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Abstract Studies document that parents serve as chil-

dren’s primary socialization agents, particularly for moral

development and prosocial behavior; however, less is

known regarding parental influences on prosocial outcomes

during the transition to adulthood. The purpose of this

study was to investigate how mother–child relationship

quality was related to prosocial tendencies via emerging

adults’ regulation of prosocial values. Participants included

228 undergraduate students (ranging from 18 to 25 years;

90% European American) and their mothers (ranging from

38 to 59 years) from four locations across the United

States. Path analyses using structural equation modeling

revealed that mother–child relationship quality was related

to emerging adults’ regulation of prosocial values, which

was, in turn, related to emerging adults’ prosocial tenden-

cies. Specifically, emerging adults who reported higher

levels of internal regulation of prosocial values were more

likely to report prosocial tendencies that de-emphasized

themselves, and were less likely to report prosocial ten-

dencies for the approval of others.

Keywords Prosocial behavior � Regulation of prosocial

values � Parent–child relationship quality �
Emerging adulthood

Introduction

Parents serve as children’s primary socialization agents,

particularly for moral development and prosocial behavior

(Eisenberg and Murphy 1995). This lifelong parent–child

relationship often serves as a context for socialization

(Lawford et al. 2005). Scholars have investigated how

parents’ behaviors (e.g., modeling, disciplinary strategies,

authoritative parenting) are associated with prosocial

behaviors during childhood and adolescence (Holmbeck

et al. 1995; Mussen and Eisenberg 2001). However, there

is little research examining potential parental influences on

prosocial behaviors for individuals between the ages of 18

and the mid-twenties. Such individuals, known hereafter as

emerging adults, are in the process of transitioning to

adulthood (i.e., conceptualizing oneself as an adult and

acting accordingly), wherein they are redefining the par-

ent–child relationship and are more likely to engage in risk-

taking behaviors (Arnett 2000). Moreover, there is scant

literature (c.f., Barry and Wentzel 2006 for middle ado-

lescents) examining the psychological processes to explain

the relation between a socialization agent’s behavior and an

individual’s prosocial behavior.

Emerging adults’ focus on independence and identity

exploration (Arnett 2000) may result in parenting that does

not relate directly to child outcomes. Instead, parenting

may relate indirectly through its influence on emerging

adults’ personal characteristics, such as beliefs (e.g., reli-

gious faith) and values (e.g., benevolence, social

responsibility). Support for this possibility can be discerned
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from research suggesting that during late adolescence

parenting begins to matter less in a direct way because the

adolescent’s personal characteristics become stronger pre-

dictors of child outcomes (Brown et al. 1993; Steinberg

and Silk 2002). For example, one study found that parental

expectations influenced adolescents’ own positive values,

which in turn impacted prosocial behaviors, but parenting

was not related directly to adolescents’ behaviors (Padilla-

Walker and Carlo in press). The role of personal charac-

teristics on such outcomes may be even more pronounced

during emerging adulthood when many parents and chil-

dren no longer reside together. Nevertheless, the quality of

the parent–child relationship has been shown to relate to

child outcomes throughout that child’s life (Blieszner and

Wingfield 2000). Thus, parenting is believed to still matter

to emerging adults, but may be best explained through

indirect relations of parent–child relationship quality to

child outcomes rather than direct ones. The current study

examined the extent to which relationship quality, as per-

ceived by both emerging adults and their mothers, was

related to prosocial tendencies by way of emerging adults’

regulation of prosocial values (i.e., regulation from an

external source of control verses an internal one).

Parent–Child Relationship

Although there is a substantial literature on the role of the

parent–child relationship on child and adolescent outcomes

(see Bornstein 2006; Steinberg and Silk 2002), there is a

paucity of literature on the nature of the parent–child

relationship during emerging adulthood and its relation to

child outcomes. According to Bowlby’s (1969) attachment

theory, parents do not abruptly stop parenting when chil-

dren reach the age of 18, and the continuity of the parent–

child relationship continues to be important, especially

during times of transition (Bartle-Haring et al. 2002;

O’Connor et al. 1996). This idea is also consistent with

Darling and Steinberg’s (1993) theoretical framework

suggesting that a high quality parent–child relationship has

been associated with positive child outcomes, and there is

some evidence that this continues to be important during

emerging adulthood. For example, retrospective studies

have documented that emerging adults who received

parental acceptance, approval, and support as a child were

likely to report high levels of self-esteem (Buri 1987) and

form successful relationships with others (Dalton et al.

