
Chapter 12
The Role of Parental Emotion Regulation
in Parent Emotion Socialization:
Implications for Intervention

Sophie Havighurst and Christiane Kehoe

Parenting is demanding, challenging, and emotionally taxing leaving parents vul-
nerable to feeling stressed and reactive. Parents are regularly faced with the com-
plex task of remaining calm in the face of a distressed or dysregulated child, while
at the same time trying to regulate the child’s emotion, problem solve, and/or
engage in limit setting (Rutherford, Wallace, Laurent, & Mayes, 2015). If parents
face additional stresses (e.g., mental health difficulties, relationship difficulties,
financial, or work-related stresses), their own emotions can overwhelm them,
making it difficult to respond to their children calmly and in emotionally supportive
ways. Further, juggling these demands may be particularly challenging when
children are highly emotionally dysregulated (see Chap. 11 by Crnic & Ross for
further discussion), heightening the need for parents to manage their own emotions
while at the same time teaching their children to understand and regulate their
emotions. Substantial evidence has demonstrated that parenting programs can
improve the functioning of parents and children, although for parents with diffi-
culties regulating their own emotions, the benefits of such programs have been
found to be much weaker (Maliken & Katz, 2013). Efforts to improve parent
emotion regulation may, therefore, enhance the impact of parenting interventions or
improve the benefits for those who might struggle with high levels of stress and be
less receptive to learning new parenting skills.

In this chapter, we explore how parents’ capacities to cope with stress and
manage their own emotions affect their ability to respond in emotionally supportive
and helpful ways with their children. We review the literature about what is known
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about the relationship between stress, parent emotion regulation, parent mental
health difficulties, and parent emotion socialization (i.e., parental modeling of
emotional expression, reactions to, and coaching children about emotions). We then
outline how we have targeted parents’ capacity to respond to stress and learn
effective emotion regulation in our Tuning in to Kids (TIK) and Tuning in to Teens
(TINT) parenting programs (thereafter referred to as TIK). TIK teaches parents
emotion coaching where parents scaffold children’s learning about emotions within
a supportive, emotionally accepting relationship (Gottman & DeClaire, 1997). In
order to teach parents emotion coaching, we have dedicated significant efforts to
helping parents regulate their own emotions that occur either in response to their
own life stressors or the challenges of parenting. While describing how we have
targeted parent emotion regulation, we also propose some theoretical mechanisms
by which learning and change might be occurring. Finally, we reexamine some of
our previously published intervention efficacy studies of TIK and TINT to look at
the influence of parent emotion regulation on intervention outcomes. In doing this,
we aim to extend what is known about how parent emotion regulation impacts
parent emotion socialization through the lens of a parenting program.

The Role of Parent Emotion Regulation in Emotion
Socialization

Emotion socialization theory (Eisenberg, Cumberland, & Spinrad, 1998;
Halberstadt, Denham, & Dunsmore, 2001; Katz, Maliken, & Stettler, 2012; Morris,
Silk, Steinberg, Myers, & Robinson, 2007) argues that parent emotion regulation is
related to the development of children’s emotion competence via a number of
mechanisms, including that parents model adaptive emotion regulation and are then
able to respond supportively when children are emotional. Supportive responding
involves parents’ ability to recognize their child’s emotions, respond by acknowl-
edging and validating their child’s emotional experience, talk about emotions, and
assist their child to understand and regulate their emotions (i.e., emotion coaching).
These aspects of emotion socialization are associated with children having better
emotion competence, social functioning, behavior, and academic functioning
(Eisenberg et al., 1998; Katz et al., 2012; Morris et al., 2011; Perlman, Camras, &
Pelphrey, 2008; Wong, McElwain, & Halberstadt, 2009). Conversely, when parents
are unsupportive or emotionally dismissive in response to emotions, their children
are more likely to have poorer emotional competence and higher levels of inter-
nalizing and externalizing behavior difficulties (Garner, Dunsmore, &
Southam-Gerrow, 2008; Raver & Spagnola, 2002; Shipman et al., 2007; Suveg
et al., 2008). During times of stress, parents’ and children’s physiological and
psychological reactions can trigger strong emotional responses which may be
attenuated or exacerbated by parents’ emotion socialization responses (Buck, 1984;
Gottman, Katz, & Hooven, 1997).
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When parents experience mental health difficulties, sadness or loneliness, fatigue
and sleep deprivation, illness, child behavior problems, or other stressful life events,
their ability to regulate their own and their child’s emotions is readily compromised
(Maliken & Katz, 2013; Williford, Calkins, & Keane, 2007). Indeed, parental
emotional dysregulation and psychopathology have been consistently linked with
unsupportive parenting practices and behavioral and emotional difficulties in chil-
dren (Zahn-Waxler, Duggal, & Gruber, 2002). Parents with heightened stress
sensitivity due to genetic factors, growing up in a stressful environment, or pre-
existing mental health difficulties may be particularly at risk of excessive reactivity
when faced with parenting stress (Laurent, 2014; Platt, Williams, Ginsburg,
Williams, & Ginsburg, 2016). For example, Platt et al. (2016) found that current
levels of parenting stress, parent–child dysfunctional interactions, and parents who
engaged in ‘anxious rearing,’ mediated the relationship between stressful life events
and child anxiety. A recent study (Breaux, Harvey, & Lugo-Candelas, 2015) that
examined the relation between parents’ psychopathology symptoms and emotion
socialization behaviors found higher levels of psychopathology were related to
more unsupportive reactions to children’s negative affect. Similarly, when mothers
with clinical levels of depression or anxiety have been compared to normal controls,
they have been found to have fewer and less effective emotion regulation strategies
and greater difficulties in communication and affective involvement (Hughes &
Gullone, 2008; Psychogiou & Parry, 2014). Limited self-awareness and regulation
of emotion are thought to underlie many forms of psychopathology (Aldao,
Nolen-Hoeksema, & Schweizer, 2010), and difficulties with attentional/behavioral
regulation in parents can increase their tendency to engage in unsupportive or harsh
parenting behaviors (Dix & Meuniera, 2009; Maliken & Katz, 2013). In turn, when
either the parent or the child has difficulties with self-regulation and parents
responses are unsupportive or harsh, emotions are likely to escalate for both the
parent and the child (see Chap. 8 by Finegood & Blair): Yet, it is especially during
periods of heightened stress that parents need to be able to regulate their own
emotions and use supportive responses to buffer children from the negative impact
of stress (Platt et al., 2016).

