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University of Nebraska, 2008

Advisor: Gustavo Carlo

The primary purpose of the current study was to examine whether theoretically
based interactions between dimensions of children’s temperament and maternal
socialization predicted children’s and early adolescents’ prosocial (i.e, helping)
behaviors. A new theory was derived by examining how an existing interactive model of
early moral development, Kochanska’s (1993) theory of early conscience internalization,
would apply to the prediction of prosocial behaviors. Aspects of child temperament and
maternal socialization were thought to operate in a different manner from Kochanska’s
theory. Unlike early conscience internalization, fearful temperament and parental
punishment do not appear to promote prosocial behavior. Moreover, it was thought that
children with vulnerable temperaments may especially benefit from maternal
responsiveness to children’s distress as the regulation of distressful emotions is necessary
before children can help others. The current study thus tested the hypothesis that the
relations between responsive parenting and prosocial behaviors would be the most
positive for children and early adolescents with vulnerable (i.e., fearful, angry/frustrated,

shy) temperaments. It was also expected that the relations between firm discipline and



prosocial behaviors would not be positive for individuals with vulnerable temperaments.
The current study examined 1,068 (538 girls, 83% White) children across several time
points (54 months, 6 and 10, 11, and 12 years) who participated in the NICHD Study of
Early Child Care. No support for the hypotheses proposing interactions between maternal
socialization and children’s vulnerable temperament was evident. However, partial
support was found for main effects such that angry/frustrated temperament was generally
negatively related to prosocial behaviors, and maternal responsiveness and firm discipline
were generally positively related to prosocial behaviors. Contrary to the hypothesis,
fearful and shy temperament were not related to prosocial behaviors and maternal
responsiveness did not emerge as a unique predictor in relation to firm discipline.
Demographic variables were related to prosocial behaviors; girls were rated as being
more prosocial than boys, White children were rated as being more prosocial than
minority children, and family income was positively related to prosocial behaviors. These
results indicate that interactions between children’s temperament and maternal
socialization may not be predictive of children’s and early adolescents’ prosocial

behaviors.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Advancing our knowledge of the development of prosocial behaviors is critical as
these behaviors not only have significant implications for others, but also on our
understanding of morality and the self. Given that prosocial behaviors are defined as any
behaviors that are intended to help or benefit others in need (Eisenberg, Fabes, &
Spinrad, 2006), society as a whole should take an interest in behaviors that positively
impact its members. Scholars have moreover identified the need to study this beneficent-
centered morality in addition to the justice-centered approach, which emphasizes
maintaining the law and order of society, in order to develop a more comprehensive
understanding of morality (e.g., Carlo, 2006; Gilligan, 1982; Skoe, 1998; Witherell &
Edwards, 1991). Being a prosocial individual may also serve as a protective factor for the
self. Studies have demonstrated that those who engage in more prosocial behaviors also
engage in fewer aggressive and antisocial behaviors, succeed in academics, participate in
positive extracurricular activities, and experience more acceptance by their peers
(Caprara, Barbaranelli, Pastorelli, Bandura & Zimbardo, 2000; Chen et al., 2002; Crick,
1996; McGinley & Carlo, 2007; Uggen, & Janikula, 1999).

Even though empirical research examining the individual and social correlates of
prosocial moral development has proliferated, no formal theory has attempted to integrate
these components in an explanatory manner. Given our increasing knowledge of
individual correlates of prosocial behavior, it is essential that these findings be reviewed
and synthesized in order to drive future research and to apply this knowledge in a more

informative manner. Identifying such an integrative model may also provide an



alternative to the existing temperament x parenting interactive theory in early moral
development, namely Kochanska’s (1993) model of early conscience development. As
stated previously, morality embraces behavior that conforms to or is restricted by existing
societal rules (i.e., conscience-related behaviors), but also that behavior which is not
necessarily governed by society (i.e., empathic or prosocial behaviors). The individual
and social correlates of these interrelated though separate aspects of morality may also be
somewhat distinct; it is thus unlikely that an existing model of early conscience
development can be completely applied to the prediction of prosocial behaviors. Still,
Kochanska’s model of early conscience development has generated much scholarly
interest and empirical research, highlighting the need for a comparable theoretical model
in the prosocial literature; such a competing model could ultimately drive future research
in the area of prosocial development.

