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ARTICLE

Predicting the Quality of Mother–Child
Reminiscing Surrounding Negative Emotional

Events at 42 and 48 Months Old

Deborah Laible

Lehigh University

Tia Panfile Murphy

Washington College

Mairin Augustine

Pennsylvania State University

Researchers have speculated that a number of factors likely predict the quality of reminiscing between

preschool children and their mothers. This study was designed to investigate three such factors,

including child temperament, maternal personality, and maternal caregiving representations. Seventy

mothers and their preschool children were recruited for the study. When the child was 42 months of

age, mothers completed measures of her personality and the child’s temperament. Mothers also took

part in the shortened Parent Development Inventory, which was coded for coherence, pleasure, com-

fort, and perspective taking. At both 42 and 48 months, the mother–child dyad reminisced about a past

event in which the child experienced a negative emotion. These conversations were coded for the

amount of maternal elaboration, the discussion of emotion, and dyadic qualities (such as collaboration

and intersubjectivity). At 42 months, aspects of maternal personality and child temperament were

most associated with reminiscing quality. However, at 48 months, it was primarily maternal represen-

tations of relationships that predicted high-quality reminiscing in the dyad.

There is growing empirical evidence that children’s emotional and relational understanding is

socialized in the context of parent–child discourse (Brown & Dunn, 1996; Denham, Cook, &

Zoller, 1992; Denham, Zoller, & Couchoud, 1994; Laible, 2004a). In the context of everyday
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discourse with children, parents help clarify the aspects of social experiences that are not always

apparent and are often confusing for young children, including intentions, beliefs, and emotions

(Thompson, Laible, & Ontai, 2003). Conversations about emotion begin remarkably early in

development, often before the age of 2, and continue throughout the preschool years (Beeghly,

Bretherton, & Mervis, 1986; Capatides & Bloom, 1993; Dunn, Brown, & Beardsall, 1991). By

discussing emotion with young children, parents can elucidate the causes of emotion, discuss the

consequences of emotion, and suggest ways to cope with emotion, all of which are important

aspects of emotional competence (Denham, 1998). Thus, it is not surprising that frequent rich

discussion about emotion in the toddler and preschool years has been linked with both children’s

subsequent use of emotional language and their subsequent emotional understanding (Brown &

Dunn, 1996; Denham et al., 1994; Dunn et al., 1991).

Research suggests that young children struggle with understanding and coping with negative

emotion in particular (Laible & Panfile, 2009). Parent–child discussions about negative emotion

might be especially helpful for children in learning how to understand and cope with these more

problematic emotions. Research has supported the idea that discourse surrounding negative emo-

tion between parents and children is especially rich. For example, researchers have found that

talk about negative emotion more frequently involves in-depth discussion of emotion and its

causes, talk about other people and mental states, and sophisticated linguistic skills (Hudson,

Gebelt, Haviland, & Bentivegna, 1992; Hughes & Dunn, 1999; Lagattuta & Wellman, 2002).

Given that young children (and their parents) often struggle with the child managing negative

emotion, it is probably not surprising that discussions about negative emotions between care-

givers and children are particularly frequent and complex (Laible & Panfile, 2009).

Moreover, there are reasons to believe that parental discussion of emotion, particularly negative

emotion, after the fact (in the context of reminiscing) might be more influential for promoting

understanding than discussions about emotion that occur online as children are actually experienc-

ing the emotion (Fivush, Berlin, Sales, Mennuti-Washburn, & Cassidy, 2003; Laible & Panfile,

2009). First, in the context of strong emotion, children’s cognitive resources are often preoccupied

with managing the emotion, and thus, they have few resources left to attend to and process parental

messages about emotion. By discussing children’s emotional experiences after the fact, parents

can help clarify for children the reasons behind the emotions experienced in a given situation

and can help coach children on how to cope with similar emotional experiences in the future (Gott-

mann, Katz, & Hooven, 1996; Ramsden & Hubbard, 2002). Second, when faced with children’s

emotions, particularly negative ones, the caregiver’s immediate goal may be to manage these emo-

tions and not to socialize emotional understanding. As a result, the type of discourse that occurs

when the child experiences strong emotion may not be as rich as the type of emotion talk that hap-

pens after the emotional event has occurred. Third, and finally, reminiscing might be especially

influential in shaping children’s emotional scripts, because of the links that reminiscing is assumed

to share with children’s developing autobiographical memory and self-concept (Fivush, 1998).

Researchers have argued and found evidence for the idea that these early reminiscing conversa-

tions between parents and children influence children’s early memories of personal experiences

(Bauer & Burch, 2004; Farrant & Reese, 2000; Fivush & Vasudeva, 2002; Hudson, 1990; Nelson,

1996). Therefore, by discussing children’s experiences with emotion in the past, parents are help-

ing to mold the role that emotion plays in children’s developing self-concept and autobiographical

memories (Fivush et al., 2003). Thus, by raising emotion during reminiscing, parents help to shape

a child’s developing emotional self-concept, including how he or she defines himself=herself in
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terms of emotion (e.g., ‘‘I am mostly a cheerful child’’) and the role that the child’s emotions play

in influencing others (e.g., ‘‘When I am sad, mom is also upset’’) (Fivush et al., 2003).

Research supports the idea that high-quality mother–child reminiscing about children’s past

emotional experiences, particularly negative ones, relates to children’s emotional and relational

understanding. Research has suggested that there are differences in both the style and content of

past-event conversations and that these differences have consequences for children’s memory

and understanding of those experiences. For example, research suggests that children of elabor-

ative mothers (who discuss rich background detail with the child) have more detailed memories

of their past experiences than those children of repetitive mothers (Hudson, 1990; Reese &

Fivush, 1993; Reese, Haden, & Fivush, 1993), and when these conversations surround emotion,

children of elaborative mothers also display more advanced emotional and social understanding

(see Laible, 2004a, 2004b; Laible & Song, 2006). However, these effects have often been stron-

gest when mothers are reminiscing about the child’s past negative emotional experiences (see

Laible, 2011). Thus, although a number of studies support the importance of high-quality

mother–child reminiscing, particularly surrounding negative events, for promoting children’s

emotional and relational understanding, relatively little is known about the factors that promote

high-quality reminiscing in mother–child dyads, including the mother’s amount of elaboration

and her ability to discuss emotion. As a result, the goal of the current study was to look at a

number of factors that should theoretically relate to the quality of mother–child reminiscing:

maternal caregiving representations, maternal personality, and child temperament.