To date, only a few studies have directly investigated parental difficulties in
emotion regulation as a mediator or predictor of parent outcomes in order to
understand how stress, emotion dysregulation, and parenting of children’s emotions
interact (Buck, 1984; Kehoe, Havighurst, & Harley, 2014a, 2015;
Mazursky-Horowitz et al., 2015). During periods of stress, difficulties in emotion
regulation may make it harder for parents to engage in supportive emotion
socialization practices for several reasons. When parents with poor emotion regu-
lation experience high levels of negative affect either in response to stressors, their
own mental health difficulties, or due to their child’s emotional dysregulation, they
may feel overwhelmed or ‘flooded,’ increasing their likelihood of withdrawal or
expression of negative emotions in a dysregulated manner, resulting in neglecting,
reactive or hostile discipline practices (Bariola, Gullone, & Hughes, 2011; Katz &
Gottman, 1991; Lorber, Mitnick, & Slep, 2015; Mence et al., 2014). For example,
Lorber et al. (2015) found that mothers of toddlers who felt flooded by their child’s
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behavior during discipline encounters experienced more negative emotion, showed
increased heart rate reactivity and vagal withdrawal (viewed as poor emotion
regulation), and this was related to parents’ over-reactive and harsh discipline
responses. Jackson and Arlegui (2016) found that heightened negative affect hin-
ders the ability of a person to detect someone else’s mood change. In addition,
parents who report limited access to emotion regulation strategies have reported
impulse control difficulties, lower acceptance of emotions (Gratz & Roemer, 2004),
and increased likelihood of engaging in punishing or neglecting responses to their
child’s emotion expression (Buckholdt, Parra, & Jobe-Shields, 2010).

Excessive down-regulation or not showing emotion (i.e., suppression) has also
been found to contribute to problems in parenting. Suppression of negative emo-
tions has been found to be related to lower parental positive expressiveness (Hughes
& Gullone, 2010), lower use of supportive strategies (problem focused, encour-
aging of emotion expression, greater positive expressivity), and greater likelihood
that the parent would engage in unsupportive parenting (matching the child’s dis-
tress, negative expressiveness) (Meyer, Raikes, Virmani, Waters, & Thompson,
2014). Maladaptive emotion regulation such as suppression of emotions tends to
increase and prolong negative emotion arousal (Gross & John, 2003). In turn,
heightened emotional dysregulation (or suppression) in the parent may make it
difficult for them to access strategies to constructively manage feelings when
solving emotional problems (Maliken & Katz, 2013), and may result in parents’
escalating children’s negative emotions (Burke, Pardini, & Loeber, 2008; Sheeber
et al., 2011), or harsh over-reactive parenting (Lorber & O’Leary, 2005). In one of
our recent studies with parents of preadolescents, parents’ self-reported difficulties
in emotion awareness and regulation were related to parents’ greater use of emotion
dismissing strategies with their child (parent and youth-reported), such as
responding by overriding, punishing, or matching (i.e., become angry when the
child is angry; Kehoe, Havighurst, & Harley, 2014b). Other studies have found
similar results. For example, parents’ lower use of cognitive reappraisal strategies
(considered maladaptive) has been associated with higher parental negative
expressiveness (Hughes & Gullone, 2010), and parents who express higher levels
of negative affect have been found to be less likely to respond supportively to their
adolescents’ expression of negative emotions (Stocker, Richmond, Rhoades, &
Kiang, 2007). Other studies conducted with adults have also found suppressing
emotions to be related to poorer outcomes in adults, such as greater anxiety,
impaired memory, poorer immune system functioning, and psychological stress
(Gross, 2002; Gross & John, 2003; Lynch, Robins, Morse, & Krause, 2001).

Parent emotion awareness also plays an important role in parent’s emotion
regulation and emotion socialization responses. When parents have deficits in
awareness of their own or others emotions, this may impact how they cope with
stress and their responsiveness to their children further exacerbating the negative
emotions occurring in a situation (Gohm & Clore, 2002; Halberstadt et al., 2001). If
parents are unable to recognize emotions (especially lower intensity emotions), their
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ability to regulate emotions is likely to be compromised, with lower awareness or
clarity with emotions having been found to be related to difficulties in emotion
regulation (Gratz & Roemer, 2004). Further, parents who have difficulties identi-
fying emotions in themselves or who are less accepting of their own emotions may
be less likely to engage in supportive emotion socialization practices, which
requires talking about feelings (Salovey, Mayer, Goldman, Turvey, & Palfai, 1995;
Yap, Allen, Leve, & Katz, 2008). When emotions are identified at a lower intensity,
it is easier for parents to implement emotion regulation strategies (Linehan, Bohus,
& Thomas, 2007) and more likely that they will be better equipped to deal with the
source of stress (Gohm & Clore, 2002). Finally, it is also possible that when parents
are emotionally overwhelmed during high levels of stress, their emotion awareness
and ability to engage in perspective taking are compromised due to limited access to
executive functions (Suchy, 2011).

