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ABSTRACT
This study focused on associations between children’s socioemotional
development (prosocial behaviour, internalizing and externalizing
problems) and parenting styles (affection, behavioural control, and
psychological control), and the moderating role of children’s social
withdrawal (as a temperamental characteristic) in these associations.
Children’s socioemotional development (n = 314) were rated by
teachers at three-time points (grades 1–3). Parents completed
questionnaires measuring their parenting styles at the same three-time
points. The level of social withdrawal was obtained at the end of
kindergarten from teachers’ reports. Panel analysis showed that
prosocial behaviour was associated with a higher level of affection,
while externalizing problems were associated with a higher level of
behavioural control. Among children with a high level of social
withdrawal, prosocial behaviour predicted high maternal psychological
control, while internalizing problems predicted high paternal
psychological control. However, among children with a low level of
social withdrawal, socioemotional development had no impact on
parenting styles.
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Introduction

It is well known that parenting fundamentally influences children’s socioemotional development
and behavioural adjustment (Bornstein, Putnick, & Suwalsky, 2018). Parenting is always realized
through social interaction, which never happens in isolation. Children’s behaviour and temperamen-
tal characteristics might thus shape or evoke parenting, and parenting may mould children’s behav-
iour. Although it has been suggested that bidirectional relations between parenting and children’s
behaviours and temperamental characteristics channel developmental pathways (e.g. Klein et al.,
2018; Sameroff, 2009), there are important gaps in our knowledge.

First, most studies have focused on parenting effects, viewing children as recipients of parenting
(for a review, see Laible et al., 2017; Slagt, Dubas, Deković, & van Aken, 2016; Zarra-Nezhad et al.,
2014). Second, much less is known about the impact of child behaviours on parenting, especially
from longitudinal studies during middle childhood (e.g. Lansford et al., 2011; Newton, Liable,
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Carlo, Steele, & McGinley, 2014; Pastorelli et al., 2016; Serbin, Kingdon, Ruttle, & Stack, 2015), which is
a time of tremendous socioemotional development and changes in the parent–child relationship
(Richardson, 2005). Third, to the best of our knowledge, no study has fully considered the impact
of children’s positive and negative behaviours on both mothers’ and fathers’ positive and negative
parenting. Finally, it has been suggested that temperament characteristics such as social withdrawal,
i.e. consistent display of solitary behaviour when encountering familiar and/or unfamiliar peers and
adults across situations and over time (Rubin & Coplan, 2004), can moderate bidirectional relations
between children’s development and parenting (Rubin, Coplan, & Bowker, 2009).

Although a lot is known about the role of social withdrawal and the role of children’s socioemo-
tional development, to our knowledge, no studies have examined their joint effects on parenting
styles. Evidence shows that parents may use an over-solicitous style of parenting (characterized by
over-controlling, intrusive, and insensitive parenting) towards socially withdrawn children (for a
review, see Rubin, Root, & Bowker, 2010). Therefore, exploring the moderating role of social withdra-
wal in middle childhood is an important step in determining how parents react to socially withdrawn
children and whether these parents would benefit from ameliorative intervention. In this study, we
addressed these limitations by examining how children’s socioemotional development is associated
with parenting styles, andwhether these associations depend on the child’s level of social withdrawal.

Children’s socioemotional development and parenting styles

The development of socioemotional competences in children can be detected through a variety of
positive and negative behaviours. Positive behaviours (e.g. sharing, helping and cooperation) can be
described with the concept of prosocial behaviour (Hammond, Waugh, Satlof-Bedrick, & Brownell,
2015). Negative behaviours are typically described in terms of externalizing and internalizing pro-
blems. Externalizing problems are defined as a variety of disruptive behaviours (e.g. aggressiveness,
conduct problems, and impulsivity), that reflect the person acting negatively on his/her external
environment (Moffitt et al., 2011). Internalizing problems (e.g. depressive, anxiety-like symptoms),
in turn, are behaviours that are directed to the self rather than the outside world, and are character-
ized by difficulties in coping with negative emotions (Zahn-Waxler, Klimes-Dougan, & Slattery, 2000).

