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Abstract: Parents are the primary agents of emotion socialization and play a crucial role in their children’s 
emotion regulation. In this context, it is important to investigate how parents’ reaction to children’s 
negative emotions are related to their children’s emotional regulation, as well as possible mechanisms in 
this association, such as parental competence. The present study aimed to analyse the association between 
parental reactions to children’s negative emotions and their emotional regulation, mediated by parental 
competence. Parents (129 mothers and 45 fathers) of a child (n = 174) who attended the first cycle of 
basic education (M = 7.89; SD = 1.32; 50.6% girls) reported about their perception of reactions to 
children’s negative emotions, parental competence, and children’s emotion regulation. Data was collected 
online. Mediation analysis revealed that supportive reactions were related to children’s greater emotion 
regulation, whereas nonsupportive ones were related to children’s greater emotional lability/negativity. 
Importantly, these direct effects were differently mediated by parental self-efficacy and satisfaction (i.e., 
parental competence). The findings highlight the influence of parenting on children’s socioemotional 
adjustment and may inform intervention programs targeting parents and young children. 

Keywords: Parental reactions to children’s negative emotions, Parental competence, Emotion 
regulation, Children, Elementary school. 

Parenting is one of the most challenging responsibilities, due to the complex and multifaceted 
actions required to support children’s development, including their health, wellbeing, and 
socioemotional adjustment (Hoghughi & Long, 2004; Ruppaner et al., 2019). Hence, parents play 
a key-role in shaping children’s emotional socialization. This includes supporting them to 
recognize and identify their emotions, as well as guiding them on their emotional regulation 
(Eisenberg et al., 1998; Fabes et al., 2001; Larson et al., 2002). When parents express reactions 
of support towards children’s emotions, particularly the negative ones, they help them to better 
understand what they are feeling, contributing to emotional regulation. In contrast, when parents 
dismiss or punish children’s emotional expressions, they hinder children’s understanding of their 
emotional states, leading to greater emotional lability/negativity (Chora et al., 2019; Fabes et al., 
2001; Shewark & Blandon, 2015). 

Although empirical research has shown that parent’s unsupportive reactions to children’s 
negative emotions are associated with poorer emotional regulation, whereas supportive reactions 
are related to emotion regulation (Chora et al., 2019; Eisenberg et al., 1998; Fabes et al., 2001; 
Leerkes et al., 2009; Shewark & Blandon, 2015), there is a lack of studies examining the 
mechanisms explaining these associations. Parents’ competence may be an important aspect given 
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its role on parental experiences and child development (Albanese et al., 2019; Diniz et al., 2021; 
Eldik et al., 2017). Positive parenting reflects greater parental competence, which in turn is 
reflected in greater ability to emotion regulation in children (Albanese et al., 2019; Morelli et al., 
2020). However, the mediating role of parental competence in the association between parents’ 
reactions to children’s emotions and their emotion regulation is less explored, particularly in school 
early years (Ziv et al., 2020). This is a critical period since the transition to school is a challenging 
period for both children and their parents, as children are expected to begin regulating their 
emotions with grater independence and parents do not always feel capable of supporting them in 
this process (De Raeymaecker & Dhar, 2022; Hamzallari et al., 2022; Zimmer‑Gembeck et al., 
2022). Hence, this study aims to examine the mediating role of parents’ perception of parental 
competence in the association between parent’s reactions to their children’s negative emotions 
and emotion regulation during elementary school period. 

Parental reactions to children’s negative emotions  

Parental responses to children’s emotions play a significant role in shaping their emotional 
development and socialization. Manage children’s negative emotions (e.g., anger, sadness) is more 
challenging for both the children and their parents than managing positive ones (Nelson et al., 
2009; Ramakrishnan et al., 2019; Ramsden & Hubbard, 2002). The way parents react and assist 
their children in handling emotions reflects their beliefs about which emotions are acceptable to 
express and in what context. These reactions can be categorized as supportive or nonsupportive 
(Eisenberg et al., 1998; Fabes et al., 2002). 

There is a common understanding that supportive parental reactions help children to manage 
their emotional experiences, namely by encouraging emotional expression, and offering strategies 
that promote children’s comfort and wellbeing (Eisenberg et al., 1998; Ramakrishnan et al., 2019). 
In contrast, nonsupportive reactions include minimizing children’s emotions or devaluing their 
emotional response (i.e., parents’ attempts to downplay the situation and related emotions), 
punishing the children for expressing their emotions, or showing distress in response to their 
emotions (Eisenberg et al., 1998; Ramakrishnan et al., 2019). These nonsupportive reactions, 
although they acknowledge children’s negative emotions and aim to help them tolerate and 
regulate them, reflect an underlying intolerance toward the expression of negative emotion (Jones 
et al., 2002; Ramakrishnan et al., 2019). Parents who support their children when they express 
negative emotions help them cope with challenging situations and contribute to better emotional 
regulation by encouraging children to explore their emotions and their meanings (Eisenberg et 
al., 1998; Gottman et al., 1996; Jones et al., 2002). In contrast, nonsupportive reactions (i.e., 
minimization, punishment, distress), as they can limit emotional expression and hinder the 
development of effective emotion regulation strategies, have been linked to maladaptive emotional 
strategies in children (Bariola et al., 2011; Jones et al., 2002; Ramakrishnan et al., 2019). 