2006). Moreover, when maternal knowledge and maternal

closeness were both high, emerging adults self-reported

lower levels of alcohol and drug use (Padilla-Walker et al.

2007). Collectively, these results support the importance of

the parent–child relationship as a buffer against risk

behaviors and as a promoter of positive outcomes during

emerging adulthood. Thus, although there is evidence of

the importance of parenting during adolescence (Steinberg

and Silk 2002) and middle-adulthood (Logan and Spitze

1996), the task undertaken in the current study was to

substantiate the importance of parenting during the transi-

tion to adulthood.

Regulation of Prosocial Values

Parents socialize their children with a variety of beliefs,

values, and behaviors. Within the realm of moral devel-

opment, scholars have investigated the extent to which

children internalize their parents’ values and, therefore,

shift their regulation of values from an external source of

control (such as their parents) to an internal source of

control (see Grolnick et al. 1997). This internalization

process has been conceptualized as a continuum ranging

from external regulation (i.e., external forces determine

motivation such as punishment avoidance) to internal or

integrated regulation (i.e., motivation is internal and

autonomous; Grolnick et al. 1997), which is how regula-

tion of values was conceptualized in the current study.

Research has shown that aspects of parenting are instru-

mental in their children’s regulation of values.

Specifically, parents who reason with their children, use

power assertion (i.e., rule setting and enforcing), and

whose parenting is done with warmth, tend to promote

children’s internal regulation of values (Grusec and

Goodnow 1994).

The relation between parenting and children’s regula-

tion of values has been explored predominantly in

childhood because parental supervision is stronger in

childhood than at subsequent points in the lifespan (e.g.,

Kochanska 1995). However, individuation and identity

exploration begin in adolescence and continues throughout

emerging adulthood, thus leading to experiences that may

challenge parental values and, as a result, promote the

internal regulation of personal values. Investigating regu-

lation of prosocial values as a function of identity status

(i.e., the level of identity commitment and exploration),

Padilla-Walker et al. (in press) found that emerging adults

with achieved identity statuses (indicating exploration and

commitment) reported the highest scores on internal reg-

ulation of values, whereas those with a diffused status

(indicating a lack of exploration and commitment) reported

the lowest scores. Given that the transition to adulthood

includes a continuation of the individuation process that is

begun during adolescence (Jensen et al. 2004), it remains

important to investigate the regulation of prosocial values,

particularly because prosocial values act as a motivation

for prosocial behavior (Bardi and Schwartz 2003;

Padilla-Walker and Carlo in press).
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Prosocial Behavior

Although much media and research on emerging adulthood

focuses on risk behaviors (Schulenberg and Zarrett 2006),

scholars (e.g., Arnett 2004) have argued and recent research

suggests that emerging adulthood is also a time during

which individuals explore positive behaviors (Padilla-

Walker et al. in press), which range from volunteer service

like the Peace Corps, to the display of prosocial behaviors

(i.e., voluntary behaviors meant to benefit others; Carlo and

Randall 2001). Given documented developmental

improvements in social cognition along with the increased

variety of social contexts in which emerging adults engage,

there are increasingly more opportunities to display proso-

cial behavior during emerging adulthood than during

childhood (e.g., Fabes et al. 1999). Emerging adults not

only use this time period to engage in prosocial behaviors,

but they also use this time in their lives to develop prosocial

qualities in preparation for the future. For example,

emerging adults rate ‘‘developing greater consideration for

others’’ as a necessary criterion for adulthood (e.g., Arnett

2003; Mayseless and Scharf 2003), and it appears that the

attainment of these other-oriented attributes are indeed

indicative of having made the self-perceived transition to

adulthood (Nelson and Barry 2005). Furthermore, Carroll

et al. (2007) found that relational maturity (a construct

reflecting prosocial attributes necessary for the formation

and maintenance of relationships) is a key component for

preparation for the adult roles of marriage and family life.

Taken together, prosocial behavior is an important com-

ponent of the transition to adulthood.