These findings suggest that prevention and intervention programs for parents
who experience difficulties with emotion awareness and regulation or mental health
difficulties may be enhanced by incorporating a focus on how parents manage their
own emotions in addition to strategies for parenting. Parental difficulties in emotion
regulation have been found to have a negative impact on intervention effectiveness
as well as influencing program attendance (Assemany & McIntosh, 2002; Maliken
& Katz, 2013). For example, the presence of parental anxiety or depression has
been found to limit the effectiveness of treatment on child/youth anxiety outcomes
(Cobham, Dadds, & Spence, 1998; Garber et al., 2009; Kendall, Gosch, Hudson,
Flannery-Schroeder, & Suveg, 2008). When parents feel overwhelmed by their own
difficulties, they may not feel up to attending a session, or when they do attend may
find it harder to focus on learning new skills. Poorer session attendance may result
in parents missing important information or lacking confidence to implement the
skills. The presence of higher levels of depression, anxiety, and/or stress has been
found to be related to lower attendance and higher dropout rates in parenting
programs, and interferes with skill acquisition as well as skill implementation
(Maliken & Katz, 2013; Zubrick et al., 2005). Treatment of these mental health
conditions and/or targeting parent emotion awareness and regulation may assist
with program attendance and acquisition of new parenting skills.

Given that parent mental health difficulties are a risk factor for maladaptive
parenting, a more parsimonious (or ‘transdiagnostic’) approach to treatment or
prevention by targeting common higher order factors (e.g., managing stress and
emotion regulation) that underlie emotional disorders and maladaptive parenting
would seem to be important (Aldao et al., 2010; Weersing, Rozenman,
Maher-Bridge, & Campo, 2012). When parents are able to acquire skills that enable
them to increase their awareness and regulation of emotions and implement
strategies to manage stress, they are likely to be in a better position to both learn and
implement supportive parenting practices. This approach has been taken in a
number of interventions including our own work.

12 The Role of Parental Emotion Regulation … 289



Interventions Targeting Parent Emotion Regulation

Published accounts of interventions that target parent emotion regulation and the
way parents manage stress in order to improve parenting are limited. A review by
Katz et al. (2012) highlighted that the translation of emotion socialization theory
from research into practice is in its infancy, with very few parenting interventions
specifically targeting all aspects of emotion socialization. A number of interventions
for parents are, however, beginning to include components that focus on teaching
parents skills in emotional regulation. These can be grouped into three approaches:
(1) behavioral parenting programs where the main focus is on teaching behavior
management strategies but with added components that target aspects of parent
emotion regulation; (2) mindfulness-based interventions that assist parents to
manage stress by teaching the principles of mindfulness, such as present-moment
awareness, nonjudgment, and compassion to reduce emotional reactivity and
improve emotion regulation; and (3) emotion-focused programs which teach par-
ents skills required for adaptive emotion socialization and include components
targeting parent emotion awareness and regulation.

Behavioral parenting programs such as Triple P (Sanders & Markie-Dadds,
1996) or The Incredible Years (Webster-Stratton & Reid, 2007) primarily focus on
teaching parenting skills to manage children’s behaviors and less on teaching
parents how to recognize, understand, and manage their own or their child’s
emotions. These programs have been found effective in improving parent mental
health as well as parenting discipline practices and involvement (Furlong et al.,
2012). However, up to one-third of families who attend behavioral parenting pro-
grams do not benefit (Brestan & Eyberg, 1998; Taylor & Biglan, 1998). This may
be because of other stressors occurring for parents (e.g., low income, single par-
enting, marital conflict, parent emotion regulation difficulties, high levels of
stressful life events) that make it difficult for parents to learn the new skills.
Behavioral programs have also been found to be less effective when there are
parent–child attachment-related difficulties (Maliken & Katz, 2013; Scott & Dadds,
2009; Webster-Stratton & Hammond, 1990) and are less effective with older
children and adolescents (e.g., Burke, Brennan, & Cann, 2012; Ralph & Sanders,
2006). It is therefore important, and in keeping with a transdiagnostic approach, to
target broader factors such as the way parents manage their own and their child’s
emotions as a way of reducing the effects of stress and assist in building parenting
skills.

To date, only a handful of studies have been conducted that have investigated the
effects of adding parent emotion regulation components to behavioral parenting
programs (e.g., Lenze, Pautsch, & Luby, 2011; Luby, Lenze, & Tillman, 2012;
Sanders, Markie-Dadds, Tully, & Bor, 2000). For example, Sanders and colleagues
(2000) investigated the value of including strategies to help reduce marital conflict
(i.e., communication skills) and stress-coping skills as additional components to a

290 S. Havighurst and C. Kehoe



behavioral parenting program. These additional components resulted in reduced
observed negative child behaviors compared to teaching standard behavioral
management skills alone; however, these differences were no longer present at
1-year follow-up. Other studies that were reviewed have only had very small
sample sizes, and so, it is not yet clear whether there are benefits of adding parent
emotion regulation components to a behavioral parenting program.