Emotion regulation 

Children’s ability to regulate their emotions is a key developmental task, influencing the success 
to establish social relationships, academic acquisitions and lately mental health (Eisenberg et al., 
1998; Robson et al., 2020). Children’s capacity to regulate the occurrence, duration, and internal 
states of both positive and negative emotions related processes, translates their emotion regulation 
(Eisenberg & Morris, 2002; Gross & Thompson, 2007). However, emotion regulation is a 
developmental process occurring over infancy and adolescence, in which parents are essential 
external sources to help children to understand and modulate their emotional states supporting 
them to adapt to contextual demands. Thus, children’s emotion regulation happens in the context 
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of their interactions, particularly with their parents. Children who benefit from consistent and 
positive interactions achieve an autonomous emotion regulation process (Morris et al., 2017; 
Rutherford et al., 2015). 

The tripartite model of emotion regulation (Morris et al., 2007) conceptualizes how children 
learn to manage their emotions by observing how others, particularly their parents, manage their 
own emotions and reactions, allowing them to learn how they should react in similar situations. 
Children also learn by experiencing parenting practices, reflecting how parents respond to their 
emotions, and finally the overall emotional climate of the family, including parents’ ability to 
manage challenging situations, reflecting their competence (Bariola et al., 2011; Morris et al., 
2007; Ramakrishnan et al., 2019). Parents who show a variety of emotions in the multiple episodes 
of daily routine will transmit which emotions are more suitable for specific contexts and events, 
providing multiple skills to children to better understand the adaptative emotions for a specific 
life event (Bariola et al., 2011; Morris et al., 2007; Ramakrishnan et al., 2019). 

Previous work has described how parents’ supportive reactions to children’s emotions 
acknowledge their emotional expression, allowing them to better identify and respond to specific 
emotions, which is related to more effective emotion regulation strategies (Bariola et al., 2011; 
Morris et al., 2017). On the contrary, parents who dismiss or punish children’s emotions may limit 
their emotional expression, by invalidating their feelings. This can lead to a maladaptive emotional 
regulation, namely by the fear of emotions, reflecting emotional lability/negativity (Chora et al., 
2019; Morris et al., 2017). Still, parents’ ability to understand the children’s needs and to respond 
them in a contingent way – i.e., parental competence, may play an important role in this association 
(Albanese et al., 2019; Jones et al., 2002; Morris et al., 2017; Robson et al., 2020). 

The mediating role of parental competence 

Parental competence translates into parents’ sense of competence to perform parenting tasks, 
including identifying their child’s needs and responding to them accordingly (Bandura, 1982; 
Gilmore & Cuskelly, 2009). Parental competence includes two positively correlated dimensions: 
perceived self-efficacy and satisfaction derived from the parenting role (Ferreira et al., 2011; Ohan 
et al., 2000). 

Parental competence is linked to positive parenting behaviors, reflecting parents’ greater ability 
to respond to their children’s needs with warmth and responsiveness, which in turn supports the 
development of children’s self-regulation, particularly in managing emotions (Robson et al., 2020; 
Gilmore & Cuskelly, 2009). In opposition, parents who lack competence tend to exhibit harsher 
behaviors toward their children and often withdraw from interactions, which can contribute to 
difficulties in the development of children’s self-regulatory skills, such as the emotion regulation 
processes (Albanese et al., 2019; Jones et al., 2002; Robson et al., 2020). Hence, parental 
competence is a key-aspect for parenting functioning and child development. A growing body of 
research has described the role of parental competence in various domains of child development, 
namely children’s emotion regulation (Albanese et al., 2019; Bariola et al., 2011; Morelli et al., 
2020). However, parental competence is influenced by multiple aspects related to parenting. For 
instance, parents may feel challenged in their parenting competence as children grow older, as 
they become more autonomous and with new reference figures, as happens in early school years. 
In addition, children may require more parenting support in school-related demands, which may 
decrease parents’ perception to be effective in their role, particularly among less educated ones 
(Ferreira et al., 2014; Hamzallari et al., 2022; Zimmer‑Gembeck et al., 2022). 

The role of parental competence to parenting and child adjustment has been described in 
previous reviews (Albanese et al., 2019; De Raeymaecker & Dhar, 2022), but its mediating role 
is less explored, particularly in the association between parenting behaviors (i.e., reaction to 
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children’s negative emotions) and children’s emotion regulation, which will be sought by the 
current study. By focusing on these relations, this study contributes to shed light on how parents 
perception of their reactions and competence on parenting influence their perception of children’s 
emotion regulations, which can be incorporated into prevention/intervention programs targeting 
parenting and child development, namely by informing how parents’ skills may enhance children’s 
abilities to regulate their emotions. 

Method 

Participants 

Parents (129 mothers (74.1%) and 45 fathers; 25.9%) of a child (n = 174) who attend the first 
cycle of elementary education equally distributed across the four years of education. Children 
were aged between 5 and 11 years-old (M = 7.89; SD = 1.32), and 50.6% were girls. Most of the 
parents were married/ cohabiting (81%) and hold a university (53%) or college degree (47%). 
Parents who reported a significant medical or psychological diagnosis to themselves (e.g., 
depression) or their children (e.g., autism) were excluded from the study. 

Measures 

Sociodemographic Questionnaire. A set of e questions was developed by the research team, 
aiming to collect information about parents (e.g., age, marital status, education) and their child 
(e.g., age, gender). 

