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Parental Personality as an Inner Resource That Moderates the Impact of

Ecological Adversity on Parenting

Grazyna Kochanska, Nazan Aksan, Sara J. Penney, and Lea J. Boldt

University of lowa

Parents’ personality was examined as a moderator of the impact of demographic risk on parenting in a
longitudinal study (N = 102 families). Parents’ personality and demographic risk (i.e., education level,
age, family income, and family size) were assessed when children were infants, and parents’ power
assertion, warmth, and positive affect were observed in naturalistic interactions 2.5 years later. Parents’
personality moderated the adverse impact of demographic risk on parenting. For parents who had
memories of unstable and unhappy childhood experiences and who reported low conventionality, higher
risk was linked to more power assertion, but there was no such link for those parents who recalled happy
childhood experiences and who embraced conventions. For both parents who lacked a sense of optimism
and social trust, and for fathers who reported low conventionality, higher risk was linked to less
affectively positive parenting, but there was no such link for parents who were optimistic and trusting or
for fathers who were conventional. Higher risk was linked to more power assertion, but only for mothers

low in Extraversion and for fathers high in Neuroticism.
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Since the advent of the ecological approach (Belsky, 1984;
Bronfenbrenner, 1979), researchers have increasingly recognized
that parents and children are best studied in the network of early
family relationships. Consequently, developmental research has
shifted from an exclusive focus on the mother—child dyad to a
broader approach that includes both mother—child and father—
child relationships (Lamb, 1997; Parke & Buriel, 2006; Phares &
Compas, 1992). This shift has been accompanied by a growing
interest in the role of parents’ personality in parenting and child
development (Clark, Kochanska, & Ready, 2000; Halverson &
Wampler, 1997; Kochanska, Clark, & Goldman, 1997; Kochanska,
Friesenborg, Lange, & Martel, 2004). Belsky and Barends (2002)
recently reviewed the extant research and proposed an agenda for
its future.

The ecological approach has also emphasized the role of a
family’s broader demographic niche. Objective indicators of that
niche, such as parents’ income, education, occupation, or age, have
been implicated as beneficial or detrimental aspects of a broader
child-rearing environment. Many scholars have focused on demo-
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graphic risk factors that may adversely impact parent—child rela-
tionships. There is a consensus that parents’ young age and low
education, family’s low income, and large family size create
adverse conditions for parenting and child development
(O’Connor, 2002). Scholars in developmental psychopathology
have proposed that a confluence of such factors, often labeled a
multiple risk index, is associated with poor parenting and child
outcomes (Lengua, 2002; Sameroff, Seifer, Barocas, Zax, &
Greenspan, 1987).

A complementary interest has developed in factors that may
counter such risks. Anecdotal as well as empirical evidence shows
that high-risk families can nevertheless produce well-adjusted,
competent, or even highly successful people (Rolf, Masten, Cic-
chetti, Nuechterlein, & Weintraub, 1990).

What, then, can moderate the impact of demographic risks?
Increasingly, scholars have studied factors that may offset or
buffer parents and children from unfavorable demographic circum-
stances. Most of that research has focused on qualities of the child,
including intelligence, gender, temperament, emotionality, and
self-regulation (Baldwin, Baldwin, & Cole, 1990; Lengua, 2002;
Rolf et al., 1990; Rutter, 1990).

Virtually nothing, however, is known about parents’ personality
as a potential moderator of the effects of demographic adversity,
despite some progress of research on links between parents’ per-
sonality and behavior (Belsky & Barends, 2002; Clark et al., 2000;
Kochanska et al., 1997). Caspi, Roberts, and Shiner (2005) noted,
in the overall context of relative dearth of research on parents’
personality, that “most of the research has focused on the main
effects of personality and has not addressed the conditions under
which particular personality attributes are more or less important
in explaining parenting behavior” (p. 472). Parenting is believed to
have important systematic implications for children’s develop-
ment, although this assumption has been both disputed (Harris,
1998) and defended (Collins, Maccoby, Steinberg, Hetherington,
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& Bornstein, 2000). Therefore, the elucidation of how demo-
graphic adversity affects parenting and whether those effects are
moderated by parental personality will contribute significantly to
the understanding of the nature of risk and protective factors in
child development.

