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Abstract Negative parenting practices are thought to be
essential for the development of adolescents’ internalizing
problems. However, mechanisms linking parental practices
to adolescents’ internalizing problems remain poorly
understood. A potential pathway connecting parental
behaviors to internalizing problems could be through ado-
lescent expressive suppression—the tendency to inhibit the
observable expression of emotions.This study examined the
indirect effects of three individual parenting practices—
poor monitoring, inconsistent discipline and use of corporal
punishment—on adolescents’ internalizing problems
through adolescents’regular use of expressive suppression
in a sample of 1132 adolescents (10–14 years). Structural
Equation Modeling indicated that parenting practices were
related both directly and indirectly to adolescents’ inter-
nalizing problems through their relationship with suppres-
sion. Clinical implications and future directions are
discussed.
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Introduction

The transition into adolescence involves a broad range of
changes and developmental tasks that may result in
increased negative affect, heightened emotional reactivity
and a risk for internalizing symptoms (Larson and Ham
1993). By the age of 15 years, up to 15% of children and
adolescents experience internalizing symptoms, such as
depression, anxiety and psychosomatic complaints (Costello
et al. 2005). These internalizing symptoms are highly dis-
ruptive of adolescents’ social, academic, and interpersonal
functioning (Duggal et al. 2001). Moreover, internalizing
problems in adolescence are associated with substance
abuse, conduct problems and risk for suicide and predict
clinically levels of psychopathology in adulthood
(Ferdinand et al. 1995). Given the high prevalence and the
concurrent and long-term deleterious effect of internalizing
symptoms among adolescents, it is crucial to identify the
risk factors and the mechanisms by which these problems
emerge.

Although the etiology of internalizing problems is clearly
complex, one line of research has focused on familial fac-
tors, notably, the role of parents (Gil-Rivas et al. 2003;
Greenberger and Chen 1996). As emphasized by a meta-
analytic review, parenting plays a paramount role in the
development, persistence, and diminution of youths’ inter-
nalizing symptoms, with as much as 8 % of variation in
childhood depression (current and lifetime) explained
directly by parenting (McLeod et al. 2007).

Three main components of parenting have been high-
lighted as paramount with regard to adolescents’ behavioral
adjustment: poor supervision/monitoring, harsh discipline
(e.g., corporal punishment) and inconsistent discipline (e.g.,
widely varied severity of punishment for similar transgres-
sions; early termination of punishment in response to
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coercive behavior by the child) (Dishion and McMahon
1998; Gershoff 2002). Extensive research emphasized these
three parenting practices as risk factors for children’s
externalizing behaviors (Gershoff 2002; Lahey et al. 2008),
but there is also growing support for an association with
children’s internalizing symptoms (Bender et al. 2007;
Downey and Coyne 1990; duRivage et al. 2015; Galambos
et al. 2003; Mackenbach et al. 2014; Rodriguez 2003; van
der Sluis et al. 2015).

These important findings notwithstanding, mechanisms
through which inconsistent discipline, corporal punishment,
and poor monitoring as ineffective parenting strategies are
associated with adolescents internalizing behaviors still
remain poorly understood. Of the multiple potential
mechanisms through which poor parenting might translate
into child internalizing symptoms, one of the strongest
contenders is children’s emotion regulation (Eisenberg and
Spinrad 2004; Morris et al. 2007), which refers to the
processes through which individuals consciously and non-
consciously modulate the timing, intensity and duration of
their emotions to appropriately respond to environmental
demands (Gratz and Roemer 2004; Gross and Muñoz
1995). This idea is supported by the risky families model,
whereby a risky familial environment during childhood and
adolescence is hypothesized to interfere with the develop-
ment of means for emotion processing and foster unso-
phisticated and avoidant coping strategies for stressful
situations, which, in turn, may lead to a wide array of
negative outcomes, including internalizing symptoms
(Repetti et al. 2002).

