discussion between parents and children. Dunn and Brown (1994) conducted 

a study to examine developmental issues that are related to affect expression in the family 

and how family expressiveness is associated with children's emotion understanding. The 

sample consisted of 50 second-bom children, participating with their mothers and 

siblings as part ofa larger longitudinal study in central Permsylvania. The families had 

diverse ethnic and SES backgrounds. The sample included 22 boys (8 with older 

brothers, 14 with older sisters), and 16 girls (7 with older brothers, 9 with older sisters). 
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The families were visited in their homes three times: when the children were 33 months, 

40 months, and 47 months (times 1 through 3. respectively). 

For the Time 1 observations, each session lasted about 1 hour and 15 minutes, 

was unstractured, and was done by a single observer. The same observer visited the 

family on each occasion. Family conversations were audio taped and written notes also 

were taken ofthe family interactions. A ranning record was kept in a lined notebook, a 

system based on Clarke-Stewart (1973; see Dunn et al., 1991). Observed positive affect 

included smiling and chuckles as being mild and laughter being intense. Negative affect 

was coded as mild for whining and mild protest and intense for crying or intense anger. 

The conversations were measured in tums. Feeling state talk also was coded in terms of 

who initiated the talk and who was addressed. References to feeling states were coded 

according to the system described by Brown and Dunn (1992). Causal references also 

were coded and a determination of whether a causal inference was made was based on 

criteria developed by Hood and Bloom (1979). 

Conflict also was coded for when both partners verbally opposed the other. There 

were 3 categories for conflict: no argument (e.g., simple refusals, unelaborated 

expression of desire "I want it!"), self-oriented argument (e.g., "I'm older; I go first!"), 

and other-oriented argument (e.g., taking into account the conflict partner's interest). 

These three categories were based on a system described in Tesla and Durm (1992), while 

categorizing other-oriented arguments was based on Slomkowski and Dunn (1992). 
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Time 2 included an emotion understanding assessment based on Denham (1986) 

and Dunn et al. (1991). The children looked at four faces made of flannel depicting four 

emotions (happy, sad, angry, afraid) and were asked to label each emotion. In another 

assessment, the children were shown 16 puppet vignettes, where in 8 scenarios the puppet 

felt as most people would feel (e.g., happy to get an ice cream cone), and in 8 scenarios 

the puppet felt the opposite ofthe way the child would feel according to mother's reports. 

After each vignette, the child was asked how the puppet would feel and was encouraged 

to put the proper flannel face on the puppet. Observational measures that were made 

during Time 3 were the same as those in Time 1. However, during Time 3, the child was 

47 months old when the home visitations occurred. 

Dunn and Brown (1994) found that performance on the emotion-understanding 

task was negatively correlated with family expression of negative emotion. Discourse 

about emotions was most likely to occur when the children were expressing negative or 

neutral affect at both 33 and 47 months of age. These conversations were more likely to 

include discussion ofthe causes and consequences of feelings when the children were 

expressing negative or neutral affect. If the child was constantly upset or showing 

negative affect, they were less likely to speak with their mothers about affective states, 

and thus the negativity may have impeded the development of emotion understanding. 

Children who showed high levels of negative affect also were less likely to use other-

oriented conflict resolution and resort to no reasoning at all than children who exhibited 

24 



lower levels of negative affect. These results show that too much anger can have 

dismptive effects on children's attention and interactive behaviors. 

Parents socialize emotions in their children by encouraging or discouraging the 

expression of emotions. It is important to understand how mothers' coaching of 

children's emotion expression affects children's emotional competence. To examine 

mothers' encouragement of children's emotions, Denham, Zoller, and Couchoud (1994) 

conducted a study to see how mothers socialize their preschool children to understand 

emotions. Their study examined intrapersonal factors (e.g., age and cognitive-language 

ability) and interpersonal factors (e.g., matemal coaching through emotion language and 

positive emotion responsiveness) that affect preschoolers' emotion understanding skills. 

Forty-seven preschoolers and their mothers in middle- to upper-class families 

participated in this study. The children were in a laboratory school in a large metropolitan 

area. All but 3 children in this study were white. Assessment continued over 15 months. 

An emotion labeling task was conducted with the children where the experimenter asked 

the child to name each facial expression (happy, sad, angry, and afraid) made out of 

flannel material in random order, and then to point to the four facial expressions as they 

were laid out before the child (from Izard, Dougherty, & Hembree, 1980). Emotion 

situation knowledge was assessed with puppets. In the first perspective-taking exercise, 

the child's knowledge of other's emotions was assessed through 8 puppet vignettes. The 

child was asked to tell how the puppet felt by affixing the puppet to one ofthe four 

flarmel faces (Borke, 1971; Denham, 1986). The second perspective-taking task was to 
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assess the child's understanding of other's emotions when the emotion was contrary to 

what the child would feel (e.g., happy about going to school when the child was sad 

about going to school). To assess children's understanding ofthe causes of emotions, the 

child was presented with 4 puppets with happy, sad, angry, and fearful expressions and 

asked what made the puppet feel that way. The subjects' responses were audio-taped and 

transcribed by coders. 

To assess the child's language and cognitive ability, their mothers completed the 

Minnesota Child Development Inventory (MCDI), and the child's mean length of 

utterance was coded (Ireton & Thwing, 1974). Modeling was coded by mother and 

child's occurrences of happy, sad, angry, tense/afraid, tender, neutral, and other emotions 

from facial, vocal, gestural, or postural indicators (Denham, 1989). In the laboratory, to 

assess child emotion language (explanations), mothers were asked to simulate sadness 

and anger with their child through 8 photographs of infants showing peak emotion 

expressions (Izard et al, 1980; Denham, Cook, & Zoller, 1992). Coaching was measured 

by the proportion of matemal emotion utterances that were spontaneous explanations. 

In general, Denham et al. (1994) found that mothers were mostly emotionally 

positive. Children with high emotion understanding had mothers who were more 

positively responsive than the low understanding group. Matemal anger shown during the 

simulation exercise was negatively associated with child emotion understanding. Denham 

et al. (1994) suggest that exposure to negative matemal emotions, especially anger, can 

impede the process by which children come to understand emotions. Matemal emotion 
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discussion was an important factor in predicting emotion identification by their children. 

Therefore, it would make sense that when mothers talk about their feelings and the 

feelings of others, their children are leaming valuable information about emotional 

processes. 

In Denham et al. (1994), the valence of mothers' emotions influenced how their 

children came to understand their own feelings and the emotions of others. The authors 

state that future research should look more directly at how the intensity of emotional 

expressiveness by mothers affect children and how parents may socialize their children 

differentiy based on their child's ability to understand emotions. A more diverse ethnic 

and socioeconomic sample should be used as well. 

The research discussed above shows the importance of mother-child discussion of 

emotions and the importance of how mothers emotionally frame situations for their 

children and the effects it has on children's understanding of emotions. However, there is 

limited knowledge of how fathers socialize their children to understand emotions, 

especially in regard to emotion talk. For example, in the 18 studies reviewed in this 

literature review, only six of them included fathers. More research needs to be conducted 

with fathers to examine how they influence children's understanding of emotions. Parke 

(1994) confirms this idea by stating that fathers should be included in emotion studies 

because women have been found to be more emotionally expressive than males. Fathers' 

and mothers' interaction styles may influence emotional development in unique ways. 

Mothers, especially with infants and young children, tend to be more verbal, didactic, 
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predictable, and less extreme in their levels of stimulation in social interactions, whereas 

fathers tend to be more physical, unpredictable and arousing in their exchanges with their 

children. Maybe emotional understanding, which is dependent on emotional labeling, is 

more likely to be leamed in mother-child interactions than in father-child interactions. 

Therefore, studies of father-child emotion talk are needed. 

The previously described studies explain how children gain knowledge about 

affect from discussion of emotions in the family context. Another way children gain 

knowledge that aids in the development of socially competent characteristics is through 

parent emotion framing of various situations. 

Emotion Framing 

In addition to discourse about emotions in the family setting, how parents frame 

emotional situations and how parents respond to their children's expression of affect will 

influence children's emotion understanding. Emotion framing is different than emotion 

talk between parents and children because emotion framing is contingent upon the 

emotional climate a parent chooses for a given situation. Emotion framing is important 

because how a parent positively or negatively views their environment will affect how 

they communicate their perspective to their children. Emotion framing is more how 

parents view the world, and how they pass their views on to their children, rather than 

simply discussing emotional states. Colwell, Meece, and Mize (1997) examined how 

matemal emotion framing influenced children's social competence. The main goal ofthis 
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study was to examine the link between mothers' use of emotion words and children's 

social behavior, along with the association between mothers' emotion framing and 

children's cognitive representations of peer relationships. It was of interest in this study 

to see how children's representations of self and others were affected by mothers' 

emotion language. 

The participants were 46 mothers and their preschool and kindergarten children in 

a small southeastem city. Forty-three children were enrolled in a university laboratory 

preschool serving mostiy middle- to upper-class families. The remaining three children 

were enrolled in a daycare serving primarily low income African-American families. 