Factors that Promote Prosocial Behavior

Parents and peers clearly are important in the socialization

of prosocial behaviors (e.g., Knafo and Plomin 2006; Laible

et al. 2004). Scholars have documented the psychological

processes that explain this behavior, namely modeling (e.g.,

Elliot and Vasta 1970), social-cognitive skills such as

sympathy, empathy (e.g., Eisenberg and Fabes 1998), and

perspective-taking (e.g., Eisenberg et al. 2001), as well as

moral reasoning (e.g., Eisenberg 1986) and the adoption of

values and motivations that favor prosocial behaviors (e.g.,

Wentzel et al. 2004). Eisenberg et al. (2002) contend that

the degree to which one behaves prosocially is part of one’s

personality. Few scholars, however, have examined the

psychological processes that explain how others socialize

an individual to engage in prosocial behavior. For instance,

Barry and Wentzel (2006) documented that a single best

friend’s prosocial behavior was related to an adolescent’s

prosocial behavior over one year by way of the adolescent’s

pursuit of prosocial goals. Thus, an individual’s motivation

to behave prosocially is part of the psychological process of

friends’ influence on prosocial behavior. Scholars have yet

to examine parents’ socialization of their emerging-adult

children’s prosocial behaviors, and whether this relation

might be mediated by the child’s own values.

Types of Prosocial Tendencies

Traditionally, scholars have investigated prosocial behavior

as a global entity; however, situation-specific types of

prosocial behaviors have been investigated more recently,

and are referred to as prosocial tendencies. Specifically,

Carlo and Randall (2002) have delineated six prosocial

tendencies or motivations toward prosocial behaviors that

are context-specific: public (i.e., helping others in front of

an audience, motivated largely by approval), compliant

(i.e., helping others when asked), emotional (i.e., helping

others who are in emotionally evocative situations), dire,

(i.e., helping in a crisis), anonymous (i.e., helping others

without their knowledge), and altruistic (i.e., helping others

with little regard for self consequences). In a review by

Eisenberg and Fabes (1998), individual variability in the

display of these prosocial tendencies has been noted. Spe-

cifically, Carlo and Randall (2002) found that individuals

with high levels of altruistic tendencies reported high levels

of moral reasoning and low levels of aggression in contrast

to those who reported prosocial tendencies in more public

settings and who reported high levels of approval-oriented

prosocial moral reasoning. Padilla-Walker et al. (in press)

found that, compared to individuals with identity achieve-

ment, moratorium, or foreclosure status, individuals with an

identity-diffused status reported more frequent displays of

public prosocial tendencies, and conversely reported less

frequent displays of compliant, emotional, dire, and altru-

istic, prosocial tendencies. Additionally, they found that

emerging adults with an identity-achieved status reported

altruistic prosocial tendencies more than did emerging

adults with the other three identity statuses. Thus, the type

and degree of prosocial tendencies in which emerging

adults engage depends upon their identity status, suggesting

that the type of prosocial tendencies likely also depends on

the degree to which emerging adults have internalized

positive values (which is related to identity status). In the

current study, we explored these context-specific types of

prosocial tendencies (as delineated by Carlo and Randall

2002) to reveal a more complete understanding of this form

of emerging adults’ positive behavior.

The Current Study

As noted previously, prosocial behavior has been studied

extensively among children (Eisenberg and Fabes 1998).
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This literature has demonstrated the role of socialization

agents such as parents (e.g., Grusec and Goodnow 1994),

particularly in terms of the quality of parent–child inter-

action (Blieszner and Wingfield 2000) in addition to

psychological processes such as social-cognitive skills

(e.g., Eisenberg et al. 2001) and motivation (e.g., Barry and

Wentzel 2006) that promote prosocial behavior. However,

comparatively less is known about how emerging adults

come to engage in prosocial behavior as they individuate

from primary socialization agents, i.e., parents. Although a

father’s role in children’s prosocial outcomes is certainly

important, existing research suggests that mothers are

children’s primary socialization agents, especially when

focusing on positive values and behaviors (Grusec 2006);

therefore, we focused exclusively on the mother–child

relationship in the current study.

We hypothesized that having a high quality mother–

child relationship (as perceived by both the emerging adult

and the mother) would be related positively to emerging

adults’ internal regulation of prosocial values, which in

turn would be related to high levels of prosocial tendencies,

especially when there was little opportunity for recognition

(e.g., altruistic prosocial tendencies). In contrast, we

hypothesized that a high quality mother–child relationship

would be related negatively to emerging adults’ external

regulation of values, which in turn would be related to

lower levels of prosocial tendencies, particularly when

doing so provided little opportunity for recognition. Given

past research suggesting that adolescents’ own personal

values are a stronger predictor of their prosocial behaviors

than are maternal values or expectations (Padilla-Walker

and Carlo in press), we did not expect to see direct relations

between relationship quality and prosocial tendencies.