Therefore, the purpose of the current study was to test an alternative interactive
model to predict children and early adolescents’ prosocial behaviors. In contrast to
Kochanska’s (1993) theory of moral development which posits that the promotion of
conscience development can capitalize on children’s negative emotionality (namely fear),
children’s negative, or vulnerable temperament has conversely been found to inhibit their
prosocial tendencies. It was believed that a particular parenting style, responsiveness to
distress, would mitigate these negative relations between vulnerable temperament and
prosocial behaviors. Responding to children’s distress may provide them with the
resources needed to effectively cope with negative emotions and consequently help
others in times of need, rather than focusing on their own distressful feelings. In order to

test this these hypothesized relations, analyses examining whether children’s vulnerable



(i.e., fearful, angry/frustrated, shy) temperament significantly interacted with maternal
responsiveness to distress to predict children’s and early adolescents’ prosocial behaviors
were conducted.

Prosocial Behaviors, Temperament, and Parenting

Prosocial behaviors are defined as any behavior intended to benefit or help
another (e.g., comforting, sharing, donating, volunteering). Empathy, or understanding
another person’s cognitive and emotional states, is one of the earliest precursors of future
prosocial behaviors. Moreover, empathy has been posited to develop into personal
distress or sympathetic distress after children are able to make the self-other distinction.
Empathic individuals who successfully cope with the vicarious negative affect that
accompanies understanding others’ distressful situations develop sympathy (i.e.,
compassion) for others. This compassion for others is thought to motivate one to engage
in prosocial behavior. If an empathic person fails to cope with such negative feelings,
however, the individual may become overwhelmed with feelings of personal distress and
focus on relieving their own negative feelings instead of helping others (Carlo & Randall,
2002; Eisenberg, 2005; Hill, 2004; Hoffman, 1987).

Research has accordingly found that individuals who are prone to negative
emotions are less likely to engage in prosocial behaviors. For example, children who
have higher levels of temperamental fear are more personally distressed in helping
situations and are less likely to be nominated as a prosocial individual (e.g., Eisenberg,
Fabes, Karbon, Murphy, Wosinski et al., 1996; Spinrad & Stifter, 2006). Negative
relations between fear and prosocial behaviors have especially been pronounced in

studies defining prosocial behaviors as helping unfamiliar others (van der Mark, van



Ijzendoorn, & Bakermans-Kranenburg, 2002). Other aspects of vulnerable temperament,
such as shyness, anger, frustration, and general negative emotionality have been similarly
found to inhibit children and adolescents’ prosocial behaviors (Carlo, Roesch, & Melby,
1998; Eisenberg, Fabes, Karbon, Murphy, Carlo et al., 1996; Eisenberg, Liew, & Pidada,
2004; Farver & Branstetter, 1994; Kiang, Moreno, & Robinson, 2004; Miller & Jansen
op de Haar, 1997; Rothbart, Ahadi, & Hershey, 1994; Russell, Hart, & Olsen, 2003;
Young, Fox, & Zahn-Waxler, 1999). Although some studies have provided contradictory
evidence regarding these negative relations (e.g., Rothbart et al., 1994), these findings
support the notion that children prone to negative emotionality may experience high
levels of personal distress, consequently lessening the likelihood of feeling sympathy and
engaging in prosocial behaviors.

Parenting styles and practices have also been found to influence children and
adolescents’ prosocial behaviors. Harsh or power-assertive discipline, for example, has
consistently been found to be negatively related to prosocial behaviors (e.g., Cornell &
Frick, 2007; Deater-Deckard et al., 2001; Feshbach, 1974; Janssens & Gerris, 1992;
Krevans & Gibbs, 1996; Romano, Tremblay, Boulerice, & Swisher, 2005). Other types of
discipline emphasizing the emotions of others (i.e., inductions) have instead been found
to promote sympathy and prosocial behaviors (Feshbach, 1974; Hoffman, 1975; Janssens
& Gerris, 1992; Krevans & Gibbs, 1996). Researchers have also focused on whether
positive aspects of parenting relate to prosocial behaviors. Indeed, parenting dimensions
such as warmth, secure attachment, and responsiveness to distress have been positively
related to prosocial outcomes (e.g., Denham, 1993, 1994; Eberly & Montemayor, 1998;

Kestenbaum, Farber, & Sroufe, 1989; Kiang et al., 2004; Laible, Carlo, & Raffaelli,



2000; Markiewicz, Doyle, & Brendgen, 2001; McGrath, Zook, & Weber-Roehl, 2003;
Robinson, Zahn-Waxler, & Emde, 1994; Strayer & Roberts, 2004; van der Mark, van
[Jzendoorn et al. 2002; Zahn-Waxler, Radke-Yarrow, & King, 1979; Zhou et al, 2002)
although studies examining parental warmth have sometimes failed to find significant
relations between these constructs (Hoffman, 1975; Iannotti, Cummings, Pierrehumbert,
Milano, & Zahn-Waxler, 1992; Koestner, Franz, & Weinberger, 1990; Krevans & Gibbs,
1996).
Studying Prosocial Behaviors in an Interactive Framework