Seventy-four percent were Caucasian, 11% were African American, and the rest were of 

other ethnicities. Once consent had been obtained, the mothers and their children were 

videotaped behind a one-way mirror in a research room where the dyads completed a 

puzzle task, book reading, pretense play, and physical play sessions. Only the book 

reading session was assessed in this study. 

The mother-child dyads were videotaped reading One Frog Too Many (Mayer & 

Mayer, 1975). The book has no words, but each page depicts emotionally arousing events 

and the mothers were free to "frame" the events however they wanted. The videotaped 

sessions were coded by the author and four undergraduate students for the emotional 

words used by the mothers and the children. 

During the peer affiliation interview, the child was shown 14 pictures of common 

preschool activities and a poster board with line drawings portraying a child by 
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themselves, a child with a same-age peer, and a child with an adult (Evers-Pasquale & 

Sherman, 1975). The child was asked if they would rather play by themselves, with a 

peer/friend, or with an adult in each situation. 

To assess the child's feelings about themselves and their peers, the Berkley 

Puppet Interview (Ablow & Measelle, 1991) was used. The two puppets were named 

Muffy and Fluffy, and the research assistant used them both to ask the child questions or 

make statements. One puppet described a characteristic about itself, and the other puppet 

described a contrasting characteristic, and the child was asked to pick which puppet he or 

she was more like. The responses were recorded verbatim and rated on 3-point scales for 

more negative, neutral, or positive representations. 

Teachers completed the short form ofthe Preschool Socio-Affective Profile (La 

Freniere, Dumas, Capuano, & Dubeau, 1992) to assess three areas of emotional and 

behavioral competence for each child in the study. The three areas were: positive 

qualities of children's adaptation; angry, aggressive, and oppositional behaviors; and 

anxious, isolated, and withdrawn behavior. 

Colwell et al. (1999) found that mothers who used more positive framing had 

children who had more positive views about themselves and their peers, whereas mothers 

who used more negative framing in the storybook session had children with more 

negative cognitive representations of relationships and children who were more 

withdrawn. Teachers' assessment of competent behavior was associated with children's 

30 



positive emotion framing, while children's negative emotion framing was associated with 

withdrawn behavior as reported by their teachers. 

Colwell et al. (1999) propose that how mothers use emotion language affects 

children's representations of peer relationships. The information children gain from 

conversing with their mothers about emotions in everyday situations influences the 

representations they form for themselves and their peers, resulting in competent or 

withdrawn behavior. The authors address the issue of context, where strategies used with 

parents may not work the same when the child is interacting with peers. Therefore, 

parents' coaching of specific sorts of skills influences the social cognitions their children 

hold and affect their behavior with their peers. 

This study shows how what mothers say about emotions influences their children. 

It also used many methods of assessing the child's social competence. This study had a 

few limitations (small sample size, not a very diverse ethnic group or SES of 

participants). Future research could use the same measures with fathers to see if how 

fathers emotionally frame situations will have an impact on children's understanding of 

emotions and social competence. 

In a similar study by Colwell and Mize (1999), children's emotion understanding 

and regulation were predicted by looking at matemal emotion framing and mother-child 

relationship quality. Emotion framing was defined differently in this study than in 

Colwell et al. (1999), in that not only the use of emotion language was examined, but also 

the valence ofthe emotions used. Thompson (1994) described emotion framing as the 
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emotional valence one uses to approach a situation and the inclination to supplement 

positive emotion, or to surrender to negative emotion. Children's emotional and social 

competencies were of interest in this study because matemal emotion framing may 

moderate the extent to which the children understand emotions and are accepted by peers 

and teachers. 

The participants were 41 mothers and their preschool children from a small 

southeastem city. All ofthe children were enrolled in a college campus laboratory 

preschool. The families were mostiy middle- to upper-middle-class, with 88% Caucasian, 

7% Afiican American, and the rest were other ethnic groups. Parents and children 

engaged in four different tasks during a videotaped lab session: a puzzle task, book 

reading, pretense play, and physical play. Only the book reading and pretense play were 

used for analysis in this study. 

The mother-child dyads were videotaped reading One Frog Too Many (Mayer & 

Mayer, 1975). The pages in the book depict emotionally arousing events, and the mothers 

were told to read the book as they would at home. The mothers could frame the events in 

the book as relatively positive or negative as they saw fit. After the book reading session, 

a laundry basket full of toys was provided for 10 minutes to initiate pretense play. Five 

positive and five negative events were coded from the picture book reading and were 

coded as highly negative, highly positive, neutral, mildly negative, and mildly positive. 

Neutral emotion framing was not used. The pretense play was coded for synchrony every 

30 seconds based on responsiveness, reciprocity, interconnectedness, engagement, and 
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mutual focus ofthe dyad on a 5-point scale. Low ratings for synchrony were received by 

dyads who did not share a mutual focus in activities, when one or both partners was non-

responsive or inappropriate in response to the other, or when one partner mainly directed 

tiie course of interaction. High synchrony ratings were given when the dyads shared a 

common focus in activities, were able to maintain their interaction smoothly, and were 

appropriately responsive and attentive to each other. 

Teachers completed the inhibitory scale from Buss and Plomin's Colorado Child 

Temperament Inventory (CCTI; 1984) and the soothability scale from the Children's 

Behavioral Questionnaire (CBQ; Goldsmith & Rothbart, 1991) for each child in the study 

to assess children's emotion regulation ability. 

The children were interviewed by one of two male graduate students to assess 

their emotion understanding. Similar to the procedures used by Denham et al. (1994), the 

children took part in emotion labeling and perspective taking. The children were shown 

pictures ofa woman, and asked if she is happy, sad, mad, or scared. The valence (positive 

or negative) was recorded along with the verbatim answer ofthe child. The same 

procedure was used with line drawings of "Pat." The children then participated in a 

perspective-taking task by listening to 13 short narratives about Pat that would cause one 

ofthe four emotions Pat expressed in the line drawings and pictures. The children were 

instmcted to point to the appropriate line drawing ofthe emotion being expressed and the 

valence of their answer was recorded as well. 
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Colwell and Mize (1999) found that mothers were more likely to use mildly 

negative emotion framing, with highly positive framing used the least. In highly 

synchronous mother-child dyads, mothers who frequentiy used highly negative emotion 

framing had children witii poorer emotion regulation and understanding. In low 

synchrony dyads, mothers' mildly negative emotion framing was negatively associated 

with children's emotion regulation. Children in highly synchronous dyads whose mothers 

used mildly negative emotion framing had better emotion regulation. 

This study is very important in showing that how we talk to kids will affect how 

they are perceived by their peers and other aduhs. Parents can talk to their children about 

emotions in many contexts (e.g., in the car, during a squabble with siblings, watching 

television, reading books together). By examining how parents talk to children about 

emotions in a book reading session, researchers can use a common activity that occurs 

between parents and children to see how parents explain emotional moments throughout 

the book. There are many advantages to using book reading sessions to assess how 

parents emotionally frame situations for their children. 

Advantages of Using Book Reading Sessions to Assess Emotion Framing. 

Because laboratory sessions of parent-child interactions often are seen as 

contrived and forced, book-reading sessions in which parents and children "read" a book 

together with no printed text gives parents the opportunity to discuss emotions as they 

wish while still providing the consistency of a laboratory session. Examples of studies 
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that have used this book reading technique include Colwell et al. (1999) and Colwell and 

Mize (1999) as discussed above. In these sessions, parents and children read the picture 

book One Frog Too Many (Mayer and Mayer, 1975). Parents were free to emotionally 

frame the story as they saw fit. Another study that used picture book reading between 

parents and children was Denham and Auerbach (1995). They used book-reading 

sessions to determine how mothers use emotion language to discuss stories with their 

children and how these discussions influence children's emotional and social 

competence. 

Participants were 47 mothers and their preschool-aged children (23 boys and 24 

girls; average age 44.53 months). All the children came from middle- to upper-middle-

class families and attended a university-associated preschool. The storybook session was 

conducted in the laboratory, followed by free-play and stractured sessions. Mothers were 

asked to discuss an emotion-laden story with their children (Greif, Alvarez, & Tone, 

1984). The task was semistractured and the book included depictions of happiness, 

surprise, sadness, anger, and fear (Izard et al., 1980). Matemal and child language were 

transcribed from videotapes, and emotional language was coded according to procedures 

developed by Denham, Cook, and Zoller (1992) and Zahn-Waxier, Ridgeway, Denham, 

Usher, and Cole (1993). 

Children's emotional competence was assessed via observation and stractured 

interview in the preschool classroom. Data were collected over a 6-month period. 

Affective labeling abilities were examined according to Izard et al. (1980) as previously 
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described in this review. Children also were observed during free play using Altmann's 

(1974) methodology also previously described in this review. 

Matemal and child language were transcribed and coded for emotional language. 

The children's affective labeling was predicted by children's age and by matemal 

socialization language. Mothers who explained the characters' emotions in the book-

reading session used techniques of repeating the child's emotional utterances and 

questioning, in addition to using emotional language in socializing or guiding behavior. 