In this study, we examine whether parents’ personality traits
moderate the adverse impact of demographic risk, conceptualized
as a combination of parents’ low education, young age, low family
income, and large family size. We included the Big Five person-
ality traits—Neuroticism, Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscien-
tiousness, and Openness—and assessed them by using the NEO-
Five Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI; Costa & McCrae, 1992).
Further, heeding Belsky and Barends’s (2002) advice to expand
the range of studied parental traits, we also considered Socializa-
tion, a trait measured by the California Personality Inventory (CPI;
Gough, 1957).

To predict how parental traits may moderate the adverse impact
of demographic risks on parenting, we drew from two literatures.
One was research on the role of personality dispositions in coping
and resilience in the face of adversity (Suls, David, & Harvey,
1996; Watson & Hubbard, 1996). Presumably, the same traits that
are associated generally with either impaired or resilient behavior
under adverse conditions also apply to one’s functioning as a
parent. The other source was research on personality and parent-
ing, including our own; although to date, most of that work has
focused on main effects of personality (Belsky & Barends, 2002;
Kochanska et al., 1997) or, occasionally, on interactions between
parents’ and children’s traits (Clark et al., 2000).

We anticipated that Neuroticism may serve as a moderator of
the adverse impact of demographic risk. Neuroticism encompasses
generally a disposition to experience a variety of negative affects,
including anxiety, guilt and depression, sadness, in addition to
somatic complaints and negative cognitive biases that accompany
and help perpetuate such negative affective experiences. More
important, high Neuroticism also implies a relatively poor capacity
to cope with stressors (Watson & Clark, 1984, 1992; Watson,
Clark & Harkness, 1994). Empirical research has shown that
individuals with high Neuroticism scores recover more slowly and
react less adaptively to stress than those with low scores (David &
Suls, 1999; Gunther, Cohen, & Armeli, 1999). Thus, we expected
that when faced with demographic adversity, parents with high
Neuroticism scores would be more impaired in their abilities to
create a positive child-rearing environment than would low-
scoring parents. Generally, negative emotionality has also been
broadly linked to poor parenting and child outcomes (Belsky &
Barends, 2002; Belsky, Crnic, & Woodworth, 1995; Cummings &
Davies, 1994; Goodman & Gotlieb, 1999; Kochanska, Aksan, &
Nichols, 2003; Kochanska et al., 1997).

Further, we expected parents with high Extraversion and Agree-
ableness to show more resilience in the face of adversity, perhaps
because such individuals are likely to experience more positive
affect and have more positive social relationships, both of which
are linked to adaptive coping (Campbell-Sills, Cohan, & Stein,
2006; David & Suls, 1999; Watson & Hubbard, 1996). Notably,
Extraversion predicted adaptive coping in a parenting context
(Lee-Baggley, Preece, & DeLongis, 2005). Note, however, that
Watson and Hubbard (1996) reported only modest links between
Agreeableness and coping. In parenting research, both Extraver-
sion and Agreeableness have been linked to more adaptive inter-

actions with children (Belsky & Barends, 2002; Kochanska et al.,
2004).

Conscientiousness has been shown to be a robust predictor of
resilience (Campbell-Sills et al., 2006; Watson & Hubbard, 1996;
but see David & Suls, 1999), mostly because of active, task-
oriented coping. When faced with parenting stress, high scorers
coping was empathic and sensitive (Lee-Baggley et al., 2005).
Consequently, we expected that high-scoring parents would be less
impaired by adversity than would low-scoring parents.

Finally, the findings regarding Openness and resilience have
been mixed and complex (David & Suls, 1999; Watson & Hub-
bard, 1996). Therefore, we treated the respective analyses as
exploratory.

Moving beyond the Big Five, we anticipated that Socialization
traits would be associated with the parents’ adaptive functioning
under stress, including the style of parenting in the face of adver-
sity. The original goal of the Socialization scale was to distinguish
between socially deviant, delinquent, undersocialized, and psycho-
pathic individuals and those who were well socialized and well
integrated in society. A body of research has confirmed the exter-
nal validity of this scale (Gough, 1994).