Current theoretical models of developmental psychopathology include the idea of transactional
processes between children and their environment over time. Parents are the most important
environmental factors in a child’s development. In the literature, the focus has been mainly on
the role of three parenting style dimensions on children’s socioemotional development (e.g.
Aunola & Nurmi, 2005; Barber, 1996; Zarra-Nezhad et al., 2014): (1) affection, i.e. parental warmth,
acceptance, support, and responsiveness to the child’s needs; (2) behavioural control, i.e. parents’
attempts to manage or control children’s behaviour through monitoring, demandingness, and
setting limitations; and (3) psychological control, i.e. parents’ attempts to manipulate and control
children’s behaviour and emotions through psychological means, such as inducing guilt, invalidating
the child’s feelings, and love withdrawal (Barber, 1996).

Conceptual models of parenting and developmental psychopathology, in particular, often
include the concept of bidirectional reciprocal relations between parenting and children’s socioemo-
tional development, suggesting children and their parents tend to alter each other (Sameroff, 2009;
see also Serbin et al., 2015). According to control systems theory (Bell, 1968), children and their
parents are sensitive to each other’s behaviour, suggesting that child behaviours elicit parental reac-
tions, which in turn influence the child’s development (Bell, 1968; Belsky, 1984; see also Serbin et al.,
2015). Similarly, coercion theory (Patterson, 1982) describes a process of mutual reinforcement
during which parents inadvertently reinforce children’s behaviour problems, which in turn leads
to parental negative reactions, and so on, until the interaction ends when one of the participants
‘wins’ (see Smith et al., 2014). Since the proposal of the child–parent transactional processes, multiple
longitudinal studies have investigated associations between different aspects of parenting and child
behaviours. However, child-to-parent effects have mainly focused on mothers and studies including
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both parents are still rare, particularly during middle childhood. It has been shown, for example, that
third-grade children’s prosocial behaviour predicts their mother’s sensitivity (i.e. warm and suppor-
tive responses to children’s needs) at fifth grade (Newton et al., 2014). A cross-cultural study span-
ning eight countries revealed that higher prosocial behaviour at age nine elicited significantly higher
maternal warmth and involvement in the next year (Pastorelli et al., 2016). More recently, Lansford
et al. (2018), in a cross-cultural study spanning nine countries, found that, at ages 8–13, externalizing
and internalizing problems at a given age generally predicted less parental warmth and more behav-
ioural control at the next age. In another study of seven-, ten-, and 13-year-olds by Serbin et al.
(2015), internalizing problems predicted an increase in positive maternal parenting (i.e. parental
support and structure) over time, while externalizing problems predicted a decrease. Finally, in a
study that followed children aged 6–9, externalizing behaviour in a given year predicted a high
level of maternal physical discipline in the next year (Lansford et al., 2011).

The joint effects of social withdrawal and socioemotional development on parenting

Temperament has been defined as constitutionally based individual differences in self-regulation
and reactivity, in the domains of affect (i.e. emotional estate), activity, and attention (Rothbart &
Bates, 2006). Temperament embarks children on a range of adaptive or maladaptive developmental
trajectories, depending on the interplay with the social environment. Social withdrawal, as a tem-
peramental characteristic, has been found to predict negative psychosocial outcomes, including
behaviour problems later in childhood and adolescence (e.g. Chronis-Tuscano, Danko, Rubin,
Coplan, & Novick, 2018; Hipson & Coplan, 2018; Quinn & Harden, 2013; Rubin et al., 2009). Social with-
drawal may arise from social fear as well as internal factors, e.g. anxiety, negative self-esteem, and
self-perceived difficulties in social skills and social relationships (Rubin & Asendorpf, 1993), with chil-
dren choosing to isolate themselves from their peer group via consistent display of solitary behav-
iour (Rubin et al., 2009). Socially withdrawn children evidence deficiencies in social and emotional
competences, have negative self-perception and self-esteem, are more likely to be rejected and vic-
timized by peers, and are at higher risk for subsequently internalizing problems, i.e. showing symp-
toms of loneliness, depression, and anxiety (Booth-LaForce & Oxford, 2008; Rubin et al., 2009). Social
withdrawal appears to be moderately stable from the preschool period through adolescence and
early adulthood, and socially withdrawn children (across all developmental periods) show the great-
est stability in their behaviour over time (for a review, see Rubin et al., 2009).