According to the emotion regulation model proposed by
Gross (1998), two major emotion regulation strategies that
have been extensively studied are expressive suppression (a
response-focused strategy that involves actively inhibiting
the observable expression of emotional experience) and
cognitive reappraisal (an antecedent-focused strategy that
involves reinterpreting an emotion-eliciting situation in a
way that modifies its emotional impact) (Gross and John
2003). In the present study, we chose to focus solely on
expressive suppression as an emotion regulation strategy for
two reasons. First, the use of expressive suppression is more
strongly related to anxiety and depressive symptoms than
the absence of cognitive reappraisal (Aldao et al. 2010).
Second, expressive suppression appears to be one of the
most commonly used emotion regulation strategies in ado-
lescents. Gullone et al. (2010) found a greater reliance on
suppression for adolescents compared to their older peers,
while no difference had been reported for cognitive reap-
praisal. These findings suggest that expressive suppression
may be a particularly relevant risk factor for developing
internalizing symptoms during this developmental period.

Parenting behaviors have been shown to make important
contributions to the development of children’s emotion

regulation abilities (Buckholdt et al. 2014; Holodynski and
Friedlmeier 2006). For example, Gresham and Gullone
(2012) found that high levels of parental alienation pre-
dicted more use of suppression among adolescents. Simi-
larly, punitive reactions to children’s emotional displays
had been associated with maladaptive emotion regulation
behaviors, such as suppression and avoidance (Berlin and
Cassidy 2003). Moreover, exposure to negative and harsh
parental behaviors, particularly the use of punishment or
alienation, have been longitudinally linked to child emotion
dysregulation in form of overregulation, defined as sup-
pressing the expression of emotion (Eisenberg et al. 1996;
Gottman et al. 1996; Shipman et al. 2007). These findings
point out that negative and harsh parental responses can
lead to both enhanced arousal and a tendency to inhibit the
expression of negative emotions (Morris et al. 2007).

In turn, the use of expressive suppression as a main
emotion regulation strategy has been posited as a precursor
of internalizing problems. The use of expressive suppres-
sion can translate into depressive symptoms, as has been
shown by previous research on adolescents (Betts et al.
2009) and adults (e.g., Gross and John 2003; Zhao and
Zhao 2015). There is also evidence for a relationship
between suppression and anxiety symptoms. For example,
Campbell-Sills et al. (2006) found that use of emotion
suppression is elevated in anxiety disordered populations. In
addition, longitudinal studies have linked emotion over-
regulation in early childhood with later internalizing pro-
blems (Keenan and Hipwell 2005). Taken together, these
findings suggest the feasibility of an indirect pathway
through which parental inconsistent discipline, use of cor-
poral punishment and poor monitoring are each associated
with adolescents’ internalizing behaviors via adolescents’
regular use of expressive suppression.

To our knowledge, no study has yet explored this
potential mechanism by looking at these three specific
parental behaviors in relation with adolescents’ use of
suppression and internalizing problems. In addition, the
onset of adolescence marks critical points in youths’ stres-
sors and affect sensitivity (Spear 2009). Pubertal related
increases in emotional reactivity are part of a normative
process, but may result in emotion dysregulation and may
activate psychopathological vulnerabilities among at-risk
adolescents (Spear 2009). Therefore, identifying mechan-
isms linking exposure to familial stressors in the form of
negative parental practices and internalizing difficulties
during this developmental period is crucial, in order to
develop effective interventions.

The aim of the current paper was to expand existing
research by exploring the indirect effects of inconsistent
parenting, corporal punishment, and poor monitoring on
adolescents’ internalizing symptoms through adolescents’
use of expressive suppression as an ineffective emotion
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regulation strategy. It was hypothesized that each of the
three parenting practices—inconsistent parenting, corporal
punishment, poor monitoring—will be associated with
adolescents’ use of expressive suppression, which in turn,
will be associated with adolescents’ internalizing problems.

Method

Participants

Participants were 1132 adolescents (611 boys and 521 girls)
enrolled in public middle school, aged between10 to 14
years (M= 11.67; SD= 0.77). The ethnic composition of
the sample was representative of the schools from which we
sampled (92.6 % Romanians, 5.7 % Hungarians, 1.4 %
Romani, 0.3 % other).