Although our knowledge of the individual (e.g., temperament) and social (e.g.,
parental socialization) correlates of prosocial behaviors has increased over the past three
decades, theorists have called for conceptual models that examine how the environment
differentially impacts individuals over and above more parsimonious models that only
consider the main effects of these influences (Anastasi, 1958; Clausen, 1967; Escalona,
1968; Gallagher, 2002; Grusec, 2002; Kendler & Eaves, 1986; Lewin, 1935; Magnusson
& Allen, 1983; Putnam, Sanson, & Rothbart, 2002; Sanson, Hemphill, & Smart, 2004;
Wachs & Plomin, 1991; Yarrow, Rubenstein, & Pederson, 1975; Young et al., 1999). For
example, Zahn-Waxler and Radke-Yarrow (1990) have proposed that “[i]t may be more
fruitful to ask what are the conditions of development, temperament, family life,
socialization, and culture that influence the diverse ways in which self-concern and
concern for others are expressed and balanced within different individuals....Both
research and cumulative wisdom indicate that individuals vary markedly in their
capacities to establish these empathic ties” (p. 126). In other words, Zahn-Waxler and

Radke-Yarrow suggest not only understanding the factors that promote prosocial



development, but also that attempting to recognize the social milieu that may best
promote prosocial development for persons who differ in their temperament or
personality.

However, few researchers have adopted this multiplicative framework when
studying prosocial behaviors. Of those who have, most have examined these relations
using the theoretical approach of moderated linkage (Rothbart & Bates, 1998, 2006)
rather than implementing other major theories centered around examining joint effects
(see Bronfenbrenner & Crouter, 1983; Thomas & Chess, 1977). In their review of the
existing literature studying indirect temperament and adjustment relations, Rothbart and
Bates (1998, 2006) revealed that while no support for several mediational models
involving temperament was apparent, empirical evidence was mounting in favor of
models incorporating the moderating effects of temperament. Three subtopics were
identified following their review: temperament x temperament (e.g., emotionality x
emotion regulation); temperament x gender (e.g., shyness x gender); and temperament x
environment (e.g., fearful temperament x harsh punishment). While moderate systematic
(temperament x temperament) or unsystematic (temperament x gender) evidence has
been found for two of these subtopics, more substantial evidence has been uncovered that
supports the examination of temperament x environment interactions (Rothbart & Bates,
2006).

Several studies examining children’s and adolescents’ prosocial behaviors have
revealed the need to more closely study these temperament x environment interactions.
An early and exploratory examination of these factors suggested that the simultaneous

presence of certain temperamental and parenting dimensions promote infant’s burgeoning



sympathy (Robinson et al., 1994). For example, infants who maintained high levels of
observed sympathy to feigned distress had significantly higher levels of positive
emotionality/sociability and lower levels of negative emotionality (mother-reported) than
groups of infants who dropped to lower levels of sympathy over time. Additionally,
mothers of infants in this high-sympathy group were also observed to exhibit less
maternal negative control. Given the unique characteristics of this sustained high-
sympathy group, the authors posited that the “synergy of constitutional...and
environmental...factors” contributed to these infants’ continuing sympathetic reactions to
others’ distress (Robinson et al., 1994, p. 141).

Additional studies have more formally tested temperament x socialization
interactions, although no hypotheses were explicitly stated by the authors. Kienbaum,
Volland, and Ulich (2001) tested interactions among different aspects of temperament
and parenting in relation to five-year-olds’ sympathy. For mothers below the mean on
responsiveness (i.e., feeling sorry for and helping her child when he was in distress), the
relation between inhibition and sympathy was negative (r = -.27), although this
marginally significant relation was only evident for boys (Kienbaum et al. 2001). Russell
et al. (2003) examined how several dimensions of parenting (authoritarian and
authoritative) and temperament (sociability, shyness and activity) interacted to predict
teacher-reported prosocial behavior. For children who were below the median on
sociability, authoritarian parenting was related to decreased prosocial behavior.
Furthermore, authoritative parenting was inversely related to prosocial behavior for
children below the median on activity. Cornell and Frick (2007) tested whether

interactions between behavioral inhibition and several aspects of parenting predicted



young children’s mother-reported empathy. Only inconsistent parenting interacted with
this dimension of temperament; for uninhibited children only, the relations between
inconsistent parenting and empathy were negative. Finally, Carlo et al. (1998) reported
that at low levels of anger, adolescents who were below the mean on sociability were
more sympathetic under increasing levels of parental support. For high levels of anger,
however, adolescents who were below the mean on sociability were less sympathetic
with increasing levels of parental support. Main effects for maternal support and
adolescent sociability were not predictive of prosocial behaviors, however, an unexpected
interaction was found among these factors: high maternal warmth, coupled with low
sociability, was related to fewer adolescent prosocial behaviors (Carlo et al., 1998).
Perhaps the measure of warmth used reflected the extent of involvement in the
adolescent’s life, and high levels could be more reflective of mothers’ overprotectiveness
with their children.