Rather, we expected relationship quality to relate to pro-

social tendencies indirectly via emerging adults’ regulation

(external versus internal) of prosocial values.

Method

Participants

Participants for this study were drawn from an ongoing

study of emerging adults and their parents entitled ‘‘Project

READY’’ (Researching Emerging Adults’ Developmental

Years). This project is an ongoing, collaborative, multi-site

study that is being conducted by a consortium of devel-

opmental and family scholars.

The sample selected for the current study (Mage = 19.95,

SD = 1.92, range = 18–25) consisted of 228 undergraduate

students (132 women, 96 men) and their mothers (Mage =

48.79, SD = 4.41, range = 38–59). Participants were

recruited from four college sites across the United States

(56% from two mid-Atlantic colleges, 27% from a Mid-

western university, and 17% from a West Coast university).

The majority of emerging adults were European American

(90% European American, 3% African American, 3% Asian

American, 1% Latino American, and 3% other). Ninety

percent of emerging adults reported living outside of their

parents’ home in an apartment, house, or dormitory. Sixty-

seven percent of mothers reported having a bachelor’s

degree or more, with 59% reporting an income of over

$100,000.

Procedure

Participants completed the Project READY questionnaire

via the Internet (see http://www.projectready.net). The use

of an online data collection protocol facilitated unified data

collection across multiple university sites and allowed for

the survey to be administered to emerging adults and their

parents who were living in separate locations throughout

the United States. Participants were recruited through

faculties’ announcement of the study in undergraduate and

graduate courses. Undergraduate courses were primarily

introductory psychology courses or large general education

courses in an attempt to access a broad range of students.

Professors at the various universities were provided with a

student handout that had a brief explanation of the study

and directions for accessing the online survey. Interested

students then accessed the study website with a location-

specific recruitment code. Informed consent was obtained

online, and only after consent was given could the partic-

ipants begin the questionnaires. Each participant was asked

to complete a survey battery of 448 items. Sections of the

survey addressed topic areas such as background infor-

mation, family-of-origin experiences, self-perceptions,

personality traits, values, risk behaviors, dating behaviors,

prosocial tendencies, and religiosity. Most participants

were offered course credit or extra credit for their own and

their parents’ participation. In some cases, participants

were offered small monetary compensation (i.e., $10–20

gift certificates) for their participation.

After participants completed the personal information,

they had the option to send an invitation to their parents

to participate in the study via email. The email invitation

included an assigned password and a link to the parents’

version of the questionnaire. The parents were directed to

click on the link and enter the password. Once the pass-

word was entered, an Informed Consent Form appeared

and parents then followed the same protocol as the chil-

dren. If parents did not have email addresses, mailing

addresses were obtained and questionnaires were mailed

to them with self-addressed, pre-paid envelops for them to

mail back completed surveys (this happened with only
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one parent, and data did not differ from those gathered

from online questionnaires). Parents completed a shorter

battery of 280 items similar to the ones their children

completed, asking them to respond from a parental point

of view.

Measures

We examined emerging adults’ and their mothers’ reports

of relationship quality, as well as emerging adults’ reports

of regulation of prosocial values (i.e., external and internal

regulation of prosocial values) and prosocial behavior.

Relationship Quality

Mother–child relationship quality was assessed using four

subscales of the Social Provisions Questionnaire (Carbery

and Buhrmester 1998). Both emerging adults and their

mothers rated three items for each of the four subscales

(companionship, intimate disclosure, instrumental aid, and

emotional support) on a scale that ranged from 1 (little or

none) to 5 (the most). Sample items for each subscale

include ‘‘How often do you turn to this person for support

with personal problems?’’ for support (a = .86); ‘‘How

much free time do you spend together?’’ for companion-

ship (a = .81); ‘‘How much do you tell this person

everything?’’ for intimate disclosure (a = .86); and ‘‘How

much does this person help you figure out or fix things?’’

for aid (a = .77). Factor analysis on the scale items has

yielded a distinct factor structure (Carbery 1993).