Maternal Caregiving Representations

Maternal representations of relationships have most often been studied from an attachment per-

spective. Bowlby (1984) argued that just as children are predisposed to seek and maintain prox-

imity with a caregiver, parents are predisposed to care for and respond to their child’s bids for

proximity and comfort, and thus, parents possess a caregiving system that is complementary to

children’s attachment system. Moreover, Bowlby (1982) argued that all behavioral systems are

ultimately guided at the cognitive level by internal representations (see also Slade, Belsky, Aber,

& Phelps, 1999), and the caregiving system is no exception. Numerous researchers have begun to

elaborate on this concept of caregiving representations and have argued that these representations

function similarly to internal working models of attachment in children (Bretherton, Biringen,

Ridgeway, Maslin, & Sherman, 1989; George & Solomon, 1996; Slade & Cohen, 1996; Solomon

& George, 1996). That is, these representations likely influence the parent’s interpretation of the

child’s behavior, his=her expectations and feelings about the relationship, and the parent’s actual

behavior toward the child (see Slade et al., 1999). Because research on parental caregiving repre-

sentations is in its infancy, researchers have not yet examined how these representations relate to

parents’ expectations for and interpretations of children’s behavior. More work, however, has

focused on how parental caregiving representations relate to actual parenting behavior. These stu-

dies have found that parents with more balanced, positive, and coherent representations of the

child and their relationships (i.e., caregiving representations) are more sensitive, positive, and

responsive to their young children and are more likely to have securely attached children than

those parents who do not have these representations (Benoit, Parker, & Zeanah, 1997; George

& Solomon, 1996; Slade et al., 1999; Sokolowski, Hans, Bernstein, & Cox, 2007).
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There are good reasons to believe that mothers who have more coherent and positive caregiv-

ing representations might be able to more openly discuss with the child his=her past experiences
with negative emotion. Just as with attachment representations, mothers with positive and coher-

ent caregiving representations should be more able to draw upon these representations to openly

discuss issues that might be considered threatening to children (e.g., negative affect) compared

with mothers with negative or incoherent representations. Moreover, researchers have found

substantial links between measures of caregiving representations and mother’s Adult Attachment

Interview classifications (see Slade et al., 1999), and secure individuals have been found to have

more open and coherent communication (especially that surrounding emotion) than insecure

individuals (see Bretherton, 1990; Cassidy, 1990; see Laible & Panfile, 2009, for a review).

Thus, mothers with secure attachment representations and more positive caregiving representa-

tions might also communicate more effectively with their children, especially in situations

involving negative affect. Although research examining the links between caregiving representa-

tions and mother’s discourse with children is lacking in the literature, a preliminary study found

that mothers who were secure in the Adult Attachment Interview were more elaborative when

discussing the child’s past experiences (Reese, 2008).

Personality

To our knowledge, there have been no empirical investigations examining the influence of the

maternal personality variables of neuroticism and openness on mother–child reminiscing. Surpris-

ingly, however, research examining the links between maternal personality (especially the Big Five

dimensions) and other aspects of mother–child interaction and parenting is also lacking. The lim-

ited work that has been done has found links between maternal negative emotionality (and neur-

oticism) and less competent parenting. In general, research has suggested that neurotic mothers,

who are high in negative emotionality, tend to be less warm and responsive parents and tend to

be more intrusive, negative, or power-assertive with their children (Clark, Kochanska, & Ready,

2000; Conger, Patterson, & Ge, 1995; Goldstein, Diener, & Mangelsdorf, 1996; NICHD Early

Child Care Research Network, 1999). It is important to point out that most of this work, however,

has been done with parents who are depressed or experiencing distress. It is less clear whether non-

depressed parents high in neuroticism have similar problems, although a couple of studies suggest

that they do (Clark et al., 2000; Kochanska, Clark, & Goldman, 1997). Openness has been even

less examined as a personality characteristic related to parenting, but preliminary work has found

it to be connected with more positive parenting including more nurturance, less restrictiveness, and

less negative control (Karreman, van Tuijl, van Aken, & Deković, 2007; Losoya, Callor, Rowe, &

Goldsmith, 1997; Metsäpelto & Pulkkinen, 2003). Researchers have speculated that openness may

promote problem solving in parents, which might also lead to parents providing more stimulating

environments for their children (see Prinzie, Stams, Deković, Reijintjes, & Belsky, 2009).

Therefore, the maternal personality characteristics of openness and neuroticism might also

relate to mothers’ reminiscing. Mothers who are open (and therefore more creative and sensitive)

should be more willing to explore a wide range of emotions with their children during remi-

niscing. The links that neuroticism shares with maternal behavior during reminiscing about

the child’s past experiences with negative affect are less clear. On the one hand, these parents

might be prone to becoming overaroused when discussing negative emotions, and thus, be less
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competent leaders of these conversations. In addition, because neurotic mothers are prone to

power assertion, they may dominate the conversation rather than scaffold the discussion for

the child. On the other hand, neurotic mothers who are prone to experiencing negative affect

may be more competent at scaffolding reminiscing conversations about negative affect, because

they frequently have such experiences and have experience coping with them. Both possibilities

need to be empirically explored.

Child Temperament

Finally, there are good reasons to believe that children’s temperament influences the quality of

reminiscing between mothers and children. Children’s temperament has been shown to influence

maternal behavior in a number of contexts (see e.g., Calkins, Hungerford, & Dedmon, 2004;

Gauvin & Fagot, 1995; Kennedy, Rubin, Hastings, & Maisel, 2004; Rubin, Nelson, Hastings,

& Asendorpf, 1999) as well as dyadic behavior (Kochanska, Friesenborg, Lange, & Martel,

2004). The research that has been done on child temperament and reminiscing provides prelimi-

nary evidence for the idea that child temperament affects both maternal and child behavior in

reminiscing (see Bird, Reese, & Tripp, 2006; Laible, 2004a; Lewis, 1999; Smolak, 1986).

For example, Lewis (1999) found that mothers who perceived their children to be highly active

and less sociable were more likely to be repetitive in memory conversations with their 3-year-old

children. Similarly, Laible (2004a) found that mothers were more elaborative with children in a

reminiscing task when they perceived their children to be high in effortful control or negative

reactivity. Thus, mothers may adapt their reminiscing style to adjust to the child’s temperament

(Laible, 2004a), either repeating information for children who are active and likely to miss

details or elaborating with children who are able to sustain a longer attention or need more

emotion coaching (such as children prone to negative emotionality).