Notably, only two studies have developed and tested hypotheses regarding how
temperament X parenting interactions may predict prosocial behaviors. Hastings, Rubin,
and DeRose (2005) expected that the prosocial behavior of the most vulnerable children
in their study (i.e., the more fearful children) would be the children most positively
affected by maternal socialization assessed at two years (i.e., a temperamental
susceptibility hypothesis). Fearful temperament and maternal socialization were found to
interact, but only with gender. As hypothesized, authoritative parenting was related to
greater prosocial behavior for fearless boys, but less prosocial behavior for fearless girls.
Relations with authoritarian parenting more directly opposed the hypothesis; fearful girls

helped more often under high levels of authoritarian parenting. Thus, Hasting et al.’s



(2005) temperamental susceptibility hypothesis was not fully supported. Similarly,
Spinrad and Stifter (2006) hypothesized that fearfulness measured at 10 months would be
positively related to infants’ personal distress in distressing situations designed to elicit
sympathetic responses at 18 months. However, these relations were thought to be
moderated by maternal sensitive responding (e.g., responding contingently to the infant),
such that the relation between fearfulness and personal distress should be stronger under
low levels of sensitive responding. No support for this moderating hypothesis was found.
However, parallel exploratory analyses conducted with temperamental anger revealed
weak support for this hypothesis (i.e., only one interaction out of twelve was found to be
significant). The pattern of findings for this one interaction indicated that under low
levels of sensitive responding, greater anger was associated with fewer prosocial
behaviors, whereas under high levels of responsivity greater anger was related with more
prosocial behaviors (Spinrad & Stifter, 2006).

A study of female infants’ prosocial behaviors, however, failed to find significant
temperament X parenting interactions. Van der Mark, van 1Jzendoorn, et al. (2002)
reported that although maternal attachment, sensitive parenting, and fearful temperament
predicted prosocial behaviors in expected ways, interactions between fearfulness and
maternal attachment or sensitivity did not relate to female infants’ prosocial behaviors.
Notably, descriptive statistics reported for sympathy indicated a ceiling effect; there may
not have been enough variability in girls’ prosocial behaviors in order to detect an
interaction effect.

With the exception of the van der Mark, van [Jzendoorn, et al. study (2002), these

studies provide evidence for employing Rothbart and Bates’ (1998, 2006) model of
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moderated linkage (temperament x environment interactions). Support for Hastings et
al.’s (2005) temperamental susceptibility hypothesis has been less consistent. It is
difficult to determine why some vulnerable children appear to benefit from authoritarian
parenting, or why parental support was found to be detrimental to adolescents’ prosocial
development. Notably, this general theory does not lend itself to explaining how general
“positive” parenting can specifically influence prosocial development in temperamentally
vulnerable youth; thus, it is difficult to evaluate the existing research. In fact, no theory
has been posited that systematically explains how vulnerable temperament and positive
parental socialization interact to predict prosocial behaviors.
Kochanska’s Theory of Early Conscience Development

One existing model of moral development that prosocial researchers can look to
for guidance is Kochanska’s theory of early conscience development. Kochanska (1993)
proposed a interactive framework for studying early conscience development, or the
internalization of societal standards of behavior. These standards which define
conscience typically focus on a child’s ability to refrain from behavior that is prohibited
by society. One aspect of a child’s biological make-up, temperamental fearfulness, has
been thought to strongly orient children towards these standards. Highly fearful children
are especially sensitive to minimal (i.e., not overarousing) parental discipline, and may
internalize standards more readily than their less fearful counterparts (Dienstbier, 1984;
Kochanska, 1993). Children who lack such fear may alternatively adopt societal
standards because they are motivated by a mutually responsive and warm relationship
with their caregiver (Kochanska, 1993). With respect to development, Kochanska

believed that the main effects of temperament and parenting on early conscience are most



11

evident in younger children, but as children develop and interact with parents, these links
increasingly become more complex and interactive.