Parenting Sense of Competence Scale (Jonhston & Mash, 1998; Portuguese version, Ferreira 
et al., 2011). It is a 16-items scale assessing parental satisfaction (9 items; e.g., “Being a 
mother/father makes me feel anxious”; reversed score) and self-efficacy (7 items; e.g., “If there’s 
someone who can tell when something is wrong with my child, it’s me”) answered on 6-point 
scale varying from “1 = Strongly disagree” to “6 = Strongly agree”. Mean scores of each dimension 
were computed and higher scores indicate a higher sense of parenting competence. In the current 
study acceptable reliability was obtained (α = .73 for satisfaction and α = .69 for self-efficacy). 

Coping with Children’s Negative Emotion Scale – short version (Fabes et al., 1990; Portuguese 
version, Melo, 2005). Evaluates parental responses to children experience and expression of 
negative emotions through 8 scenarios (from the original 12) representing typical situations in 
which children may experience distress or negative emotions (e.g., “If my child loses something 
they really like and reacts by crying, I...”). For each scenario six possible parental reactions, 
including supportive reactions – i.e., expressive encouragement (e.g., “I tell her/his it’s okay to 
cry if s/he feels sad”), emotion-focused reactions (e.g., “I distract her/his by talking about happy 
things”), problem-focused reactions (e.g., “I help her/his think of places s/he hasn’t looked yet”), 
and unsupportive behaviors – i.e., distress reactions (e.g., “I get upset with s/he for being so 
careless and then crying about it”), punitive reactions (e.g., “I tell her/his that this is what happens 
when you’re not careful”), and minimization reactions (e.g., “I tell her/him s/he is exaggerating 
her/his reaction”). Parents reported their typical reaction to each scenario ranking each option on 
a 7-point scale ranging from “1 = very unlikely” to “7 = very likely”. Sub-scales for supportive 
and nonsupportive parental reaction were computed by averaging their respective items and good 
internal consistency values were obtained (α = .95 for supportive parental reaction and α = .88 for 
nonsupportive parental reaction). 
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Emotion Regulation Checklist (Shields & Chichetti, 1997; Portuguese version, Melo et al., 
2005). Parents answered to 24-items assessing two dimensions: Emotion Regulation, 
corresponding socially appropriate emotional expressions (8 items; e.g., “S/he responds positively 
to friendly or neutral overtures from peers”); and Emotional Lability/Negativity, assesses the 
child’s mood changes and reactivity to negative emotions (15 items; e.g., “Shows significant mood 
swings: it is difficult to anticipate the child’s mood because it quickly shifts from positive to 
negative). Higher scores in which dimension correspond to greater emotion regulation/emotional 
lability. Parents answered on 4-points scale (“1 = never, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often, 4 = almost 
always”). In the current study both dimensions presented good internal consistency levels 
(Emotion Regulation: α = .75; Emotional lability/negativity: α = .88). 

Procedures 

The study was approved by the University Ethics Committee. The study was later presented to 
administrative boards of schools to obtain the necessary authorizations for data collection. Schools 
that agreed to participate shared the study link (created using Qualtrics) through their mailing lists, 
targeting parents of children enrolled in the 1st to 4th grades of elementary school. The link was also 
disseminated through social media platforms (Facebook and Instagram). Parents were informed 
about the study and their procedures and signed a consent form. Parents were invited to individually 
report about their demographics and a set of measures assessing their perception about: their reactions 
to children’s negative emotions, parental competence, and children’s emotion regulation. The 
measures, except for the sociodemographic questionnaire, were presented at random. All procedures 
were conducted in accordance with ethical standards for research involving human participants. 

Data analysis 

Data was analyzed using SPSS (version 28; IBM, SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL). Firstly, descriptive 
and correlational statistics were performed among study variables to ensure their statistical 
requirements. The variables with significant Pearson correlations (p < .05) were included in the 
mediation models. Children’s age and parental education were tested as covariates but due to their 
non-significant correlations with dependent and independent variables they were not included in 
the mediation. Also, due to the higher proportion of mothers in the sample (74%), parents’ gender 
was not included as a covariable in the mediation model. 

The Macro Process for SPSS model 4 (Hayes, 2018) was used to test the mediation models. The 
two dimensions of parental reactions to negative emotions (i.e., supportive reactions and unsupportive 
reactions) were included as independent variables. The dimensions of emotional regulation (i.e., 
emotional regulation and lability/negativity) were included as the dependent variables. Finally, the 
dimensions of parental competence (i.e., satisfaction and self-efficacy) were included as the 
mediators. The indirect effects were tested using bootstrapping with 5.000 samples, and were 
considered significant when the confidence intervals did not include value zero (Hayes, 2018). 

Results 

Descriptive and correlational analysis 

The means and the standard deviations of the studied variables are presented in Table 1, as well 
as the correlations among them. Parents’ reactions supporting children’s negative emotions were 
related to children’s greater emotion regulation, parent’s self-efficacy and satisfaction, but lower 
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emotional lability/negativity in children. On the contrary, reactions lacking support were related 
to lower emotion regulation on children and higher emotional lability/negativity, as well as to 
lower parental self-efficacy and satisfaction. Concerning parental competence, greater perception 
of self-efficacy and satisfaction were related to a greater perception of emotion regulation in 
children and lower perception of their emotional lability/negativity. 

Mediation analysis 

Mediation analysis were performed to examine the association between parenting reactions of 
support to children’s negative emotions and children’s emotion regulation, and the mediating role 
of parental competence. A summary of the significant results is represented in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Summary of significant results in the relation between parent’s reactions to child’s 
negative emotions and children’s emotion regulation abilities and the mediating role of parent’s 
competence. Note. Dashed points represent significant indirect effects. 