Matemal questions, but not their socializing language, appeared to be good predictors of 

understanding emotions. Mothers who used socializing language or repeated their 

children's emotional language, without clear explanations of emotional elements in the 

story plot, had children who showed less positivity as measured by happiness and fear. 

Denham and Auerbach (1995) propose that when mothers ask questions that require 

children to consider the emotional content ofthe story, and when they highlight fear and 

sadness and love rather than anger, children respond to their peers' distress in a prosocial 

manner. Questioning may prompt children to identify and process their own ideas about 

emotion. Children's greater imderstanding of emotions, positive expressiveness, and 

prosocial reactions to peers' emotions maybe predictive of social competence. 

Denham and Auerbach (1995) show that book-reading sessions can be used to 

explore how mothers socialize their children to understand emotions through discussion 

of affect in storybook characters. In order to further this research, book-reading sessions 

need to be conducted with fathers to examine how fathers emotionally frame situations 
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from the story with their children and how their emotion framing influences children's 

emotional competence. 

Fathers' Influence on Children's Outcomes. 

hi addition to perceiving emotions and emotional situations differentiy, mothers 

and fathers have distinct and unique roles in the socialization of emotions in their 

children. In their chapter in the Handbook of Father Involvement (2002), Parke et al. 

state that mothers and fathers play unique and overiappmg roles in the family. They use 

the family systems theory to explain fathers' roles in the family. Family systems theory 

assumes that individual family members are influenced by sets of relationships (father-

child, mother-father, mother-father-child) formed with other family members. Parke et al 

(2002) explain that fathers influence children's peer interactions by the nature ofthe 

father-child relationship. They report that boys and girls who grow up without fathers 

tend to be more at-risk for behavioral and psychological problems. They also state that 

time with fathers allows for opportunities for children to leam social skills that are 

necessary for successful peer relationships. Because fathers often engage in more 

physical play with children than mothers do, fathers have a unique way of interacting 

with children, and these playful exchanges teach children to be able to read a play 

partner's emotional signals and to send clear emotional cues, 

Parke et al. (2002) also describe how fathers' reactions to children's emotional 

displays can have implications for their emotional development and social competence 
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with peers. They report findings from literature that show how children's exposure to 

patemal anger can increase their likelihood to be rejected by peers and to show more 

aggressive or avoidant tendencies in emotional situations. However, they state that when 

fathers respond to children's positive emotions with their own positivity, their children 

are more likely to be socially competent. Therefore, patemal reactions to children's 

emotionality and how fathers handle their own emotional displays is important to 

children's emotional development. 

Other studies have been conducted to examine how fathers and mothers influence 

children by means of emotional expressivity in the home. For example, Boyum and Parke 

(1995) examined how the emotion expressed, along with its intensity and clarity, 

predicted children's outcomes with peers. The subjects included 50 kindergarten children 

(24 boys, 26 girls) from 5 to 7 years old and their two-parent families. The children 

attended elementary schools in east-central Illinois. Family SES ranged from lower to 

upper-middle class. Families were paid $20 for their participation. Thirty-four 

kindergarten classrooms participated (616 children) in the peer sociometric assessment 

procedure. Families were scheduled for observation when both parents could be at home 

for dinner and were asked to keep the dinner as routine as possible, responding to their 

children as they normally would. 

The peer sociometric ratings were based on the procedure by Asher et al. (1979), 

in which children sorted pictures of their classmates onto three cards, one with a smiling 

face at the top, one with a neutral face, and one with a sad face. Children also completed 
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the Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scale of Intelligence-Revised (WPPSI-R, 1989) to 

examine if there were any differences between intelligence levels and sociometric ratings. 

No differences were detected. Each classroom teacher completed questionnaires rating all 

the participating children on how much each child was liked/not liked, good at 

helping/sharing/taking tums (prosocial), says mean things/uses bad words (verbally 

aggressive), hits/kicks/bites (physically aggressive), and avoids others/plays alone 

(avoidant) (Cassidy & Asher, 1992). 

Observations were conducted in the participating children's homes. Two 

experimenters would arrive at the house 30 minutes before the mother said dinner would 

occur to set up two cameras and allow the families to get used to the equipment being 

present. Once dinnertime began, the experimenters left the room with the cameras 

ranning to record dinnertime interactions. The videotapes were coded dyadically, 

focusing on affect directed by one family member to a specific partner. Eight affect 

categories were identified, modified from categories developed by Gottman (1988). 

These categories included: questioning/puzzled, humor/tease/laugh, 

excitement/joy/surprise, happy/low-level positive/smile, neutral, low-level 

negative/disapproval, anger/mad/hostility, and disgust/sarcasm. To examine the 

frequency of emotional expressiveness, videotapes were coded in 15-second segments. 

Following dinner, the parents independentiy filled out sets of questionnaires. The 

Dinner Questionnaire was used to gather information about the typical family dinner, 

including frequency of dining together, location and length of meals, and typical dinner-
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related rales and activities. Parents rated how representative the dinner was of a typical 

dinner, and how family members were affected by the observation. The Halberstadt 

Family Expressiveness Questionnaire (FEQ; Halberstadt, 1986) was used to measure how 

often family members expressed emotions in various situations. 

This study obtained a family-contextual interaction because it not only used 

mothers and fathers, but how mothers, fathers, and children interacted together during 

dinnertime. The authors found that parents who were high in clarity of expressed affect 

might have been better senders of emotion (encode more clearly); therefore, affecting 

how children come to understand what emotions mean and when to use them. Boyum and 

Parke (1995) suggest that intense expressiveness of emotions might usually be associated 

with angry affect, which could account for the links with heightened aggression in 

children whose mothers used more intense emotions. However, clarity of negative 

expression might be helpful in terms of a more precise and modulated negative affect, 

which could provide the opportunity to leam to regulate negative affect. It was found that 

parental acceptance and assistance with negative affect, especially by fathers, was 

associated with less aggression and more prosocial behavior in children. The authors 

suggest that parents who display clear negative expressions may be providing their 

children with other mechanisms for leaming to manage negative emotions, which in tum, 

will assist in avoiding aggressive, confrontational interactions with peers. Boyum and 

Parke (1995) found that using anger often with children might obscure the ways children 
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leam about emotions because when it is used in noninstractive ways, it does not allow for 

others to respond appropriately. 

In conclusion, Boyum and Parke (1995) found that extreme expression of emotion 

during family meal times was associated with lower emotional competence in children, 

which can lead to lower social competence with peers. Their study shows that expressing 

emotions in moderation can help children leam how to understand emotions and regulate 

their own affective expressivity. This study shows that negative emotion expression from 

parents is not detrimental to children's outcomes, unless it is used too often and in 

uninstractive ways. Boyum and Parke (1995) also show how the sex ofthe parent and the 

ways they use emotions with their children can be related to children's emotional 

understanding and social competence with peers. 

Variables that Mav Affect How Parents Talk About Emotions with Children 

Literature that has examined how parents talk about emotions with their children 

(e.g., Colwell et al., 1999; Colwell & Mize, 1999) also has looked at factors that may 

affect how and when parents are presented with opportunities to discuss emotions with 

their children and how they respond to these situations (e.g., Eisenberg et al., 1996). 

Variables that may affect how parents talk about emotions with their children include: 

sex ofthe parent, SES, family stracture, children's age and sex, and ethnicity. 

Parent sex and emotion understanding. Men and women differ in their 

understanding and expression of emotions, and these differences can have effects on how 
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parents discuss emotions with their children. For example, Mufson and Nowicki (1991) 

compared how men and women differ in the understanding of emotion and their 

competencies in recognizing facial affect. 

In their study, 275 undergraduate American college students (105 men, 170 

women) enrolled in introductory psychology courses participated. Participants completed 

three measures: Locus of control was assessed by using the Adult Nowicki-Strickland 

Intemal-Extemal Scale (ANSIE; Nowicki & Duke, 1974), a test consisting of 40 yes-or-

no questions constmcted on the basis of Rotter's (1966, 1975) definition of intemal-

extemal control of reinforcement; The Self-Monitoring Scale (Snyder & Gangestad, 

1986) was used to measure individual differences in the extent to which people observe 

and control their own expressive behavior and self-presentation; and the Brief Affect 

Recognition Test (BART; Ekman & Friesen, 1974), a standardized series of 110 black-

and-white photographs of 14 adults models who were trained to depict six basic emotions 

and neutral expressions. 

Mufson and Nowicki (1991) found that women performed better than men in 

recognizing affect in facial expressions. Male high self-monitors with an intemal locus of 

control were more accurate than male low self-monitors with an intemal locus of control 

in decoding sad facial expressions. High self-monitors with an intemal locus of control 

correctiy identified more fear expressions than did low self-monitors with an intemal 

locus of control. Women accurately identified more fear expressions than did men. Men 
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were more accurate when they received instmctions that their performance was linked to 

social competence than when they did not. 