Mindfulness parenting interventions target how the parent responds to stress by
improving emotion regulation skills and managing reactivity (e.g., Coatsworth,
Duncan, Greenberg, & Nix, 2010). Duncan, Coatsworth, and Greenberg 2009)
proposed five dimensions of mindful parenting which are thought to foster specific
parenting skills and promote more responsive parenting: (a) listening with full
attention (which assists the parent in accurately perceiving the child’s verbal and
behavioral expressions); (b) nonjudgmental acceptance of self and child (reduces
unrealistic expectations of self and the child and increases parenting self-efficacy);
(c) emotional awareness of self and child (increases responsiveness to the child’s
emotions and reduces parental negative emotions); (d) self-regulation in the par-
enting relationship (better emotion regulation and less over-reactive automatic
discipline); and (e) compassion for self and child (fosters less self-blame and
positive affection, reduces negative affect). In addition, the process of ‘decentering’
(i.e., pausing before reacting and noting that feelings are just feelings) is thought to
facilitate parents’ ability to endure strong emotions that are so often elicited during
parent–child interactions and when encountering stress (Duncan et al., 2009). These
components of parenting are very similar to key elements of emotion socialization.
Parenting interventions that have incorporated mindfulness have been found to
improve parenting and the parent–child relationship (Altmaier & Maloney, 2007;
Benn, Akiva, Arel, & Roeser, 2012), as well as reducing youth externalizing dif-
ficulties (Bögels, Hoogstad, van Dun, de Schutter, & Restifo, 2008). A study with
at-risk youth (aged 10–14 years) provided preliminary evidence that teaching
children and parents mindfulness (e.g., awareness and acceptance of emotions) was
effective in increasing parents’ emotion awareness and regulation as well as
enhancing parent–youth relationships (Coatsworth et al., 2010).

There are a handful of emotion-focused programs that directly focus on parent
emotion regulation as well as teaching emotion coaching parenting. Short and
colleagues (2014) conducted a pilot study of an emotion-focused intervention
delivered to incarcerated mothers prior to reunification with their children after
prison. Of the 47 parents who all attended a behavioral parenting program, 29
received an additional Emotions Program while 18 did not. The Emotions Program
(15 � 2 h sessions over 8 weeks) was based on Dialectical Behavior Therapy
(Linehan et al., 2007) and the Tuning in to Kids parenting program (Havighurst &
Harley, 2007), with nine sessions focused on teaching mothers’ emotion regulation
and six sessions targeting emotion coaching skills. The Emotions Program was
found to be related to significantly less criminal behavior post-release compared to
those mothers who did not attend the program. However, mothers in both
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conditions showed improvements in emotion regulation, emotion socialization, and
mental health. Moretti and Obsuth (2009) published outcomes of a 10-session
attachment-based parenting intervention which included a focus on parent emotion
regulation and empathy as well as improving the parent–youth relationship. In a
sample of parents of adolescents (aged 12–16 years) at risk of aggressive behavior,
outcomes were significant reductions in parent-reported youth internalizing and
externalizing behavior difficulties as well as improved affect regulation in youth.

Our own Tuning in to Kids (TIK) parenting program aims to improve the
emotion socialization of children and also targets parent emotion awareness, reg-
ulation and stress management as key parts of the intervention (Havighurst &
Harley, 2007). TIK teaches parents emotion coaching skills; that is how to rec-
ognize, understand, and manage their own and their children’s emotions. The
emotion coaching style was identified by Gottman, Katz and Hooven (1996) and
includes five steps (Gottman & DeClaire, 1997). When children experience emo-
tions, parents: (1) notice the emotion, (2) see this as an opportunity for intimacy and
teaching; (3) communicate an understanding and acceptance of the emotion;
(4) assist the child to use words to describe how they feel; and (5) if necessary,
assist with problem solving and/or set limits around behavior (Gottman & DeClaire,
1997). The program focuses on increasing skills required for each of the five steps,
including understanding where beliefs about emotions come from (e.g., family of
origin experience) and how these experiences influence attitudes and responses to
emotions. TIK aims to prevent problems developing in children, promote emotional
competence (in parents and children), and when present, reduce and treat problems
with children’s emotional and behavioral functioning. TIK is a six-session group
program that is extended over a longer duration for parents with more complex
needs. The program, first developed for parents of preschoolers, has been adapted
and extended for fathers as well as for parents of toddlers/primary aged
children/adolescents, and for parents of children who have experienced trauma or
have difficulties with anxiety and behavior problems. The TIK program and its
variants (e.g., Tuning in to Teens) have been evaluated in a series of randomized
controlled trials, demonstrating the program’s positive impact on parenting as well
as on child emotional competence and other social and behavioral outcomes. To
date, these studies have shown the program to be beneficial for reducing parent’s
emotion dismissing, increasing empathy and emotion coaching, improving par-
enting confidence, improving children’s emotion competencies, and reducing
child/adolescent internalizing and externalizing behavior problems (Duncombe
et al., 2014; Havighurst et al., 2015; Havighurst, Kehoe, & Harley, 2015;
Havighurst et al., 2013; Havighurst, Wilson, Harley, Prior, & Kehoe, 2010; Kehoe
et al., 2014b; Lauw, Havighurst, Wilson, Harley, & Northam, 2014; Wilson,
Havighurst, & Harley, 2012, 2014; Wilson, Havighurst, Kehoe, & Harley, 2016).
Importantly, the extension of this work to other independent research groups will
help to validate the effectiveness of TIK and Tuning in to Teens across cultures and
for more varied populations. Current trials are underway in Norway, Germany, Iran
and the USA.
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Components of TIK that Target Parent Emotion Regulation

We now turn to describe the Tuning in to Kids approach in more detail in order to
demonstrate how specific emotion-related parenting skills are targeted and how
these may be particularly important for parents when their capacity to regulate
emotions is compromised, such as during times of stress. Throughout the TIK
program we consider that there is a parallel process between parents developing
their own emotion regulation and teaching their children about emotions. We use
four main approaches for improving parent’s ability to manage emotions effec-
tively, including:

1. Teaching parents emotion awareness
2. Examining the influence of parents’ family of origin on their emotion compe-

tence and their meta-emotion philosophy (beliefs and reactions to emotions)
3. Building parents’ emotional self-care, and
4. Teaching parents’ emotion regulation skills.