In addition, temperamental characteristics of children might also influence children’s ability

to contribute to these conversations. Thus, children high in effortful control might be able to sus-

tain attention more during these conversations and could therefore contribute more. Similarly,

children high in negative reactivity may become too overwhelmed in the context of emotional

reminiscing (especially surrounding negative events) to contribute to these conversations. At

least one preliminary study supports the influence of child temperament on children’s contribu-

tions to these conversations (Bird et al., 2006). Bird et al. (2006) found that 5- and 6-year-old

children rated high in effortful control by parents were more involved in emotional reminiscing

with parents. Although Bird et al. (2006) did not find that negative reactivity by itself was an

important predictor of children’s involvement in reminiscing, they did find that goodness-of-

fit between maternal expected and actual ratings of negative reactivity predicted children’s

involvement in emotional reminiscing.

Gender

Gender is also an important variable to consider when examining the quality of reminiscing. A

number of theorists have argued for the idea that gender roles are socialized within the context of

reminiscing (see, e.g., Fivush, Haden, & Reese, 2006). Research examining gender differences

in early reminiscing with preschool children, however, has been mixed, with some researchers
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finding differences (Bird & Reese, 2006; Reese, Haden, & Fivush, 1996; Reese & Fivush, 1993)

and others not (Laible, 2004a, 2004b). When gender differences have been found, however, they

have been subtle and may not have been captured by more global coding schemes, and as a

result, may have been missed by some researchers. For example, Fivush and colleagues found

that mothers used more emotion terms when discussing sad events with sons rather than with

daughters (Fivush, Brotman, Buckner, & Goodman, 2000) and that they were more likely to

situate emotional reminiscing in an interpersonal context for daughters than sons. In addition,

girls have been found to discuss emotion more frequently in reminiscing with mothers than boys,

and parents of sons have been shown to discuss anger in more depth than parents of daughters

(see Bird & Reese, 2006; Fivush, 1989).

Current Study and Predictions

The goal of this study was to examine factors that predict the quality of reminiscing between

mothers and children. In particular, we were interested in examining how maternal caregiving

representations, maternal personality, and child temperament related to the quality of mother–

child reminiscing surrounding children’s past negative emotional experiences at both 42 and

48 months old, including the amount of maternal elaboration, maternal discussion of emotion,

and dyadic quality (such as collaboration and intersubjectivity). We predicted that mothers with

positive, coherent, and flexible representations of their children would be more elaborative and

more likely to discuss emotion causes and coping in these conversations. We also predicted that

mothers who were high in openness but low in negative emotionality would potentially have

higher-quality reminiscing conversations with their children. Finally, based on past research

(Laible, 2004a), we also expected that children who were high in effortful control and high in

negative emotionality would have more in-depth and elaborative discussions of their past nega-

tive emotional experiences.

The study was longitudinal and designed to examine the predictors of reminiscing across two

time points (at 42 and 48 months of age). These ages were selected because previous researchers

have found the quality of reminiscing during the early preschool years to predict concurrent

socioemotional development (see Laible, 2004a, 2004b; Laible & Song, 2006). Moreover, there

is remarkable growth in children’s ability to contribute to reminiscing across this period (Haden,

Haine, & Fivush, 1997; Reese et al., 1993), and as a result, the factors that predict reminiscing

quality across this time period might change as children begin to shape these conversations

more. For example, temperament might become more influential in shaping reminiscing quality

as children begin to direct and control these conversations more.

METHODS

Participants

Seventy mother–child dyads were recruited through archival birth announcements from a mid-

sized mid-Atlantic town to participate in a larger study examining the predictors and conse-

quences of mother–child communication about emotions. Letters were sent to mothers of

children who would be 42 months old at the time of the first assessment period. To retain
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participants for a second assessment 6 months later, mothers were offered small monetary

payments at the first assessment and slightly larger payments following the second assessment.

Children were given a stuffed animal at each assessment for their participation. Of the participat-

ing children, 37 were female and 87.5% were Caucasian. Among the mothers, 70.9% had at least

a college degree or higher. Two mother–child dyads dropped out of the study prior to the second

assessment.

Overview

Mothers completed self-reports of personality and maternal reports of the children’s tempera-

ment at 42 months. At 42 months, mothers also took part in the Parent Development Interview

(PDI) to assess their representations of relationships. At 42 months and 48 months, mothers and

their children took part in a video-recorded laboratory session during which the dyad engaged in

10 minutes of free play as a warm-up task, followed by a reminiscing task. After the reminiscing

task, mothers completed the PDI while children were engaged in completing a battery of assess-

ments of their socioemotional development (which are not reported as part of this study).

Reminiscing Task (42 and 48 Months)

The conversations about the child’s past negative emotional experiences were elicited following a

procedure identical to the one used by Laible and Song (2006). Following the warm-up free play,

the researcher notified the mother that she was interested in shared conversations about the child’s

past emotional experiences. Mothers were asked to think about a recent past emotional event that

involved both herself and her child in which her child experienced negative emotion.1 Mothers

were instructed to select one-time events (e.g., an injury or misbehavior) rather than ongoing

events (e.g., going to bed) and were asked to evoke the child’s memory about the event as nat-

urally as possible. Example events for each of the three primary negative emotions were given

(e.g., fear of lightning, being mad at a sibling, or sad at being injured). Mothers generally com-

plied with the request to discuss one-time events. Mothers who discussed ongoing conflicts with-

out any reference to the past were excluded from the analyses, which included two different dyads

at each time point. Mothers determined the length of these conversations, which lasted for an

average of 48.75 (SD¼ 21.32) conversational turns at 42 months and 43.80 (SD¼ 19.68) conver-

sational turns at 48 months. There were common themes that emerged in these conversations. At

42 months, the vast majority of the conversations (48%) centered on conflicts with peers, parents,

or siblings and often involved the child’s misbehavior (e.g., aggressive behavior). The remaining

involved injuries to the self or other (24%), missing someone or leaving an event=person that the

child was enjoying (13%), or being scared of something, such as thunder (10%). At 48 months,

the conversational topics were a little more varied; 32% of the conversations centered on issues of

conflicts with parents, peers, or siblings, 24% involved an injury to the child or another person,

1We also asked mothers and children to reminisce about a positively valenced event, but these conversations were not

consistently related to temperament, personality, or maternal representations of relationships. Thus, these conversations

are not included in the article or analyses.
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23% involved missing a person or missing out on an event, and 14% involved events that

frightened children.