Temperamental characteristics can also act as a moderator of socialization experiences (Rothbart
& Bates, 2006). Rubin et al. (2009) created a theoretical model of social withdrawal and internalizing
problems, which provides a framework for transactional relations between social withdrawal and
parenting. In this model, early childhood social withdrawal is reinforced or diminished by children’s
reciprocal interactions with their parents (Chronis-Tuscano et al., 2018), such that parents may
respond differently to children’s behaviours when children are socially withdrawn (for reviews, see
Chronis-Tuscano et al., 2018; Rubin et al., 2010). For example, parents of socially withdrawn children
often view their children as vulnerable and needing protection; these beliefs may contribute to an
over-solicitous style of parenting (for a review, see Rubin et al., 2010). Socially withdrawn children
may pull for ‘parental accommodation’ (i.e. parents adjusting their behaviour to help their child mini-
mize distress when facing feared overloading stimuli or situations; Lebowitz et al., 2013), which may
lead to more severe child anxiety symptoms and deficiency in socioemotional competencies (for
reviews, see Chronis-Tuscano et al., 2018). Therefore, it could be assumed that child’s behaviours
and social withdrawal may have joint effects on parents’ parenting styles.

The current study

The present study was carried out during middle childhood: an important developmental period for
a positive parent– child relationship (Newton et al., 2014) as children’s ecologies and capacities
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change (Richardson, 2005). Middle childhood involves the transition to elementary school, when
children begin to experience a wider variety of social contexts, engage in more peer interactions,
and become increasingly autonomous (Coplan & Weeks, 2010). Our first research question was
whether prosocial behaviour and behaviour problems are associated with mothers’ and fathers’ par-
enting styles. Two hypotheses were formulated: First, prosocial behaviour was assumed to be associ-
ated with high parental affection and low behavioural and psychological control (e.g. Newton et al.,
2014). Second, externalizing and internalizing problems were expected to be associated with lower
parental affection, and higher behavioural and psychological control (e.g. Lansford et al., 2018). Our
second research question was whether children’s level of social withdrawal moderated the associ-
ations between children’s socioemotional development and parenting styles. Our overall assump-
tion was that parents of more socially withdrawn children would react differently towards their
children’s socioemotional behaviours (for reviews, see Chronis-Tuscano et al., 2018; Rubin et al.,
2010).

Method

Participants and procedure

A total sample of 378 children (48% girls) was drawn from a larger sample (1880 children) that fol-
lowed children from preschool up to ninth grade in different regions of Finland (The First Step study;
Lerkkanen et al., 2006–2016). In order to minimize teachers’ workloads, the target sample was deter-
mined by randomly selecting around three children from each classroom (M = 2.53, SD = 0.84). Com-
parisons between the larger sample (N = 1880) and the random target sample (N = 378) revealed no
statistically significant difference between them (p < .05). Information on the children’s socioemo-
tional development and their level of social withdrawal was available for 314 of the 378 children
(49% girls). Information on parenting styles was available for 279 mothers and 182 fathers. Conse-
quently, these sample numbers were reflected in the final analysis.