The ability to judge if others are feeling sad or afraid provided useful information 

for high self-monitors with intemal locus of control because according to social leaming 

theory, they highly value making favorable impressions on others and believe they can 

make the necessary changes to have a more positive impact on them. Women were more 

accurate than men on the overall identification of emotions and on identification of fear 

and disgust. Men's accuracy appeared more likely than women's to be dependent on their 

locus of control and self-monitoring orientations. Men, more often than women, appeared 

to be sensitive to the perceived meaning ofthe task they were doing. When men were 

told that their performance would be a measure of their social competence, their accuracy 

of their nonverbal processing performance increased. The authors suggest that women's 

motivation was already high and they perceived the task to be one of social competence. 

The findings from Mufson and Nowicki (1991) show that men and women 

perceive emotions differently; therefore, they may communicate with their children about 

emotions differently. How they understand emotions will have implications for the ways 

in which they socialize their children to understand emotions themselves. 

Other research has been conducted to examine how mothers and fathers react to 

children's emotional displays. For example, Eisenberg, Fabes, and Murphy (1996) sought 

to further the research on parental emotion-related reactions to children's social 
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competence, as well as prosocial behavior and how parents' reactions to their children's 

emotions are associated with children's emotional development. 

The participants were 148 children from three elementary schools from grades 

third through sixth. Ninety-one percent were White, 4% were Black, 2% were Hispanic, 

and 2% were Asian or American Indian. Seventy-four percent ofthe children came from 

intact families. Parents' reactions to their children's negative emotions were assessed 

through the Coping with Children's Negative Emotions Scale (CCNES; Fabes, 

Eisenberg, & Bemzweig, 1990), in which parents were presented with 12 situations and 

were asked how typically they would react to each situation. Mothers, fathers, and 

teachers also rated their children's emotional intensity with seven items from Larsen and 

Diener's (1987) Affective Intensity Scale. Mothers and teachers completed the Children's 

Coping Strategies Checklist (Ayers, Sandler, West, & Roosa, 1990; Program for 

Prevention Research, 1992; Sandler et al., 1994) to assess children's coping styles across 

12 coping behaviors. Mothers and teachers also filled out the Perceived Competence 

Scale for Children (Harter, 1979; Eisenberg et al., 1993). Children completed social skills 

items similar to the ones their mothers and teachers completed, and rated how much each 

ofthe six items on the questionnaire was like themselves. Teachers and mothers also 

rated three items relating to the children's popularity/peer acceptance. Prosocial behavior 

was assessed in a laboratory session where the children had an opportunity to soothe a 

crying baby. Soon after the session began between the experimenter and the child, a 

recording of a crying baby could be heard through the speakers in the room (Eisenberg et 
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al., 1993). The child had the opportunity to try to calm the baby by talking through the 

speaker, not saying anything to the baby, or tuming the speaker off The lab session was 

videotaped. Father questionnaires were either sent home with the mothers or mailed out. 

Eisenberg et al. (1996) found that matemal minimizing reactions (as assessed by 

tiie CCNES) were related to lower levels of social competence and avoidant coping. 

Patemal minimizing reactions also were associated with lower social functioning. 

Matemal moderate levels of encouragement of emotion expression were related with high 

quantity and quality of giris' comforting the crying baby. Along with matemal 

encouragement, matemal problem-focused reactions were associated with the quantity 

and quality of sons' comforting. Problem-focused matemal reactions may help foster 

boys' sensitivity to other's negative emotions, whereas moderate matemal 

encouragement of expression may be more optimal for girls. It is unclear as to why 

similar findings were not found for fathers. Eisenberg et al. (1996) suggest that it may be 

that emotion socialization is seen as more socially appropriate for women than for men. 

Fathers' perceptions of their children's negative emotionality were associated with 

distressed and punitive reactions to their children's emotional expressivity, with 

minimizing and low levels of problem-focused reactions for boys. 

In addition to the sex ofthe parent expressing emotions in the home, there are 

many other variables that can affect how parents and children discuss emotions. There 

has been much research conducted to examine how parents talk about emotions with their 
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children, and how such factors as SES, child age and sex, and ethnicity might affect how 

emotion talk occurs in the home between parents and children. 

Socioeconomic status and discussion of emotions. Pinderhughes, Dodge, Bates, 

Pettit, and Zelli (2000) tested direct and indirect contributions of SES and ethnicity to 

discipline responses. Participants in this study also were part ofthe Child Development 

Project (Dodge et al., 1994; Pettit et al., 1997). Famihes were recmited at the time of 

kindergarten preregistration and asked to participate in a longitudinal study of child 

development. Ofthe 585 participating families, 52% had a male child, and 48% had a 

female child; 82%> were white, 16% were African American, and 2% were from other 

backgrounds. Ofthe participating parents, 581 were mothers and 397 were fathers. 

In the summer before children entered kindergarten, two trained interviewers 

visited the motiier, father, and child in the home for a 3-hour session. At least one ofthe 

two visitors was the same ethnicity as the family. One parent was interviewed while the 

other parent completed written instmments. After about 90 minutes, the two parents 

switched roles. The parent interview consisted of a demographic survey, a history ofthe 

child's development, and parenting divided into past and current eras. The interview was 

followed by the presentation of five hypothetical parenting situations designed to solicit 

parent discipline responses and cognitive-emotional processes. 

Family SES was computed with HoUingshead's (1979) four-factor index of social 

status. General parenting beliefs were assessed with the Culture Questionnaire, and 

family stress was assessed through parent marital status, number of children living in the 
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home, the child's birth history, and the degree of planning ofthe pregnancy. Family 

stressors were discussed in the context of influences on the child's development. Parenta 

perceptions ofthe child were assessed through parent's affect about the child and 

evaluation ofthe child in a free-response 5 minute section ofthe interview. In the last 

part ofthe interview, parents were presented with five hypothetical vignettes to determin 

how parents would respond to misbehavior in an ambiguous context. After each vignette 

parents were asked why the child might have acted in that way, how the parent would 

feel if the child had acted that way, what he or she would do if their child acted in that 

manner, how he or she would punish the child, how worried they would be if their child 

acted in that way, and what they would do to prevent their child from misbehaving in the 

ways presented in the vignettes. Harsh discipline responses also were assessed. 

Pinderhughes et al. (2000) found that low-income parents tended to endorse more 

harsh discipline responses in part because they held stronger beliefs about the value of 

spanking, and they experienced higher levels of stress. These higher levels of stress were 

associated with more negative perceptions ofthe child and more intense cognitive-

emotional processes. Afiican American parents reported higher levels of stress and 

harsher discipline. Mothers, especially Afiican American mothers, reported higher levels 

of stressors than did European American mothers, and higher levels of stress were linked 

to more intense cognitive-emotional processes. Low-income parents were more likely to 

endorse the physical use of power to resolve confiict, whether between parent and child 

or between children. 
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The results from Pinderhughes et al. (2000) show that SES and parental stress can 

affect how parental cognitive-emotional processes take place. If parents are continually 

stressed by economic factors, they may be less likely to discuss emotions with their 

children or to offer constmctive coping strategies. The lack of emotion talk or exposure 

to developmentally appropriate emotion expression in the home may affect how children 

come to understand emotions and how to use them in relationships with others. 

In addition to SES, other variables might affect how parents talk about emotions 

in the home context and the opportunities that allow these types of discussion to take 

place. For example, Gringlas and Weinraub (1995) examined how family stracture 

influences social competence in a sample of children with "solo mothers," mothers who 

had never been married to the father of their child, thus never experiencing the emotional 

and financial stresses that often are associated with divorce or death ofa spouse. 

The Gringlas and Weinraub (1995) study was a follow-up study seven years after 

the original sample had been assessed. The original preschool sample (Weinraub & 

Wolfe, 1983,1987) consisted of 42 mother-child pairs, 21 children from solo-parent 

families, and 21 children from two-parent families. Solo-parent mother-child pairs were 

matched with a married parent-child dyad on child race, child sex, and child age. The 

mean age ofthe children was 36.7 months. Mothers were matched on age, education 

level, and SES. The mean age ofthe women in the first sample was 32.9 years. Ofthe 

original sample, 28 mother-child pairs participated in the current study. There were 14 
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solo mothers and their children (6 boys, 8 giris) and 14 married women and their children 

(8 boys, 6 giris). Two ofthe famihes (one solo and one married) were Afiican American 

and 26 were white. The children's average age was 10.8 years, and the mothers' mean 

age was 39.9. 

Mother-child pairs were seen in the laboratory, placed in separate rooms, and 

completed self-report measures. Each visit for both studies took about 1 y% hours. 

Teachers completed the Child Behavior Form (CBD; Lorion et al, 1981) in order to 

identify preschool and kindergarten children at risk for educational and/or psychosocial 

problems. During preschool, children's intelligence was measured using the Peabody 

Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT; Dunn ife Dunn, 1981). Children's compliance was 

assessed from a 15-minute stractured mother-child interaction task (modified from 

Baumrind, 1967). During preadolescence, children's self-perceptions were measured with 

the Self-Perception Profile For Children (Harter, 1985). To measure children's behavior 

problems, mothers completed the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach, 1978). 

