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Self-determination theorists argue that parents can support or thwart their children’s
psychological needs for relatedness, autonomy, and competence. The first aim of
this study was to develop a measure to assess six dimensions of parenting
theoretically linked to meeting toddlers’ needs. The second aim was to examine
the associations of these dimensions with mothers’ sensitivity, attachment, and
parenting attitudes. Participants were 61 mothers who expressed having
parenting difficulties. Mothers completed questionnaires to assess their warmth,
autonomy support, structure, rejection, coercion, and chaos, and self-reported
their parenting competence and enjoyment. Mother–toddler interactions were
observed to assess mothers’ sensitivity, and attachment was assessed with the
Strange Situation. Mothers who reported less coercion were more sensitive. Most
parenting practices were associated with parents’ perceptions of competence and
enjoyment of parenting in the expected directions. Self-reported parenting was
not associated with attachment, but greater sensitivity was observed among
secure compared to insecure mother–toddler pairs.

Keywords: self-determination theory; emotional sensitivity; parenting practices;
parenting attitudes

Fulfilment of children’s psychological needs to feel connected, competent, and auton-
omous plays a defining role in their well-being and future development (Grolnick et al.,
2014; Joussemet, Landry, & Koestner, 2008; Skinner, Johnson, & Snyder, 2005;
Zimmer-Gembeck & Collins, 2003). Although social relationships are important con-
texts serving to assist or prevent the fulfilment of humans’ psychological needs across
the entire lifespan, parents are the primary context providing such opportunities for very
young children via their specific caregiving practices and behaviours. Although the
individual behaviours of parents that promote or undermine young children’s needs
are numerous and diverse, three positive core features of warmth, structure, and auton-
omy support, and three negative features of rejection, chaos, and coercion have been
useful for organising parenting practices (Skinner et al., 2005). Parental warmth is
expressed by affection and caring, whereas rejection is expressed through hostility or
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criticism. Structure is predictability, consistency, and providing limits, whereas chaos is
inconsistent, erratic, or arbitrary parenting behaviours. Autonomy support provides
messages that encourage and value agency and individual expression, whereas coercion
involves over-controlling practices and demanding of obedience.

Self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2000) is the most directly relevant
theory supporting the notion of these six dimensions of parenting as important for chil-
dren’s need satisfaction, development, and well-being. In SDT, these six social-contex-
tual conditions are described as those that support versus subvert three psychological
needs of relatedness, competence, and autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Ryan & Deci,
2000). Empirically, the enhanced outcomes associated with social settings and relation-
ships that support relatedness, competence, and autonomy have been demonstrated
across decades of research. These include improved learning and educational perform-
ance, psychotherapy outcomes, relationship functioning, weight loss, and physical
health outcomes (Ng et al., 2012; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Patrick, Knee, Canevello,
& Lonsbary, 2007; Ryan & Deci, 2008; Silva et al., 2010).

More closely related to the current study, the six parenting dimensions have been
previously examined in relation to social and emotional adjustment of children and ado-
lescents. Parental warmth and affection have been described as the most basic and criti-
cal parenting quality (Skinner et al., 2005), with higher levels of warmth being
prospectively associated with children’s lower levels of behavioural problems and
higher levels of social functioning (Waller et al., 2014; Zhou et al., 2002). On the
other hand, parental rejection has been shown to predict children’s elevated symptoms
of anxiety, depression, and aggression, as well as concerns about social rejection in
children and adolescents (Roelofs, Meesters, ter Huurne, Bamelis, & Muris, 2006;
Rowe, Zimmer-Gembeck, Rudolph, & Nesdale, 2015).