Significant associations were found between parents’ support and parental self-efficacy (B = .43, 
SE = .01, t(174) = 6.03, p < .001), but not between parent’s self-efficacy and children’s emotion 
regulation (B = .12, SE = .08, t(174) = 1.62, p = .11). The mediation analysis revealed a significant 
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Table 1 
Correlation among the main study variables 
                                          1.                 2.                3.                4.                5.                 6.                  7.                  8.                  9.              10. 

1. Support                           -                   -                 -                  -                  -                   -                   -                    -                    -                 - 
2. Lack of support          -.52**-               -                 -                  -                  -                   -                   -                    -                    -                 - 
3. Self-efficacy                .44**           -.26**-             -                  -                  -                   -                   -                    -                    -                 - 
4. Satisfaction                 .14**           -.20**-          .30**               -                  -                   -                   -                    -                    -                 - 
5. Emotion regulation     .51**           -.42**-          .32**            .21**               -                   -                   -                    -                    -                 - 
6. Lability/negativity     -.55**-           .58**          -.42**-          -.34**-          -.59**-               -                   -                    -                    -                 - 
7. Parents’ education      -.04**-          -.01**-         -.12*-*           .04**            .09**            .07**-                -                    -                    -                 - 
8. Parents’ age                 .04**           -.01**-         -.01**-           .09**            .09**           -.08*-*            .06**                 -                    -                 - 
9. Children’s age             .08**             .04**           .06**            .05**           -.07**-           .09**             .12**               .17*                  -                 - 
10. Parents’ gender1       -.41**-           .34**          -.21**-           .03**           -.42**-           .46**            -.25**-              .05*               -.02               - 

M (SD)                       5.24 (1.15)   2.80 (.92)   4.34(.67)    4.18 (.51)   2.28 (.29)   2.432 (.30)   1.53 (.501)  39.47 (4.58)  7.89 (1.32)   .26 (.44) 

Note. 1Parents’ gender was dummy coded (1 = fathers; 0 = mothers); *p < 0.05, **p < .01. 



direct effect (B = .46, SE = .01, t(174) = 6.21, p < .001), but the mediating role of parent’s  
self-efficacy was not significant (see Table 2). 

Table 2 
Total, direct and indirect effects of the associations between parental reactions of support and 
children’s emotion regulation through parental self-efficacy 
                                             Coeff                       SE                           t                            p                        LLCI                    ULCI 

Support PSE                           .43                        .01                       6.03                   < .001***                    .04                        .08 
PSE emotion regulation        .12                        .08                       1.62                   < .11**0*                   -.03-                       .29 
Total effect                             .51                        .01                       7.61                   < .001***                    .06                        .09 
Direct effect                           .46                        .01                       6.21                   < .001***                    .05                        .09 
Indirect effect                       Effect                   BooSE                                                                           BooLLCI             BooULCI 
                                               .05                        .03                                                                                   -.01                        .11 

Support PSE                           .44                        .01                       6.25                  0< .001***                   .04                        .08 
PSE lability/negativity          -.22-                       .09                      -3.07-                   < .01***                    -.46-                      -.09- 
Total effect                            -.55-                       .01                      -8.23-                   < .01***                    -.12-                      -.07- 
Direct effect                          -.45-                       .01                      -6.22-                  < .001***                   -.10-                      -.05- 
Indirect effect                       Effect                   BooSE                                                                           BooLLCI             BooULCI 
                                              -.09-                       .03                                                                                  -.16-                      -.04- 

Note. Coeff = Coefficient, SE = Standard Deviation, LLCI = lower limit of the 95% confidence interval, ULCI = upper limit of 
the confidence interval 95%; Boo = Bootstrap results, PSE = Parental self-efficacy; *p < .01, **p < .001. 

The model revealed that 27% of the variance in parents’ supportive reactions to children’s 
negative emotions was explained by children’s emotion regulation. However, the model examining 
the association between parent’s support and children’s lability/negativity revealed the mediating 
role of parental self-efficacy, with both significant direct and indirect effects and explained 34% 
of the variance (see Table 2). 

Concerning the mediating role of parents’ self-efficacy in the association between parents’ lack 
of support to children’s negative emotions and emotion regulation, a significant indirect effect 
was obtained both for children’s emotion regulation and lability/negativity, explaining 23% and 
41% of the variance, respectively (see Table 3). 

Table 3 
Total, direct and indirect effects of the associations between parent’s nonsupportive reactions and 
children’s emotion regulation through parental self-efficacy 
                                             Coeff                       SE                           t                            p                        LLCI                    ULCI 

Nonsupport PSE                   -.25-                       .01                      -3.15-                  < .001***                   -.07-                    -.02- 
PSE emotion regulation        .23                        .08                       3.20                   < .001***                    .09                      .41 
Total effect                            -.43-                       .01                      -6.14-                  < .001***                   -.12-                    -.06- 
Direct effect                          -.38-                       .01                      -5.36-                  < .001***                   -.11-                    -.05- 
Indirect effect                       Effect                  BooSE                                                                           BooLLCI           BooULCI 
                                               .05                        .03                                                                                   -.11-                    -.01 

Nonsupport PSE                   -.25-                       .01                      -3.27-                  < .001***                   -.08-                    -.02- 
PSE lability/negativity          -.29-                       .08                      -4.68-                  < .001***                   -.53-                    -.21- 
Total effect                             .58                        .02                       8.94                   < .001***                    .11                      .17 
Direct effect                           .50                        .02                       8.04                   < .001***                    .09                      .15 
Indirect effect                       Effect                  BooSE                                                                           BooLLCI           BooULCI 
                                               .07                        .03                                                                                    .02                      .13 