Regulation of Prosocial Values

Emerging adults’ self-reported regulation of prosocial

values was assessed using the Prosocial Self-Regulation

Questionnaire (Ryan and Connell 1989), which assesses

both external and internal regulation of values. Past

research has used this measure on adolescent and

emerging-adult populations and has found external and

internal regulation scales to be distinct from one another

(Hardy et al. 2007; Padilla-Walker et al. in press). Partic-

ipants were asked to respond to 28 items assessing

internalization of the prosocial moral values of fairness,

honesty, and kindness. Fourteen items (a = .94) assessed

external regulation (e.g., ‘‘I am honest because my friends

or parents would be disappointed if I wasn’t honest’’) and

14 items (a = .89) assessed internal regulation (e.g.,

‘‘I treat others fairly even if I don’t like them because it is

important to treat others fairly’’).

Prosocial Tendencies

Prosocial tendencies were assessed using the Prosocial

Tendencies Measure (PTM; Carlo and Randall 2002).

Factor analysis on this scale has revealed a distinct factor

structure (Carlo et al. 2003; Carlo and Randall 2002); thus,

this 25-item measure is composed of six subscales of

context-specific prosocial tendencies: public (four items,

a = .87, sample item, ‘‘I can help others best when people

are watching me’’), compliant (two items, a = .69, sample

item, ‘‘When people ask me to help them, I don’t hesi-

tate’’), emotional (five items, a = .85, sample item, ‘‘I tend

to help others particularly when they are emotionally dis-

tressed’’), dire (three items, a = .79, sample item, ‘‘I tend

to help people who are in real crisis or need’’), anonymous

(five items, a = .84, sample item, ‘‘I tend to help others in

need when they do not know who helped them’’), and

altruistic (six items, a = .76, sample item, ‘‘I often help

even if I don’t think I will get anything out of helping’’).

For each subscale, participants responded on a scale

ranging from 1 (does not describe me at all) to 5 (describes

me greatly).

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations among

Variables of Interest

Table 1 contains descriptive statistics and correlations

among the study variables. It should be noted that all child-

reported relationship quality scales were correlated posi-

tively with internal regulation of prosocial values, but were

not correlated with prosocial tendencies. Alternatively,

internal regulation was correlated negatively with public

prosocial tendencies and correlated positively with all other

prosocial tendencies. Based on the significant bivariate

correlations between variables, path analysis via structure

equation modeling was used to gain clearer understanding

of the multivariate relation between these variables and to

examine the hypothesized model.

Gender Differences

A number of univariate analyses of variance (ANOVAs)

were conducted to determine whether the outcome vari-

ables differed as a function of gender of the emerging

adult. Results revealed that four of the eight outcome

variables differed significantly by gender of the child.

Namely, young men (M = 1.99, SD = .95) reported higher

levels of public prosocial tendencies than did young

women (M = 1.67, SD = .68), F(1, 226) = 9.03, p \ .01;
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young men (M = 3.70, SD = .81) reported higher levels of

dire prosocial tendencies than did young women

(M = 3.46, SD = .89), F(1, 226) = 4.45, p \ .05; young

women (M = 4.13, SD = .61) reported higher levels of

altruistic prosocial tendencies than did young men

(M = 3.91, SD = .75), F(1, 225) = 6.00, p \ .05; and

young women (M = 3.59, SD = .38) reported higher lev-

els of internal regulation of values than did young men

(M = 3.32, SD = .48), F(1, 226) = 22.05, p \ .001. Due

to these univariate gender differences, both measurement

and structural invariance for men and women were exam-

ined within structural equation models.

Measurement Model

To confirm that the observed variables loaded on the latent

factors of interest, a measurement model was estimated

including latent constructs for child-reported relationship

quality and mother-reported relationship quality (as

indexed by child and mother-reported support, compan-

ionship, intimacy, and aid), using Mplus software (Muthén

and Muthén 2006). Estimation of the measurement model

yielded an acceptable fit, v2 (12) = 25.36, p \ .05,

CFI = .99, RMSEA = .07, SRMR = .03, and all factor

loadings were statistically significant at .58 or above (see

Fig. 1). Correlations between the latent constructs showed

that child- and mother-reported relationship quality were

correlated moderately with one another (r = .36, p \ .05).

A multiple group analysis where measurement invariance

was tested across gender revealed that factor loadings were

not different for men and women.

Structural Model

Next, a structural model was estimated modeling child- and

mother-reported relationship quality as predictors of

emerging adults’ external and internal regulation of pro-

social values. In turn, both external and internal regulation

were used as predictors of emerging adults’ prosocial

tendencies (see Fig. 2). To determine whether the model

functioned differently for men and women, the default

model (wherein factor loadings were constrained to be

equal across groups) was compared to a model where all

structural paths were constrained to be equal across groups.

