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Absiract
The maternal affective environment to which children are
exposed (conceptualized in two waysa, percentage of total
emctional displays and current pasychosocial functioning)
ias iikely to be related to their expression of emotions
and overall social-emotional conpetence. Thus
prevalence of geveral maternal emotions were predicted
to be related to other measures of mother’s pasychosocial
functioning, prevalence of children’s emotiona, and
indices of children’s social-emotional competence.
Emotional displays for 29 mothers and toddlers were
coded on videotape. Children’s social-emotional
competence was rated globally cduring situations where
mother was abgsent. Self-report and rating measures of
each mother’s psychosocial functioning were also
obtained. All predictions were wpheld. The relations of
the affective environment to children’s emoticna and
behavior were finely delineat=2d by this methodology;

snaternal affective environment is related to concurrent

indices of the child’s gocial-emotionezl well-being.
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Affective Environment and Toddlers’ Social-Emotional
Competence

Emotiona are increasingly being recognized as
powerful intra~ and interpersonal regulators of
behavior. They organize gsocial knowledge, mediate
cognition, and communicate the nature of, and expressive
behavior appropriate to, particular social situationsa
(Campos & Barrett, 1983). According to Zahn-Waxler,
Cummings, and Cooperman (1984), maternal emotions may
fulfill emotion-sgspecific communicative functions for
children, in terms of modeling emotions to express,
referencing, or contagion (e.g., Cummings, Zahn-Waxler,
& Radke-Yarrow, 1981; Klinnert, Campos, Sorce, Emde, &
Svejda, 1983).

The maternal affective environment can be
operationalized in two ways: (1) percentage of total
emotional displays (happy, sad, angry, tense, or
tender); and (2) global indices of current maternal
psychosocial functioning. Regarding the firgst of these
conceptualizations, use of Izard’s differential emotion
theory could more precisely pinpoint the prevalence of,
and the relations between, a&pecific maternal and child

emotiona. Depressed mothers direct much anger towards

their children (Colletta, 1883; Davenport, Adland, Gold,
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& Goodwin, 1979; Davenport, Zahn-Waxler, Adland, &
Mayfield, 1984; Weissman & Paykel, 1974). Rigorous
naturalistic description of the relation of prevalence
of anger and other maternsl emotions to toddlers’
expression of emotionas and social-emotional competence
is 8laso needed in non-disordered families.
Psychosocial functioning, encompassing stress from
life events, amcunt of social support, and mood, has
been shown to be guite important in determining the
quality of the family’s affective environment
(Aneshensel & Frerichs, 1882; Baldwin, Baldwin, Cole &

Kokes, 1983, Bell, lLeroy, & Stevenson, 1982). Stressful

life events and negative affect are generallly
negatively related to maternal emot.onal responsiveness,
whereas positive social support leassens the effect of
stress on maternal responsiveness (Crnic, 13883).
Regarding this second conceptualization of
affective environment, clinical resesrch has revealed

that parental psychosocial functioning is related to

children’s social competence. For example, if even one

parent in a family with an affectively disordered parent

reaspondas emotionally appropriately to the child, then

the child is likely to be judged as socially competent

(Cole, Baldwin, Balwin, & Fisher, 1982). The importance
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of current psychasocial functioning has not been
specified, however, for non-disorderaed parents; only
clinical case study and epidemioclogical data ias
available. Thus it is also imperative to look at how
maternal reaction to children’s emotionas variea
according to indicea of current functioning, even in
non-disordered mothers, who have "down" times which may
aignificantly affect their children’s developnment.