Parentingpractices that support child or adolescent autonomyhave received substantial
research attention,with results consistently showing that autonomy-supportiveparenting is
predictive of enhanced psychosocial outcomes in children and adolescents, including
attachment security, life satisfaction, and depression (Ferguson, Kasser, & Jahng, 2011;
Soenens, Park, Vansteenkiste, & Mouratidis, 2012; Whipple, Bernier, & Mageau, 2011;
seeZimmer-Gembeck,Ducat,&Collins, 2011 for a review). In contrast, autonomy-restric-
tive (i.e. coercive) parenting has been linked with increasing psychopathology over time,
including social anxiety and depressive symptoms (Rowe et al., 2015). Finally, the
provision of structure is a parenting quality with a long history of research attention.
Benefits have been observed in children’s reduced internalising and externalising
symptoms, and increased academic competence in association with consistent limit-
setting and high parental expectations (Mattanah, 2001; Simons-Morton, Haynie,
Crump, Eitel, & Saylor, 2001). Inconsistent and ineffective (i.e. chaotic) parenting has
been linked with psychopathology and conduct problems in children (Dwairy, 2010).

Measurement of the six parenting dimensions

In order to examine these six dimensions of parenting, Skinner et al. (2005) developed the
Parent as Social Context Questionnaire (PSCQ) for adolescents. Using this measure par-
ental warmth, autonomy support, and structure were associated with self and teacher
reports of lower child maladjustment and higher school engagement (McBride, 2008;
Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer, 2009), whereas parental rejection, coercion, and chaos
were associated with greater maladjustment (McBride, 2008). Notably, no study could
be located that has assessed the six general parenting dimensions in parents of toddlers.

2 M.J. Zimmer-Gembeck et al.
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There is evidence that these dimensions are relevant for young children, however. In
particular, the PSCQ measure was modified to examine parenting dimensions in relation
to youngchildren’s (age4–7years) eatingbehaviour, and results showed that parents’ coer-
cion and chaos exacerbated children’s disinhibited eating (Joyce & Zimmer-Gembeck,
2009).Accordingly, thefirst aimof thepresent studywas tomodify thePSCQ tobe suitable
as a measure of the six parenting dimensions with reference to toddlers. The second aim
was to assess whether the six toddler parenting dimensions were associated with observed
parenting (mothers’ emotional sensitivity), parent–child attachment, parents’ sense of their
parenting competence, and their enjoyment of parenting.

Caregivers’ sensitivity and attachment, and parents’ competence and
enjoyment

Caregivers’ sensitivity. Sensitivity – caregivers’ ability to detect, interpret, and effec-
tively respond to their child’s cues – is typically assessed through the observation of
parent–child interactions (see Biringen, Robinson, & Emde, 2000; De Wolff & van
Ijzendoorn, 1997; Thomas & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2011). Caregivers’ sensitivity is
considered to be a key predictor of a range of psychosocial outcomes in children,
including parent–child attachment security (De Wolff & van Ijzendoorn, 1997;
Eshel, Daelmans, de Mello, & Martines, 2006). Notably, lower sensitivity has been
associated with higher levels of harsh parenting practices, concurrently and over
time (Joosen, Mesman, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & van IJzendoorn, 2012). Similarly,
we anticipated that parents who demonstrate greater sensitivity to their toddlers’
needs would report more positive and fewer negative parenting practices.

Caregiver–child attachment. During early childhood, key developmental tasks
involve establishing trust in the world and developing an understanding of autonomy
(Erikson, 1959). During the first two years of life, an expectation of truthfulness of
others and sense of oneself as valuable originates within the parent–child relationship,
and depends on the caregiver meeting the child’s basic needs for comfort and suste-
nance (Bowlby, 1988; Erikson, 1959). Between ages two and four years, toddlers
develop the cognitive and motor abilities to begin exploration of the world. A care-
giver’s ability to support that exploration, encourage attempts to face new challenges,
and support the development of individual interests is theorised to promote the toddler’s
sense of autonomy. Such a pattern of interactions between caregivers and their toddlers
has been captured through the assessment of their attachment relationships. Thus,
attachment security has been described as providing the child with a safe haven from
which to venture, and return to, for comfort (Bowlby, 1988), whereas appropriate par-
ental limits provide safe boundaries around exploration. Such notions highlight the
importance of parental practices that are warm, but especially those that provide
support for autonomy, in order to satisfy the salient needs of toddlers and establish a
secure attachment relationship. Thus, in the present study we anticipated that warmth
and autonomy support would be associated with attachment security, whereas parental
rejection and coercion would be elevated among children classified as insecure.