Procedure

Data were collected from schools in several counties. First,
school principals were contacted and informed about the
project. Passive consent was sought from parents, who
received a leaflet with the study specifics and were offered
the possibility to opt out. Active consent was obtained from
the participants (i.e., the students). Before the ques-
tionnaires were administered, participants were informed
about the objective of the current study, were assured of the
confidentiality of their responses, as well as of the voluntary
nature of their participation and their right to drop out at any
time during the study. Data collection was carried out at
school by trained researchers, who were assisted by the lead
teacher. The time required for completion was relatively
high (90–120 min). At the end of an hour, participants were
given a small gratification (e.g., chocolate, candies). A raffle
was also organized and the winner received a monetary
award. Each child was given a multi-digit code. Draws were
conducted for each digit, in the presence of three
researchers. The child whose corresponding number was
drawn was declared as the winner. Both the raffle procedure
and the result were published on an online platform and the
link was disseminated to all participating families and
schools.

All variables of interested were collected through self-
reports. The questionnaires were translated from English
into Romanian by a bilingual Romanian researcher who
lives in the United Kingdom. They were back-translated
into English by a second native Romanian speaking
researcher. The back-translation and the original English
version were then compared for accuracy by a native
English speaking researcher.

Measures

Emotion Regulation Questionnaire, ERQ (Gross and John
2003)

Expressive suppression was measured using a sub-scale of
the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (Gullone and Taffe
2012) which comprises 4 items about the degree to which
individuals inhibit the expression of their emotions. For
adolescents, each item is rated on a 5 point scale (Gullone
et al. 2010). The overall scale provides a single total score
of expressive suppression and has been shown to have good
and high convergent and discriminant validity. Data on
expressive suppression were available on all items for 98.1%
of the sample.

Alabama Parenting Questionnaire, APQ (Frick 1991)

Inconsistent discipline, corporal punishment and poor
monitoring were assessed with the corresponding subscales
from the APQ. The inconsistent discipline subscale has six
items (e.g., “The punishment your parents give depends on
their mood.”). The corporal punishment subscale has three
items (e.g., “Your parents slap you when you have done
something wrong.”). The poor monitoring subscale has 10
items (e.g., “You go out without a set time to be home.”).
For each of these three subscales children rate each item on
a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) through 5
(always) depending on how frequently the behavior typi-
cally occurs in the home. The original version of the
instrument has moderate internal consistency (alpha ranged
from .58 to .80) (Escribano et al. 2013). Data were available
for 93.7 % of the sample in relation to poor monitoring,
96.2 % of the sample in relation to inconsistent discipline
and 97.6 % of the sample in relation to corporal
punishment.

Youth Self-Report, YSR (Achenbach and Rescorla 2001)

Internalizing problems were measured through the YSR.
Adolescents used a 3 point scale (from 0= not true to 2=
very true or very often) to report on a range of difficulties,
including emotional problems, behavioral problems, social
relationships and academic performance. In the present
study, only the Internalizing Scale was used. The YSR
Internalizing Scale is the sum of scores for Anxious/
Depressed, Withdrawn/ Depressed and Somatic Complaints
syndromes and consists of 31 items. The YSR has been
shown to have good reliability and validity (Achenbach and
Rescorla 2001). The Omega reliability obtained in our
sample was .94.
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Data Analyses

First, confirmatory factor analyses were conducted to obtain
total scores for expressive suppression, poor monitoring,
inconsistent discipline and corporal punishment. Total
scores for internalizing problems were estimated within the
main model because although only 7 children (0.6 % of the
sample) had missing values on the entire questionnaire,
partial missing data patterns were observed for 16 % of the
sample.

The main hypotheses were tested using a Structural
Equation Model applied to the factor scores of parental
practices and suppression, as well as a factor representing
internalizing problems. All models were estimated using
Mplus v.7.4 (Muthén and Muthén 1998–2011) and the
Weighted Least Squares with Robust Means and Variances
estimator, which is suitable when the dependent variables
are categorical in nature (as were the questionnaire items)
and in the presence of missing data patterns.