Note. Coeff = Coefficient; SE = Standard Deviation; LLCI = lower limit of the 95% confidence interval, ULCI = upper limit of 
the confidence interval 95%; Boo = Bootstrap results, PSE = Parental self-efficacy; *p < .01; **p < .001. 
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Finally, the mediating role of parents’ satisfaction on their role in the association between 
parent’s lack of support to children’s negative emotions and children’s emotion regulation and 
lability/negativity was examined. Findings revealed a direct effect in the relation between parents’ 
lack of support and children’s emotion regulation, but it was not mediated by parents’ satisfaction 
(Table 4). The model explained 20% of the variance. However, parent’s perception of satisfaction 
on parenting mediated the association between parents’ lack of support and children’s 
lability/negativity, explaining 39% of the variance (Table 4). 

Table 4 
Total, direct and indirect effects of the associations between parents’ nonsupportive reactions and 
children’s emotion regulation through parental satisfaction 
                                                               Coeff                    SE                     t                         p                     LLCI                 ULCI 

Nonsupport satisfaction                         -.19-                    .02                -2.44-                  .02**                   -.08-                   -.01- 
Satisfaction emotion regulation              .14                      .07                  1.97                   .05**                   -.00-                    .27 
Total effect                                             -.43-                    .01                -6.14-               < .001***                -.12-                   -.06- 
Direct effect                                           -.41-                    .02                -5.71-               < .001***                -.11-                   -.06- 
Indirect effect                                        Effect               BooSE                                                               BooLLCI          BooULCI 
                                                                -.03-                    .02                                                                      -.06-                    .00 
Nonsupport satisfaction                         -.04-                    .02                -2.30-                  .02**                   -.07-                   -.01- 
Satisfaction lability/negativity               -.25-                    .07                -3.99-               < .001***                -.41-                   -.14- 
Total effect                                              .58                      .02                  8.94                < .001***                 .11                      .17 
Direct effect                                             .53                      .02                  8.48                < .001***                 .09                      .16 
Indirect effect                                        Effect               BooSE                                                               BooLLCI          BooULCI 
                                                                 .04                      .02                                                                        .01                      .08 

Note. Coeff = Coefficient, SE = Standard Deviation, LLCI = lower limit of the 95% confidence interval, ULCI = upper limit of 
the confidence interval 95%; Boo = Bootstrap results; *p < .05; **p < .001. 

Discussion 

Parents’ are responsible for fostering children’s emotional expression, which can be particularly 
challenging when managing their negative emotions. The way how parents react and manage 
children’s emotional expression may influence their ability to parents emotion regulation 
(Eisenberg et al., 1998; Morris et al., 2007). This study contributed to uncover the mediating role 
of parental competence in the association between parents’ reactions to children’s negative 
emotions and their emotion regulation. Findings highlighted how parents’ reactions to their 
children’s emotions are both directly and indirectly related to children’s emotion regulation 
abilities, with parental competence playing a significant mediating role (Figure 1). 

Specifically, parental reactions of support were related to greater emotion regulation and lower 
lability/negativity in children, whereas nonsupportive reactions were related to greater emotional 
lability/negativity. These results align with previous studies showing that parents’ ability to help 
children identify and accept their emotions is critical for their development of effective strategies 
of emotion regulation (e.g., Eisenberg et al., 1998; Morris et al., 2017). Thus, supportive reactions 
are essential for helping children learn to identify, understand, and appropriately respond to 
emotions by acquiring strategies that help them to cope with challenging situations, which is 
reflected in lower emotional lability and greater emotion regulation (Bariola et al., 2011; 
Ramakrishnan et al., 2019). 

In opposition, nonsupportive reactions were related to lower emotion regulation and greater 
lability/negative. These associations may suggest that parents who struggle to support their 
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children’s negative emotions may feel overwhelmed by them, lacking skills to their management. 
Thus, they may choose to dismiss children’s emotions, minimizing the situation, presenting distress 
reactions, or even punishing their children for expressing negative emotions. Although these 
reactions differ, they all convey that negative emotions should be avoided and their expression 
suppressed, limiting children’s opportunities to cope with challenging situations and related 
(negative) emotions. This inability to cope with emotions was associated with poorer emotion 
regulation strategies and greater emotional lability or negativity (Chora et al., 2019; Jones et al., 
2002; Ramakrishnan et al., 2019). 

Overall, these results reflect how the quality of parenting and early relationships is critical for 
fostering children’s healthy socioemotional development (Bariola et al., 2011; Diniz et al., 2021; 
Eisenberg et al., 1998; Robson et al., 2020). In this sence, parent’s perception of their ability to 
manage the challenges related to parenting – i.e., parental sense of competence – played an 
important mediating role. Our findings revealed that self-eficacy and satisfaction play distinct 
roles in the association between parent’s reactions to their children’s negative emotions and 
emotion regulation. 

Parental self-efficacy significantly mediated the association between parent’s supportive 
reactions and children’s lower levels of emotional lability/negativity. This finding suggests that 
supportive reactions to negative emotions may reflect a greater ability to manage challenges related 
to parenting, namely those involving the arousal of children’s negative emotions, contributing to 
reduced emotional lability/negativity in children (Morelli et al., 2020; Robson et al., 2020).  
Self-efficient parents are more able to face children’s needs with warmth and responsiveness, 
avoinding children’s distress to manage challenings situations, contributing to more regulated 
emotional processes (Albanese et al., 2019; Eisenberg et al., 1998; Robson et al., 2020). 