Parental consent was requested and received for all the children involved. Participating children
in the sample came from two schools in Central Finland, one in Eastern Finland, and one in Western
Finland. Most of the participating children (76%) came from nuclear families, 12% were from single-
parent families, and 12% from blended families. The sample of parents was representative of the
level of education among the general population in Finland (Statistics Finland, 2007). Teacher and
parent measures were obtained at four time points – kindergarten, first, second, and third grade.
The children’s level of social withdrawal was rated at the end of kindergarten (M = 73.96 months,
SD = 3.35 months) by their teachers. Their prosocial behaviour and internalizing and externalizing
problems were rated by teachers once a year for three years, in grades 1–3. Parents asked to com-
plete the questionnaires concerning their parenting styles, at the same three time points as the tea-
chers filled in questionnaires concerning the children’s socio-emotional behaviours.

Measures

Strengths and difficulties questionnaire
Children’s socioemotional development was measured by teachers during grades 1–3, using the
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman, 1997) on a three-point rating scale (1 =
does not apply, 2 = applies partly, 3 = certainly applies). Three SDQ subscales were utilized: measur-
ing prosocial behaviour (prosocial behaviour subscale, five items; e.g. Shares readily with other chil-
dren), internalizing problems (emotional symptoms subscale, five items; e.g. Many fears and easily
scared), and externalizing problems (conduct problems subscale, five items; e.g. Often fights with
other children or bullies them). Mean scores were then calculated for these subscales at each of
the three time points. The Cronbach’s alpha at each time point was 0.73–0.75 for internalizing pro-
blems and 0.77–0.81 for externalizing problems, and 0.85 for prosocial behaviour.
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Block’s Child-Rearing Practices Report. Parenting styles were measured at the same three time
points using a Finnish version (Aunola & Nurmi, 2004) of Block’s Child-Rearing Practices Report
(CRPR; Roberts, Block, & Block, 1984), including 19 items rated on a five-point scale (1 = not like
me at all; 5 = very much like me). These items were intended to measure three aspects of parenting
styles: affection (ten items; e.g. I often show my child that I love him/her), behavioural control (five
items; My child should learn how to behave properly toward his/her parents), and psychological
control (four items; e.g. ‘I believe my child should be aware of how much I have done for him/
her’). Mean scores were then calculated for different parenting style dimensions at each of the
three time points. The respective Cronbach’s alpha reliabilities regarding each parenting style
dimensions at different measurement points were in the ranges of 0.84–0.85 for maternal
affection, 0.82–0.84 for paternal affection, 0.62–0.71 for maternal behavioural control, 0.72–0.76
for paternal behavioural control, 0.69–0.76 for maternal psychological control, and 0.72–0.83 for
paternal psychological control.

Social withdrawal scale
Level of social withdrawal in children was measured at the end of kindergarten by teachers,
using three items. Two of the items were drawn from the Children’s Short Social Withdrawal
Scale (Kiuru et al., 2012: ‘The child is withdrawn from other children’; ‘The child avoids
working in a group with other children’) and were rated on a five-point scale (1 = never to 5
= very often). The third item was drawn from Multisource Assessment of Children’s Social Com-
petence (MASCS; Junttila, Voeten, Kaukiainen, & Vauras, 2006; ‘Enthusiastically participates in
group activities’) and was rated on a four-point scale (1 = never; 4 = very frequently). Social with-
drawal score was constructed by reversing the third item, and subsequently converting all the
three items to the same scale (0 = never; to 4 = very often/very frequently). Mean scores were
then calculated for all three items (Zarra-Nezhad et al., 2014). The Cronbach’s alpha for the
total score was 0.70.