Empirical work conducted by Kochanska and colleagues has provided convincing
support for this theory. In general, higher levels of fear, gentle discipline, and a warm,
mutually responsive relationship between the parent and child are all positively related to
early conscience internalization (Fowles & Kochanska, 2000; Kochanska, 1991, 1995,
1997b; Kochanska & Aksan, 1995; Kochanska, Aksan, & Joy, 2007; Kochanska, Aksan,
Knaack, & Rhines, 2004; Kochanska, Coy, & Murray, 2001; Kochanska, DeVet,
Goldman, Murray, & Putnam, 1994; Kochanska, Forman, Aksan, & Dunbar, 2005;
Kochanska, Gross, Lin, & Nichols, 2002; Kochanska & Murray, 2000). Other scholars
have similarly found that attachment, warm parenting, gentle discipline, and a mutually
responsive orientation to be positively related to measures of early conscience
(Braungart-Rieker, Garwood, & Stifter, 1997; Feldman, Greenbaum & Yirmiya, 1999;
Feldman & Klein, 2003; Lehman, Steier, Guidash, & Wanna, 2002; Londerville & Main,
1981; Lytton 1977). In addition to these hypothesized main effects, evidence for the
hypothesized temperament x parenting interactions have also been uncovered. Several
studies have found that for children who were temperamentally fearful, self reported and
observed maternal discipline that deemphasized power was positively related to
contemporaneous and longitudinal measures of conscience (Fowles & Kochanska, 2000;
Kochanska; 1991, 1995, 1997a). These same relations were not evident for relatively
fearless children, who instead responded to mothers’ secure attachment or warmth
(Fowles & Kochanska, 2000; Kochanska, 1995, 1997a). Also in line with her theory,

overly arousing discipline (i.e., power assertion) is markedly detrimental to the
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development of moral internalization in highly fearful children (Kochanska et al. 2007).
Recent studies, however, have not replicated these findings. Van der Mark, Bakermans-
Kraneburg, and van [Jzendoorn (2002) failed to find an interaction between mother’s
sensitivity and children’s fearfulness in the prediction of female infants’ compliant
behaviors, and Cornell and Frick (2007) reported that authoritative parenting did not
interact with children’s inhibition to predict mother-reported guilt.
Conscience and Prosocial Behaviors: Conceptual and Empirical Disparities

What, if any, relevance does Kochanska’s theory have to the study of prosocial
development? Although scholars have conceptualized and presented empirical support
for interpreting sympathy as a dimension of conscience (Aksan & Kochanska, 2005;
Kochanska et al. 1994; Kurtz & Eisenberg, 1983), others have posited that differences do
exist between conscience and sympathy. For example, Emde, Johnson and Easterbrooks
(1987) proposed that these two “streams” of morality are socialized in different contexts;
while prohibition-related morality (i.e., conscience) arises from situations involving
conflict, sympathetic morality is learned in conflict-free circumstances. Grusec (1991)
explicitly stated that the it may be incorrect to assume that the current knowledge of the
socialization and principles of “morality” (i.e., conscience) informs us of the socialization
and principles of altruism (which has been less-studied) given their different natures. For
example, decisions to refrain from prohibited acts may be less involved than decisions to
engage in altruistic acts, which often involve consideration of multiple factors (e.g., who,
where, how much) because of limited resources (Grusec, 1991). Kochanska (1993)
herself noted that her theory centered around the idea of children prohibiting their actions

rather than sympathetic or prosocial behavior, and later presented the idea that early
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conscience is better conceptualized as two constructs, rather than one: moral emotions
(e.g., guilt, empathy), and rule-compatible conduct (e.g., internalization of prohibitions
and rules; Aksan & Kochanska, 2005).

Parents and children in Western societies moreover tend to view violations
relating to conscience and prosocial development as being somewhat separate from one
another. Moral transgressions (i.e., conscience violations) have been regarded by parents
as more serious, eliciting anger from the parent, whereas failures to be prosocial are
viewed as less serious as the child is not engaged in an inherently “bad” or seriously
norm-breaking behavior. Consequently, when children fail to be altruistic, parents use
more scolding and empathy training but rarely any physical or material punishment,
which are instead reserved for children’s moral transgressions (Grusec & Dix, 1986;
Grusec, Dix, & Mills, 1982). Other empirical studies examining both sympathy and
moral transgressions have similarly reported that these two types of moral behavior are
related to divergent measures of parenting (Eisenberg, Wolchik, Goldberg, & Engel,
1992; Feshbach, 1974; Spinrad et al., 1999; Zahn-Waxler et al., 1979). Children have
similarly rated failures to be prosocial as more acceptable than moral transgressions, and
believe that punishment is more appropriate in transgression situations than in failure to
be prosocial situations (Grusec & Pedersen, 1989). Moreover, children tend to cite
others’ needs, but not authority or punishment reasons, when contemplating prosocial
situations (Eisenberg-Berg & Hand, 1979; Eisenberg-Berg & Neal, 1979). Confirming
these relations, recent research has also found that authoritarian parenting and corporal
punishment have been negatively related to mother-reports of young children’s empathy,

whereas authoritarian parenting has been positively related to reports of children’s guilt
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over transgressions (Cornell & Frick, 2007). Taken together, these studies suggest that
the socialization of two types of moral development (i.e., conscience and prosocial
development) are distinct; although punishment is seen by parents and children as
appropriate in the development of conscience, punishment’s role in the development of
prosocial behaviors is seen as unnecessary and detrimental, at least in Western societies
were this research has been conducted.