A nonsignificant chi-square difference between the two

models, v2 (16) = 18.70, ns., suggests that the structural

paths were not different, or that the model did not function

differently for men and women. Although invariance tests

suggested that gender was not a factor in the model, uni-

variate tests suggested that gender was related to a number

of the variables of interest. Thus, in the final model gender

was included as a control variable.

Results of the final model, v2 (85) = 129.93, p \ .001;

CFI = .97, RMSEA = .05, SRMR = .05, revealed that

Table 1 Correlations among relationship qualities, regulation, and prosocial tendencies

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

Child-reported relationship qualities

1. Support –

2. Companionship .59*** –

3. Intimacy .79*** .61*** –

4. Aid .74*** .59*** .62*** –

Mother-reported relationship qualities

5. Support .32*** .30*** .36*** .24** –

6. Companionship .17* .23** .20** .11 .66*** –

7. Intimacy .27*** .27*** .32*** .19* .83*** .68*** –

8. Aid .20** .17* .25** .12 .77*** .64*** .73*** –

Regulation

9. External .13* .11 .10 .19** -.04 -.05 -.07 -.05 –

10. Internal .22** .22** .25*** .25*** .06 .06 .10 -.02 .38*** –

Prosocial tendencies

11. Public .02 .05 .05 -.03 .13 .10 .06 .11 .35*** -.13* –

12. Compliant .13* .12 .10 .12 -.04 .04 .02 -.03 .04 .43*** -.16* –

13. Emotional .06 .03 .06 .08 -.09 -.07 -.06 -.12 .10 .30*** .03 .52*** –

14. Dire .01 -.04 .05 .06 -.02 .00 .00 -.09 .10 .22** .07 .46*** .65*** –

15. Anonymous -.04 .01 .05 -.04 .05 .06 .12 .13 -.01 .28*** .08 .29*** .21** .35*** –

16. Altruistic .04 .01 .01 .11 -.14 -.05 -.04 -.18* -.22** .34*** -.62*** .28*** .02 -.08 -.04 –

M 3.83 2.86 3.14 4.00 2.79 2.70 2.63 2.71 2.85 3.47 1.81 3.77 3.64 3.56 2.66 4.04

SD 1.06 0.95 1.11 0.90 1.04 0.84 1.04 0.91 0.65 0.45 0.82 0.91 0.83 0.86 0.92 0.68

*p \ .05; **p \ .01; ***p \ .001
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child-reported relationship quality significantly predicted

both external and internal regulation of values, and that

mother-reported relationship quality was unrelated to either

regulation variables. In addition, external regulation was

related positively to public prosocial tendencies, and rela-

ted negatively to compliant, anonymous, and altruistic

prosocial tendencies. Internal regulation was related neg-

atively to public prosocial tendencies and related positively

to compliant, emotional, dire, anonymous, and altruistic

prosocial tendencies. There were no direct relations

between relationship quality (child- or mother-reported)

and prosocial tendencies, with or without regulation vari-

ables in the model. However, child-reported relationship

quality was related indirectly to public prosocial tendencies

(b = .08, p \ .05) via external regulation, and was related

indirectly to all six prosocial tendencies (public, b = -.06,

p \ .01; compliant, b = .13, p \ .01; emotional, b = .08,

p \ .01; dire, b = .07, p \ .01; anonymous, b = .09,

p \ .01; and altruistic, b = .12, p \ .01) via internal reg-

ulation. All possible residuals for dependent variables were

correlated (correlations ranged from .06 to .33), but were

not represented in the figure to simplify presentation.

Gender was related positively to internal regulation

(b = .26, p \ .05; women had the higher-coded value) and

negatively to public (b = -.19, p \ .05), dire (b = -.22,

p \ .05), and anonymous (b = -.14, p \ .05) prosocial

tendencies. Gender also was related positively to both

child- (b = .22, p \ .05), and mother- (b = .17, p \ .05)

reported relationship quality variables. Together, the pre-

dictors accounted for 26% of explained variance in public

prosocial tendencies, 22% of the variance in compli-

ant prosocial tendencies, 10% of the variance in emotional

prosocial tendencies, 10% of the variance in dire proso-

cial tendencies, 13% of the variance in anonymous

prosocial tendencies, and 30% of the variance in altruistic

prosocial tendencies.