Data analysis

The analyses were conducted using panel data regression techniques (Gujarati, 2003), which
combine a time series with cross-sectional analyses. In this study, we took account of the
cross-sections (in this case, individuals) and three time points (i.e. grades 1–3) when examining
our research questions. The analyses were carried out separately for children’s socioemotional
development, and for mothers’ and fathers’ parenting styles. The models included the main
effects of prosocial behaviour, internalizing and externalizing problems, and social withdrawal,
as well as all interaction terms between social withdrawal and children’s characteristics, as inde-
pendent variables. In all of the models, sociodemographic characteristics (i.e. the child’s gender,
family’s socioeconomic status, parents’ education, and being a single parent or non-single
parent) were controlled for. The analyses were performed using Gretl software (Gnu Regression,
Econometrics, and Time Series Library, Ver. 1.9.4; see Lucchetti, 2011), and the model parameters
were estimated using the generalized least squares technique (for more detailed description of
the panel analyses see Zarra-Nezhad et al., 2014). To examine the joint effect of children’s
social withdrawal and socioemotional development on parenting styles, the interaction terms
(Social withdrawal × prosocial behaviour; social withdrawal × internalizing problems; and social
withdrawal × externalizing problems) that were found to be statistically significant (p < .05,
two-tailed test), were interpreted using Aiken and West’s (1991) procedure. In this procedure,
simple slopes for children’s characteristic variables in the prediction of parents’ parenting styles
were calculated and presented using standardized scores separately for children who showed
either low (−1 SD) or high (+1 SD) levels of social withdrawal. Then, to test whether the relation-
ship between children’s characteristics and parenting styles is significant at low or high level of
social withdrawal, simple slope tests were conducted.
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Results

Table 1 shows the correlations between the variables across the measurement points. The means and
standard deviations of the observed variables appear separately at different measurement points in
Table 2. Table 3 shows the results of the panel analyses. Supporting our first and second hypotheses,
the results showed that there were two main effects of children’s socioemotional development on
parenting styles that were not dependent on the level of children’s social withdrawal (Table 3).
First, prosocial behaviour was positively associated with both mothers’ (β = .11, p = .006) and
fathers’ (β = .09, p = .045) affection: the higher the level of prosocial behaviour, the higher the level
of maternal and paternal affection. Second, externalizing problems was positively associated with
both mothers’ (β = .13, p = .021) and fathers’ (β = .14, p = .029) behavioural control: the higher the
level of externalizing problems, the higher the level of maternal and paternal behavioural control.

Table 1. Correlations of Study Variables.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Social withdrawal 1 −.31*** .28*** .22*** −.10* −.03 −.03
2. Prosocial behaviour −.31*** 1 −.57*** −.09** .17*** −.14*** −.07
3. Externalizing problems .28*** −.57*** 1 .13*** −.22*** .21*** .07
4. Internalizing problems .22*** −.09** .13*** 1 −.13** .04 .07
5. Affection −.10** .19*** −.16*** −.02 −1 −.01 −.04
6. Behavioural control .01 .02 .06 −.02 .00 1 .37***
7. Psychological control .07 .01 .02 −.02 −.06 .38*** 1

***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05; Correlations of study variables for mothers are above and for fathers are below the diagonal.

Table 2. Means (M) and standard deviations (SD) of study variables at different measurement points.

Time 1 (7 years) Time 2 (8 years) Time 3 (9 years) Time 1, 2, 3

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Prosocial 2.20 0.53 2.21 0.53 2.15 0.51 2.19 0.52
Internalizing 1.29 0.38 1.26 0.36 1.27 0.36 1.27 0.37
Externalizing 1.47 0.45 1.46 0.47 1.45 0.47 1.46 0.46
Mothers’ Affection 4.27 0.45 4.27 0.46 4.28 0.45 4.27 0.45
Mothers’ Behavioural control 3.77 0.47 3.78 0.52 3.76 0.52 3.77 0.50
Mothers’ Psychological control 2.59 0.65 2.58 0.69 2.56 0.71 2.57 0.68
Fathers’ Affection 4.07 0.45 4.07 0.43 4.04 0.45 4.06 0.44
Fathers’ Behavioural control 3.72 0.53 3.70 0.51 3.64 0.55 3.69 0.52
Fathers’ Psychological control 2.70 0.69 2.76 0.72 2.78 0.78 2.74 0.73
Social withdrawal 0.73 0.72

Table 3. Random effects regression for children’s socioemotional development and parenting styles (standardized beta
coefficients).