Unlike the Big Five, Socialization is conceptually heteroge-
neous and multifactorial in nature. It includes diverse qualities.
High scorers report optimism, self-confidence, and positive out-
look. Further, they are also seen by others as dependable, method-
ical, self-disciplined, and organized (Gough, 1994). The trait of
Socialization overlaps with the constructs of ego-control and ego-
resiliency (Block & Block, 1980; Letzring, Block, & Funder,
2005). The examples of shared traits include high predictability;
planfulness; dependability; responsibility; capacity to delay grati-
fication; general contentment with one’s life and relationships; and
avoidance of uninhibited, unconventional, impulsive behavior.
Those qualities are associated with competent and flexible func-
tioning and adaptive response to adversity. Thus, we expected that
individuals with high Socialization scores would be better able to
mobilize their inner resources when faced with adversity than
would individuals with low scores; although, to our knowledge,
there is little empirical evidence to support this prediction.

Further, high scorers are likely to be competent parents. Our
earlier study of links between mothers’ Socialization and their
parenting and child outcomes in another comparable community
sample (Kochanska et al., 1997) was one of the few to examine the
Socialization trait in relation to parent—child relationship. We
found robust effects. High-scoring mothers, compared with those
with lower scores, rated their toddlers as more securely attached
and better internalized. In observed contexts, those mothers used
less verbal power assertion, and their children showed less defi-
ance and anger and more compliance.

Because of the heterogeneity of the Socialization scale, it is
unclear which characteristics of high-scoring individuals ac-
counted for those positive effects on parenting. To examine how
the different aspects of Socialization may influence parenting and
moderate the impact of demographic risks, in the present study we
decomposed the overall scores into three more homogeneous sub-
scales, following Stein, Gough, and Sarbin (1966): Stable Home
and School Adjustment versus Waywardness and Dissatisfaction
with Family; Optimism and Trust in Others versus Dysphoria,
Distrust, and Alienation; and Observation of Conventions versus
Asocial Role and Attitude.
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Our research design and choice of parenting measures were
theoretically driven and consistent with current priorities in the
social development field. We examined the family as an ecological
network of interconnected relationships, and we studied both
mother-child and father-child dyads. Although the need to include
fathers has been repeatedly stressed, research that includes both
parents continues to lag substantially behind that exclusively fo-
cused on mothers (Phares, Fields, Kamboukos, & Lopez, 2005).

We drew from extensive developmental literature to select the
type and timing of parenting measures. Reliance on power asser-
tion in discipline encounters is a critical aspect of parenting.
Despite some ethnic and cultural variations (Chao, 1994; Deater-
Deckard, Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 1996), vast developmental liter-
ature has documented maladaptive consequences of forceful,
power-assertive parenting for child development, including chil-
dren’s behavior problems, including anger, resentment, coercive
interactions, aggression, and deficient internalization and commit-
ment to parental values (Campbell, Pierce, Moore, & Marakowitz,
1996; Gershoff, 2002; Grusec & Goodnow, 1994; Hoffman, 1983;
Kochanska et al., 2003; Kochanska, Padavich, & Koenig, 1996;
Maccoby & Martin, 1983; McCord, 1995; Patterson, 1982). We
observed parental power assertion in naturalistic discipline con-
texts.

Parental positive emotions, warmth, and affection while inter-
acting with the child have been traditionally seen as another
critical aspect of parenting (Maccoby & Martin, 1983; Maccoby,
in press), associated broadly with adaptive developmental out-
comes. We have defined this dimension as affectively positive
parenting and observed it in lengthy naturalistic diverse interaction
contexts.

Research on differences between mothers’ and fathers’ parent-
ing has been on the rise (Parke, 2002), but its focus has been
mainly on mean differences in parenting strategies and their im-
plications for children’s development. Few studies have addressed
determinants of mothers’ and fathers’ parenting behavior, such as
personality, stress, or social ecology. When those factors have
been examined, findings have been by and large inconsistent and
weak (Belsky & Barends, 2002; Deater-Deckard, 2005; Deater-
Deckard & Scarr, 1996; Hoff, Laursen, & Tardif, 2002). There-
fore, we approached this topic in an exploratory manner.