Negative conseguences for the child in both
emotional and social spheres are predicted when the
maternal affective environment breaks down due to poor
pasychosocial functioning and/or negative prevalent
emotions (e.g., Bowlby, 1969; A. Freud, 1963; Izard &
Buechler, 1981). Researchers have recently upheld this
expectation using a variety of peradigms. Infants or
toddlera have been shown to cope relstively poorly with
stresas when mothers are emotionally unavailable due to
experimental ‘onditions or respond inappropriately due
to clinical depression (Cohn & Tronick, 1982; Sorce &

'

Emde, 1981; Sameroff, Seifer, & Zax, 1982; Zahn-Waxler,
Cummings, McKnew, & Radke-Yarrow, 1984; Zahn-Waxler,
Cumminga, Iannontti, & Radke-Yarrow, 1984). For example,
such infants and toddlers are more aggressive and

emotionally disregulated, play more immaturely,
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6
and/or interact less, than those whose mothera’ emotions
are more pogsitive or who are functioning more optimally.

The available resesrch has thus suggested that both
maternal emnotions and pasychosocial functioning are
indeed salient in childrearing. Negative mocd and poor
pasychoasocial functioning have, in particular, been shown
to be negatively related to the child’s social~emotional
competence. Finex measurement of maternal and
children’s emotions is needed, however, as are
naturalistic investigations with non-disordered
famnilies.

Thus the hypotheses for this inveastigation are: (1)
prevalence of maternal emotions will be related to other
measures of mother’s current functioning; (2) prevalence
of gpecific maternal emotions will be related to
prevalence of specific emctions in the child--e.g.,
predominantly positive mothers will have predominantly
positive children; (3) prevalence of maternal emotions
will be related to indices of child social-emotional
competence--for example, more pozsitive mothers will have
more competent children; (4) indices of maternal current

functioning, previously related to prevalent maternal
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emotion, will also be positively related to indices of
7
both prevalence of children’s various amotions and

children’s social-emotional competence.

Method

Subjects were 29 psychiatrically normal mothers (as

1
assessed by the Schedule for Affective Disorders and
Schizophrenia, Spitzer and Endicott, 1978, and Research

Diagnostic Criteria categories, Spitzer, Endicott, &

Robina, 1880) and their 25 to 3S-month-old children (15

girls and 14 boys). Mean age of the toddlers waa 31

months.

Procedure

Subjects came to the laboratory on four separate

half-day occasiona. During their sessions they spent
much of their time in an apartment within the house in
which the laboratory is located. The apertment includes
kitchen, toys, television, and other objects typically
found in these toddlers’ home environments.
Conditiona and facilities allowed for and
encouraged usual daily routines, demands, and

interactions between mother and child (e.g., eating.

playing, resting, etc.). A number of experimental

situationas were, however, interposed within the rhythm
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of each day, such as a stranger’s arrival and mother’s

8
departure for a short time and the visit of a
“doctor."

Onset and offset of each dyad member’s emotion
(e.g., evidence of a gpecific happy, sad, angry,
tense/afraid, tender, or neutral emotion via facial,
vocal, gestural, and/or postural means; see Denhan,
1985Sa, for specific definitions) were coded during two
ten—minute situations on videotape. These two
situations were a typically unpleasant experience, the
"doctor’a" vigit (10 minutes,including anticipation
after doctor arrives and the physical examination
itself), and a typically positive experience, eating
lunch with mother (first 10 minutes). Prevalaence of each
enotion was defined as percentage cof total emo’ -n
avents. Jercentage agreement = ,87.

The child was also videotaped, on different days,
in different situations, without the mother, during
parts of the Ainsworth separation pa&radigm, play with a
sibling, and a psychiatric assessment. These situationa
were rated using: (1) global ratings of the child’s
overall social competency, positive influence of others,
and regulation of emotiona (7-point scales; reliability
of rating, assessed by Finn’s r = .99--see Finn, 1970);

(2) ratings of the child’s happinessa, cooperativeness,
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social competence, play competence, outgoingness, and
calmneas (7-point scalea; Finn’s r = .92); and (3) Lewis
and Michalson’s emotion protiles (happiness, fear,
anger, positive and negative affiliation, and
competence; S5-point scales, Finn‘’s xr = .98). An
aggregate ascore was created, hereafter called the

overall social-emotional competency aggregate; it

e e o e e S S — — v~ e =3 == Sy —gani

constituted the aupr of gtandard scorxres for (1), (2), and
(3) above. Reliability, as assessed by Cronbach’s
alpha, was .94.