Research on temperament also points to different developmental correlates of
conscience and prosocial development. Whereas temperamental fear has been
theoretically and empirically related to measures of conscience, researchers have
typically found that children who have higher levels of temperamental fear engage in
fewer prosocial behaviors (see above review). A pair of studies conducted by van der
Mark and colleagues exemplifies this contrast. Examining infant girls’ fear, compliance,
and empathy, it was reported that fear was positively related to greater compliance in a
“don’t” task, but girls’ fear in this same sample was related to less helping (van der Mark,
Bakermans-Kranenburg et al., 2002; van der Mark, van [Jzendoorn et al.,
2002).Similarly, Kochanska and colleagues’ (Kochanska & Aksan, 1995; Kochanska et
al., 2001) assessment of compliance in “don’t” contexts and “do” contexts also highlights
this disparity. Compliance in “don’t” contexts appears to more closely tap into
prohibition-related morality as children are asked to refrain from touching objects.
Conversely, compliance in “do” context may tap into sympathetic or moral development
as children in this task are often asked to help mothers out with household tasks; research
has found that compliant prosocial behaviors are related to sympathy and other measures

of helping (e.g., Carlo & Randall, 2002). Compliant behaviors in these contexts
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accordingly had different correlates; children’s fearfulness was positively related to
compliance in “don’t” contexts, but not with compliance in “do” contexts (Kochanska et
al., 2001).

Temperament, Maternal Responsiveness, and Prosocial Behaviors

Why do fearful children have varying degrees of success regarding these two
related, but separate aspects of morality? Hastings, Utendale and Sullivan (2007)
proposed that “(a)nxious children may internalize standards from authoritative parents
and be aware of appropriate prosocial behavior but then be unable to act on this
knowledge under socially challenging conditions” (p. 644). This notion closely
corresponds to the theory in prosocial development that indicates that empathic
individuals unable to cope with others’ negative emotions focus on their personal distress
instead of developing a sense of sympathy (which instead facilitates one’s prosocial
responding, see above review). Thus, any child prone to distress must somehow regulate
these negative emotions before they can successfully become prosocial individuals.

One type of socialization that promotes the regulation of negative emotions is
responsive parenting, or parenting that provides appropriate emotional support towards
children in times of distress (Calkins & Hill, 2007; Eisenberg, Cumberland, & Spinrad,
1998; Skinner & Edge, 2002; Sroufe, 2000). Appropriate emotional support includes
being accepting of children no matter the negative emotion they are displaying, being
aware of children’s needs while still respecting their autonomy, and being a source of
skillful strategies that may help children cope with the situation at hand (Eisenberg et al.,
1998; Gottman, Katz, & Hooven, 1996; Janssens & Gerris, 1992, Morris, Silk, Steinberg,

Myers, & Robinson, 2007). Mothers who are responsive to their child’s negative affect or
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distress in this manner promote emotion regulation by helping to regulate their child’s
psychobiological stress systems (Gottman et al., 1996; Hastings, Utendale, et al., 2007,
Propper & Moore, 2006; Thompson & Lagattuta, 2006). With practice, these external
regulatory responses may become internally integrated into a child’s general repertoire of
approaches to handling a variety of distressful situations (Calkins, Gill, Johnson, &
Smith, 1999; Calkins & Hill, 2007; Grolnick & Farkas, 2002; Morris et al. 2007).
Children who regularly implement constructive regulatory responses in turn feel in
control and secure in a variety of situations, permitting them shift attention away from
themselves (i.e., personal distress). This shift permits individuals to more freely act on
their own personal beliefs, such as helping others who are in distress (Eisenberg &
Valiente, 2002; Janssens & Gerris, 1992; Staub, 1979).

Thus, the relation between responsive parenting and prosocial behaviors appears
to be mediated by emotion regulation of negative emotions (see Morris et al., 2007 for a
review on the mediating role of emotion regulation between parenting and child
outcomes). Accordingly, scholars have uncovered evidence that sensitive responsive
parenting promotes emotion regulation of these negative emotions (Davidov & Grusec,
2006; Denham, 1993; Garner, 2006; Haley & Stransbury, 2003; Kogan & Carter, 1996;
Morris et al., 2007). Emotion regulation has also been positively linked to sympathetic
and prosocial behaviors (Davidov & Grusec, 2006; Eisenberg, 2000; Eisenberg, Fabes,
Murphy, Karbon, Murphy, Wosinski et al., 1996; Eisenberg et al., 2004; Rydell, Berlin,
& Bohlin, 2003), and sometimes especially for children with vulnerable temperaments
(Diener & Kim, 2004). Of particular interest to the current study, responsive parenting