We selected the toddler period for behavioral observations be-
cause of its importance for parent—child relationships and child
development. Toddlerhood is the context for rapid developmental
changes in broadly ranging emotional and cognitive competencies,
including self and autonomy, connectedness and relationships,
self-regulation of emotions and behavior, conscience and internal-
ization. Because of those broad shifts, toddlerhood is the time of
unique challenges in the parent—child relationship. The second
year marks the onset of parental discipline, which comes increas-
ingly to permeate the parent—child relationship throughout the
toddler years (Edwards & Liu, 2002; Kagan, 1981; Kopp, 1982;
Kuczynski & Kochanska, 1990).

Method
Participants

Two-parent families (N = 102) of normally developing infants volun-
teered for the study (details are in Kochanska et al., 2004). The families

were seen several times from infancy to preschool age. Measures of
parents’ personality traits and the families’ demographic risk were obtained
upon entering the study, when children were 7 months old (51 girls, 51
boys); behavioral data on parenting were obtained at toddler age, when
children were 38 months (N = 100; 50 girls, 50 boys).

The families were diverse in terms of education and income; 28% of
mothers and 32% of fathers had a high school education, 15% of mothers
and 18% of fathers had an associate’s degree, 39% of mothers and 33% of
fathers completed college, and 21% of mothers and 20% of fathers had a
postgraduate education. Most infants were first (42%) or second (35%)
born. The annual family income ranged was as follows: under $10,000
(2%); $10,001-$20,000 (6%); $20,001-$30,000 (9%); $30,001-$40,000
(8%); $40,001-$50,000 (17%); $50,001-$60,000 (9%); $60,001-$70,000
(15%); over $70,001 (34%). Mothers’ average age was 30.80 years (SD =
5.30; range: 17-45), and fathers’ average age was 32.23 (SD = 6.03;
range: 19-49). In terms of race, 91% of mothers were White; 3% were
Hispanic; 1% were African American, Asian, or Pacific Islander, respec-
tively; and 3% were “Other” non-White. Among fathers, 84% were White,
8% Hispanic, 3% African American, 2% Asian, and 2% “other.” In 20% of
families, one or both parents were non-White.

Overview

At the entry to the study, parents provided information about themselves
and the family that served as the basis for the construction of the demo-
graphic risk measure, and they completed personality self-reports. Parental
power assertion and affectively positive parenting were observed when
children were 38 months, during two 3-hr sessions, one at home and one in
the laboratory, with each parent taking part in half of each session. The
order of mother versus father session was counterbalanced within child
gender. All sessions were conducted by female staff members.

Multiple independent teams were involved in coding parents’ behavior
from videotapes. At least 15%-20% of cases were used for reliability
(more for rare codes). After satisfactory reliability was established, coders
frequently conducted “realignment checks” to prevent observer drift. The
numerous coded variables were substantially aggregated across coded
segments, contexts, and occasions of measurements to yield final overall
constructs, parental power assertion, and affectively positive parenting.

The Family’s Demographic Risk: 7 Months

We created the demographic risk index by assigning graded “risk points”
for the mother’s and the father’s education level and age, family income,
and number of children. The risk points were assigned in the following
manner (higher scores denote higher risk): parental education (for each
parent)—did not complete high school = 3, completed high school = 2,
associate’s degree = 1, completed college and/or beyond = 0; parental age
(for each parent)—younger than 20 = 3, younger than 21 or 22 = 2,
younger than 23 or 24 = 1, older than 24 = 0; family annual income—Iess
than $10,000 = 5; $10,000-$20,000 = 4; $20,000-30,000 = 3; $30,000—
$40,000 = 2; $40,000-$50,000 = 1; more than $50,000 = 0; number of
children—five children = 3, four children = 2, three children = 1, and one
or two children = 0. For each family, all those scores were then summed
into the score of demographic risk. This score’s theoretical range was
0-20. The following are the numbers of families (in parentheses) that
earned the given risk scores: 0 (24), 1 (14), 2 (16), 3 (15), 4 (9), 5 (5), 6
(7), 7 (4),9 (2), 10 or 11 (1 each), 12 (2), and 13 or 15 (1 each).