On the contrary, parent’s self-efficacy negatively mediated the association between parental 
nonsupportive reactions and children’s emotion regulation. Nonsupportive reactions to children’s 
negative emotions involve dismissing their emotions, or responding in a way that suggest they 
should be suppressed (Eisenberg et al., 1998; Morris et al., 2017; Ramakrishnan et al., 2019). This 
may reflect parent’s dimished skills to manage challenging parenting tasks – i.e., lower  
self-efficacy – contributing to children’s difficulties in developing self-regulatory skills and 
emotion regulation processes, reflected in greater lability/negativity (Albanese et al., 2019; Jones 
et al., 2002; Robson et al., 2020). Moreover, lower parental satisfaction mediated the association 
between nonsupportive reactions and children’s greater lability/negativity. This finding may 
suggest that parents’ inability to offer supportive reactions to children’s emotions is reflected in 
their lower parental satisfaction, which may compromise the quality of interactions with their 
children. Hence, children’s emotional expression may be challenged by the limited opportunities 
to explore and recognize the role of emotions in specific life events, reflecting greater emotional 
lability/negativity (Albanese et al., 2021; Bariola et al., 2011; Morris et al., 2007; Ramakrishnan 
et al., 2019). 

The findings highlight the importance of parental quality – i.e., ability to respond supportively 
to children’s negative emotions and parental self-efficacy – in children’s emotional development 
and adjustment (Albanese et al., 2019; De Raeymaecker & Dhar, 2022; Morris et al., 2017). This 
is particularly relevant during early school years, when parents are confronted with additional 
challenges in their role, such as children’s increasing autonomy and the emergence of other 
influential figures, as well as the need to support children in their school related activities (e.g., 
homework), requiring additional skills in their role (Hamzallari et al., 2022; Zimmer‑Gembeck et 
al., 2022). Therefore, findings are important to illuminate how parental competence play a crucial 
role in children’s emotional adjustment. 

Despite the relevance of the findings, some empirical limitations must be acknowledged. Firstly, 
the reliance on self-reported measures may have biased our results. Moreover, the lack of external 
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family sources (e.g., teachers) reporting on children’s emotion regulation introduces additional 
bias, as parents’ reports may be influenced by their relationship with their children (e.g., Bjork et 
al., 2024). Secondly, the lack of a greater proportion of fathers in the study limited our 
understanding of how fathers and mothers may differently contribute to their children’s emotion 
regulation (e.g., Shewark & Blandon, 2015; Ziv et al., 2020). Bearing these limitations in mind, 
future research should make efforts to include multi-informants approach. In the third place, most 
of our participants were middle-class and intact families, limiting our understanding about how 
these processes may happen in vulnerable backgrounds and different family arrangements – areas 
that future studies should examine. Finally, the cross-sectional design of the study limits the ability 
to interpret findings from a causal perspective. Thus, longitudinal studies are crucial to establish 
the direction of the associations. 

Despite these limitations, findings highlight the importance of parent’s supportive reactions to 
their children’s negative emotions and their parental self-efficacy in reducing children’s emotional 
lability/negativity. Therefore, counseling and intervention programs targeting parenting quality 
and children’s socioemotional development should not disregard the role of parent’s reactions to 
children’s negative emotions and parental competence. 

Funding 

This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial or 
not-for-profit sectors. 

Informed consent 

All participants and their parents in this study were informed of the purpose of the study and 
how data will be used. They were assured that their identities would remain anonymous across 
the study. 

Declaration of conflicting of interests 

The author(s) declares no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship, 
and/or publication of this article. 

Author contributions 

Conceptualization: PS, ED; Methodology: PS, ED; Data curation: PS; Formal analysis: PS; 
Statistical analysis: PS; Writing – Original draft: PS, ED; Writing – Review and edit: PS, ED. 

All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript. 

References 

Albanese, A. M., Russo, G. R., & Geller, P. A. (2019). The role of parental self-efficacy in parent and child well-
being: A systematic review of associated outcomes. Child: Care, Health and Development, 45, 333-363. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/cch.12661 

152

https://doi.org/10.1111/cch.12661


Bandura, A. (1982). Self-efficacy mechanism in human agency. American Psychologist, 37(2), 122-147. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.37.2.122 

Bariola, E., Gullone, E., & Hughes, E. K. (2011). Child and adolescent emotion regulation: The role of parental 
emotion regulation and expression. Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review, 14, 198-212. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-011-0092-5 

Bjørk, R. F., Havighurst, S. S., Fredriksen, E., & Bølstad, E. (2024). Up you get: Norwegian parents’ reactions 
to children’s negative emotions. Scandanavian Journal of Psychology, 65, 1039-1054. https://doi.org/ 
10.1111/sjop.13051 

Chora, M., Monteiro, L., Ramos, M., & Amaral, R. (2019). Um olhar sobre o papel do pai na compreensão 
emocional das crianças: Os estilos parentais e práticas de socialização das emoções negativas. Psicologia, 
33(1), 19-32. https://doi.org/10.17575/rpsicol.v33i1.1372 

De Raeymaecker, K., & Dhar, M. (2022). The influence of parents on emotion regulation in middle childhood: 
A systematic review. Children, 9(8), e1200. https://doi.org/10.3390/children9081200 

Diniz, E., Brandão, T., Monteiro, L., & Veríssimo, M. (2021). Parenting and child wellbeing during COVID-19 
outbreak: The importance of marital adjustment and parents’ self-efficacy. Análise Psicológica, 39(2), 277-
286. https://doi.org/10.14417/ap.1902 

Eisenberg, N., Cumberland, A., & Spinrad, T. L. (1998). Parental socialization of emotion. Psychological Inquiry, 
9(4), 241-273. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327965pli0904_1 

Eisenberg, N., & Morris, A. S. (2002). Children’s emotion-related regulation. In R. V. Kail (Ed.), Advances in 
child development and behavior (vol. 30, pp. 189-229). Academic Press. 