The child's teacher also completed the behavior problems and academic performance 

sections ofthe teacher version ofthe CBCL. Also during preadolescence children 

completed The Child's Report of Parental Behavior Inventory (CRPBI; Schludermann & 

Schludermann, 1970) in order to measure parental discipline practices. Each child also 

filled out a 15-item questionnaire adapted from the Steinberg, Elmen, and Mounts 

Checklist (Steinberg, Elmen, & Mounts, 1989), conceming familial decision making on 

issues relevant to children in this age range. Social support was measured in preschool 
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and preadolescence with the Social Network Form (SNF; Wienraub & Wolfe, 1983). 

Stress was measured with the Holmes and Rahe (1967) Social Adjustment Rating Scale 

(SRRS) for preschool and adolescent times. 

Gringlas and Weinraub (1995) found that children from both solo-parent and 

married-parent families appeared the same at the time ofthe first study; however, as the 

children got older, important differences between the two groups on measures of 

behavior, social competence, and academic achievement began to emerge. Seven years 

later, children of solo parents who had not experienced family disraption or marital 

discord showed greater social-emotional and academic problems than their matched 

counterparts from two-parent homes. Children of solo mothers, especially sons, had more 

problems with adjustment than their peers with married mothers. Gringlas and Weinraub 

(1995) suggest that children reared in solo-parent families may be in a more vulnerable 

position when coping with preadolescence and with their mother's life circumstances. 

The combination of solo-parent family status and frequent stressful events appears to 

have especially ill effects on child behavior. 

The results from Gringlas and Weinraub (1995) show that family stracture 

influences children's outcomes. If parents are preoccupied with providing a home for 

their children, they may not have time to discuss emotions with their children. 

Therefore, families who experience high stress (due to financial reasons) and low support 

(because of family stracture) may have fewer opportunities to discuss emotions with their 

children, thus influencing children's emotional competence. 
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Influences of child age and sex in familv discussion of emotions. In addition to 

SES and family stracture, the age ofthe child can affect how parents talk to their children 

about emotions. For example, in the previously described study by Denham et al. (2003), 

age was found to be a significant predictor of emotional and social competence. 

Children's increasing cognitive abilities due to age allow them to engage in more 

sophisticated conversations with their parents about a wide range of subjects, including 

emotions. In another previously described study in this review, Denham and Auerbach 

(1995) found that children's age influenced their ability to recognize and label affective 

expressions and situations in which emotions might occur. In the previously described 

study by Denham et al. (1990), it was found that older children were liked better and 

were better able to understand emotional situations. Also in Dunn and Brown (1994, 

described previously in the review), older children were more likely to use other-oriented 

conflict management skills than younger children, who tended to use self-oriented 

negotiation in conflict. Therefore, it is not only extemal sources, such as SES or family 

stmcture, that can affect how parents and children talk about emotions, but intemal 

sources, such as child age, can influence the amount and quality of familial emotion talk. 

Children's sex has also been related to measures of emotional competence. For 

example, in the previously described McDowell et al. (2000), it was found that boys and 

girls use different display mle knowledge to guide their behavior in the disappointing gift 

paradigm. When girls used more positive responses instead ofthe disappointment they 
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felt for receiving a bad gift, they were seen as more socially competent. However, boys 

used more negative responses than giris did, showing that perhaps children are socialized 

along gender lines to behave in gender-appropriate ways. 

In regard to gender and emotional competence, Parke (1994, described eariier in 

the review) found that children might be exposed to different types and intensities of 

emotion. He found that parents exert influence over children's social relationships in 

three ways: (a) indirect socialization of emotions through dyadic interaction between the 

child and adults, siblings, or peers. The goals of these interactions may not be the 

transmission of rales and regulations about emotions, but the interactional contexts 

provide lessons in a variety of aspects of emotional skill; (b) direct teaching of rales and 

regulations of emotions as well as helping them leam to label their own and others' 

emotional states (parents encourage more relationship-oriented behaviors in girls than in 

boys); and (c) provide opportunities for children to leam about emotions. How parents 

provide opportunities for children to leam about emotions can be broken down into four 

more ways: (1) exposure to various kinds and intensities of emotional experience (boys 

more exposed to negative emotions than girls); (2) parental regulation of opportunities to 

play with certain toys and games that are stimulating and arousing to modulate children's 

emotional experiences; (3) regulation of TV viewing (boys usually watch more 

stimulating and violent shows than girls); and (4) opportunities to play with age-mates 

outside the family (with parents usually matching children ofthe same sex) to provide 

variations in children's emotional development. 
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These studies show how the combination of child age and sex may influence how 

parents talk to their children about emotions, ft is important to look at these variables 

when trying to understand children's emotional competence because these intemal factors 

may provide much variance in how children leam about emotions. 

The influence of ethnicitv on familv emotion discussion. Ethnicity may affect 

how parent-child emotion talk occurs in the home. For example, Hofferth (2003) found 

differences in fathers' parenting behaviors based on their ethnicity. The sample was from 

the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), a nationahy representative sample of U.S. 

men, women, and children, and the families in which they reside that has been followed 

for more than 30 years. The current sample consisted of 1,229 children living with two 

parents and for whom information reported by each parent was available. The CDS 

collected a complete time diary for one weekday and one weekend day for each child 0 to 

12 years old in the family. The time diary, which was usually answered by the mother or 

by tiie mother and the child, asked several questions about the child's flow of activities 

over a 24-hour period. The questions asked what activities were going on in the home, 

when it began and ended, and whether any other activity was taking place. Questions also 

were asked as to who was doing the activity with the child. Parental responsibility was 

assessed through 8 items that focused on the care of children. Economic variables were 

measured by the employment ofthe mother and the father and the neighborhood. 

Fathering attitudes and skills were evaluated from questions in the "Being a Father" scale 

(Pleck, 1997) and from the "Role ofthe Father" questionnaire (Palkowitz, 1984). Where 
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fathers and mothers have leamed about parenting also was measured, including the extent 

to which the respondent's own father was involved in raising him or her and whether they 

use their own father as a role model in their own parenting. Questions also were asked 

about from whom the father most leamed how to parent (e.g., their mother or father or 

someone else). 

Hofferth (2003) found that Black children's fathers are significantiy less engaged 

than are White children's fathers. There was no significant difference between Hispanic 

and White children's father's engagement. Black children's fathers spent less time eating 

meals with them, and they also spent less time reading to their children. Black families in 

this sample tended to be older, have more kids, and older kids. Fathers spent less time 

witii children in these circumstances. Black children were twice as likely as White 

children to live with a nonbiological father, and children received less patemal attention 

in such families. Across all the children, the more hours their father worked, the more 

money he made, and the better neighborhood, the lower his time with his children. The 

more hours the mother worked, the more time the father spent with his children. 

Demographic and economic factors such as family size, relationship to father, 

family stracture, and employment explained most ofthe fact that Black fathers appeared 

to spend less time engaged with their children than did White fathers. When these factors 

were controlled for, Black-White differences in engagement are no longer significant. 

The Hofferth (2003) study explains how ethnicity can affect how parents talk to 

their children about emotions. This study shows how ethnicity, family stracture, family 
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size, and gender ofthe parent being interviewed can influence how parental behaviors are 

carried out. If children are raised in larger families with less income, parents may be 

spread too thin while trying to make ends meet to discuss emotions with their children. 

Ethnicity also may play a role in children's ability to recognize affect in facial 

expressions and tones of voice. Collins and Nowicki (2001) conducted a study to explore 

how Afiican American children's understanding of emotions may differ from that of 

White children. The participants in this study were 84 African American 10-year-olds 

who attended a private school that was predominantiy Afiican American. These children 

were from lower-middle and middle-class families. There were also 70 White 10-year-old 

children included in the study from a private school that was predominantly attended by 

White lower-middle and middle-class families. 

The Diagnostic Analysis of Nonverbal Accuracy (DANVA; Nowicki & Duke, 

1994) and DANVA2 was used to measure children's ability to correctly identify facial 

expressions and tones of voice. The subsets ofthe DANVA and DANVA2 that were used 

in this study were the receptive facial expression (adult and child) and receptive tone of 

voice (adult and child). Children's sociometric status also was obtained by using an 

assessment developed by Moreno (1934). Children were given a sheet of names of 

children from their class and asked to circle the three they liked the most and put a line 

next to the three they liked the least. Teachers also were asked to judge children's social 

competence. Teachers were given a definition of social competence and asked to rate 

each child on a scale of 1 to 5, with high scores indicating higher social competence. 
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Results from Collins and Nowicki (2001) indicate that Afiican American children 

made significantiy more mistakes than did the European American children on the 

DANVA2 subsets of adult facial expression, child facial expressions, and aduh voices. 

More errors on adult and child paralanguage scores were correlated with greater extemal 

locus of control for both boys and girls. For boys, more errors on adult voices were 

significantiy correlated with lower teacher ratings of social competence. For girls, a 

higher frequency of being liked by peers was significantiy correlated with reading aduh 

voices correctiy, and a lower frequency of being disliked was related to the ability to 

ready children's voices accurately. Overall, more adept nonverbal communication was 

related to better relationship outcomes. Afiican American children were not as skilled as 

European American children in identifying emotion conveyed by European American 

children and adults' facial expressions and tones of voice. 