Affection Behavioural control Psychological control

Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers

Step 1: Main effects
Child gender .08 −.08 .15 .10 .26* .28*
Parental education .07 .03 .02 .11 .02 −.09
Marital status −.12 .25 .07 .27 .06 .49
Socio-economic status .06 .23* −.19 .04 −.27* −.06
Social withdrawal −.04 −.02 −.04 −.02 .04 −.08
Prosocial behaviour .11** .09* −.05 .08 .03 .02
Internalizing problems −.02 −.01 .02 −.04 .07 −.06
Externalizing problems −.07 .00 .13* .14* −.01 .03
Step 2: Interaction effects added
Social withdrawal × Prosocial .08*
Social withdrawal × Internalizing .13***
Social withdrawal × Externalizing

***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05.
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The results showed further that the association between children’s socioemotional development
and parenting styles were dependent on the level of children’s social withdrawal. Two interaction
effects were found when examining the moderating effect of social withdrawal in the association
between children’s socioemotional development and parenting styles. First, a statistically significant
(p = .037) interaction was found between social withdrawal and prosocial behaviour when predicting
maternal psychological control: among children with high level of social withdrawal, prosocial
behaviour was associated with high maternal psychological control, whereas low prosocial behav-
iour was associated with low maternal psychological control (t (312) = 8.965, p = .000, Table 3,
Figure 1). In comparison, among children with low level of social withdrawal, prosocial behaviour

Figure 1. The role of children’s prosocial behaviour in relation to their mothers’ psychological control, regarding children
showing relatively high level of social withdrawal (+1 SD, high) and children showing relatively low signs of social withdrawal
(−1 SD, low).

Figure 2. The role of children’s internalizing problems in relation to fathers’ psychological control, regarding children showing
relatively high level of social withdrawal (+1 SD, high) and children showing relatively low signs of social withdrawal (−1 SD, low).
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did not impact maternal psychological control (t (312) =−1.109, p = .268). Further, a statistically sig-
nificant (p = .000) interaction was found between social withdrawal and internalizing problems when
predicting fathers’ parenting styles: among children with high level of social withdrawal, high inter-
nalizing problems was associated with high paternal psychological control, whereas low internaliz-
ing problems was associated with low paternal psychological control (t (312) = 3.087, p = .002, Table
3, Figure 2). In comparison, among children with low level of social withdrawal, internalizing pro-
blems had no impact on paternal psychological control (t (312) =−1.409, p = .161).

Discussion

It has long been acknowledged that children influence their own development through reciprocal,
bidirectional interactions with their parents (Bell, 1968). That is, children’s temperamental and socio-
emotional characteristics may impact the child-rearing they experience (Lerner, 2002). Here, we
addressed the less-researched topic of child-to-parent effects during middle childhood and
focused on children’s positive and negative socioemotional development and three parenting
style dimensions. This study also adds to our understanding by examining the joint effects of chil-
dren’s social withdrawal and socioemotional development on parenting styles. Prosocial behaviour
was associated with parental affection, while externalizing problems was associated with parental
behavioural control. Among children with high level of social withdrawal, prosocial behaviour pre-
dicted maternal psychological control and internalizing problems predicted paternal psychological
control. But, among children with low levels of social withdrawal, socioemotional development
showed no impact on parenting styles.

Several overall insights emerged from our longitudinal study. First, prosocial behaviour was posi-
tively associated with both mothers’ and fathers’ affection. The findings supported our first hypoth-
esis, transactional models of development (e.g. Bell, 1968; Patterson, 1982; Sameroff, 2009), as well as
previous findings (e.g. Newton et al., 2014; Pastorelli et al., 2016), by suggesting that prosocial chil-
dren provoke affection from their parents. That is, growing capacities to consistently display proso-
cial behaviour (i.e. kindness, compassion, and being helpful) are more likely to elicit responsive and
warm parenting (Newton et al., 2014).