Last, self-reporta and ratings of maternal
paychosccial functioning were gathered. Specifically,
mothers reported their perception of the quality of
gocial interactiona and number of problem events, on the

day before emotiona were coded in xeaul-time. Independent
‘ coders also rated rothers on dimensions including
happiness, anxiety, acceptance of their toddler, and

‘ responasiveness, during videotaping of the entire session

from which emotion coding was extracted (7-point scales,

Finn’a xr = .72). An aggregate of current functioning

waa created as follows:

- v s S tm S Sy an e e S e Gk e S e ' e

aggregate = sum of standard scores for [ percent

positive interaction - percent negative interaction - #

perceived problema + ratinga for matarnal happiness +
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calmness + responsiveness + acceptancel. Cronbach’s
alpha for thig aggregate waa .47.
Frsults
Table 1 illuastretes relations between prevalence of
each maternal emotion and both maternal current functioning
indicea and prevalence of children’s emotiona. Mothers

who had higher percentages of tender emotion events

- —— Y s " — o S - e G —

- — " W " — T " e Y ——

tended to have higher aggregate scores of current
functioning. Conversely, predominantly sad or tensae
mothers evidenced lower current functioning aggregates.
Prevalence 5f maternal anger waas not related to current
psychosocial functioning. These findings validate the
use of the pravalence of maternal emotions measure, and
thus strengthen the foilowing results.

Prevalence of maternal happy er-~tional displaya was
positively relatad to prevalence of the child’s happy
displays, and negatively related to prevalence of both
the child’s sad and angry emotions. Prevalence of
nmaternal anger was negatively related to prevalence of
the child’s happy emotions, and positively related to

prevalence of the child’s sad and tense/afraid emotions.

11
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Children of predominantly tense mothers showed a lower
percentage of happyY emotion eventa. Mothers who were
predominantly tender had children who showed higher

percentages of fear, and lowexr percentages of neutral

} eventa.

i Prevaience of children’s anger tended to be relatad
to prevalence of maternal anger and maternal tenderness
(p’s < .i0). Similarly, children of motheras who had a
higher percentage of happy emotional displays tended to
evidence more neutral emotion events (p < .10).

Table 2 shows that the child’s social-emotional
functioning aggregates were highly negatively related to
prevalence of maternal anger, and tended to be
negatively related to prevalence of maternal sadness.

o T T . Ty S0 g P, . S R S P St vt S P

Insexrt Table 2 here
Maternal and child’s happy emotional events were
poaitively, but non-significantly, related to the
child’s social-emotional competence aggregatea.
Prevalaence of the child’a neutral emotion events
was positively related to msocial-emotional competence,
whereas prevalence of the child’s sad or angry displays

was negatively related to mocial~emotional competence

ERIC 12
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(aee Table 2). Overall, these within-child
correlational findings validaste both the social-
competence ratings and naturalistic coding of emotion.

Table 2 also illustrates the relations among current
functioning indices and the child’s social-emotional
competency. Maternal current functioning, shown above
to be highly related to maternal prevalence of emotion,
was also highly positively related to child social-
emotional competence.

Discussion

The positive findings for the four hypotheses
outlined here uphold the advantages of a microanalytic,
naturalistic approach to the study of mother/child
emotions and competence. Prevalence of both maternal
and child’s emotions wers strongly related to the
child’as independently assessed social-emotional
competence; cross-correlationa of prevalence of maternal
and child’s emotions were also significant. The impact
of the affective environment on the child’s emotions and
behavior, »2aflected in these individual differences, wasa
more finely delineated by the percentages yielded

through real time coding than would be possible with

13
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case study or epidemiological designas. Coding discrete
i3
emotiona in describing individual difference in
affective environment was a major advantage here.