These findings from Collins and Nowicki (2001) show that ethnicity plays a role 

in children's ability to recognize facial expressions and tones of voice in others. It may be 

that the culture in which children are raised teaches them to understand emotions in 

different ways. 

Summarv 

The previously described studies explain the importance of emotional 

competence, particularly its strong ties with social competence. Each ofthe studies 

describes how the family is important in socializing emotions in children, and the 
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importance of emotion talk in the family on children's emotion understanding. While 

matemal emotion framing has been explored in previous studies, patemal emotion 

framing has yet to be assessed in the current literature. The research describing how 

individual difference variables, such as SES, family stracture, children's age and sex, 

parent sex, and children's ethnicity, may influence their understanding of emotions and 

emotional competence point out the importance that fathers play in children's lives and 

how they may have an important role in socializing children to understand emotions. 

Purpose and Hvpotheses 

The purpose ofthis study is to examine associations between patemal emotion 

framing in a book reading session and how it affects children's emotional competence. It 

is necessary to look at how fathers emotionally frame situations for children in order to 

determine how fathers influence their children's outcomes in terms of their emotional 

competence. It is hypothesized that fathers will talk about emotions with their children in 

the context of book reading, and that patemal emotion framing will be associated with 

children's understanding of emotions. It also is hypothesized that age, sex, and ethnicity 

ofthe child, in combination with family SES and stracture, will influence how emotions 

are discussed between fathers and children. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHOD 

Participants and Overview of Procedure 

Data for this study were collected from preschool children enrolled at the Texas 

Tech University Child Development Research Center (CDRC), the Early Head Start 

Child Development Center, and two other child care facilities in town as part of a larger 

study examining the contributions of mother-child and father-child interaction to 

children's social and emotional competence. Twenty-eight fathers from diverse 

socioeconomic backgrounds and ethnic status were recraited for this study. 

Parents who agreed to participate were contacted by a research assistant at the 

location ofthe childcare facility during pick-up or drop-off times. Consent for their 

children to participate in the interviews and for them to be videotaped with their children 

was obtained. If fathers were not present, phone numbers were obtained from mothers 

and fathers were scheduled for the videotaped session via the telephone. Observation 

sessions with father-child pairs were videotaped in a research room at Texas Tech 

University. Some observations were filmed in a research room at the Early Head Start 

facility to compensate for parents' schedules and transportation needs. The observation 

session included two different interaction contexts: a book reading task and a toy play 

session. Parents completed a Family Information Form (FIF) at the end ofthe observation 

session in order to report demographic information. 

58 



The Emotion Understanding interview (based on Denham et al., 1994), designed 

to assess children's emotion understanding (e.g., affective labeling and affective 

perspective-taking) was completed with each child, as was the Peabody Picture 

Vocabulary Test (PPVT; Dunn & Dunn, 1981) to assess children's receptive vocabulary. 

Fathers' Emotion Framing 

Fathers and their children were videotaped while they read a picture book with no 

printed text, One Frog Too Many, (Mayer & Mayer, 1975). The book contains a series of 

emotionally laden events centered on a boy and his pets. Fathers were told that the book 

has no words, and that they could create the story with their children. They were 

instracted to read the book with their child as they would at home. Therefore, fathers 

were free to emotionally frame the events on the pages in any manner they saw fit. 

Videotapes ofthe book reading sessions were rated by the author and two 

undergraduate research assistants trained by the author. Interrater disagreement over 

coding scores were handled by discussion until agreement was met. Five positive and five 

negative episodes in the book were chosen to be rated by the author and a child 

development expert to refiect episodes with clear emotion-laden content (see Table 1). 

For example, one positive episode includes a boy getting a present; in one negative 

episode, the large frog kicks the small frog off the raft and into the pond. Observers rated 

fathers' discussion on a 5-point scale for the extent to which fathers framed each event in 

the story positively or negatively based on the references made to emotion states and the 
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Table 1 

Emotion Framing Events 

Valence of 
Events 

Positive 

Negative 

Episode 

1. The boy receives a present. 

2. The boy and animals first see new baby frog in box 

(all characters are smiling, except the old frog). 

3. The boy introduces the new baby frog to the old animals. 

4. The baby frog jumps in the window ofthe boy's bedroom 

(all characters are smiling). 

5. The boy and animals are together again and happy (all 

characters are smiling). 

6. The old frog bites the new baby frog (the boy and his 

animals look surprised and upset). 

7. The boy scolds old big frog for biting the new baby frog 

(the boy and his animals are frowning). 

8. The old big frog kicks new baby frog off the raft. 

9. The boy and animals are looking for the new baby frog. 

10. The boy and the animals think the new baby frog is lost 

(the boys is crying and the animals are frowning). 
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strength and emphasis with which these ideas are expressed. Fathers received a score of 1 

(highly negative) if the events were framed in a clearly negative manner that reflected 

their negative judgment of, and disgust with, the situation and the characters (e.g., "That 

frog is being mean!" "What a bad frog!"). A score of 2 (mildly negative) was given if the 

father framed the events in a negative manner, but affect and emphasis of his comments 

were not a strong as those receiving a 1 (e.g., "I bet the little frog doesn't like that." "I 

think the dog looks sad."). Responses receiving a 2 corresponded with a mild mannered 

teaching approach instead of a value judgment. Fathers' framing received a 3 (neutral) if 

there was littie affective connotation in the reading ofthe events (e.g., "The boy has a 

present." "Everyone is looking for the baby frog."). A score of 4 (mildly positive) was 

given if fathers framed the events in a positive maimer, but they were not clearly excited 

or happy in their expression (e.g., "I wonder who gave him the present?" "They are all 

friends again.") A score of 5 (highly positive) was given if the father framed the events in 

a clearly positive manner by framing the events in a happy or excited way ("Look at that! 

The littie frog came back!" "Oh wow! The boy has a present!"). Interrater rehability for 

emotion framing coding was significant atr= .77 (p< .01). 

Indices of highly negative, mildly negative, neutral, mildly positive, and highly 

positive emotion framing consisted ofthe total number of intervals (out of 10 possible 

events) in which each type of framing was scored. For some analyses, aggregates of 

positive and negative framing were formed. Fathers' total positive framing was the 

number of episodes for which fathers received a positive framing score (a 4 or 5). 

61 



Fathers' total negative framing was the number of episodes for which fathers received a 

negative framing score (a 1 or 2). Fathers' neutral framing was the number of episodes 

for which fathers received a neutral framing score (i.e., a 3). These scores will be used, 

instead ofan average score, in order to examine possible distinct contributions of positive 

and negative framing. 

Emotion Understanding 

Affective labeling. The Aubum Emotion Understanding Interview was conducted 

to assess children's recognition and understanding of emotions. Interviews were 

conducted primarily by the author and an assistant professor, or with one of three female 

undergraduate research assistants. Procedures similar to Denham et al. (1994) were 

adapted to form the interview in which children were presented with an affective labeling 

and an affective perspective-taking task. For the affective labeling task, children were 

shown four Polaroid pictures ofan adult female (referred to as Pat) expressing four 

emotions: happy, sad, angry, and afraid. After looking at each photograph, the child was 

asked, "How does Pat feel in this picture?" The interviewer recorded the child's answer 

verbatim, and the valence ofthe emotion (i.e., positive or negative) also was recorded. 

Children received one point for correct emotion identification and zero points for 

incorrect emotion identification. Alpha for intemal consistency for identification ofthe 

photographs was a = .99. 
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After labeling the photographs, the same procedure was repeated using four line 

drawings ofa face (again identified as Pat) showing the same four emotions. The line 

drawings were presented in the order of happy, sad, angry, and afraid. Once the child had 

viewed the line drawings, they were laid down in the same order on a flat surface for the 

child. The interviewer then asked the child to point to the various emotions. The child's 

answers were recorded as correct or incorrect by the interviewer, with the score of one 

being given for correct answers and zero being given for incorrect answers. There were 

12 possible points for the affective labeling portion ofthe interview. If the child's answer 

was incorrect, the interviewer pointed to the drawing with the correct expression and 

saying, "I think this is the (correct emotion) picture." Each child was then asked, "What 

is something that makes you feel (happy, sad, angry, or afraid)?" The children's 

responses were recorded verbatim, but were not used in this study. Children's responses 

to both parts ofthe affective labeling task (the photograph and line drawing assessments) 

were combined to form one measure of children's emotion labeling. 

Affective perspective-taking. Following the affective labeling task, children were 

presented with 13 one-sentence narratives describing a child named Pat in various 

situations that would elicit the four emotions of happy, sad, angry, and afraid that were 

depicted in the previously described line drawings. Similar to procedures used by Borke 

(1971), after each scenario children were asked to identify how Pat would feel in the 

given situation either by pointing to the correct line drawing ofthe emotion expression or 

by verbally saying the appropriate emotion. Responses were recorded verbatim and coded 
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as correct or incorrect and as having a positive or negative valence. The vignettes were 

designed to evaluate children's knowledge of other people's emotions in nonambiguous 

situations. For example, "How would Pat feel if he/she dreamed a monster was chasing 

him/her?" or "How would Pat feel if his/her brother took his/her toy?" 