Coding of mother–child discourse during reminiscing tasks. Verbatim transcripts were

made of each reminiscing conversation. From the transcripts, all references to emotions were

identified and coded (see Laible, 2004a). References to emotions included words referring to

‘‘protypical’’ emotional states (e.g., happy, angry, scared) as well as words indicative of

emotional states (e.g., crying, laughing, screaming). In addition to identifying references to emo-

tions, three other aspects of emotion references were coded. First, the number of unique emotions
that mothers and children used in each conversation was coded. In addition, references to causes
of emotion (i.e., identification of the sources of particular emotions [e.g., ‘‘Did mommy make

you feel better?’’]) were coded. Finally, emotion-coping references (e.g., ‘‘When you are scared,

you can come to me’’) were also noted. Two coders independently coded 15 common tran-

scripts. Intraclass correlations between the two raters on the number of emotions, the number

of unique emotions, the causes of emotions, and emotion coping per transcript were acceptable

(a¼ .77–.99).

To reduce the number of variables, the three codes (unique emotions, causes of emotion, and

emotion coping) by speaker were submitted to a principal components analysis. At both 42 and

48 months, a single factor emerged for both speakers on which all types of emotion references

loaded positively (all above .46). Thus, for both mothers and children, a single factor emerged,

on which references to unique emotions, causes, and emotion coping loaded. However, because

there were no significant predictors of children’s discussion of emotion, causes, and coping at

either time point, these variables were dropped from the analyses. Mothers typically are the indi-

viduals who raise emotion in these reminiscing conversations (see Laible, 2004a). Therefore, it

is not surprising that we are unable to predict child references to emotion.

In addition, the mother–child reminiscing tasks at 42 and 48 months were also coded for the

quality of maternal elaboration. Elaborative ratings were assigned based on criteria used in pre-

vious empirical research (see Laible, 2004a; Laible & Song, 2006). Transcripts were rated on a

5-point scale based on the amount of background description that the mother provided and the

quality of the open-ended questions that the mother asked of her child during the negative remi-

niscing conversations. Mothers low in elaboration (receiving scores of 1 or 2) provided little

background detail and asked a series of repetitive yes=no questions. Mothers rated high in elab-

oration asked frequent open-ended questions of their children and introduced new information

on the majority of conversational turns. The intraclass correlations between the two raters on

15 transcripts for elaborative ratings were acceptable (a¼ .88 at 42 months and a¼ .93 at 48

months).

Finally, the reminiscing conversations from both time periods were coded for the amount of

collaboration and intersubjectivity using scales adapted from Gini, Oppenheim, and Sagi

(2003). Collaboration was rated on a 5-point scale and included the degree to which the remi-

niscing conversation was truly co-constructed, with both partners contributing to the conver-

sation. Dyads that were low in this quality (rated 1 or 2) had one partner (either the mother or

child) who dominated the conversation while the other party provided limited information.

Dyads rated high in collaboration (e.g., 4 or 5) had conversations where both partners were

active participants. Intersubjectivity included the degree to which dyads had the sense of

shared meaning and togetherness in the reminiscing task, which was also rated on a 5-point
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scale. Dyads that rated low in this quality (1 or 2) produced narratives that were high in

confusion and low in shared meaning and that were disconnected. Dyads that were high in

intersubjectivity (rated 4 or 5) created a shared story about the experience and had few

instances of incoherence, disconnection, and confusion. The interclass correlations between

two raters on 15 transcripts was acceptable (a¼ .92 for collaboration and a¼ .91 for intersub-

jectivity at 42 months; a¼ .92 for collaboration and a¼ .90 intersubjectivity at 48 months).

Because collaboration and intersubjectivity were highly correlated (r> .65, p< .01), these

scores were averaged to create a single index of dyadic quality at each time point (labeled

dyadic collaboration and intersubjectivity).

Predictors of Reminiscing (42 Months)

Child temperament. Mothers also completed scales that assess negative reactivity and

effortful control from the Very Short Form of the Children’s Behavior Questionnaire (CBQ;

Very Short Form, Version I, Putnam & Rothbart, 2006). Work from Putnam and Rothbart

(2006) suggests that the Very Short Form of the CBQ shows psychometric properties that are

similar to the Long Form CBQ, which has been well validated in past research (see Rothbart,

Ahadi, Hershey, & Fisher, 2001). The two scales, negative emotionality (12 items, a¼ .70; sam-

ple item: ‘‘cries sadly when a favorite toy gets lost or broken’’) and effortful control (12 items,

a¼ .72; sample item: ‘‘sometimes becomes absorbed in a picture book and looks at it for a long

time’’), demonstrated adequate internal consistency.

Maternal personality. Mothers also completed two scales from the Big Five Inventory

(Versions 4a and 54; John, Donahue, & Kentle, 1991). Although the original measure contains

five scales, mothers completed just the scales relevant to openness and neuroticism. Internal

consistency on both scales was adequate (neuroticism, a¼ .82, sample item: ‘‘I see myself as

someone who worries a lot’’; and openness, a¼ .78, sample item: ‘‘I see myself as someone

who likes to reflect, play with ideas’’).

Maternal representations of relationships. Mothers took part in the PDI short form at the

42-month assessment (Slade et al., 1999). The shortened PDI consists of 25 questions assessing

the parent’s view of the child, the self as a parent, the relationship, affective experiences of

parenting, parent’s family history, and the child’s experiences with separation=loss. Ultimately,

the PDI asks about the mother’s experience in ‘‘moments of interaction and relatedness’’ with

her child (Slade et al. 1999, p. 613) and is believed to tap the mother’s representation of her

specific relationship with the study child (Slade et al., 1999). The PDI has been shown to

have links with theoretically relevant constructs such as parenting and the Adult Attachment

Interview (e.g., Suchman, DeCoste, Castiglioni, Legow, & Mayes, 2008; Trapolini, Ungerer,

& McMahon, 2008).