Measures of Parents’ Personality Traits: 7 Months

The Big Five. At the home visit when the infant was 7 months, parents
were given the NEO-FFI (Costa & McCrae, 1992), a 60-item self-report
that captures Neuroticism (proneness to negative affect), Extraversion (a
tendency to be sociable, assertive, active), Conscientiousness (tendency to
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be planful, organized, purposeful), Agreeableness (tendency to be proso-
cial, altruistic, kind), and Openness (intellectual curiosity, active imagina-
tion, aesthetic sensitivity). Parents sent back the completed NEO-FFI
questionnaires in stamped envelopes. During the home visit, mothers and
fathers completed the 54 true—false item version of the Socialization scale
(CPI; Gough, 1957). Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .66 to .85 for mothers
and from .75 to .84 for fathers.

Socialization traits. 'We have followed the Stein et al. (1966) analysis
of the three main clusters comprising the overall Socialization scores. To
create the corresponding subscales, we summed the relevant items, revers-
ing those keyed as false. Examples of the frue items in the first, 12-item
cluster, Stable Home and School Adjustment versus Waywardness and
Dissatisfaction with Family, include the following: “My home life was
always happy” and “I keep out of trouble at all costs.” Examples of false
items include “I sometimes wanted to run away from home” and “T used to
steal sometimes when I was a youngster.” We refer to this construct as
Stable Home.

The true items in the second, 11-item cluster, Optimism and Trust in
Others versus Dysphoria, Distrust, and Alienation, include, for example,
“Most of the time I feel happy”’; and examples of false items include “Life
usually hands me a pretty raw deal” and “A person is better off if he
doesn’t trust anyone.” We refer to this construct as Optimism.

The third cluster, Observance of Convention versus Asocial Role and
Attitude, includes eight items. Examples of true items are “I have never
done any heavy drinking” and “My table manners are not as good at home
as when I am out in company”; examples of false items are “I have been
in trouble one or more times because of my sex behavior” and “When I was
going to school I played hooky quite often.” We refer to this construct as
“Conventionality.”

Intraparent correlations among personality traits. There were intra-
parent correlations among the Big Five traits. For mothers, Neuroticism
correlated with lower Extraversion (—.35, p < .001) and lower Conscien-
tiousness (—.28, p < .01). Extraversion correlated with Conscientiousness
(.23, p < .025). For fathers, Neuroticism correlated with lower Extraver-
sion (—.35, p < .001), Conscientiousness (—.24, p < .025), and Agree-
ableness (—.25, p < .025). Extraversion correlated with higher Conscien-
tiousness (.28, p < .0l) and Agreeableness (.27, p < .0l).
Conscientiousness and Agreeableness were correlated (.21, p < .05).

Further, for both parents, there were meaningful relations between the
Socialization subscales and the Big Five traits. High scores on Optimism
correlated with low Neuroticism (mothers: r = —.56, ps < .001; fathers:
r = —.41, p < .001) and with high Extraversion (mothers: r =.32, p <
.001; fathers: r = .32, p < .001); high scores on Stable Home correlated
with high Agreeableness (mothers: r = .44, p < .001; fathers: r = 21, p <
.05); high scores on Conventionality correlated with high Agreeableness
(mothers: r = .31, p < .0l; fathers: r = .20, p < .05). Additionally,
mothers who scored high on Stable Home had low Neuroticism scores (r =
—.25, p < .01) and high Extraversion scores (r = .33, p < .001); and those
who scored high on Conventionality had lower Openness scores (r = —.27,
p < .01). Fathers who had high Stable Home ( r = .31, p < .025) and
Optimism (r = .24, p < .025) scores were also highly Conscientious. For
both mothers and fathers, Stable Home and Conventionality correlated,
(mothers: r = .40, p < .001; fathers: r = .32, p < .001). For mothers,
Stable Home and Optimism correlated (r = .21, p < .05).