In our experience of running many parenting groups using the TIK suite of
programs, all four of these components are important to target in order to change
how parents regulate their emotions which in turn impacts their parenting around
emotions with their children. Further, different strategies work for different parents,
and we have found having a selection of approaches that dovetail toward a similar
common theme (regulating emotions) is important. Psycho-education and exercises
about parent’s own emotion regulation are delivered in a nonthreatening way in
order to reduce possible parental defensiveness. We found in the early stages of
developing TIK that it was possible to ‘scare parents off’ if they thought, ‘this is all
about me!’, and so while we gently introduce the idea that parents’ emotions shape
children’s emotional learning, we mainly begin to target parents’ emotion
awareness/regulation from session 2 of the program onward. The following outlines
the different exercises that we use in TIK to build parent emotion regulation along
with proposed mechanisms via which these skills and intervention processes may
work.

Parent Emotion Awareness. Emotion awareness and understanding provides
the foundation for healthy regulation of emotions and includes the capacity to
notice and accurately identify one’s own and other’s emotions (Halberstadt et al.,
2001). In TIK, there is a focus on building parents’ and children’s emotion
awareness in order to facilitate emotion understanding and regulation. Learning is
scaffolded in a step-by-step approach across the six sessions, beginning with asking
parents to notice emotions in their child (homework in session 1) and then in
session 2 to attempt to label these emotions via reflecting the feeling to the child (I
wonder if you are a little sad right now?). Session 2 of the program also more
formally builds emotion awareness for parents in a warm-up exercise called ‘The
Bear Stickers’ where parents choose a sticker to represent an emotion they have had
throughout the week. They are then asked (as a whole group or in a discussion with
one other parent participant) to name the emotion, describe what led to them feeling
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this way, locate where they feel this emotion in their body, consider the thoughts
that accompanied the emotion and (in some variants of the program) consider how
they felt about having this emotion (meta-emotion beliefs). This exercise is typi-
cally very illuminating with many parents having difficulty labeling their own
emotions. Reasons for this may be because they are not accustomed to sharing this
information, because they have poor emotion awareness and have never paid
attention to their own emotions in a conscious way, may find it difficult to locate
emotions in their body, or may have never considered how they think/feel about
having emotions. This exercise provides a framework for future discussions about
emotion awareness in the program as well as providing parents with a new template
for self-reflection about emotions and a technique for how emotions might be
explored with their child.

Considerable attention is paid in the program to increasing parents’ awareness of
their child’s emotions with reciprocal benefits for the parents’ own emotional
learning. Parental awareness of their child’s anger, sadness, and fear has been found
to decline from preschool to early adolescence (Stettler & Katz, 2014). Many
parents struggle to identify their child’s emotions, remaining focused on misbe-
haviors or their own overwhelmed feelings. Sometimes children have to really
escalate their emotions for their parent to notice. The TIK program attempts to help
parents recognize emotions via noticing facial expressions, body language, and tone
of voice and identifying a time when their child is more likely to want to talk about
their emotions (such as while driving in the car or at bed time). Through this
learning many parents report that the skills are mutually beneficial for them.

Additionally, in session 3 TIK uses an activity called ‘The emotion detective,’
which involves giving parents a list of common child (or adolescent)
scenarios/situations and asking them to find a similar adult equivalent and to
identify how they would feel in this situation. This assists parents to ‘step into their
child’s shoes’ and encourages perspective taking as well as awareness of emotions
that the child might be experiencing. Helping parents to engage in perspective
taking may not only help to identify their child’s feeling but also assist the parent to
remain less reactive (Webb, Miles, & Sheeran, 2012) and respond more support-
ively, thereby inherently being emotionally regulating. In turn, having feelings
validated may help to lower the intensity and duration of the child’s emotional
experiences. Together, this allows the child to process emotions by focusing on
their feelings rather than internalizing or engaging in dysregulated behaviors, while
also reducing parenting stress and the experience of negative emotions for the
parent (Gottman et al., 1997; Schutte et al., 2001; Shenk & Fruzzetti, 2011).

Finally, to further build parent (and child) emotion awareness we use emotion
faces posters (which include an emotion face plus an emotion label underneath), ask
parents to talk with their children about emotions, and encourage parents to read
emotion-focused books to their children. In addition, a list of 100 emotion words
under the headings of happy, sad, angry, and scared is given to parents to encourage
them to use a wider emotion vocabulary. Many parents who attend our programs
will say that they do not know the meaning of some of the emotion words on our
feeling faces posters or emotions lists and this often becomes a focus of teaching by
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program facilitators. Increasing children’s emotion vocabulary has been found to
assist them with emotion regulation (Saarni, 1999), and we believe it also assists
parents with the same skills.