Parents’ sense of parenting competence and enjoyment of parenting. Caregivers’
beliefs about their efficacy or competence as a parent have been identified as an important
correlate of parental enjoyment of their caregiving role and the quality of the family context
(Coleman & Karraker, 1998). Theory suggests that caregivers with a higher sense of par-
enting competence will show confidence and proficiency in their parenting behaviours,
whereas caregivers with a lower sense of competence may struggle to respond effectively
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in challenging caregiving situations (Jones & Prinz, 2005). Accordingly, research shows
that parenting self-efficacy does accompany positive parenting, including warmth, invol-
vement, responsiveness, limit-setting, non-punitive caregiving, and efforts to enhance par-
enting skills through attending formal parenting programmes and self-education (for
reviews, see Coleman&Karraker, 1998; Jones & Prinz, 2005). In line with these findings,
we hypothesised that caregivers reporting a higher sense of parenting competence would
also report more positive, and less negative, toddler parenting practices.

Although not widely studied, enjoyment or personal meaning within the parenting
role has also been linked with parenting beliefs and behaviours, including lower intol-
erance and negative feelings towards the child, and greater prioritising of the child’s
needs (Ashton-James, Kushlev, & Dunn, 2013; Lerner & Galambos, 1985). It is
theorised that satisfaction within the mother role is related to more adaptive parenting
practices through enhanced mood, fulfilment, and self-efficacy accompanied by role
satisfaction (Lerner & Galambos, 1985). Accordingly, we predicted that caregivers
reporting greater pleasure in interactions with their toddlers would also endorse more
positive, and less negative, parenting practices.

The current study

To address our aims of (1) assessing six dimensions of parenting in a new measure for
parents with toddlers and (2) examining the association of these dimensions with obser-
vations and self-report methods, we used multiple methods of assessment. Caregivers’
sensitivity and attachment security were assessed via observation of mother–toddler
interactions, and female caregivers also completed a self-report questionnaire. We
anticipated that the six parenting practice dimensions would be moderately correlated
with each other. We also anticipated that the positive parenting dimensions of warmth,
autonomy support, and structure would each be uniquely associated with parents’
greater feelings of competence and enjoyment of parenting, and elevated sensitivity.
Conversely, we anticipated that the three negative parenting dimensions of rejection,
coercion, and chaos would be uniquely associated with parents’ lower levels of compe-
tence and enjoyment, as well as less sensitivity.

Moreover, given previous research that has associated warmth and autonomy
support, in particular, with attachment and sensitivity (Whipple et al., 2011), we
expected that these parenting dimensions would be associated with observed attach-
ment status and caregivers’ sensitivity. We expected that mothers of secure toddlers
would report more warmth and autonomy support and display greater sensitivity com-
pared with insecure toddlers. Moreover, given that rejection and coercion are parenting
strategies that undermine children’s needs for relatedness and autonomy (Skinner et al.,
2005), we also expected rejecting and coercive parenting to be lower in toddlers classi-
fied as securely attached compared with other toddlers, and that mothers who were
observed to be more sensitive would report lower levels of rejecting and coercive par-
enting practices.

Method

Participants

Participants were 61 female caregivers (Mage = 30 years, SD = 6.5 years, range: 19–44
years) and their children (37 boys, 24 girls; Mage = 21.4 months, SD = 5.2 months,

4 M.J. Zimmer-Gembeck et al.
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range: 12–35 months). Overall, 66 mothers entered the study, but the observational
equipment failed for 5 participants. Of the 61 participants, most caregivers were bio-
logical mothers (95%). The remaining 5% were female foster carers or female relatives.
For simplicity, we refer to the caregivers as mothers. The majority of mothers had com-
pleted some high school (79%), and 20% reported some tertiary education. Two
mothers (3%) identified as being Australian Aboriginal or Pacific Islander.