Second, our results showed that externalizing problems was associated with a higher level of
behavioural control from mothers and fathers. Consistent with our second hypothesis, transactional
models of development (e.g. Bell, 1968; Patterson, 1982; Sameroff, 2009), and previous findings (e.g.
Lansford et al., 2011; Lansford et al., 2018; Serbin et al., 2015), externalizing problems (e.g. conduct
problems, aggressiveness, and antisocial behaviour) were found to elicit parental behavioural
control. One explanation for this result is that children with externalizing problem behaviours
have underdeveloped self-regulation skills and undercontrolled behaviours (Cole, Zahn-Waxler,
Fox, Usher, & Welsh, 1996). Therefore, employing parental behavioural control can foster self-regu-
lation and compliance in these children (Aunola & Nurmi, 2005; Lewis, 1981). That is, when children
show externalizing problems, instead of psychologically controlling the child (e.g. love withdrawal,
guilt induction), parents try to provide structure and predictable contingencies for self-regulation, in
order to inhibit disruptive behaviours and engage them in socially approved behaviours (Barber,
Olsen, & Shagle, 1994). A high level of behavioural control has also been related to low levels of
externalizing problems in middle childhood and adolescents (for a review, see Aunola & Nurmi,
2005; Zarra-Nezhad et al., 2014), which support the notion that a bidirectional relationship may
exists between children’s externalizing behaviour and parental behaviour control.

Third, our results revealed that social withdrawal moderates the association between children’s
socioemotional development and parenting styles. Interestingly, both prosocial behaviour and inter-
nalizing problems were found to evoke psychological control from parents, but only when children
show high level of social withdrawal. These results were in line with our hypothesis, and the theor-
etical model from Rubin et al. (2009) of the transactional relations between social withdrawal and
parenting, suggesting that socially withdrawn behaviours may contribute to an over-solicitous
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style of parenting. One explanation for these results is that parents may view highly socially with-
drawn children as vulnerable and dependent and believe that it is their responsibility to protect
them from harm (Rubin et al., 2010). These parenting beliefs can contribute to inappropriately intru-
sive and insensitive parenting, feeling as if they are doing the best for their socially withdrawn child
(Rubin et al., 2010). Another possible mechanism to explain these results is the argument that
psychological control does not necessarily negatively affect children’s independence but may be
used by parents to encourage independence (Kins, Soenens, & Beyers, 2012; Stone et al., 2013).
That is, parents may employ psychological control to encourage dependence by pressuring children
to remain in close physical and emotional proximity, or to encourage independence by pressuring
children to make decisions without parental input (Kins et al., 2012; Stone et al., 2013). Consequently,
parents of highly socially withdrawn children may feel an intrapsychic need to protect their ‘psycho-
logical power’ in the parent– child relationship, through manipulating emotional and psychological
boundaries (Pettit, Laird, Dodge, Bates, & Criss, 2001; see also Aunola, Tolvanen, Viljaranta, & Nurmi,
2013) in an effort to thwart or stunt children’s maladaptive social and emotional development.
However, applying parental psychological control is detrimental to the development of a secure
and stable sense of self and need for autonomy, which might be very harmful (for a review, see
Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2010).