Coding of the PDI was done from audiotapes and detailed notes that were made from those

tapes. A number of coding schemes have been used on the PDI, and we chose to code for con-

structs most theoretically relevant to the quality of mother–child discourse surrounding negative

affect. Thus, we coded the interview for the amount of secure base=comfort the mother discussed

in the interview, her ability to take the perspective of the child, the amount of joy and pleasure the

mother experienced in her relationship with her child, and coherence. Codes regarding the
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mother’s provision of comfort, her perspective taking, and her joy=pleasure in the relationship

with her child were taken from Pianta et al. (1995) and were coded on a 4-point scale. Scores

of 0 indicated that the construct was absent from the mother’s interview, scores of 1 indicated that

the construct was vaguely present, scores of 2 indicated that the construct was clearly present in

the interview but not elaborated on or strongly present, and scores of 3 indicated detailed and ela-

borated evidence of the construct. Comfort=secure base behavior was based on the degree to

which mothers clearly indicated that they soothed and comforted their child when he=she was

distressed or scared. Perspective taking was coded as the degree to which the mother was capable

of putting herself in the mindset of the child and truly understanding the child’s feelings and

thoughts. Finally, pleasure=positive affect was the degree to which the mother indicated that

the relationship she shared with her child involved high amounts of positive affect, affection,

happiness, joy, and=or pride. Twenty percent of the interviews (N¼ 14) were independently

coded by a second rater, and adequate interrater reliability was obtained. Intraclass correlation

coefficients for comfort, perspective taking, and positive affect were .88, .92, and .91, respect-

ively.

In addition, because others have hypothesized that the coherence (i.e., the ability to integrate

flexibly a wide range of thoughts and feelings about the relationship with her child) is a

key element in predicting the mother’s responsiveness and other caregiving behaviors (e.g.,

Goldberg, Benoit, Blokland, & Madigan, 2003), the PDI was coded for coherence using scales

adapted from the Family Narrative Consortium (Fiese et al., 1999). Interviews were coded for

three main elements of coherence using 5-point scales: personalization, syntheses, and contradic-

tions. Higher scores on personalization (4 or 5) indicated that mothers provided detailed specific

examples when asked to recall memories or examples to back up an assertion (e.g., when a

mother provided an adjective of ‘‘empathic’’ to describe her child, she was able to describe a

specific instance in which her child provided comfort). Low scores reflected a mother’s inability

to recollect specific examples to back up her contentions (e.g., when asked to give a memory to

support her claim that her child was ‘‘loving,’’ a mother suggested that it was nothing specific,

he is ‘‘just that way’’). Higher scores on contradictions represented an absence of contradictions

(or that all contradictions are recognized and explained) in the interview, which meant that a

mother was consistent throughout the interview in describing her child and her relationship with

her child. Thus, for example, a mother would be given a low score if early in the interview, she

described her child as easygoing, but then when asked about what she did not like about her

child indicated that she did not like the fact that her child angered easily. High scores on synthe-

sizing (4 or 5) were given when mothers used reoccurring themes throughout the interview. For

example, a mother who repeatedly emphasized common themes (such as the tolerance of her

child’s independence) would be scored high as opposed to a mother who did not raise ideas more

than once. The three scores were averaged to give a mean coherence rating. Twenty percent of

the interviews (N¼ 14) were independently coded by a second rater, and adequate interrater

reliability was obtained. Intraclass correlation coefficients for contradictions, personalization,

and synthesis were .80, .70, and .80, respectively.

To reduce the number of PDI codes, the four constructs (comfort=secure base, perspective

taking, joy=pleasure, and coherence) were submitted to a principal components factor

analysis. One factor emerged that was labeled ‘‘mother’s positive and coherent representations

of her relationship with her child’’ on which all four codes loaded strongly positively (all

above .59).
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RESULTS

Descriptive statistics of the measures appear in Table 1, and bivariate relations between the con-

structs appear in Table 2. Bivariate relations suggested that aspects of child temperament related

to the quality of discourse. Higher levels of effortful control at 42 months were related to the

dyadic quality of reminiscing at both 42 and 48 months (i.e., higher levels of collaboration

and intersubjectivity). In addition, higher levels of effortful control were linked with more con-

current elaboration by mothers. A child’s negative reactivity was inversely related to concurrent

maternal elaboration and her discussion of emotion, causes, and coping. Maternal neuroticism

had few links with the quality of reminiscing at both time periods. The one exception was that

it was related to less concurrent discussion of emotion, causes, and coping. Maternal openness at

42 months, in contrast, was related to more concurrent elaboration in reminiscing and more

concurrent discussion of emotion, causes, and coping by mothers. Openness at 42 months

was also weakly significantly related to the dyadic quality (i.e., intersubjectivity and collabor-

ation) longitudinally. Positive maternal caregiving representations were linked with higher levels

of maternal elaboration both concurrently and longitudinally. In addition, positive maternal

caregiving representations at 42 months were associated with more intersubjectivity and collab-

oration at 48 months.

Hierarchical regression models were built to predict the dyadic and maternal reminiscing qua-

lities at both 42 and 48 months. Because others have found gender differences in the nature of

reminiscing (see, e.g., Fivush & Wang, 2005; Reese et al., 1996), gender was entered on the first

step. Gender was only significantly correlated with maternal elaboration at 42 months (r¼�.32,

p< .01) and was marginally significantly correlated with dyadic intersubjectivity=collaboration
at 42 months (r¼�.29, p< .10). It had no other relations with reminiscing. Maternal education

was significantly correlated with maternal elaboration at 42 months (r¼ .27, p< .05) and with

the amount of collaboration and intersubjectivity at 48 months (r¼ .29, p< .05). It was not sig-

nificantly correlated with the other measures of reminiscing (r< .21, p> .05). Including mother

education in the regression models as a control does not change the pattern of findings and in

none of the models did it make a significant independent contribution to predict reminiscing.

To preserve the subjects-to-variables ratio, it was omitted from the models. For the models pre-

dicting the quality of reminiscing at 48 months, previous reminiscing quality at 42 months was

also entered on the first step as a control. Maternal representations, maternal personality, and

child temperament variables were entered simultaneously on the second step of the models.2

The full models predicting the quality of reminiscing at 42 months appear in Table 3, and the

models predicting the quality of reminiscing at 48 months appear in Table 4.