appears be related, and at times uniquely related, to prosocial behaviors. Zahn-Waxler et
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al. (1979) observed that mothers’ responsive parenting (e.g., anticipating child
difficulties, prompt responding, and nurturant caregiving) was positively related to
toddlers’ prosocial responding (e.g., giving a band-aid to hurt others) in natural and
simulated bystander situations. Responsive parenting has also been found to be
significantly related to similar types of prosocial responding in longitudinal studies
(Kiang et al., 2004), preschoolers’ general sympathy (Jensen, Peery, Adams, & Gaynard,
1981), female siblings’ observed comforting and sharing (Bryant & Crockenberg, 1980),
boys’ comforting of distressed infants in a lab setting (Eisenberg, Fabes, & Murphy,
1996), as well as young infants’ concerned attention and lack of personal distress towards
others in distress (Spinrad & Stifter, 2006). Responsive parenting has been positively
related to prosocial behavior in several contexts, such as at school (Janssens & Gerris,
1992; Garner, 2006), and in the lab (McGrath et al., 2003). Interestingly, the
responsiveness, but not prosocial behavior, of an older sibling has been distinctively
related to preschoolers’ comforting and helping (Sawyer et al., 2002).

Notably, Davidov and Grusec (2006) compared the differential effects of parental
warmth and responsiveness on emotion regulation of positive affect, emotion regulation
of negative affect, empathy/prosocial responding, and peer acceptance. The authors
hypothesized that parental responsiveness would promote greater regulation of negative
emotions, namely because responsive parents provide their children with strategies of
dealing with the negative affect. Increased or more effective negative affect regulation
should in turn be related to greater sympathy/prosocial responding in distressing
situations. Parental warmth, on the other hand, was thought to predict greater regulation

of positive affect and peer acceptance. Parents who are warm are likely to engage in
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pleasant and inherently rewarding interactions with their children, thus providing
opportunities for parents to model or coach the regulation of positive affect. Since this
positive interaction style that results is thought to then foster positive peer relationships,
the authors proposed that regulation of positive affect mediates the effect parental warmth
has on peer acceptance. Accordingly, the authors reported that although a moderate
positive correlation was found for the two dimensions of positive parenting (parental
warmth and responsiveness), each dimension had a unique contribution to their
hypothesized outcomes. That is, responsiveness to distress uniquely predicted negative
affect regulation and prosocial behaviors, and parental warmth uniquely predicted
positive affect regulation and peer acceptance. Additionally, both types of regulation
were found to mediate their respective positive parenting=>social outcome relations
(Davidov & Grusec, 20006).

Despite this set of findings, the relations between responsiveness and prosocial
behaviors have not been consistently found. These findings, however, should be
interpreted with caution. For example, since ceiling or floor effects for prosocial
responding were reported in the van der Mark, van 1Jzendoorn, et al. (2002), Spinrad and
Stifter (2006) and Bryant and Crockenberg (1980) studies, the likelihood of detecting
relations among parenting and prosocial behaviors was greatly diminished in these
studies. Abraham, Kuehl, and Christopherson’s (1983) responsiveness scale reflected
responding in such a manner “all the time”, which could signify that parents were not
adjusting their responses to the child’s stage of development, thus undermining their
empathic tendencies. Roberts (1999) reported mixed findings concerning relations among

Q-sort items of parental responsiveness and prosocial behaviors, but this could be linked
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to the fact that responsiveness unreliably assessed with single items from the Q-sort.
Finally, the type of responsiveness assessed in many studies has either been too general,
subsuming responsiveness to distress, (e.g., Deater-Deckard et al., 2001; see Deater-
Deckard, Pylas, & Petrill, 1997), or too context-specific (e.g., comforting only when the
child has transgressed, Janssens & Gerris, 1992). Several scholars have underscored the
multidimensional nature of responsiveness and the unique relations among various
subtypes of responsiveness and domain-relevant outcomes (Landry, Smith, & Swank,
2006; Martin, Maccoby, & Jacklin, 1981; Tamis-LeMonda, 1996; Tamis-LeMonda,
Bornstein, Baumwell, & Damast, 1996).