Other asystems for measuring children’s emotions are
also likely to be too focused on one indicator of
emoticn (e.g., facial). Thus this measurement system
appears innovative enough to be useful in a variety of
problem questions; for example, it would be helpful to
teat theoriea such as Hoffman’s (1975). Further
regearch could focus on the relationship of empathy
(Hoffman, 1982) to children’s enduring emotional states
and the maternal affective environment.

Specifically, prevalence of negative maternal and
children’s emotions are generally negatively related to
both the child’s expression of positive emotions and to
the child’s social-emotional competence; the converse
also holds true. Thus the overall emotional climate to
which the child is subjected is related to both the
prevalence of the child’s specific emotions and to
social~emotional competency.

Measures of maternal current functioning based on gself-
report and global ratings were validated by their astrong
relatione with prevalence of apecific maternal emotions
(and vice versa). Prevalence of maternal anger was,

however, significantly negatively related to the

14




Affaective Environment

i4
child’s social-emotional competency, but unrelated to
maternal psychosocial functioning. Thus the two
operationalizations of affective environment are

related, but not veridical. Possibly these two

conceptualizationa can be seen as parallel to
maternal temperament or enduring emotions (prevalence of
emotionas measures) and socialization factors (current
functioning) in their impact on the child’s social-
emotional competency (see Lewis & Michslson, 1983).
This investigation also suppcrts and extends
earlier research which indicated that others’ anger
displays are gocioenvironmental streasors for very young
children (Cummings et al., 1981). Maternal anger is
clearly a stressor here, even given its low absolute ‘
level (less than one per cent; see Denham, 1985a); it is
related to both the child’s expression of emotions and
social-emotional competence. Maternal sadness and
happiness were also marginally related, in predicted
directions, to the child’s social-emotional competence.
These dyads’ psychiatric normality is also
important to keep in mind in connection with the
prevalence of emotion resultas. These results indicate
that the maternal affective environment is vital not

only in disordered familieg (such aa those previously

15
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is

reported on by Zahn-Waxler, Cummings, McKnew, & Radke-
Yarrow, 1984, and Zahn-Waxler, Cummings, Iannotti, &
Radke-Yarrow, 1984, for example). These findings also
extend the clinical research on current functioning. The
social support/stress model of current functioning ia
important not only for the disordered or at risk.

This evidence here is, of course, orrelational.
The strength of these results should not obscure the

fact that effects are bi~directional in the mother-child

system (cf. Denham, 1985a). Corroborating data do
exist, however, which snow that maternal emotional

displays in the two situations observed here are related

to those of exhibited by their toddlers when mothers

are not even present (as measured by another

system; Denham, 1985b). In any case, such results

suggest both the need for further naturalistic research

on the affective environment and the need for applied

developmentsl interventionas to aid families in creating

an affective environment conducive to the creation and

continuation of comfort and competence in both mother

and child.

16
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Tablea 1
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Mother Mother Mother Mother Mother Mother
Happy Sad Angry Tense Tender Neut.

T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T TN T T Tt
Maternal « 20 -.47 -.16 -.92 .41 -.17
Current
Function.

» * »
Child .47 ~-.03 -.51 ~.39 -.29 .31
Happy

* *
Child -.953 -.02 .31 .20 .20 .06
Sad

»*
Child -.41 -.05 .34 .07 .35 -.03
Angry

»* t X 3
Child - .24 -.13 .40 .08 .49 -.37
Afraid
x »

Child -34 .20 -.32 .16 -.48 -0

Neutral




Affective Environment

23

Table 2
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Competence
Aggregate

_____ —_—— —_———— mom—m o —_— —_
Maternal .46
Current
Functioning
Mother Happy .22
Mother Sad -.28

»* &t
Mother Angry ~.46
Mothexr Tense -.10
Mother Tender -.08
Mo ter Neutrxal .06
Child Happy .25

»
Child Sad -.40

”
Child Angry -.39
Child Afraid -.23

»”
Child Neutral .38
————— " - ——_*R CTTTTTTTTTTTT T T T
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