Fifty-seven per cent of the participants were referred from family and child health
and welfare agencies (43% from child protection authorities, 12% from government
health services, and 2% from community social service organisations) for this study
and a parenting intervention programme. The remaining 43% of participants were
self-referred. Only mothers’ sensitivity differed between agency and self-referred
participants. Mothers who were self-referred were observed to be more sensitive
(M = 5.71, SD = .94) when compared with mothers referred from child welfare and
other agencies (M = 5.13, SD = .93). Only data collected prior to the parenting pro-
gramme were used in the present study.

Measures

Parenting dimensions. The PSCQ (Skinner et al., 2005), originally developed for
parents of older children and adolescents, was shortened and modified to be appropriate
for parents of toddlers (PSCQ-Toddlers (PSCQ-T), see Appendix 1). The original
PSCQ measured six dimensions of parenting with five items each, including three posi-
tive dimensions of warmth, autonomy support, and structure, and three negative dimen-
sions of rejection, coercion, and chaos. For the current study, the items were modified to
be age appropriate and reduced from 5 to 4 items per subscale. As in the original PSCQ,
response options ranged from 1 (not true at all) to 4 (very true). Sample items include
the following: ‘I can always find time for my child’ (warmth) and ‘I find myself getting
into power struggles with my child’ (coercion). Cronbach’s α was .71 for warmth, .71
for structure, .70 for autonomy support, .62 for rejection, .63 for chaos, and .60 for coer-
cion. Appropriate items were averaged to form a composite for each parenting
dimension.

Mothers’ observed sensitivity. We used the sensitivity subscale of the Emotional
Availability scales to assess mothers’ observed sensitivity (Biringen, 2008). This
measure considered the mother’s affect, ability to respond to the child’s signals, flexi-
bility, and accessibility to the child. Mothers were rated from 1 (highly insensitive) to
9 (highly sensitive). Two independent coders who were blind to other measures rated
the middle 10-minute segment of a 20-minute video-recorded parent–toddler free
play session. This middle 10-minute section was chosen as it provides a 5-minute
settle-in period at the beginning and does not utilise the final 5 minutes when
some toddlers appeared to tire. Because the difference between raters was never
more than two points, the final sensitivity score for each interaction was calculated
as the mean of the two ratings. Coders kept the young age of the children in mind
when assigning scores.

Attachment security. The Strange Situation Procedure (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters,
& Wall, 1978) was conducted with mothers and toddlers to assess attachment organis-
ation. Two independent raters coded all video-recorded Strange Situation sessions and
were blind to other measures. The coders were trained and obtained reliability in Ains-
worth’s A, B, C coding system prior to this study. Classifications were assigned accord-
ing to secure, insecure avoidant, and insecure anxious-resistant groups (Ainsworth
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et al., 1978). Agreement on the attachment classifications for the present sample was
87%.

Parenting sense of competence. The 17-item Parenting Sense of Competence
scale (Johnston & Mash, 1989) was used to measure self-esteem pertaining to par-
enting. Response options ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).
An example item is ‘I honestly believe that I have all of the skills necessary to
be a good mother/father to my child’. A composite score was calculated by aver-
aging all items with a high score reflecting greater perceived competence, Cron-
bach’s α = .87.

Enjoyment of parenting. The 10-item Parent Perceptions of the Child scale (Fagot &
Kavanagh, 1993) was used to assess the extent to which parents view interactions with
their children as pleasurable or not pleasurable. Response options ranged from 1
(dislike) to 5 (very much enjoy). Sample items include ‘Putting the child to bed’ and
‘Talking to the child’. Items were averaged to form a composite score, with higher
scores reflecting more positive perceptions, Cronbach’s α = .84.

Procedure

Ethical clearance was obtained prior to study recruitment. Parents contacted the univer-
sity psychology clinic because they were referred to, or interested in, a parenting
programme for toddlers. Once contact was made, parents were invited to attend the
clinic where they completed two in-clinic parent–toddler observational assessments
and a self-report questionnaire. The observational assessments were completed in
two sessions prior to the completion of the questionnaire at home or in the second or
a third session. The Strange Situation was completed in the first session, and the free
play session was videotaped in the second session. Taxi or bus fare, and childcare
were provided for other children, if needed. The parenting programme was free and
advertised widely through community agencies, schools, parenting magazines, and
Internet forums (e.g. a programme website and Facebook).