In this study, for each ofthe vignettes, children received 3 points for a correct 

answer, 2 points for identifying an emotion with the same valence as the correct answer 

(e.g., picking the sad face rather than the correct angry one), and 1 point for an incorrect 

choice. The range of points for the perspective-taking assessment was 13-39. Children's 

scores were averaged across the 13 scenarios to create a measure of affective perspective-

taking. Children's scores on the emotion labeling and affective perspective-taking tasks 

were significantiy correlated (r = .50, p < .01), and were averaged to form a composite 

measure of children's emotion understanding. 

Children's Receptive Vocabulary 

Researchers administered the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT; Dunn & 

Dunn, 1981) to children. The PPVT is a reliable and valid measure of children's receptive 

vocabulary. In the current study, children were presented with a series of panels with four 

line drawings per page and were asked to point to the object named by the interviewer. 

For example, on one panel, there is a flower, a rope, a bird, and a pair of scissors. 

Children were asked to "point to or touch the flower." Raw scores on the PPVT were 

used as a measure of children's vocabulary. Because ofthe highly verbal nature ofthe 
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emotion understanding measures, children's receptive vocabulary was used to partially 

control for associations between children's ability to understand directions and children's 

performance on the emotion understanding tasks. 
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CHAPTER W 

RESULTS 

The results are presented in three sections. First, descriptive findings are 

presented, along with frequencies of patemal emotion framing. Second, bivariate 

correlations among children's emotion understanding and their receptive vocabulary are 

presented. Finally, the associations among patemal emotion framing, demographic 

factors, and children's emotional competence are presented. 

Descriptive Findings 

Twenty-eight fathers participated in this study. The ethnicities ofthe fathers were 

obtained through self-report: 21 White, 1 Mexican American, 4 Hispanic, and 2 Afiican 

American. There were 9 daughters in the study and 19 sons, and their ages ranged 

between 2 and 5 years old, with 9 children at age two, 7 children at age three, 9 children 

at age four, and 3 children at age 5. Fathers' income ranged from $10,000 to over 

$85,000 per year. The SES of fathers ranged from 27.53 to 97.16 ofthe SES rating scale 

(HoUingshead, 1979). 

Fathers' emotion framing. Fathers' emotion framing was of interest because how 

fathers emotionally frame situations for their children had not been assessed prior to this 
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Table 2 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Ranges of Patemal Emotion Framing, Children's 
Emotional Competence, and Children's Vocabulary 

Measure 

Patemal Emotion Framing 

Positive Framing ^ 

Negative Framing ^ 

Framing in Positive ^ 

Framing in Negative ° 

Highly Negative ̂  

Mildly Negative '^ 

Neutral ̂  

Mildly Positive ^ 

Highly Positive ^ 

Children's Emotional Competence 

M 

1.79 

2.75 

2.99 

2.21 

.32 

2.43 

4.46 

1.68 

.11 

i" 1.03 

SD 

1.37 

1.65 

.72 

.66 

.72 

1.64 

2.19 

1.44 

.31 

.43 

Range 

0 - 5.00 

0 - 5.00 

1.20-4.00 

0 - 3.00 

0 - 3.00 

0 - 5.00 

1.00-9.00 

0 - 5.00 

0-1.00 

0-1.61 

Possible 
Range 

0-10 

0-10 

0 - 5 

0 - 5 

0-10 

0-10 

0-10 

0-10 

0-10 

N 

28 

28 

28 

28 

28 

28 

28 

28 

28 

28 

Children's Receptive Vocabulary 

PPVT Raw Scores 43.00 24.06 4 -88 28 

^ = Total number of events coded as negative or positive 

= Average framing ratings across positive episodes 

^ = Average framing ratings across negative episodes 

= Number of events which were scored as highly negative, mildly negative, neutral, 
mildly positive, and highly positive. 

^= Average of children's labeling and perspective-taking scores 
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study. As predicted, fathers utilized the complete range of possible emotion framing 

scores during the book reading session with their children. The mean for fathers' total 

positive emotion framing was 1.79, while the mean for total negative framing was 2.75. 

The type of framing that was used most by fathers was neutral emotion framing (M= 

4.46), followed by mildly negative {M= 2.43), mildly positive ( M - 1.68), highly 

negative {M= .32), and highly positive (M= .11) framing was used the least (see Table 

2). 

Fathers also showed slight variation in how they framed each episode (see Table 

3). However, only three fathers out ofthe 28 used highly positive emotion framing while 

reading the book with their children, and only 9 fathers used highly negative framing. No 

fathers framed any ofthe positive events as highly negative, and none of them framed the 

negative events in the book as highly positive. Emotion framing in the positive events 

was significantiy associated with framing in the negative events (r = .72, p < .01), 

suggesting that fathers were likely to use both positive and negative emotion framing, not 

just one type of framing instead ofthe other. 

Table 3 shows that fathers' preference in emotion framing was to use neutral 

emotion framing consistently across all 10 events, with slight variation. Highly negative 

emotion framing and highly positive emotion framing were significantly correlated (r = 

.66, p < .01), showing that fathers were significantly likely to use both positive and 

negative emotion framing during the sessions instead of one extreme emotion over the 
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Table 3 

Number of Fathers Using a Specific Valence for Each Event 

Valence 

1. Highly Negative 

2. Mildly Negative 

3. Neutral 

4. Mildly Positive 

5. Highly Positive 

Total 

1 

0 

0 

20 

6 

0 

26 

2 

0 

1 

22 

3 

1 

27 

Positive Events 

3 

0 

2 

16 

4 

0 

22 

4 

0 

0 

8 

14 

2 

24 

5 

0 

1 

10 

15 

0 

26 

1 

3 

14 

7 

1 

0 

25 

2 

3 

20 

2 

0 

0 

25 

Negative Events 

3 

2 

8 

12 

4 

0 

26 

4 

0 

4 

22 

0 

0 

26 

5 

1 

18 

6 

0 

0 

25 

Note: The total number of dads for each event varies because fathers who were not reading the book during 

a particular event are not included in this table. 
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other. Neutral emotion framing also was negatively associated with mildly positive 

emotion framing (r = -.52, p < .01). 

Fathers' emotion framing and children's emotional competence. Children's 

affective labeling and affective perspective taking scores were correlated 

{r = .50, p < .01). Because the correlation was significant, the affective labeling and 

affective perspective taking scores were combined to form the composite score of 

children's emotional competence, hidices of emotion framing were significantiy 

associated with children's emotional competence. For example, fathers' use of highly 

negative emotion framing was negatively associated with children's emotion 

understanding (r - -.38,/? < .05). (see Table 4). Also, fathers' highly positive emotion 

framing was negatively associated with children's emotion understanding (r = -A%,p < 

.05). These findings show that extreme emotion expression is negatively related to 

children's emotional competence. 

As shown in Table 4, there also were some nonsignificant findings in the study. 

For example, the composite of fathers' positive framing (highly positive and mildly 

positive) and fathers' negative framing (highly negative and mildly negative) were not 

significantly associated with children's emotional competence. Also, framing in positive 

episodes (average framing ratings across positive episodes) and framing in negative 

episodes (average framing ratings across negative episodes) were not significantly 

associated with children's emotional competence. Ethnicity was not included in Table 4 

because the N in the different groups was not large enough to compute an ANOVA for 

the ethnicity variable. Also, the demographic variables of sex and SES were not 
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significantiy associated with children's emotional competence or fathers' emotion 

framing, as was originally predicted. 

Associations Among Measures of Emotion Understanding and Children's 
Receptive Vocabularv 

Because the Emotion Understanding Interview requires verbal skill, children's 

receptive vocabulary was correlated with their emotion understanding to determine if 

they would be related. Children's receptive vocabulary and emotional competence were 

significantiy correlated (r = .56,p < .01, see Table 4). Therefore, children with more 

advanced vocabulary scored higher on the emotion understanding tasks. Children's age 

also was significantly associated with their receptive vocabulary (r = .59, p < .01). As 

expected, as children grow older, their verbal understanding increases. 

Associations Among Patemal Emotion Framing, Demographic Factors. 
and Children's Emotional Competence 

Controlling for children's receptive vocabularv. Partial correlations were 

conducted to determine how patemal emotion framing and children's emotional 

competence were related, controlling for children's receptive vocabulary. Fathers' total 

positive emotion framing (r = .32, p < .05), mildly positive emotion framing (r = .39, p < 

.05), and highly positive emotion framing (r = -.42, p < .05) all were significantly 

correlated with children's emotional competence, once verbal ability was controlled (see 

Table 5). These results show that even when children's verbal ability is taken into 

account, fathers' emotion framing is associated with children's understanding of 
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emotions. The partial correlations were conducted to ensure that the relationships 

between patemal emotion framing and children's emotional competence were not 

confounded by children's verbal ability. Once again, the extreme emotion expression 

(highly positive) was negatively associated with children's emotional competence. 