We hypothesize that helping parents to become aware of and name emotions
(step 1 and step 4 of emotion coaching) provides parents with an anchor for
present-moment awareness, like the focusing on breath does in a mindfulness
meditation (Hill & Updegraff, 2012). This allows parents to shift to thinking about
how they or their child are feeling, rather than suppressing emotions or becoming
reactive. Often parents report being calmer by just trying to recognize emotions.
The focus on awareness of emotions also allows parents to be more present during
interactions and enhances empathic responding, facilitating greater intimacy and
connection (Block-Lerner, Adair, Plumb, Rhatigan, & Orsillo, 2007; Yap, Allen, &
Ladouceur, 2008) consistent with mindfulness parenting interventions (Duncan
et al., 2009). By increasing awareness of emotions and attention to the child’s
emotional response, ineffective patterns of interactions that have become automa-
tized (i.e., are largely unconscious) can be recognized and changed (Bargh &
Ferguson, 2000; Dumas, 2005). Awareness of one’s own parenting behavior and
altering automatic responses are also key components of other effective parenting
interventions such as Triple P (Sanders et al., 2000) and the Incredible Years
(Webster-Stratton & Reid, 2007).

Family of Origin and Meta-Emotion Philosophy

Responding to challenging behaviors and intense emotions in one’s children can
lead to strong feelings in parents (e.g., powerlessness, guilt, helplessness, anger,
rage, sadness, embarrassment, shame) and may remind them of their family of
origin and past experiences (see Chapter 10 by Mileva-Seitz & Fleming for dis-
cussion on the intergenerational effects of parenting). We primarily learn about
emotions from those with whom we have close relationships (such as siblings or
peers) and/or who play a caregiving role in childhood—experiences which shape
our attitudes and reactions to emotions (Dunn, Brown, & Beardsall, 1991).
Identification of the messages parents received about emotions during their child-
hood (e.g., anger must not be expressed; crying and showing sadness is weak; it is
silly to worry) will influence their capacity to remain calm and responsive when
faced with the stress of parenting and strong emotions in themselves or their
children. Therefore, a critical way in which we address parents’ capacity to regulate
emotions that arise during parent–child interactions is by exploring their experi-
ences in their own family of origin with emotions in order to understand how these
have shaped their beliefs and reactions to emotions in themselves and others. This is
also known as Meta-Emotion Philosophy (Gottman et al., 1997).

There is now substantial evidence linking the intergenerational transmission of
attachment patterns to parents’ capacity to regulate emotions and subsequently to
their emotional responsiveness to their children (e.g., Beijersbergen, Juffer,

12 The Role of Parental Emotion Regulation … 295



Bakermans-Kranenburg, & van IJzendoorn, 2012; Kim, Capaldi, Pears, Kerr, &
Owen, 2009; Schore & Schore, 2008). Schore (2008) highlights that early attach-
ment relationships provide the basis for adaptive (and maladaptive) regulation of
emotion, and shapes the way the brain processes emotions in future relationships.
Other research has also highlighted that parents’ family of origin emotional
expressiveness influences parents’ current emotional expressiveness and
emotion-scaffolding behaviors (Baker & Crnic, 2005): parents who experienced
more negative emotional expressivity in their family of origin were less likely to
engage in emotion-scaffolding behaviors with their toddlers. In our TIK groups,
many parents will say that avoidant, minimizing, or punitive responses to emotions
in their family of origin were not helpful and continue to cause them stress or
difficulty in the present day, both as an individual and as a parent.

Exploration of family of origin experiences, memories, and meta-emotion occurs
slowly and carefully in TIK, allowing parents the option to opt out or not to speak
when group or pair discussions focus on these topics. The depth of exploration of
family of origin and meta-emotion philosophy is determined by the facilitator’s
assessment of how capable the group is in talking about this topic as well as the
facilitator’s skill and competence (i.e., less experienced facilitators might not go
into this in much depth; experienced therapists delivering the program in clinical
settings might explore this at length across an extended eight-session version of the
program). This process of exploring beliefs about emotions and a person’s history
with respect to emotions is (in our experience) critical to assisting parents to learn
emotion coaching. It increases awareness and insight and reduces parental reactivity
(both in how they respond to stress and in parenting), creating the calm and focus
necessary for a parent to adopt a child-centered approach when responding to
emotions in the child. Others have also found this process to be important for
change (e.g., Greenberg & Pascual-Leone, 2006; Lane, Ryan, Nadel, & Greenberg,
2015). To alter intergenerational patterns of emotionally rejecting parenting it is
necessary to develop connected relationships, learn emotional and cognitive regu-
lation skills, and experience a process of working through past experiences (Leerkes
& Crockenberg, 2006).

There are a number of reasons why addressing family of origin experiences and
resultant meta-emotion beliefs may be helpful. Parents’ histories with emotions are
likely to impact their reactions to emotions by triggering past memories and
engaging unhelpful beliefs or schema (Young, Klosko, & Weishaar, 2006). For
example, if a parent has experienced rejection as a child, when similar emotions are
triggered during interactions with their own child (as they so often can be with an
autonomy-seeking toddler or an individuating teen), parents may feel very hurt by
their own child’s need for autonomy (perceived as rejection) and may be more
likely to experience heightened negative affect and beliefs that activate harsh,
rejecting responses or withdrawal. This process of asking parents to reflect on and
consider their family of origin surrounding emotional experiences is akin to the
processes involved in schema-focused or emotion-focused psychotherapy where
changes are thought to occur by accessing past experiences and evoking the
emotions consistent with these memories in order to work through and alter
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automatic dysfunctional patterns of thinking, feeling, behaving, and interacting
(Greenberg & Safran, 1989). Through this therapeutic process, intense automatic
reactions are reduced because the emotion no longer activates the (often uncon-
sciously) remembered past emotional experience. Reflection on past (emotional)
familial experiences is also a core component of psychoanalytic psychotherapy and
is seen as integral to reducing the influence of defenses (Freud, 1896). As a brief
six- to eight-session group program TIK does not have sufficient time or an
established agenda for this degree of therapeutic work. However, the group process
often enables parents to reflect, consider, and access past formative experiences
with emotions in order to separate out what is current and what is past as well as to
provide them with new scripts/reappraisals for responding to emotions in them-
selves and their children. Parents’ emotion regulation improves as a consequence of
this by reducing automatic responses of anger or distress that may occur when their
children are emotional or they are experiencing stress in their lives.