Results

Intercorrelations between measures

First, Pearson’s correlations between all continuous measures were estimated. These
correlations, as well as variable means and SDs, are presented in Table 1. Mothers
reporting less coercion and more sense of competence were observed to be more
sensitive. Also, mothers’ sense of competence was associated with all parenting
practices in the expected directions, and mothers who reported being warmer, more
autonomy supportive, less rejecting, less chaotic, and less coercive felt more enjoyment
of parenting.

Because parenting warmth, autonomy support, and structure were moderately
associated, as were rejection, coercion, and chaos, we formed two composites by aver-
aging the positive and averaging the negative subscales (Cronbach’s α for positive par-
enting items was .84, and for negative parenting items it was .80). Negative parenting
was negatively associated with mothers’ sensitivity, and both negative and positive par-
enting were associated with mothers’ reports of competence and enjoyment of parent-
ing in the expected directions (see Table 1).

6 M.J. Zimmer-Gembeck et al.
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Table 1. Means, SDs, and Pearson’s correlations between emotional sensitivity and other aspects of parenting (N = 61).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Emotional sensitivity –
2. Parental warmth .16 –
3. Parental structure −.01 .44** –
4. Parental autonomy support .03 .60** .41** –
5. Parental rejection −.12 −.31* −.02 −.13 –
6. Parental chaos −.13 −.27* −.30* −.18 .51** –
7. Parental coercion −.25* −.46** −.14 −.24* .57** .48** –
8. Total pos parenting .09 .85** .78** .85** −.26* −.33** −.41** –
9. Total neg parenting −.26* −.45** −.24 −.33** .84** .76** .86** −.75** –
10. Parent sense of comp .26* .55** .39** .41** −.65** −.53** −.65** .58** −.75** –
11. Parenting enjoyment .12 .34** .10 .28* −.64** −.43** −.50** .36** −.67** .66** –
Mean 5.34 2.93 2.80 3.43 1.58 1.58 1.66 3.13 1.62 4.26 3.95
SD 0.98 0.66 0.61 0.51 0.52 0.51 0.58 0.43 0.41 0.80 0.60

Note: Pos – positive, a composite of warmth, structure, and autonomy support. Neg – negative, a composite of rejection, chaos, and coercion. Comp – competence.
*p < .05.

**p < .01.
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To determine the unique associations of positive and negative parenting practices
with sensitivity, mothers’ perceived competence, and enjoyment, we regressed each
of these measures on the two composite measures of parenting practices (see
Table 2). As can be seen, negative parenting, but not positive parenting, was associated
with less observed sensitivity and less enjoyment of parenting. Yet, both positive and
negative parenting practices were associated with mothers’ perceptions of their parent-
ing competence, with positive parenting associated with mothers’ reports of more com-
petence and negative parenting associated with less competence.

Comparison of three attachment groups

One-way analysis of variances were conducted to assess differences between the three
attachment groups (37 secure – 61%, 8 avoidant – 13%, and 16 anxious – 26%; see
Table 3). There were no group differences in parenting practices, mothers’ enjoyment
of parenting, or sense of competence. Yet, mothers’ sensitivity did differ between
attachment groups, F(2,58) = 3.20, p < .05. Follow-up analyses revealed that the

Table 2. Results of regressing emotional sensitivity, parents’ sense of competence, and
parenting enjoyment on positive and negative parenting behaviours.

Sensitivity B (SE B),
β

Competence B (SE B),
β

Enjoyment B (SE B),
β

Total positive
parenting

−.10 (.33), −.04 .62 (.15), .33** .14 (.14), .10

Total negative
parenting

−.73 (.37), −.28* −1.20 (.16), −.61** −.93 (.15), −.63**

Notes: Positive parenting was a composite of warmth, structure, and autonomy support. Negative parenting
was a composite of rejection, coercion, and chaos. Sensitivity F(2, 58) = 2.23, p = .12, R2 = .07. Competence
F(2, 58) = 57.9, p < .01, R2 = .65. Enjoyment F(2, 58) = 26.0, p < .01, R2 = .45.
*p < .05.