All three full models predicting the quality of reminiscing at 42 months were significant. In the

model predicting dyadic intersubjectivity and collaboration, F(6, 60)¼ 3.15, p< .01, gender,

maternal neuroticism, and effortful control all made significant independent contributions to

the model. Maternal neuroticism shared no significant bivariate relationship with this variable;

this independent effect was the result of a suppressor effect. Inspection of the variance inflation

factors (VIFs) did not reveal a problem with collinearity in the model (all VIFs <1.27). Further

2Interactions between temperament variables and personality factors were also explored. However, there was no con-

sistent pattern of interactions that emerged. Given the small sample size, we likely do not have the power to test

goodness-of-fit concepts in these models. See Bird et al. (2006) for a study that tested goodness-of-fit concepts.
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TABLE 1

Means and Standard Deviations (in Parentheses) on Study Variables

42 months 48 months

Maternal Positive Representations

PDI coherencea 3.91 (0.60)

PDI security=comfortb 1.50 (1.01)

PDI perspective takingb 1.71 (0.99)

PDI pleasure=positive affectb 2.11 (0.78)

Child effortful controlc 5.34 (0.73)

Child negative reactivityc 3.95 (0.83)

Maternal neuroticisma 3.00 (0.60)

Maternal opennessa 3.60 (0.67)

Maternal elaborationa 2.77 (0.89) 3.30 (1.10)

Dyadic Collaboration and Intersubjectivity

Dyadic collaborationa 2.65 (1.00) 3.02 (1.10)

Dyadic intersubjectivitya 2.77 (1.05) 2.93 (1.17)

Maternal discussion of emotion, causes, and coping

Maternal references to unique emotions 4.12 (2.28) 4.29 (2.22)

Maternal references to emotion causes 2.56 (1.60) 3.18 (2.19)

Maternal references to emotion coping 0.26 (0.47) 0.53 (0.78)

Child discussion of emotion, causes, and coping

Child references to unique emotions 1.92 (1.32) 2.34 (1.60)

Child references to emotion causes 0.98 (1.14) 1.16 (1.24)

Child references to emotion coping 0.043 (0.20) 0.074 (0.26)

aScored on a 1- to 5-point scale.
bScored on a 0- to 4-point scale.
cScored on a 1- to 7-point scale.

TABLE 2

Bivariate Correlations Between Reminiscing and Potential Predictors

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Maternal neuroticism — –.28� –.26� .28� .17 .09 .01 .08 .03 –.33�� –.12

2. Maternal openness — .24þ –.10 .23þ .24� –.01 .10 .24� .45�� .16

3. Maternal positive representations — –.27� .35�� .24� .42�� .18 .39�� .14 .18

4. Negative reactivity — –.05 –.25� –.21þ –.17 –.01 –.26� –.19

5. Effortful control — .27� .11 .32�� .28� .18 .19

6. Elaboration 42 months — .33�� .70�� .27� .29� .28�

7. Elaboration 48 months — .26� .39�� –.01 .27�

8. Dyadic quality 42 months — .31� .05 .12

9. Dyadic quality 48 months — –.02 .24�

10. Maternal discussion of emotion,

causes, and coping at 42 months

— .33��

11. Maternal discussion of emotion,

causes, and coping at 48 months

—

�p< .05. ��p< .01. þp< .10.
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TABLE 3

Regression Models Predicting Reminiscing Quality at 42 Months

Dyadic Intersubjectivity & Collaboration:

Model 1 Model 2

Predictor B SE B b B SE B B

Gender �.36 .24 �.18 �.49 .23 �.24�

Maternal openness �.02 .18 .01

Maternal neuroticism .33 .16 .26�

Effortful control �.52 .17 .39��

Negative reactivity �.21 .14 �.18

Maternal positive representations .05 .13 .05

Note. Model 1 R2¼ .03 and Model 2 R2¼ .24��.
D R2¼ .21��.
�p< .05. ��p< .01.

Maternal discussion of emotion, causes, and coping:

Model 1 Model 2

Predictor B SE B b B SE B b

Gender �.30 .24 �.15 �.18 .22 �.09

Maternal openness .54 .17 .37��

Maternal neuroticism �.20 .15 �.15

Effortful control .14 .16 .10

Negative reactivity �.23 .14 �.19

Maternal positive representations �.08 .12 �.08

Note. Model 1 R2¼ .02 and Model 2 R2¼ .29��.
D R2¼ .27��.
��p< .01.

Maternal elaboration:

Model 1 Model 2

Predictor B SE B b B SE B b

Gender �.30 .24 �.15 �.18 .22 �.09

Maternal openness .54 .17 .37��

Maternal neuroticism �.20 .15 �.15

Effortful control .14 .16 .10

Negative reactivity �.23 .14 �.19

Maternal positive representations �.08 .12 �.08

Note. Model 1 R2¼ .02 and Model 2 R2¼ .29��.
D R2¼ .27��.
��p< .01.
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TABLE 4

Regression Models Predicting Reminiscing Quality at 48 Months

Dyadic Intersubjectivity & Collaboration:

Model 1 Model 2

Predictor B SE B b B SE B b

Gender .10 .24 .05 .01 .24 .01

42-month intersubjectivity=collaboration .30 .12 .30�� .19 .13 .19

Maternal openness .25 .18 .17

Maternal neuroticism .20 .16 .16

Effortful control .12 .18 .09

Negative reactivity .11 .15 .09

Maternal positive representations .38 .14 .35��

Note. Model 1 R2¼ .08þ and Model 2 R2¼ .26��.
D R2¼ .17�.
��p< .01 þp< .10.

Maternal discussion of emotion, causes, and coping:

Model 1 Model 2

Predictor B SE B b B SE B B

Gender .04 .24 .02 �.02 .25 �.01

42-month discussion of emotion .33 .12 .33�� .31 .14 .31�

Maternal openness �.04 .21 �.03

Maternal neuroticism .12 .18 .09

Effortful control .19 .18 .14

Negative reactivity �.11 .16 �.09

Maternal positive representations .11 .15 .11

Note. Model 1 R2¼ .10�and Model 2 R2¼ .15.

D R2¼ .05.
�p< .05. ��p< .01.