Emotional Self-Care. Parenting is often a highly stressful experience and occurs
simultaneously alongside many other personal, relational, professional, and public
demands (see Chap. 3 by Nomaguchi & Milkie). It is, therefore, critical for parents
to develop skills in managing stress. Self-care refers to behaviors that maintain and
promote physical and emotional well-being, including factors such as sleep, exer-
cise, use of social support, emotion regulation strategies, and mindfulness practices
(Myers et al., 2012; Quick, Wright, Adkins, Nelson, & Quick, 2013; Salmon 2001).
As such, self-care activities can include a daily mediation practice, regular time for
exercise, slow breathing, yoga, taking a hot bath, or just sitting down for a cup of
tea. The regular practice of self-care helps to reduce stress as well as to prevent
more reactive parenting; others have also found self-care strategies useful in mental
health and parenting interventions (e.g., Linehan et al., 2007; Salmon 2001).
In TIK, parents are asked to notice when they feel their emotions rising. Regularly
tuning into lower intensity emotion arousal, such as mild frustration or stress, and
considering emotional self-care at this time allows the parent to be calmer and
enable them to be more aware of and able to assist their child. Parents often do not
recognize the importance of self-care and report feeling guilty and selfish about
taking this time. Others are impeded from using self-care because of limited
resources. By exploring barriers to engaging in self-care, these beliefs can be
addressed and parents can learn that looking after one’s own emotional well-being
is an important proactive emotion regulation strategy to help manage the stress of
parenting enabling the parent to be more emotionally responsive.

Emotion Regulation Skills. The development of skills in regulating emotions
and managing stress is highly important for mental health and parenting (Aldao
et al., 2010). We have found that if parents report that they are overwhelmed by
stress and have limited access to emotion regulation strategies, they typically
struggle to use emotion coaching successfully. The last sections of our chapter have
highlighted that TIK recognizes that in order to be able to engage in empathic
responding (which lies at the heart of emotion coaching), parents require good
emotion awareness. If emotions are not able to be recognized, parents may miss the
opportunity to respond. On the other hand, if a parent’s own emotional experience
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during an interaction with their child is strong and they are unable to regulate their
heightened negative arousal and/or distress, they are more likely to respond in a
self-focused rather than child-focused manner (Eisenberg, 2000). Therefore, key
components of TIK are becoming aware of one’s own emotion regulation patterns
and learning emotion regulation skills.

In TIK, we teach three main ways of regulating emotions that fall into the cat-
egories of pausing, calming, or releasing. In addition, we teach strategies which
parents can use in advance (i.e., self-care) and ‘in the moment,’ with a specific focus
on regulating anger, anxiety, and stress. ‘Building in a pause’ for parents is one of the
simplest ‘in the moment’ techniques for parents to learn and is critical for reducing
emotion reactivity. Parents are taught that during moments of ‘emotional flooding’ it
is difficult to access cognitive strategies, and therefore, pausing can be more effec-
tive. Methods for building in a pause include running their hands under cold water,
taking 10 slow deep breaths, stepping out of the room, paying attention to their
senses (smell, colors, textures), having a sip of cold water, visualizing a red traffic
light, or telling oneself to ‘STOP.’ The concept of ‘building in a pause’ helps parents
to break from automatic reactions and engage in more child-centered parenting and
is consistent with mindfulness techniques (Duncan et al., 2009; Linehan et al., 2007).
Calming strategies may include parents breathing slowly, having some quiet time in
their room, having a bath or a shower, or talking to someone who they find calming.
These strategies are also consistent with anxiety management techniques used in
cognitive behavioral therapy (Beck, Rush, Shaw, & Emery, 1979; Hawton,
Salkovskis, Kirk, & Clark, 1989). Emotional release activities include exercise,
tensing and releasing different muscle groups, having a good cry, twisting a towel, or
weeding the garden. These strategies are explored with parents to find those that
uniquely fit with the parents’ preferred way of calming or releasing the physical
aspects of emotions. Parents are also encouraged to use the calming and releasing
activities preventatively as part of their self-care. Stress-releasing activities, such as
tense and release exercises that enable a person to let go of physical tension and
strong emotions occurring as part of the fight or flight response are also an effective
component of cognitive behavioral therapy (Beck et al., 1979; Hawton et al., 1989).

Mindfulness techniques are taught in facilitator-led meditation/relaxation, and
internet links are provided to a range of resources that can assist parents to learn
new skills for calming their reactivity in advance (e.g., self-care). Parents are
encouraged to use these ‘in the moment’ strategies when they are stressed and need
to down-regulate their own emotional intensity (e.g., progressive muscle relaxation,
breathing). Some of these techniques have also been found important in other
emotion regulation-focused interventions for adults (e.g., mindfulness; Duncan
et al., 2009; Linehan et al., 2007) and for children (e.g., the PAThS program;
Greenberg, Kusche, Cook, & Quamma, 1995).