Eldik, W. M., Prinzie, P., Deković, M., & de Haan, A. D. (2017). Longitudinal associations between marital 
stress and externalizing behavior: Does parental sense of competence mediate processes?. Journal of Family 
Psychology, 31(4), 420-430. https://doi.org/10.1037/fam0000282 

Fabes, R. A., Leonard, S. A., Kupanoff, K., & Martin, C. L. (2001). Parental coping with children’s negative 
emoticons. Relations with children’s emotional and social responding. Child Development, 72(3), 907-920. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8624.00323 

Fabes, R. A., Poulin, R. E., Eisenberg, N., & Madden-Derdich, D. A. (2002). The Coping with Children’s 
Negative Emotions Scale (CCNES): Psychometric properties and relations with children’s emotional 
competence. In R. A. Fabes (Ed.), Emotions and the family (pp. 285-310). The Haworth Press. 

Ferreira, B., Monteiro, L., Fernandes, C., Cardoso, J., Veríssimo, M., & Santos, A. J. (2014). Percepção de 
competência parental: Exploração de domínio geral de competência e domínios específicos de auto-eficácia, 
numa amostra de pais e mães portuguesas. Análise Psicológica, 32(2), 145-156. https://doi.org/10.14417/ 
ap.854 

Ferreira, B., Veríssimo, M., Santos, A. J., Fernandes, C., & Cardoso, J. (2011). Escala de sentimento de 
competência parental: Análise confirmatória do modelo de medida numa amostra de pais portugueses. 
Laboratório de Psicologia, 9(2), 147-155. https://doi.org/10.14417/lp.630 

Gilmore, L., & Cuskelly, M. (2009). Factor structure of the Parenting Sense of Competence Scale using a 
normative sample. Child Care: Health & Development, 35(1), 48-55. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365- 
2214.2008.00867.x 

Gottman, J. M., Katz, L. F., & Hooven, C. (1996). Parental meta-emotion philosophy and the emotional life of 
families: Theoretical models and preliminary data. Journal of Family Psychology, 10, 243-268. 

Gross, J. J., & Thompson, R. A. (2007). Emotion regulation: Conceptual foundations. In J. J. Gross (Ed.), 
Handbook of emotion regulation (pp. 3-24). The Guilford Press. 

153

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0003-066X.37.2.122
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-011-0092-5
https://doi.org/10.1111/sjop.13051
https://doi.org/10.1111/sjop.13051
https://doi.org/10.1111/sjop.13051
https://doi.org/10.17575/rpsicol.v33i1.1372
https://doi.org/10.3390/children9081200
https://doi.org/10.14417/ap.1902
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327965pli0904_1
https://doi.org/10.1037/fam0000282
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8624.00323
https://doi.org/10.14417/ap.854
https://doi.org/10.14417/ap.854
https://doi.org/10.14417/ap.854
https://doi.org/10.14417/lp.630
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2214.2008.00867.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2214.2008.00867.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2214.2008.00867.x


Hamzallari, O., Rosinski, L., Petrenko, A., & Bridgett, D. J. (2022). Mothers’ emotion regulation and negative 
affect in infants: The role of self-efficacy and knowledge of parenting practices. Children, 10(1), e85. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/children10010085 

Hayes, A. (2018). Introduction to mediation, moderation, and conditional process analysis: A regression based 
approach. Guilford Press. 

Hoghughi, M. S., & Long, N. (2004). Handbook of parenting: Theory & research for practice. Sage. 

Jones, S., Eisenberg, N., Fabes, R. A., & MacKinnon, D. P. (2002). Parents’ reactions to elementary school 
children’s negative emotions: Relations to social and emotional functioning at school. Merrill-Palmer 
Quarterly, 48(2), 133-159. https://doi.org/10.1353/mpq.2002.0007 

Larson, R., Moneta, G., Richards, M., & Wilson, S. (2002). Continuity, stability, and change in daily emotional 
experience across adolescence. Child Development, 4(73), 1151-1165. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467- 
8624.00464 

Leerkes, E. M., Blankson, A. N., & O’Brien, M. (2009). Differential effects of maternal sensitivity to infant distress 
and nondistress on social‐emotional functioning. Child Development, 80(3), 762-775. https://doi.org/10.1111/ 
j.1467-8624.2009.01296.x 

Melo, A. I. M. T. (2005). Emoções no período escolar: Estratégias parentais face à expressão emocional e sintomas 
de internalização e externalização da criança [Dissertação de mestrado, Instituto de Educação e Psicologia da 
Universidade do Minho, Portugal]. Repositório da Universidade do Minho. http://hdl.handle.net/1822/4926 