**p < .01.

Table 3. Comparison of three attachment groups (n = 61).

Secure (n = 37)
M (SD)

Avoidant (n = 8)
M (SD)

Anxious (n = 16)
M (SD)

F
(2,58)

Emotional sensitivity 5.58 (0.89) 5.44 (1.05) 4.88 (1.00) 3.20*
Parental warmth 2.75 (0.54) 2.69 (0.87) 2.86 (0.70) 2.26
Parental structure 2.75 (0.54) 2.69 (0.87) 2.86 (0.70) 0.25
Parental autonomy

support
3.42 (0.58) 3.47 (0.43) 3.41 (0.47) 0.04

Parental rejection 1.53 (0.49) 1.69 (0.40) 1.64 (0.54) 0.34
Parental chaos 1.59 (0.49) 1.69 (0.40) 1.45 (0.38) 0.82
Parental coercion 1.69 (0.62) 1.69 (0.64) 1.53 (0.42) 0.45
Total positive parenting 3.11 (0.39) 2.98 (0.41) 3.20 (0.39) 0.63
Total negative parenting 1.59 (0.41) 1.68 (0.34) 1.60 (0.35) 0.19
Parent’s sense of

competence
4.25 (0.93) 4.19 (0.48) 4.29 (0.68) 0.05

Parenting enjoyment 3.95 (0.62) 4.14 (0.50) 3.84 (0.61) 0.65

*p < .05.
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secure group (M = 5.58, SD = 0.89) was rated higher on sensitivity than the anxious
group (M = 4.88, SD = 1.00; p < .05). Sensitivity did not differ between the secure
and avoidant groups or between the avoidant and anxious groups.

Discussion

We examined parenting practices, founded in SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Skinner et al.,
2005), and assessed these with a new self-report questionnaire specifically developed
for parents of toddlers. We tested associations of these practices with observations of
mothers’ sensitivity, mother–child attachment, and mothers’ self-reported parenting
competence and enjoyment of parenting. Drawing from SDT, the new parenting prac-
tices measure included six dimensions of warmth, autonomy support, structure, rejec-
tion, coercion, and chaos. These are the parenting practices theorised to best meet
children’s needs for relatedness, autonomy, and competence (Skinner et al., 2005).
Our measure of parenting practices was modified for use with parents of toddlers
from the PSCQ (Skinner et al., 2005) developed for adolescents. The PSCQ-T
showed solid inter-item correlations and the subscales were intercorrelated, as would
be anticipated.

We expected that all practices assessed with the PSCQ-T would be associated with
mothers’ observed sensitivity, competence, and enjoyment of parenting. We also
expected maternal warmth, autonomy support, rejection, and coercion would differ
between secure, avoidant, and anxious attachment groups. We found support for
many of these expected associations, with the exception of our hypothesis about attach-
ment. In addition, associations were much stronger between self-report measures than
between self-report and observations of parenting.

All subscales of the PSCQ-T were associated with both competence perceptions and
maternal enjoyment of parenting, with only one exception (the association between
structure and enjoyment of parenting). Yet, when positive practices and negative prac-
tices were examined in multivariate analyses of the correlates of competence and enjoy-
ment, negative parenting practice stood out as particularly relevant for its associations
with both lower mothers’ perceptions of their competence and lower enjoyment of par-
enting. Positive parenting did remain a unique correlate of parents’ perception of the
competence, however. As such, these findings suggest that self-reported parenting prac-
tices are behavioural displays of parents’ feelings about their own competence and
whether or not they enjoy the parenting role.

Second, only coercion (or a composite of negative parenting that included rejection,
coercion, and chaos) and mothers’ sense of competence were associated with mothers’
sensitivity. Mothers who reported fewer coercive parenting practices with their toddlers
and who felt more competent as a parent were observed to be more emotionally sensi-
tive. In multivariate analyses when composites of positive and negative parenting were
examined and simultaneously considered, mothers who reported they were more nega-
tive (more rejecting, coercive, and chaotic) were observed to be less sensitive. Positive
parenting did not have a unique association with sensitivity in this model.