Parental Power Assertion: 36 Months

Observed contexts. Lengthy segments of the sessions were scripted
with the goal of eliciting discipline interactions between parents and
children (total coded time 84 min for each child; 42 min with each parent).
Those parts of the home and lab visits were “saturated” with typical
toddler-age control issues. In the “Do” contexts (toy cleanups: for each
parent, 10 min during home session and 5 min during lab session), the
parent asked the child to put the toys in a basket after play. In the “Don’t”
contexts, upon the entry to the laboratory, the parent asked the child not to

touch attractive toys placed on a low shelf in the laboratory, and enforced
it throughout the session. We coded parents’ discipline relevant to the
prohibition during naturalistic situations (e.g., snack, parent busy, free
time: for each parent, cumulatively 27 min). Details of the paradigms and
coding (in another sample) are in Kochanska, Coy, and Murray (2001).

Coding. Coding was done for every 30-s segment. In “Do” contexts,
we coded the entire time allotted to the cleanup. In “Don’t” contexts, the
coding of a string of segments began when the child oriented toward the
prohibited toys and ended when he or she reoriented.

For each segment, a global rating of parental power was given; physical
interventions were also coded. In the order of increasing pressure, the
global ratings included the following: no interaction, social interaction but
no control (parent talks, plays with child), gentle control (asks gently,
reminds child), control (assertive, firm commands), and forceful control
(threats, negative or angry control). The physical interventions included the
following: assertive physical interventions (holds child firmly, moves child
decisively, removes a toy from child hand, etc.) and forceful physical
interventions (shakes, spanks, handles roughly, yanks toys, gestures an-
grily). Reliability (kappas) across several teams of coders ranged from 0.64
to 0.88 for the global ratings and from 0.65 to 1.00 for the physical
interventions. The coders also reliably identified the onset of episodes in
the “Don’t” contexts (a = .99).

Data aggregation. Composites of power assertion were created for
each “Do” and “Don’t” context (note that there were two “Do” toy
cleanups for each parent, home and lab). We first weighted and summed
the tallies of all codes (that had been divided by the numbers of coded
segments to account for differences in the coded times across dyads,
especially in “Don’ts,” where child behavior triggered the coded episodes).
The weights reflected the degree of power applied: —2 for no interaction,
—1 for social interaction, 1 for gentle control, 2 for control, 3 for forceful
control, 4 for assertive physical interventions, and 5 for forceful physical
interventions. Thus created scores were first averaged across the home and
lab settings for the “Do” contexts. The correlations across the “Do” and
“Don’t” contexts were .19 (p < .10), for mothers, and .30 (p < .05) for
fathers. Second, the “Do” and “Don’t” power scores were standardized and
averaged to create an overall power assertion score for each parent.

Affectively Positive Parenting: 36 Months

Observed contexts and coding. Affectively positive parenting was
coded during diverse naturalistic contexts that encompassed situations such
as snack, play, making, baking, and decorating cupcakes by using standard
supplies we provided, free time, et cetera. The total coded time was 154
min, 77 min for each parent across both sessions. For each 30-s segment,
the parent’s affect was coded as a discrete positive emotion (joy, affection)
or a discrete negative emotion. More than one discrete emotion could be
coded, but each only once. If no clear discrete emotion was present, a
neutral positive or a neutral negative code was used. Particularly intense or
pervasive discrete emotions were marked. Reliability (kappas) ranged from
.72 to .86.

Data aggregation. For each parent, we created an overall composite of
positive and negative emotional tone (Clark, Kochanska, & Ready, 2000).
The codes were tallied across all segments and weighted (neutral codes
were multiplied by 1, the nonintense discrete emotions by 2, and the
intense emotions by 3). Thus weighted scores were added; the positive
emotional tone was the sum of neutral positive codes, nonintense discrete
positive codes (X2), and intense positive emotions (X3). This sum was
divided by the number of coded segments. The negative emotional tone
score was created in an analogous manner. Those scores were created for
the home and lab interactions, were standardized, and were then averaged
across those two settings (the intersetting correlations for the positive and
negative emotional tone scores were .24 and .31 for mothers and .36 and
.42 for fathers [all ps < .05]). Finally, we subtracted the negative emotional
tone from the positive emotional tone to create an overall score of affec-
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tively positive parenting for each mother and father. All descriptive data
are in Table 1.