Maternal elaboration:

Model 1 Model 2

Predictor B SE B b B SE B b

Gender �.03 .27 �.01 �.01 .27 �.01

42-month elaboration .34 .16 .27� .29 .17 .24þ

Maternal openness �.20 .20 �.13

Maternal neuroticism .03 .18 .02

Effortful control �.12 .19 �.08

Negative reactivity �.11 .16 �.08

Maternal positive representations .49 .15 .44��

Note. Model 1 R2¼ .08þ and Model 2 R2¼ .27��.
D R2¼ .18��.
�p< .05. ��p< .01. þp< .10.
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exploration of the effect suggested that this finding is hard to interpret because it is the result of

three variables (openness, positive maternal representations, and children’s negative reactivity).

Once maternal openness, positive representations, and children’s negative reactivity were taken

into account, neuroticism predicted more maternal elaboration. The other independent effects

were straightforward. Dyads who had boys and those children who were high in effortful control

were the most likely to demonstrate high levels of intersubjectivity and collaboration when dis-

cussing the child’s past negative emotional experiences. In the model predicting maternal elabor-

ation, F(6, 60)¼ 4.67, p< .01, gender, maternal neuroticism, and both child temperamental

dimensions made independent contributions to the model. Again, the effect of maternal neuroti-

cism was the result of a similar suppressor effect, and examination of the VIFs indicated no sig-

nificant problems with collinearity (again, all VIFs <1.27). The effect this time, however,

involved primarily two variables: maternal openness and negative reactivity. Once maternal open-

ness and children’s negative reactivity was taken into account, dyadic intersubjectivity and

collaboration was predicted by higher maternal neuroticism. Also, boys, children high in effortful

control, and those low in negative reactivity had mothers who elaborated the most when discuss-

ing the child’s past negative emotional experiences. Finally, in the model predicting maternal dis-

cussion of emotion, F(6, 61)¼ 4.05, p< .01, it was primarily maternal openness that made a

significant contribution to the model. Mothers who were high in openness were more likely to

discuss emotion, causes, and coping in the conversations surrounding a child’s past negative

emotional experiences.

Two of the three full regression models predicting the quality of reminiscing at 48 months

were significant, and the pattern of prediction was the same across the two significant models

(i.e., dyadic intersubjectivity and collaboration, F[7, 57]¼ 3.04, p< .01, and maternal elabor-

ation, F[7, 58]¼ 2.91, p< .05). The model predicting maternal discussion of emotion was not

significant, F(7, 58)¼ 1.47, p> .05. Mothers who had more positive caregiving representations

at 42 months elaborated more at 48 months when discussing the child’s past negatively valenced

emotional experiences. In addition, mothers with more positive caregiving representations at 42

months had reminiscing conversations with their children at 48 months that were higher in col-

laboration and intersubjectivity. The model predicting the mother’s discussion of emotion,

causes, and coping was not significant. Despite this, however, the mother’s previous discussion

of emotion, causes, and coping at 42 months predicted her subsequent use of this type of emo-

tion language at 48 months.

DISCUSSION

The goal of the study was to examine factors that predicted the quality of reminiscing across the

early preschool years. Although there is growing evidence that the quality of reminiscing

between mothers and children has consequences not just for children’s memory of past events,

but also their understanding of those events, relatively little research has focused on the types of

factors that might predict the quality of reminiscing in the mother–child dyad. Overall, our study

suggests that differences in maternal perceptions of children’s temperament, maternal person-

ality, and mother’s caregiving representations predict the quality of reminiscing between

mothers and children at both 42 months and 48 months but that the pattern of results is complex

and varies across time.
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One of the most consistent predictors of concurrent reminiscing quality was the mother’s per-

ception of the child’s temperament. Consistent with past research, children’s effortful control was

related to concurrent reminiscing quality (Laible, 2004a). Mothers who perceived that their chil-

dren were higher in effortful control elaborated more with their children when discussing their

child’s past emotional event. In addition, children who were high in effortful control collaborated

(and contributed) more to these conversations and were able to achieve more intersubjectivity

with their mothers. This finding supports the idea that children whose temperaments are inclined

toward having high levels of attention and self-regulation may facilitate the ability of the dyad to

discuss the child’s past negative emotional experiences (see Laible, 2004a; Lewis, 1999). More-

over, this finding is consistent with past work that found that slightly older children who were

rated as high in effortful control by parents also contributed more to reminiscing about their past

emotional experiences (see Bird et al., 2006). Children with more active temperaments may be

less likely to have such elaborative and meaningful conversations with their mothers, and this

may put them at a disadvantage with regards to learning about negative emotion and its regulation.

In addition to effortful control, negative reactivity was related to less maternal elaboration in

the 42-month reminiscing conversation. Mothers who perceived that their children were high in

negative emotionality may have been less willing to discuss in depth their child’s past negative

emotional experience for fear of upsetting the child. This finding does suggest that mothers are

sensitive to their children’s temperamental profile and adapt their parenting as a result (e.g.,

Gauvin & Fagot, 1995). This finding is also in the opposite direction of Laible (2004a) who

found that mothers who perceived their children as high in negative reactivity were more

elaborative. This may have to do with the differences in the context of the conversation between

the studies. Laible (2004a) asked parents of young children to discuss with children their pre-

vious good behavior and misbehavior and did not separate the conversations by the valence

of the event. Thus, it is not clear in the previous study if mothers elaborated more with children

they perceived to be high in negative reactivity across both the positively or negatively valenced

event (i.e., the good behavior and misbehavior) or if they elaborated more just in the negatively

valenced event. Thus, more work is needed to sort out how negative emotionality relates the

quality of mother–child reminiscing, and researchers need to consider that the valence of the

event discussed may impact this link.

Interestingly, with just a few exceptions, maternal personality was not consistently related to

the quality of mother–child reminiscing conversations at either time period. Contrary to expecta-

tions, maternal neuroticism did not make mothers less competent discussion leaders when dis-

cussing their child’s past negative emotional experiences. Although bivariate relations revealed

a weak negative correlation between maternal neuroticism and concurrent maternal discussion

of emotion, emotion causes, and emotion coping, this link was washed out by the much stronger

link that maternal openness had with maternal discussion of emotion. Mothers who reported

being high in openness were more likely to discuss the causes of negative emotions and ways

to cope with negative emotion and were more likely to use unique emotion terms with children

at 42 months. Researchers have speculated that parents who are high in openness might be more

willing to provide novel experiences and stimulation for their children (see Prinzie, Stams,

Deković, Reijintjes, & Belsky, 2009). Our findings support this idea and also suggest that parents

who are high in this quality might be more willing to explore difficult topics with their children,

such as the causes and regulation of negative emotion. It is less clear why maternal neuroticism

had fewer links with reminiscing quality. It is possible that some mothers high in neuroticism
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might be too anxious to discuss negative emotion with their children, and thus, be less competent

leaders of these conversations, while others who are well-regulated might be quite competent

leaders of these conversations. More work is needed to explore these possibilities.