Patemal emotion framing and demographic variables. Unexpectedly, 

demographic variables, such as child sex, ethnicity, and SES were not significantly 

related to fathers' type of emotion framing (see Table 4). However, in accordance with 

the hypotheses ofthe study, total negative patemal emotion framing was significantly 

related to children's age (r = .52, p < .01). Therefore, as children grow older, fathers may 

be more likely to use more negative emotion framing. As expected, child age was 

positively associated with emotional competence (r = .49, p < .01). 
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Table 5 

Correlations between Patemal Emotion Framing and Children's Emotional Competence 
Controlling for Children's Vocabulary 

Patemal Emotion Framing Children's Emotional Competence 

Positive Emotion Framing^ ,32* 

Negative Emotion Framing^ -.09 

Highly Negative*' _.24 

Mildly Negative^ .02 

Neutral*' .21 

Mildly Positive'' .39* 

Highly Positive*' -.42* 

* = =p<.05 

^ = Total number of events (out of a possible 10) coded as negative (highly negative + 
mildly negative) or positive (highly positive + mildly positive). 

= Number of events (out of a possible 10) which were scored as highly negative, mildly 
negative, neutral, mildly positive, and highly positive. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose ofthe current study was to examine associations between patemal 

emotion framing as assessed from a book reading session and children's emotional 

competence. This study is important because how fathers emotionally frame situations for 

their children has not previously been assessed in the literature, and it examines the 

possible influence fathers have on children's emotional competence. 

There are several key findings from this study. The first finding deals with 

cormections between patemal emotion framing, children's emotional competence, and 

partial control of children's vocabulary. Even after children's verbal ability was 

controlled for, patemal emotion framing (in terms of total positive, mildly positive, and 

highly positive) was significantiy associated with children's emotional competence. In 

contrast to Colwell and Mize's (1999) study of matemal emotion framing (where mildly 

negative matemal emotion framing was associated with increased emotion understanding 

in children), fathers' mildly positive emotion framing was associated with children's 

better understanding of emotions. A possible explanation for the differences in the 

associations between mothers' and fathers' emotion framing could be found in how 

parents typically interact with their children. For example, Cassidy et al. (1992) state that 

mothers are more likely to bring up emotional situations in the family context and are 

more likely to talk about emotions, while fathers' playfixl interactions styles are more 

frequent than emotion discussion. Therefore, mothers' use of more mildly negative 
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emotion framing in Colwell and Mize (1999) could be seen as mothers trying to teach 

their children about emotions. In contrast, fathers' use of more mildly positive emotion 

framing could be their avenue of teaching children about emotions through play. 

Results from the current study also indicate that highly negative or highly positive 

patemal emotion framing was associated with poorer emotion understanding in children. 

These results are consistent with Hoffinan (1986), who stated that there appears to be an 

optimal range of cognitive processing of emotions in children. Too much positive or 

negative emotion may dismpt cognitive processing abilities and confuse children. 

Therefore, the findings from this study replicate previous studies (e.g., Colwell & Mize, 

1999; Colwell et al., 1999) in that highly positive or negative emotion framing led to 

decreased emotion understanding in children. 

In concordance with the hypotheses, fathers did talk about emotions with their 

children during the book reading session, but not in as wide a range as expected. The 

results show that fathers used the complete range of emotion expression (highly negative, 

mildly negative, neutral, mildly positive, highly positive) during their book reading 

session with their children, but the most frequently used form of emotion framing was 

neutral framing. In this study, neutral emotion framing is defined as fathers' use of 

emotion words when they talked about the episodes in the book, but without using any 

emotional valence or expression in their words. This neutral framing was not 

significantly related with children's understanding of emotions or any other demographic 

variables. 
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A possible explanation for the lack ofa significant association between fathers' 

neutral framing and children's emotional competence could be that although fathers did 

talk about emotions with their children, they did not use positive or negative emotionally 

valenced words in their discussion ofthe events in the book. Studies have shown (e.g., 

Colwell & Mize, 1999; Colwell et al., 1999) that using positively or negatively valenced 

words when framing situations for children teaches them about emotions and their 

meanings. Perhaps emotion framing is not the main avenue in which fathers teach their 

children about emotions. For example, Parke (1994) states that fathers do teach their 

children about emotions, but more through the avenues of physical play, whereas mothers 

teach their children about emotions by being more emotionally expressive. Previous 

research (Cassidy et al, 1992) has shown that the frequency of emotions expressed in the 

family and the discussion of emotions (by both mothers and fathers) could contribute to 

greater emotion understanding. 

Inconsistent with hypotheses, the influence of demographic variables on how 

fathers emotionally framed events for their children were not significantly related, except 

for the age ofthe child. These results were surprising due to the existing that states that 

age, sex, ethnicity, and SES influence other parenting practices and how adults and 

children understand and express emotions literature (e.g., Hofferth, 2003; Collins, & 

Nowicki, 2001; Denham et al., 2003; Pinderhughes et al., 2000). Perhaps because this 

sample was mostly homogeneous (21 White fathers with 35.7% eaming above $85,000 

per year), the effects of these demographic factors could not be observed. 
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This study is important because it shows that how fathers talk about emotions 

with their children can have an impact on how children understand emotions. These 

results contradict conventional wisdom and prior research which states that men do not 

talk about emotions as much as women (e.g., McDowell & Parke, 2000), especially with 

their children; rather, it reveals that fathers are another important facet to helping children 

develop socially and emotionally through emotion framing. Fathers are rarely cited in the 

emotion literature, and this study opens another avenue of research in which fathers, and 

not just mothers, play an important role in the parenting of children. 

Findings from this study show that it is not just emotion framing that affects 

children's emotional competence, but the type of emotion framing used. Framing all 

situations in a highly positive or highly negative maimer may be confiising to children 

and may actually hinder their understanding of emotions. Conversely, fathers use of mild 

and/or neutral emotion framing may teach their children about emotions without being 

too overwhelming to their developing children. The results from this study indicate that 

mildly positive emotion framing by fathers had the most beneficial effect on children's 

emotional competence. Perhaps it is the intensity (e.g., Parke et al, 2002; Colwell & 

Mize, 1999; Boyum & Parke, 1995; Denham et al, 1994) of emotion framing used that 

aids children's emotion understanding instead of just frequency of emotion talk. 

Limitations ofthe Study and Future Directions 

The small and homogeneous sample (N=2S) may not have been large enough or 

diverse enough to show the tme effects that fathers' emotion framing has on children's 
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emotional competence. A fiiture study should have a larger and more diverse sample, 

with fathers and children from a wider SES range. Perhaps team studies in different cities 

or states could be conducted in order to assess a regional variation in fathers' tendency to 

emotionally frame situations for their children. 

In addition, the laboratory session could be seen as "contrived" in that fathers and 

their children were observed reading a book together, instead of being observed in a more 

natural environment. Also, it could be seen that fathers were "forced" to talk about 

emotions with their children because they were given an emotionally laden book to read 

with their children. The fact that an observer with a camera was in the room may have 

caused the dyads to act differently than they would if they were in a more familiar setting 

by themselves. However, the dyads in the sample did not react adversely; rather, they 

appeared to ignore the video camera and observer throughout most ofthe sessions and 

played together comfortably. A fiiture study could administer a questionnaire that 

addressed the issue of comfort and familiarity ofthe parents in the laboratory setting, and 

whether or not they acted similarly to how they would at home, or if they changed their 

behaviors due to the camera. Also, a home study could be conducted in which cameras 

are set up in the home and fathers and their children are observed reading books and 

doing other tasks in a more comfortable enviromnent. 

The issue of bidirectionality needs to be addressed as well. Several studies (Bell, 

1968; Hittieman & Dickes, 1979; Cowan, & Avants, 1988; Kochanska, 1992; Krappman, 

Schuster, & Youniss, 1998) have shown that the temperament and sex ofthe child, how 

they respond to their parents, previous experiences ofthe dyad, and child interest in the 
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emotional situation all play a part in how children come to understand emotions. While 

parents have a large part in socialization, it is not a one-way street. Both parents and 

children influence each other. However, because ofthe correlational nature ofthe study, 

patemal and child influences cannot be separated. Therefore, a longitudinal study should 

be conducted in order to solve the problem of direction of effects encountered in this 

study. 

How fathers compare to mothers in emotion framing is also of interest, but could 

not be assessed in this study. The current study is part ofa larger study of parental 

emotion framing. Some ofthe children in the study completed the same book reading 

session with their mothers at another time; however, there were not enough children who 

had mothers and fathers participating in the study to compare mothers and fathers in their 

type of emotion framing. It would be interesting to see if the effects of emotion framing 

by mothers and fathers are separate or additive in their influence on children's emotional 

development. 

Conclusions 

Despite the caveats, this study is still worthwhile to the literature in the areas of 

children's emotional development, family interactions, and parenting practices. This 

study brings fathers to the forefront of children's emotional development, which allows 

their contributions to be revealed. The fact that the fathers in this study were willing to 

emotionally frame events in the picture book for their children dispels the myth that men 

do not talk about emotions. In fact, this study shows that fathers are willing to talk to 
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their children about emotions and teach them how to use emotions in their lives. It will be 

interesting to see where this line of research will lead, and what we will find out about 

fathers' influences on children's emotional competence in the future. 
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