Few previous studies have examined associations of sensitivity with both self-
reported (or observed) negative and positive parenting practices. Yet, two recent
studies (Bradley & Corwyn, 2007; Joosen et al., 2012) have found that negative parent-
ing behaviours are relevant to understanding parents’ insensitivity when interacting
with their children. In these studies, caregivers rated as less sensitive to their children’s
needs were found to demonstrate higher levels of harsh parenting concurrently, and 1–2
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years later. Joosen et al. (2012) theorised that insensitivity to child cues could result in
the use of harsh discipline strategies through a lack of respect and empathy for chil-
dren’s needs, or misinterpretation of children’s motivations. Our findings are consistent
with this view. Coercion contains items that best reflect a lack of consideration of chil-
dren’s needs and potential use of harsh discipline or, at least, authoritarian parenting.
Thus, parents’ lack of perspective-taking may partly underlie both maternal insensitiv-
ity and negative parenting practices, but negative parenting also reflects actions that are
more overtly hostile, coercive, and rejecting. This means that insensitivity and negative
parenting practices are related, but not completely overlapping, aspects of parenting.

We did not find associations between observations of mothers’ sensitivity and self-
reported warmth or positive parenting practices. A few studies have examined positive
parenting practices and sensitivity, and the findings suggest that associations are more
likely found when both sensitivity and positive parenting behaviours are observed. In
one study, for example, observed maternal warmth was associated with observed sen-
sitivity in mother–child interactions (Spinrad et al., 2012). In summary, it does appear
that negative parenting practices may be a stronger correlate of observed sensitivity
than positive parenting practices, that negative parenting practices linked to less par-
ental perspective-taking and hostile reactions may be most relevant to sensitivity,
and that the way parenting practices are measured (i.e. via self-report or observation)
could account for the strength of associations.

Third, consistent with the seven previous studies conducted with similar families in
the USA and Canada (Bergin & McCollough, 2009; Candelaria, Teti, & Black, 2011;
Diener, Nievar, & Wright, 2003; Espinosa, Beckwith, Howard, Tyler, & Swanson,
2001; Moran, Forbes, Evans, Tarabulsy, & Madigan, 2008; Niccols, 2008; Susman-
Stillman, Kalkose, Egeland, & Waldman, 1996), it was the case that the securely
attached group of mothers and toddlers was rated as more emotionally sensitive than
the insecure group. This difference in sensitivity was particularly clear between the
secure and the anxious attachment groups. However, unexpectedly, mother-reported
parenting practices, parenting competence, and enjoyment of parenting did not differ
between attachment groups. Therefore, despite some association of mothers’ self-
reported parenting practices with observed sensitivity, only sensitivity was associated
with attachment classification. When the three attachment groups were compared,
the difference was between the anxious and secure attachment groups, with mothers
in the anxious group observed to be less sensitive than their securely classified counter-
parts. The avoidant group did not differ from either the secure or the anxious group.
These results are consistent with classic attachment theory and the literature demon-
strating the consistent association between the sensitivity of maternal behaviours and
caregiver–child attachment security (Ainsworth et al., 1978; De Wolff & van Ijzen-
doorn, 1997). However, it was surprising that sensitivity did not differ between the
secure and avoidant attachment groups. One explanation may be the rather small
number of mother–toddler pairs who were classified as avoidant in this study.