Lastly, we have found that teaching parents the five steps of emotion coaching
outlined by Gottman and DeClaire (1997) helps them regulate their own emotions
because they shift to a more child-centered approach to parenting where they go
through five practical steps to approach the emotions that their child is experi-
encing. Instead of thinking ‘Oh, he is such a difficult child!’, ‘She is so out of
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control!’, ‘‘I can’t stand this!’, ‘Why does he have to ruin everything!’ (which
contributes to parents’ emotions escalating), we encourage parents to view the
emotional moment as an opportunity for connection and teaching. This is a form of
cognitive reappraisal (Gross & Thompson, 2007), whereby the parent no longer
sees the child’s emotions as overwhelming and as something to overcome or avoid,
but instead sees that their child is struggling and develops some confidence as they
work through each emotion coaching step. For example, ‘What is he/she feeling?’,
‘Can I teach him/her?’, ‘Can I label the emotion?’, ‘Can I empathize?’, ‘Can I
breathe slowly and slow down my reactions until my child calms’: then, ‘what
might we do to work through this situation?’ Helping parents dynamically adjust
their responses in emotional moments enhances their ability to manage parenting
stress, regulates their own emotions, and gives them tangible skills for responding
to their child.

Does Parent Emotion Regulation Influence the Outcomes
of Tuning into Kids/Teens?

In order to further examine the role of parent emotion regulation and coping with
stress on parenting around children’s emotions, we reexamined some of our own
data to see whether the TIK program was moderated by parent psychological
distress or poor emotion regulation at baseline. In our first TIK efficacy trial we
considered whether parents’ baseline difficulties in awareness and regulation, par-
ents’ psychological distress, or parents baseline negative expressiveness moderated
changes in parents’ emotion dismissing, emotion coaching, or empathy at
six-month follow-up (Havighurst et al., 2010). With the exception of parents’
negative expressiveness, none of our other moderator analyses were statistically
significant, suggesting that all intervention parents reported improvements in
emotion socialization regardless of baseline functioning. Interestingly, parents’
baseline negative expressiveness did moderate the effect of TIK on parents’ emo-
tion coaching at six-month follow-up (P = .012). Specifically, although all inter-
vention parents showed significant improvements on emotion coaching,
intervention parents with low negative expressiveness showed significantly greater
improvements. It may be that low-level negative expressiveness in this sample was
representative of a group of parents who were not aware of their emotions, or felt
uncomfortable showing them. Learning skills in awareness and understanding of
emotions may have enabled these families to be less dismissive of their own child’s
emotion experience. Alternately, parents who were less negatively expressive may
have been better able to learn the emotion coaching skills because they were not
flooded by their own emotions.

For our study where TIK was delivered as part of a multi-systemic intervention
to families where the 5–9 year old child was identified at risk for conduct disorder,
i.e., top 7–8% of child behavior problems, we considered parents’ psychological
distress (measured via DASS, a screening measure for stress, anxiety and
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depression; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) and parents’ baseline negative expres-
siveness as moderators of program effects on parents’ emotion dismissing, emotion
coaching, or empathy (Havighurst et al., 2015). None of the three-way interactions
were significant, indicating that the changes held for all intervention participants,
regardless of baseline severity of parents psychological functioning. With this
at-risk sample, TIK was also compared with a behavioral parenting program
(Duncombe et al., 2014). In this study, TIK was found to be more effective in
reducing child behavior problems than the behavioral parenting program for parents
who had higher levels of emotional difficulties themselves. We hypothesized that
this was because the program had a focus on emotion regulation for the parent
providing an important set of skills for those parents who had poorer mental health.

We also investigated whether the impact of Tuning in to Teens (TINT) was
moderated by parents’ baseline level of internalizing difficulties and problems with
awareness and regulation of emotion (Kehoe, 2014; Kehoe et al., 2014b). Again,
none of the moderator analyses were significant, indicating that regardless of
baseline severity, a greater decrease in emotion dismissing and youth functioning
(internalizing and externalizing difficulties) was reported by intervention parents
and preadolescents, when compared to control participants.

These findings suggest that the positive outcomes from TIK and TINT are found
with parents regardless of parents’ emotion regulation—both those low and high in
emotion regulation prior to the intervention equally show improvements. One study
suggests that parents with greater psychological difficulties may make greater
progress in TIK than when using a behavioral parenting program perhaps because
of the additional focus in TIK on parent emotion regulation helping parents to
manage their own response to parenting stress as well as their own mental health.

Conclusion

Parents’ ability to manage stress and regulate their emotions has been found to be
related to their capacity to respond to their children’s emotions. A review of the
literature found that better parent emotion regulation has been found to be asso-
ciated with more favorable emotion coaching and supportive response to children’s
emotion socialization. The TIK parenting program which targets parent emotion
socialization and parent’s own emotion regulation has a considerable focus on
building emotion regulation through increasing emotion awareness, exploring
family of origin and meta-emotion philosophy, increasing parent emotion self-care,
and teaching specific emotion regulation skills, especially for managing anger,
anxiety, and stress. These all play an important role in assisting parents to under-
stand and regulate their own emotions thereby reducing the stress of parenting,
contributing to a calmer family emotion climate, and enabling them to use the five
steps of emotion coaching with their children. This transdiagnostic approach to
intervention, which assists parents in their capacity to cope and improves parenting
(and dually influences child outcomes), allows exploration of how parenting stress,
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emotion regulation, and child functioning are connected. This also allows greater
consideration of how parenting interventions need to go beyond just a focus on how
they respond to the child but also to engage parents in learning and applying skills
in how they manage stress and their own emotional functioning. This combination
is likely to produce the most powerful intervention outcomes.
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