Discussion

We investigated how mother–child relationship quality was

related to prosocial tendencies via emerging adults’
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regulation of prosocial values. In support of our hypothe-

ses, mother–child relationship quality (as perceived by the

emerging-adult child) was related to emerging adults’

regulation of prosocial values, which was, in turn, related

to emerging adults’ prosocial tendencies. In addition,

findings revealed that child-reported relationship quality

was related indirectly to all six prosocial tendencies by way

of internal regulation, suggesting that although parenting

may not be related directly to positive outcomes during

emerging adulthood, this by no means suggests that parents

no longer matter during the transition to adulthood.

Parenting During Emerging Adulthood

The study’s results document the indirect relation between

mother–child relationship quality and emerging adults’

prosocial tendencies via regulation of positive values.

Thus, parenting continues to be important in explaining

emerging adults’ behaviors, although the process by which

mothers have the potential to shape their children’s

behavior may be more subtle, given that most have less

direct contact with their children during this time period.

These results are consistent with the existing literature on

parenting adolescents (Steinberg and Silk 2002; Brown

et al. 1993), and extend existing literature (e.g., Mussen

and Eisenberg 2001) on how parenting is related to chil-

dren’s prosocial tendencies further in the lifespan, when

those children are emerging adults.

Socialization Processes

The findings of the current study add to existing literature

showing that the parent–child relationship serves as a

context for socialization (Lawford et al. 2005). The process

by which emerging adults come to display prosocial

behavior starts when they are young, and parents have a

potentially large role in the shaping of this behavior

(Eisenberg and Fabes 1998). Over the course of develop-

ment, children expand their involvement in social contexts,

while simultaneously beginning to forge an independent

sense of self from adolescence onward. During emerging

adulthood, they are a part of multiple social contexts (e.g.,

parents’ home, school, work, peers), all of which have the

potential to influence their behavior.

The process by which primary socialization agents

continue to contribute to emerging adults’ behavior is

admittedly complex. As predicted in the current study,

emerging adults’ regulation of prosocial values appears to

be an important ingredient in accounting for their level and

type of prosocial tendencies, which supports Darling and

Steinberg’s (1993) theoretical framework that the

emotional climate between parents and their children can

shape how children interpret parental behaviors. Given the

unique goal of supporting emerging adults as they achieve

increasing levels of autonomy, parents must adapt their

parenting behaviors from those relied upon in adolescence.

Future scholars should consider how other aspects of par-

enting (e.g., parental knowledge, parenting styles)

contribute to emerging adults’ positive outcomes. Given

the numerous socialization contexts of which emerging

adults are a part, future work should address not only how

parents, but also how peers might contribute to emerging

adults’ display of prosocial behavior. It is plausible, for

instance, that while parents indirectly influence their

emerging adults, peers directly influence them given their

more frequent level of interaction and noted importance to

emerging adults (Carbery and Buhrmester 1998). It will be

important for scholars to study numerous types of peer

relationships to determine which ones may be most influ-

ential of prosocial behavior and under which situation (e.g.,

friends appear to be more influential if an emerging adult is

without a romantic partner; Barry et al. 2007). It is

important to note that the current study’s findings are based

upon a single point in time and, therefore, can be sugges-

tive of directions for future work to test causal relations,

namely longitudinal-sequential designs as well as quasi-

experimental designs.

Types of Prosocial Tendencies

Mother–child relationship quality was related to different

prosocial tendencies by way of the extent to which

emerging adults regulated prosocial values. Public proso-

cial tendencies (e.g., prosocial tendencies motivated by

social approval) were likely to occur when emerging adults

reported high levels of external regulation of values,

whereas compliant (i.e., helping when asked), emotional

(i.e., helping in emotionally-charged situations), dire (i.e.,

helping in a crisis), anonymous (i.e., helping without oth-

ers’ knowledge), and altruistic prosocial tendencies (i.e.,

the least self-focused type of helping) were likely to occur

when emerging adults reported high levels of internal

regulation of prosocial values. In other words, emerging

adults who had higher levels of internally-regulated pro-

social values were more likely to engage in prosocial

tendencies that de-emphasized themselves, and were less

likely to engage in prosocial tendencies for the approval of

others. According to Padilla-Walker et al. (in press),

internal regulation of prosocial values has been associated

with identity achievement, whereas external regulation has

been associated with identity diffusion. Thus, the current

study’s findings, taken in conjunction with other work,

suggest that emerging adults are making the necessary
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psychological adjustments (i.e., internal regulation of val-

ues) that support individuation from parents by striving

toward identity achievement and, in turn, their successful

transition to adulthood. Following individuals longitudi-

nally throughout emerging adulthood is necessary to

examine the regulation of prosocial values more closely to

determine if it, in fact, is an important mechanism in

achieving adulthood criteria, and in so doing, conceptual-

izing oneself as an adult.