Results

Total scores for the three types of parental practices and
child expressive suppression were obtained from con-
firmatory factor analyses. With regard to expressive sup-
pression, the model fit was good: χ²(2) = 3.551 (p= 0.17),
CFI= 1.00, TLI= 1.00 and RMSEA = .026, 90 % CI [.00,
.07], the average standardized factor loading was .61 and
the scale achieved an Omega reliability value of .71. For
poor monitoring, the model (χ²(31) = 80.505, p< .01) fitted
the data well: CFI= .98, TLI= .98 and RMSEA= .038, 90%
CI [.028, .048]; the average standardized factor loading was
.52 and the scale Omega reliability was .81. With regard to
inconsistent discipline, the model (χ²(8)= 21.851, p= .01)
showed good fit to the data: CFI= .98, TLI = .96 and
RMSEA= .039, 90 % CI [.020, .059]; the average stan-
dardized factor loading was .41 and the scale Omega
reliability was .58. Finally, with regard to corporal pun-
ishment, the model was just-identified (i.e., model fit could
not be evaluated) because the scale comprises only 3 items.
However, all the factor loadings were very high, with an

average factor loading of .82, and the scale achieved an
Omega reliability value of .87.

Descriptive statistics for all measures (used here as sum
scores to aid the interpretation of means), as well as
bivariate correlations among all the study variables are
presented in Table 1. Significant positive correlations were
found between parental inconsistent discipline and adoles-
cents’ suppression, parental corporal punishment and ado-
lescents’ suppression as well as between parental poor
monitoring and adolescents’ suppression. Adolescents’
habitual use of suppression was significantly and positively
related to their internalizing problems. Similarly, there was
a positive significant association between inconsistent dis-
cipline and internalizing problems, corporal punishment and
internalizing problems, and poor monitoring and inter-
nalizing problems. In other words, adolescents who repor-
ted frequent use of each of the three parental practices also
demonstrated higher levels of internalizing symptoms.

To investigate whether negative parental practices were
indirect predictors of heightened internalizing problems
through elevated levels of expressive suppression, a struc-
tural equation model was specified. The measurement part
of the model referred to internalizing problems. Here, three
first-order factors were specified, representing “anxious/
depressed”, “withdrawn/depressed” and “somatic com-
plaints” syndromes. A second-order factor was then applied
to the three first-order factors to obtain an overall score of
internalizing problems. The other variables (i.e., expressive
suppression and the 3 types of parental practice) were
conceptualized as factor scores.

The structural part of the model included regression
paths from parental poor monitoring, inconsistent discipline
and corporal punishment to adolescent expressive suppres-
sion and internalizing problems, as well as from expressive
suppression to internalizing problems. Indirect effects were
also computed.

The model (χ²(544) = 1251.155, p< .01) fitted the data
well: CFI = .95, TLI= .95, and RMSEA= .034, 90 % CI
[.031, .036]. With regard to the measurement model, all
items loaded significantly onto their respective first-order
factors, with an average standardized loading of .60. The
loadings of the first-order factors onto the second-order
were also high, with an average standardized loading of .94.

Table 1 Descriptive statistics,
range and bivariate correlations
between variables

Variable M SD Range 1 2 3 4 5

1 Corporal punishment 4.87 2.45 3–15 – .24** .24** .20** .26**

2 Poor monitoring 21.81 6.91 10–45 – .43** .27** .41**

3 Inconsistent discipline 15.38 4.80 6–28 – .16** .28**

4 Expressive suppression 11.51 4.33 4–20 – .20**

5 Internalizing problems 11.31 8.09 0–46 –

** p< .01
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As shown in Fig. 1, each type of parental practice was a
significant predictor of adolescent’s expressive suppression,
such that all the estimated non-standardized path coeffi-
cients were significant: inconsistent discipline, β= .16, 95
% CI [.06, .26], p= .001; poor monitoring, β= .26, 95 % CI
[.17, .35], p< .001; corporal punishment, β= .07,95 % CI
[.04, .11], p< .001. Adolescents’ suppression significantly
and positively predicted their internalizing problems,
β= .23, 95 % CI [.15, .32], p< .001. Direct paths from the
parenting practice variables to internalizing problems were
also computed: inconsistent discipline, β= .16, 95 % CI
[.01, .31], p= .04; poor monitoring, β= .49, 95 % CI [.36,
.62], p< .001 and corporal punishment, β= .10, 95 % CI
[.05, .16], p< .001. All indirect effects were statistically
significant: inconsistent discipline, β= .04, 95 % CI [.01,
.06], p= .005; poor monitoring, β= .06, 95 % CI [.03, .09],
p< .001; corporal punishment, β= .02, 95 % CI [.01, .03],
p= .003.