Although temperament and maternal personality had concurrent relationships with the quality

of mother–child reminiscing, these predictors did not hold longitudinally. Instead, it was maternal

caregiving representations (at 42 months) that predicted the quality of mother–child reminiscing 6

months later. Mothers who had coherent, positive, and secure caregiving representations at 42

months elaborated more with their children when discussing their past negative emotional experi-

ences at 48 months. In addition, having a mother with a positive representation also led to higher

levels of intersubjectivity and collaboration in these conversations 6 months later. These findings

support attachment theory and suggest that maternal caregiving representations might relate to the

ability of the mother to communicate with her child, especially in the context of difficult conver-

sations, such as when discussing the child’s past negative emotional experiences. Moreover, these

findings are consistent with much of the past research indicating that positive maternal representa-

tions are linked with maternal sensitivity (see, e.g., Slade et al., 1999; Sokolowski et al., 2007),

and these findings suggest that the benefits of positive and coherent caregiving representations

may also relate to more sensitivity in the context of reminiscing. Interestingly, although bivariate

relations supported the idea that the link between maternal caregiving representations and quality

of reminiscing existed at 42 months, the link was weak enough that it was washed out in

regression models by temperamental and personality variables. Across time, however, the link

between caregiving representations and the quality of reminiscing became stronger, suggesting

that these representations potentially provide a foundation for the subsequent high-quality dis-

cussion of negative emotional events.

Gender also related to the quality of mother–child reminiscing, albeit in an unexpected direc-

tion. Mothers of sons elaborated more when discussing their child’s past negative emotional

experiences at 42 months than did mothers of girls, and dyads that were composed of mothers

and sons had higher levels of intersubjectivity and collaboration compared with mother–daugh-

ter dyads. Research regarding gender differences in reminiscing has been mixed, with some

researchers finding no gender differences (see, e.g., Laible, 2004a; Laible & Thompson,

2000) and others reporting differences (see Reese et al., 1996; Reese & Fivush, 1993). However,

gender differences also seem to depend on what aspect of reminiscing has been examined. For

example, research has found differences in the types of emotions that are emphasized with boys

versus girls (e.g., mothers tend to discuss anger more with boys than with girls) (see Fivush,

1989) and has found that parents emphasize interpersonal experiences more with girls than with

boys when discussing past emotion (see Fivush et al., 2000). With regards to elaboration, when

past researchers have found gender differences, they have typically favored girls (with mothers

and fathers of girls being more elaborative than mothers and fathers with boys). Most of the

research that has found gender differences in elaboration, however, has been with reminiscing

conversations surrounding positive events (see, e.g., Reese et al., 1996). Because boys are typi-

cally less competent emotion regulators (see Davis, 1995), it may be that mothers of boys in our

sample felt the need to discuss these negatively valenced events more than did mothers of girls to

help boys learn to manage negative emotion.

Although these findings are intriguing, there are a number of limitations of the current work

that must be acknowledged. First, because the study is correlational, causal attributions must be

made with caution. However, it is important to point out that there is growing evidence from
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intervention studies that training mothers to use more elaborative reminiscing does have conse-

quences for children’s outcomes, especially for children’s memory for events and their emot-

ional understanding (see Boland, Haden, & Ornstein, 2003; Reese & Newcombe, 2007; Van

Bergen, Salmon, Dadds, & Allen, 2009). Understanding how maternal personality and child

temperament influence different qualities of reminiscing may inform and strengthen these inter-

vention efforts. Second, the sample was relatively homogenous and involved mostly middle-

class Caucasian families. Thus, the results have limited generalizability. Research has found sub-

stantial cultural differences in features of reminiscing between mothers and children, including

in the amount of elaboration and in the discussion of emotion (Fivush & Wang, 2005; Wang &

Fivush, 2005). Work examining how socioeconomic status relates to reminiscing quality has

been less examined, but researchers have speculated that it does likely influence the nature

and quality of reminiscing in the dyad (see Fivush et al., 2006, for a discussion of this issue).

Finally, future research needs to examine factors that predict the quality of reminiscing between

fathers and their children. Although researchers have found few differences in the quality of

reminiscing between mothers and fathers (see Reese et al., 1996), it is unclear whether the same

factors that predict the quality of reminiscing between mothers and children would affect the

quality of reminiscing between fathers and children.

Despite the limitations, our study is one of the first to examine a wide variety of factors that

predict the quality of reminiscing between mothers and children. Given the recent speculation that

mother–child emotional reminiscing has important consequences for children’s development of

emotional and relational understanding, it seems important to understand the factors that predict

the quality of this reminiscing in dyads. More work on the types of factors that influence the qual-

ity of reminiscing in the laboratory and the home setting is needed. It seems likely that many of the

factors explored in this study (e.g., child temperament and maternal personality) interact to predict

the quality of reminiscing, and future studies will need larger sample sizes to have the power

necessary to examine interactions. Other potential factors, however, also likely impact the quality

of reminiscing. For example, it might be important to examine how parent socialization goals

relate to parental strategies in reminiscing. For example, parents with long-term child-centered

socialization goals (see Hastings & Grusec, 1998) might be especially prone to using reminiscing

to help children learn how to manage negative affect. In addition, researchers have also speculated

that reminiscing might help children to cope with stressful events after the fact (see, e.g., Laible &

Panfile, 2009; Sales, 2009). Research examining this issue is scarce (for an exception, see Ackil,

Van Abbema, & Bauer, 2003; see also Sales & Fivush, 2005), and more work is needed to under-

stand how the discussion of negative emotional events can help children cope with similar future

events. Finally, given the recent work indicating that maternal elaborative reminiscing can be

trained in mothers (see, e.g., Boland, Haden, & Ornstein, 2003; Reese & Newcombe, 2007;

Van Bergen et al., 2009), it would be interesting to examine whether certain characteristics of

mothers (e.g., personality traits) make mothers more likely to endorse and follow through with

training. For example, it may be that mothers who are high in openness might be more likely

to incorporate reminiscing training into their daily past events conversations with children.
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