Fourth, our results showed that when children show high level of social withdrawal, their socio-
emotional behaviours may differentially affect mothers’ and fathers’ parenting styles. We found that
among children with high social withdrawal, prosocial behaviour may evoke psychological control
from mothers, while internalizing problems may evoke psychological control from fathers. Based
on some previous studies, mothers and fathers play different parental roles with children in
middle childhood (e.g. Newton et al., 2014; Paquette, 2004). Even though mothers spend more
time taking care of their children, fathers’ participation in child-rearing has increased in today’s
Western societies, particularly in Finland. However, mothers’ and fathers’ approaches to interacting
with children may be different (Paquette, 2004) in a way that mothers may be the primary caregiver
and fathers the primary playmate (Major, Seabra-Santos, & Martin, 2020). Thus, fathers may assess
their child’s behaviours more positively than mothers (Alakortes et al., 2017), making them less suit-
able for prosocial behaviour of socially withdrawn children. Possibly, prosocial behaviour in these
children is not seen as positive behaviour by mothers, but rather as detrimental. It also can be
explained with ‘kind child’ syndrome. Social withdrawal behaviour is viewed as atypical and contrary
to age-related normative expectations for social interaction, relationship, and peer group involve-
ment, so highly socially withdrawal children likely experience rejection and exclusion (Rubin et al.,
2009). Consequently, because of their desire for social approval (Assor, Roth, & Deci, 2004) and to
maintain self-esteem (Deci, Ryan, & Williams, 1996), they may develop more adaptive behaviours
such as sharing, helping and cooperation. However, they do so at the cost of their own autonomy
by trying to be more sociable than they otherwise would be (Zarra-Nezhad et al., 2014). This can
lead to psychological distress and increase their anxiety and fearfulness in social situations, which
may elicit intrusive maternal parenting (e.g. psychological control) to pressure independence and
eliminate harm. Previously, Zarra-Nezhad et al. (2014) found that among more socially withdrawn
children, maternal psychological control predicted a higher level of prosocial behaviour. Thus, a
bidirectional relationship may exist. As no longitudinal studies have been conducted on the joint
effects of children’s prosocial development and their social withdrawal on parents’s psychological
control, more research is needed.

Further, our results suggest that fathers may be more susceptible to children’s internalizing pro-
blems when they show signs of social withdrawal. Perhaps fathers try to impact on children’s inter-
nalizing problems through psychological means rather than affection or directly setting limits. In
middle childhood, mothers may come to expect and accept socially withdrawn children’s internaliz-
ing behaviours. Fathers, however, may become less tolerant of emotional arousal, expecting children
to manage their anxious, depressed or withdrawn behaviours. In attempting to decrease internaliz-
ing problems, fathers may feel more helplessness and tell their children that they are ashamed of

EARLY CHILD DEVELOPMENT AND CARE 9



their emotional problems. Given that fathers’ parenting styles have not been studied as intensely as
mothers’, future research will need to replicate these findings and examine how fathers react to chil-
dren’s internalizing problems when children show signs of social withdrawal.

The present study has some limitations that are worth mentioning. First, children’s behavioural
outcomes and social withdrawal have been assessed using teachers’ or parents’ reports, without
direct behavioural observations or self-reports. Second, although the scale used to measure social
withdrawal was highly reliable, it was relatively small, making it impossible to distinguish
between different subtypes of social withdrawal (e.g. anxious, solitary-active, or solitary-passive).
Third, the level of social withdrawal in children was only measured at the end of kindergarten,
given that temperamental characteristics, such as social withdrawal, manifest early in life and are
relatively stable across time and situations (for a review, see Rubin et al., 2009). However, evidence
also suggests that social withdrawal may show changes over time (Booth-LaForce & Oxford, 2008).

Conclusion

To our knowledge, this is the first empirical study of child-to-parent effects, examining the impact of
positive and negative behaviours and temperament on mothers’ and fathers’ parenting styles in
middle childhood. Prosocial behaviour was found to be associated with a high level of affection
from mothers and fathers. Externalizing problems, on the other hand, was associated with a high
level of behavioural control. Further, among children with high social withdrawal, prosocial behav-
iour predicted higher maternal psychological control, while internalizing problems predicted higher
paternal psychological control. These results suggest that socially withdrawn children more probably
cause parental psychological control, whereas parents of non-socially withdrawn children may think
that they don’t need to psychologically control them. These findings are important, as they support
the notion that child behaviours and temperamental characteristics can impact parenting, and it
may be possible to reduce children’s behaviour problems and social withdrawal by increasing posi-
tive parenting. Consequently, our findings suggest that interventions should include components
that address issues of parental reactivity and help parents learn strategies for responding to beha-
viours of socially withdrawn children without decreasing warmth or psychologically controlling
them.
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