Discussion

Given the relationship between ineffective parenting prac-
tices and children’s internalizing problems, the next step is
to understand how parenting influences adolescents’ mental
health. Thus, an important contribution of this study is the
model that was tested, which proposed a mechanism linking
specific parenting strategies and adolescent’s internalizing
problems. Results were partially consistent with our predic-
tion that adolescents’ use of expressive suppression serves as
a pathway through which each of the three negative parental
behaviors may relate to adolescents’ internalizing symptoms.
Inconsistent discipline, corporal punishment and poor mon-
itoring were each related to youths’ emotional distress, both
directly and indirectly through their link with adolescents’
suppression. The proposed model explained 18 % of

variance in internalizing problems. This finding is con-
sistent with previous research on different populations,
including samples of European adolescents, demonstrating
that, at least in part, the family context translates into poor
child behavioral adjustment through its links with children’s
emotion regulation (Denham et al. 2004; Eisenberg and
Spinrad 2004; Mackenbach et al. 2014; Morris et al. 2007).
A potential explanation for the finding that emotion reg-
ulation might be a mechanism through which negative
parenting practices translate into adolescents’ internalizing
symptoms is provided by theoretical models suggesting that
it is likely that chronic stress during childhood and ado-
lescence lead to deficits in emotion regulation (Cicchetti and
Toth 2005; Repetti et al. 2002). Negative parenting beha-
viors, such as lacking consistence to follow through with
commands or the use of physical corrections, may represent
salient stressors in youths’ lives, which elicit negative
emotions such as anger, fear or sadness. Managing these
intense negative emotions is effortful and reduces the cop-
ing resources available to respond promptly and adaptively
to other sources of emotional arousal (Repetti et al. 2002)
which in time may translate into inflexible and poor emo-
tion regulation styles and poor mental health. In addition,
the current study replicates findings from previous studies
showing the detrimental effects of regular use of expressive
suppression (Betts et al. 2009).

On the other hand, over and above the indirect effects
through expressive suppression, parenting practices were
also directly associated with child internalizing problems,
suggesting that there might be other pathways connecting
familial risk factors posited in this study and adolescentsʼ
internalizing problems. For example, two main domains of
cognitive functioning posited to act as mechanisms through
which parental over-control promotes child anxiety are
outcome expectancy biases and children’s locus of control
(e.g., Bögels & Brechman-Toussaint 2006; Chorpita &
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Fig. 1 Structural equation
model of the relationship
between parental practices on
internalizing problems via
expressive suppression.
Parameters represent non-
standardized coefficients (β).
Curved arrows represent
correlations between predictor
variables. The measurement
model (referring to the factor
structure of Internalizing
problems) was omitted for
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Barlow 1998). Therefore, future studies should examine
cognitive factors that might explain the relationship between
parental inconsistent behavior, poor monitoring, use of
corporal punishment and children’s emotional distress.
Moreover, although significant, the association between par-
enting behaviors, adolescents’ suppression and their inter-
nalizing behaviors was moderate in magnitude. A potential
explanation could be the fact that the use of suppression may
be adaptive in the short run, especially in relation to the
negative parental behaviors, whereas its long-term detrimental
effects are not yet fully expressed in youths’ behavior.