Relationship Quality as a Function of Reporter

Results were significant only for emerging adults’ per-

spective of the mother–child relationship, and not the

mothers’ perspective. Certainly, mothers and their children

are likely to perceive their relationship differently (as

supported by posthoc correlational analyses that found only

weak correlations between child- and mother-reported

relationship quality scales), and this disparity might be

more salient during emerging adulthood when geographi-

cal distance tends to be more extreme. Moreover, what the

emerging adults perceive of their relationships with their

mothers is likely to be more strongly related to their own

behavior than what their mothers perceive of this rela-

tionship. However it is important to acknowledge that this

finding also can be explained by common method variance

given the use of self-report data.

Limitations and Future Directions

The current study was not without limitations. First, the

sample was comprised of emerging adults who attended a

college or university within the United States and may not

be generalizable to emerging adults who are not enrolled in

higher education. Critics of Arnett’s (2004) theory of

emerging adulthood contend that the theory is culturally

defined and only applicable to a select stratum of Western,

middle-class culture, and not the range of social, economic,

cultural, ethnic, and religious subgroups (Collins and

Madsen 2006). However, Nelson (2007) suggested that the

period of emerging adulthood is optimal for healthy

development even if not all individuals have the opportu-

nity for prolonged exploration. Further, there has been little

research examining ethnic differences in positive outcomes

during emerging adulthood (c.f., Blaine and Crocker 1995;

Padilla-Walker et al. in press; Walker and Bishop 2005),

but research has found that frequency of risk behaviors

(e.g., Laird and Shelton 2006; Mounts 2004) and parenting

(Lamborn et al. 1991) differ widely by ethnicity and cul-

ture. Given the dearth of studies on non-college, non-

Western samples of young people, future research would

benefit from focusing on obtaining more diverse samples in

order to understand the nature of parent–child relationships

on young people’s developmental outcomes more fully.

Additionally, the study’s findings were all based upon

self-report measures (albeit using two informants for par-

ent–child relationship quality). In the future, scholars

should obtain other informants’ evaluations of emerging

adults’ prosocial tendencies, thereby increasing the study’s

internal validity. Further, the use of the Internet to collect

such measures may be seen as a limitation. Online surveys

are sometimes viewed as problematic given that not all

potential participants have access to the Internet. However,

the use of Internet surveys among college populations may

be just as effective, if not more effective, than using paper

and pencil measures, given that nearly 100% of college

students have access to the Internet (Stanton 1998).

Gender was controlled for in the current study. Scholars

have shown that the parent–child relationship varies by

gender of both the child and parent (see Fagot 1995; Lamb

et al. 1999; Nelson et al. in press). Thus, it is a limitation

that the relationship quality with fathers or both mothers

and fathers was not examined in the study. Women are

more likely to engage in prosocial behavior (Eisenberg and

Fabes 1998) and traditionally conceptualize themselves

based upon their relationships more than their achieve-

ments (i.e., interdependent self-construals, Cross and

Madson 1997). Thus, results that focus exclusively on

mother–child relationship quality likely yield a stronger

connection between parenting and some types (e.g., less

self-focused) of prosocial tendencies than if fathers were

studied. Scholars need to obtain a sufficient sample size of

both mothers and fathers and emerging-adult sons and

daughters to examine the range of possible effects of par-

enting on the many types of emerging adults’ prosocial

tendencies.

Conclusion

Mother–child relationship quality was related to emerging

adults’ regulation of prosocial values, which in turn was

related to prosocial tendencies. Despite the limitations of

the study, the findings contribute to our understanding of

young people as they transition to adulthood by docu-

menting the continued importance of parents (namely,

mothers) in the lives of their children. The findings offer

preliminary support for a socialization process (via regu-

lation of values) by which parenting still matters in

children’s lives, despite fewer opportunities for direct

supervision and contact. In addition, findings highlight

emerging adults’ regulation of prosocial values as an

important predictor of prosocial tendencies, and document

the importance of research that more carefully explores
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correlates of emerging adults’ individual values and

beliefs.
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