Our hypothesis that more positive and fewer negative parenting practices, especially
more warmth and autonomy support and less rejection and coercion, would be found in
the secure attachment group compared with other groups was not supported. However,
we did find associations of mothers’ observed sensitivity with lower self-reported coer-
cive parenting practices. Together with the findings of Diener et al. (2003), who found
no significant association between attachment security and parenting self-efficacy,
these results might indicate that, while mothers’ sensitivity is linked with self-reported
parenting practices in at-risk mothers, the assessment of specific behaviours often
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cannot account for significant variability in attachment security. Alternatively, the lack
of associations between attachment security and parenting practices and beliefs might
be explained by our assessment methods. The association between mothers’ sensitivity
and attachment security may reflect a bias due to shared method variance, whereas
mother-reported beliefs about parenting and attachment security are based on different
assessment methods. Still another possibility is that mothers entering a treatment pro-
gramme may have reasons not to self-report their parenting difficulties or may not be as
accurate about their behaviours as other mothers, but the significant associations
between observed sensitivity and parent reports of warmth and coercion do not
support this explanation. Also, because the PSCQ-T has not been used in previous
research, future research is needed to replicate the current findings, and it should be
noted that the absence of associations with attachment security might be owing to
our use of this modified measure.

In addition to the measurement limitations mentioned, one other limitation was that
the inter-item correlations for the six subscales of the PSCQ-T were somewhat lower
than ideal, although the inter-item correlations for all positive and all negative parenting
were quite acceptable at .84 and .80, respectively. Thus, it is the case that future
research should extend upon the present study to refine the PSCQ-T, especially recruit-
ing a larger sample. The sample size was limited here, given the inclusion of two time-
intensive observational tasks to assess sensitivity and attachment. As such, the sample
size was relatively small and could have been underpowered to detect some associ-
ations. In fact, two associations, between attachment and warmth, and between sensi-
tivity and rejection, could be called moderate in magnitude and meaningful, with a
lower level of warmth among mothers in the avoidant category and greater sensitivity
associated with lower rejection. Yet, neither of these differences was significant using
the typical criterion of p < .05.

Conclusion

The findings of this study show that self-reported negative parenting practices (particu-
larly coercive parenting) were associated with less observed sensitivity among mothers
of toddlers. Moreover, multiple subscales of the positive and negative parenting prac-
tices assessed with this new parenting practices measure, the PSCQ-T, were moderately
associated with more widely used measures of parents’ sense of competence and enjoy-
ment of parenting. Yet, only observed sensitivity, not self-reported parenting practices,
was associated with observed parent–child attachment. Overall, the PSCQ-T has utility
for assessing multiple theoretically derived parenting practices that may be relevant for
understanding children’s development and well-being in later life. The findings also
confirm previous US and Canadian research, which has shown that mothers’ heigh-
tened sensitivity is associated with secure attachment. Additional research should be
conducted to assess the reliability and validity of the PSCQ-T in a larger sample of
parents of toddlers, and to examine its relevance for understanding children’s concur-
rent and later functioning.
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Appendix 1. Items on the parenting context scale – toddler version
(1) I don’t understand my child very well (Rejection)
(2) I make it clear what will happen if my child does not follow our rules (Structure)
(3) I let my child get away with things I really shouldn’t allow (Chaos)
(4) I always encourage my child to express his/her feelings (Autonomy Support)
(5) My child fights me at every turn (Coercion)
(6) I really know how my child feels about things (Warmth)
(7) Sometimes my child is hard to like (Rejection)
(8) I make it clear to my child what I expect from him/her (Structure)
(9) When my child gets in trouble, my reaction is not very predictable (Chaos)

(10) I support my child’s efforts to try new things on his/her own (Autonomy Support)
(11) To get my child to do something, I have to yell at him/her (Coercion)
(12) I do something special with my child (Warmth)
(13) At times the demands that my child makes feel like a burden (Rejection)
(14) My child doesn’t seem to know what I expect from him/her (Chaos)
(15) I set aside time to talk to my child about what is important to him/her (Warmth)
(16) My child needs more than I have time to give to him/her (Rejection)
(17) When I tell my child I’ll do something, I do it (Structure)
(18) I support my child to be him/herself (Autonomy Support)
(19) I sometimes feel that I have to push my child to do things (Coercion)
(20) I can always find time for my child (Warmth)
(21) I can get mad with my child without warning (Chaos)
(22) I allow my child to explore things by him/herself (Autonomy Support)
(23) I find myself getting into power struggles with my child (Coercion)
(24) I expect my child to follow our family rules (Structure)
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