The findings of the present study are proposed to have
several implications. First, the current study is the first to
model indirect pathways among dysfunctional parenting
practices, expressive suppression and internalizing pro-
blems in adolescents. These findings could serve as a guide
for testing and developing future prevention programs using
emotion regulation education. Previous research support the
effectiveness of an emotional education program in youth
psychological adjustment (Donegan and Rust 1988). Future
studies could test the effectiveness of intervention aiming to
reduce the use of expressive suppression. Second, this study
underscore the importance of targeting maladaptive par-
enting behaviors in order to prevent or to reduce adoles-
cents’ internalizing behaviors, an area that has so far been
under-supported (Barmish and Kendall 2005). Behavioral
parent training programs address these three inadequate
parenting practices in children with externalizing problems,
but children with internalizing behaviors could also benefit
from interventions. This study suggests that techniques
targeting emotion regulation should be an additional com-
ponent of clinical interventions for adolescents confronted
with parental behavior stressors, in order to overcome the
negative mental health sequelae of less suitable parenting
behaviors. The results provide additional support for the
significance of dialectical behavioral therapy (DBT) in
internalizing problems among adolescents. DBT empha-
sizes the improvement of adaptive and positive emotion
regulation strategies and relies on both cognitive-behavioral
techniques and acceptance-based coping styles (e.g., Linehan
1993; McLaughlin et al. 2009a). Note that suppressing the
expression of emotions may represent an adaptive response
within the familial context, but in relation to long-term
psychological well-being it is an ineffective and costly
regulation strategy (Gross and Thompson 2007). As a
result, questions about the adaptiveness and maladaptivness
of this specific emotion regulation strategy should be
addressed in relation to specific outcomes; interventions
should provide youths with alternative strategies, which
help them not to escalate the negative behaviors of their
parents and also provide subjective relief.

Several limitations of this study must be acknowledged.
First, the cross-sectional nature of this study does not allow

us to draw causal inferences about the influence of par-
enting practices on children’s emotion regulation and
internalizing symptomatology and further studies are nee-
ded to disentangle the formation of patterns of self-
regulation within the context of the family and peer net-
works. Indeed, some existing research suggests that
development of ER strategies is a bidirectional process
(Calkins 1994; Morris et al. 2007). Therefore, it is likely
that children’s use of expressive suppression elicits more
negative parenting practices, which, in turn, exacerbate
children’s reliance on suppression, leaving them more
vulnerable to internalizing problems. In consequence,
future studies should consider a longitudinal examination
of the current model, in order to determine causality.
Second, an important limitation of our study is the low
internal consistency of the inconsistent discipline measure.
Although the significant relationships suggest that the
relative low omega coefficient for this construct did not
create a major problem, the findings implicating this mea-
sure should be interpreted with caution. Third, it is
important to note the overall low levels of internalizing
symptoms displayed in our sample, so further studies are
needed to extend our results to clinical populations.Another
limitation of this research involves the reliance on adoles-
cents’ reports for measuring both parenting practices and
adolescents’ behavior problems. Although adolescent self-
report tools tap into valuable internal information not
available from other informants (Walden et al. 2003),
future research may benefit from the use of multiple
informants in assessing the variables of interest. Moreover,
we only examined the emotion regulation strategy of
expressive suppression, but there are a myriad of potential
emotion regulation strategies. Future research should also
consider other commonly used strategies among adoles-
cents to attempt a more comprehensive investigation of the
mechanisms underlying internalizing symptomatology.
Moreover, a meta-analysis concluded that particular reg-
ulatory strategies have stronger relationships to specific
psychopathologies (Aldao et al. 2010), suggesting to dis-
aggregate broad bands syndromes and to examine them in
relation with specific emotion regulation modalities.

In addition, as stated previously, additional factors need
to be examined in the context of testing the current model.
For example, how may cognitive factors contribute to our
understanding of the link between parenting behaviors,
adolescents’ emotion regulation deficits and internalizing
behaviors?

This study emphasizes the impact of particular parental
behaviors on adolescents’ adjustment and identifies ado-
lescents’ emotion dysregulation in the form of expressive
suppression as a mechanism through which parental risk
factors, namely inconsistent discipline, use of corporal
punishment and poor monitoring, may be related to

J Child Fam Stud (2017) 26:40–47 45



internalizing behaviors among adolescents. Given that each
of the parenting practices tested here was related both
directly and indirectly to children’s emotional distress
through their relationship with expressive suppression,
future models including other potential pathways in this
association need to be explored.
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