Morelli, M., Cattelino, E., Baiocco, R., Trumello, C., Babore, A., Candelori, C., & Chirumbolo, A. (2020). 
Parents and children during the COVID-19 lockdown: The influence of parenting distress and parenting 
self-efficacy on children’s emotional well-being. Frontiers in Psychology, 11, e584645. https://doi.org/ 
10.3389/fpsyg.2020.584645 

Morris, A. S., Criss, M. M., Silk, J. S., & Houltberg, B. J. (2017). The impact of parenting on emotion regulation 
during childhood and adolescence. Child Development Perspectives, 11, 233-238. https://doi.org/10.1111/ 
cdep.12238 

Morris, A. S., Silk, J. S., Steinberg, L., Myers, S. S., & Robinson, L. R. (2007). The role of the family context 
in the development of emotion regulation. Social Development, 16(2), 361-388. https://doi.org/10.1111/ 
j.1467-9507.2007.00389.x 

Nelson, J. A., O’Brien, M., Blankson, A. N., Calkins, S. D., & Keane, S. P. (2009). Family stress and parental 
responses to children’s negative emotions: Tests of the spillover, crossover, and compensatory hypotheses. 
Journal of Family Psychology, 23(5), 671-679. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015977 

Ohan, J., Leung, D., & Johnston, C. (2000). The parenting sense of competence scale: Evidence of a stable 
factor structure and validity. Canadian Journal of Behavioral Science, 32, 251-261. 

Ramakrishnan, J. L., Garside, R. B., Labella, M. H., & Klimes-Dougan, B. (2019). Parent socialization of 
positive and negative emotions: Implications for emotional functioning, life satisfaction, and distress. 
Journal of Child and Family Studies, 28, 3455-3466. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-019-01528-z 

Ramsden, S. R., & Hubbard, J. A. (2002). Family expressiveness and parental emotion coaching: Their role in 
children’s emotion regulation and aggression. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 30, 657-667. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015977 

Robson, D. A., Allen, M. S., & Howard, S. J. (2020). Self-regulation in childhood as a predictor of future 
outcomes: A meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 146(4), 324-354. https://doi.org/10.1037/ 
bul0000227 

Ruppanner, L., Perales, F., & Baxter, J. (2019). Harried and unhealthy? Parenthood, time pressure, and mental 
health. Journal of Marriage and Family, 81(2), 308-326. https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12531 

154

https://doi.org/10.3390/children10010085
https://doi.org/10.1353/mpq.2002.0007
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8624.00464
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8624.00464
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8624.00464
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2009.01296.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2009.01296.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2009.01296.x
http://hdl.handle.net/1822/4926
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.584645
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.584645
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.584645
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12238
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12238
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12238
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2007.00389.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2007.00389.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2007.00389.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015977
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-019-01528-z
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015977
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000227
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000227
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000227
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12531


Rutherford, H. V., Wallace, N. S., Laurent, H. K., & Mayes, L. C. (2015). Emotion regulation in parenthood. 
Developmental Review, 36, 1-14. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2014.12.008 

Shewark, E. A., & Blandon, A. Y. (2015). Mothers’ and fathers’ emotion socialization and children’s emotion 
regulation: A within‐family model. Social Development, 24(2), 266-284. https://doi.org/10.1111/sode.12095 

Zimmer‑Gembeck, M. J., Rudolph, J., Kerin, J., & Bohadana‑Brown, G. (2022). Parental emotion regulation: 
A meta‑analytic review of its association with parenting and child adjustment. International Journal of 
Behavioral Development, 46(1), 63-82. https://doi.org/10.1177/01650254211051086 

Ziv, I., Golbez, N., & Shapira, N. (2020). Parental sense of competence, resilience, and empathy in relation 
fathers’ responses to children’s negative emotions in the context of everyday paternal childrearing decisions. 
Cogent Psychology, 7(1), e179481. https://doi.org/10.1080/23311908.2020.1794681 

Reacções parentais às emoções negativas das crianças e a sua capacidade de regulação emocional 
nos primeiros anos escolares: O papel mediador da competência parental 

Resumo: As figuras parentais são as principais responsáveis pela socialização de emoções das suas 
crianças, influenciando o seu processo de regulação emocional. Neste sentido, é importante investigar 
como as reações parentais às emoções negativas das crianças se relacionam com a sua capacidade de 
auto-regulação, assim como mecanismos explicativos desta associação. O presente estudo investigou 
o papel mediador da percepção de competência parental na relação entre as reações parentais às 
emoções negativas das crianças e sua capacidade de regulação emocional. Figuras parentais (129 mães 
e 45 pais) de crianças do primeiro ciclo de escolaridade (M = 7.89; SD = 1.32; 50.6% raparigas) 
responderam a um conjunto de escalas que avaliou a perceção sobre as suas reações às emoções 
negativas das crianças e competência parental, assim como da capacidade de regulação emocional da 
criança. Os resultados da análise de mediação revelaram que as reações parentais de suporte se 
associaram a maiores níveis de regulação emocional, enquanto reações desprovidas de suporte se 
relacionaram a maior labilidade emocional nas crianças. Estas associações foram diferentemente 
mediadas pelas dimensões de competência parental. Os resultados confirmam a importância de uma 
auto-perceção positiva das capacidades parentais no desenvolvimento socioemocional da criança. Estes 
resultados podem contribuir para melhor informar programas de intervenção dirigidos a crianças e 
seus pais. 

Palavras-chave: Reações parentais às emoções negativas da criança, Competência parental, Regulação 
emocional, Crianças, Idade escolar. 
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