Even after taking these limitations into account, the overall relations between
responsiveness and prosocial behaviors in the existing literature are nonetheless strong,
unique, and theoretically consistent. Responsiveness to distress has moreover been found
to mitigate negative relations between children’s vulnerable temperament and outcomes.
Although a majority of this research has focused on the reduction of negative outcomes
such as feeding problems and behavioral problems (Belsky, 2005; Crockenberg &
Leerkes, 2006; Early et al., 2002; Hagekull, Bohlin, & Rydell, 1997; Morris et al., 2007;
Warrens & Simmons), research has also found that responsiveness may moderate
negative temperament-prosocial behavior relations. As previously reported, Spinrad and
Stifter (2006) and Kienbaum et al. (2001) found significant negative relations between
infants’ anger and prosocial behaviors and boys’ shyness and sympathy (respectively) for
less responsive mothers, but these relations became nonsignificant for more responsive
mothers.

Proposed Theory and Hypotheses
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Children with a capacity to be empathic but who tend to become distraught in
arousing situations may be especially prone to focusing on relieving their own distress;
this personal distress may in turn inhibit a child from engaging in prosocial behaviors
(i.e., relieving the distress of others). However, if a parent offers appropriate assistance to
a child more prone to distress, this child may in time may learn to effectively regulate this
distress, consequently enabling the child to help when others require assistance. Thus, it
is proposed that for children who are relatively prone to negative emotionality (e.g.,
fearful, shy, angry/frustrated temperament), appropriate parental responsiveness to
distress should promote prosocial behaviors. For example, children prone to becoming
angry or frustrated may only be able to engage in prosocial behaviors in the presence of
maternal responsiveness. Children who are not temperamentally vulnerable will not be as
impacted by this socialization because they are less likely to become distressed in these
same situations (Calkins, 1994).

Another aspect of parenting, firm discipline, is not expected to be related to
prosocial behaviors in the same way, contradicting Kochanska’s (1993) proposed
temperament x parenting pathways to conscience development. As previously stated, the
development of conscience and prosocial behaviors may be different for conceptual and
empirical reasons (e.g., parent and child reasoning, disparate socialization and
temperamental correlates). For example, in this model, fear is not thought to ready
children to be receptive to conscience-related socialization, but instead hinder their
likelihood of prosocial responding. Parenting is also thought to operate in an incongruent
manner. Unlike matters related to conscience, children and parents are less likely to

implicate punishment when discussing motivators of prosocial behavior. Such a notion
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calls into question whether punishment, even at lower levels, may play a significant role
in the socialization of prosocial behaviors. This may especially hold true for
temperamentally vulnerable children, who are likely to already be emotionally overly
aroused in situations involving the needs or distress of others. If children are focused on
relieving their own distress, it is unlikely they would react receptively to punishment. In
order to formally examine these relations, several study hypotheses were proposed:
Hypothesis 1. The relations between dimensions of children’s vulnerable
temperament (i.e., fearfulness, shyness, and anger/frustration) and their prosocial
behaviors were expected to be negative.
Hypothesis 2. Maternal responsiveness was expected to be positively related to
children’s and adolescents’ prosocial behaviors.
Hypothesis 3. Firm discipline was expected to be positively related to children’s
and adolescents’ prosocial behavior. However, discipline was not anticipated to
make a unique contribution to these prosocial behaviors relative to maternal
responsiveness.
Hypothesis 4. Vulnerable temperament and sensitive responsiveness were
expected to interact, such that the relations between responsiveness and prosocial
behaviors were positive for children at higher levels of vulnerable temperament.
For less vulnerable children, these relations were expected to be less positive or
zero (Figure 1).
Hypothesis 5. For temperamentally vulnerable children, the relations between
maternal firm discipline and prosocial behaviors were expected to be either zero

or negative. No hypotheses were made concerning the relation between firm
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discipline and prosocial behaviors for children who were not temperamentally

vulnerable.

Age, Gender, Race, and Income

Finally, the relations among the main study variables may moreover be directly
influenced or differ by age, gender, race, and measures of socioeconomic status (i.e.,
income). Thus, these relations were explored in the current study.

Age. Throughout childhood and into adolescence, there is a marked increase in
prosocial behaviors, with adolescents engaging far more prosocial behaviors than
preschool-aged children (Carlo, 2006). Although study characteristics may dictate the
extent of these age differences (e.g., experimental vs. naturalistic studies, the specific
type of prosocial behaviors assessed, type of data collection used) (Carlo, 2006;
Eisenberg et al., 2006), adolescents tend to be more prosocial than young children for
several reasons. For example, adolescents may have more opportunities to engage in such
behaviors as they begin to explore their social world. Through these opportunities,
adolescents may also learn skills needed for instrumental helping (Carlo, 2006; Eisenberg
et al., 2006). Theorists such as Hoffman also suggest that adolescents possess more
sophisticated sociocognitive skills (i.e., perspective-taking, hypothetical inferences of
other’s emotional states) that may motivate them to act in a prosocial manner (Hoffman,
2001). Empirical research appears to generally support these age-related changes in
prosocial behavior (Eisenberg et al., 2006).

Additionally