Results
Overview

Data analyses proceeded from broadly exploratory to increas-
ingly focused. We began by examining correlations between the
demographic risk scores and other measures in the study and the
interparent correlations for the personality traits and parenting
measures.

Next, for each of the two outcomes (power assertion and affec-
tively positive parenting), we conducted eight separate exploratory
regressions. A separate regression was performed with each pa-
rental personality trait (the Big Five and the three Socialization
subscales) as a predictor. Each equation included also demo-
graphic risk. The goal of these reqressions was to examine whether
risk and the given trait predict the parenting outcome and whether
the trait moderates the effect of the demographic risk for the
outcome.

Each significant interaction effect between the demographic risk
and the outcome found in exploratory regressions was followed up
by using simple slope tests (Aiken & West, 1991). Specifically, for

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for All Measures

each two-way interaction we computed two simple slopes and
tested the significance of each slope and interpreted each in exactly
the same way an ordinary least squares regression coefficient
would be interpreted. When a significant overall interaction exists,
those follow-up tests produce one of two outcomes: Both simple
slopes are significant but have opposite signs, or one of the slopes
is statistically significant and the other is not.

Any significant interaction can be interpreted in more than one
way. In the discourse below, we decided consistently to adopt the
interpretation that highlighted the association between demo-
graphic risk and the parenting outcome variable for parents who
differed on a given personality trait (rather than, for example,
focusing on the equally legitimate associations between parental
personality trait and the outcome variable for parents who differed
in demographic risk). Consequently, for each significant interac-
tion, we computed and tested the significance of two slopes; each
of those slopes represented the direction of association between
demographic risk and the outcome variable for parents who dif-
fered in a given personality trait (specifically, one standard devi-
ation below and one standard deviation above the mean on the
trait).

Following those analyses, for each outcome we conducted com-
prehensive regressions that were informed by the findings of the

Measure M SD Range
Measures at 7 Months
Family demographic risk 3.07 3.20 0.00-15.00
Mother Personality
Big Five
Neuroticism 18.47 7.44 2.00-36.00
Extraversion 29.35 4.93 16.00-42.00
Agreeableness 34.45 4.92 22.00-46.00
Conscientiousness 33.41 6.68 14.00-48.00
Openness 26.11 5.99 9.00-41.00
Socialization subscales
Stable Home, School Adjustment 8.92 2.69 2.00-12.00
Optimism and Trust 9.76 1.24 6.00-11.00
Conventionality 4.93 1.45 2.00-8.00
Father Personality
Big Five
Neuroticism 15.23 7.19 2.00-35.00
Extraversion 29.01 5.77 14.00-44.00
Agreeableness 31.55 6.18 11.00-44.00
Conscientiousness 33.23 5.95 11.00-47.00
Openness 26.36 6.77 12.00-39.00
Socialization subscales
Stable Home, School Adjustment 8.10 2.93 2.00-12.00
Optimism and Trust 9.52 1.24 6.00-11.00
Conventionality 4.25 1.50 1.00-8.00
Measures at 36 Months
Mother—Child relationship®
Power assertion 0.00 0.77 —2.16-2.52
Affectively positive parenting 0.00 1.53 —5.42-2.42
Father—Child relationship®
Power assertion 0.00 0.81 —1.69-2.32
Affectively positive parenting 0.00 1.61 —4.30-3.61

# Means represent composites of standardized constituent variables.
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separate equations conducted in the previous step. In these com-
prehensive regressions, we entered, for each outcome, the demo-
graphic risk score and only those personality traits that had pro-
duced significant effects (either main effects or interactions). For
each such trait, both the main and interaction effects were entered.

Preliminary Correlations: Demographic Risk and
Interparent Associations for All Measures

Higher demographic risk was associated with lower scores on
several maternal traits: Agreeableness, r(101) = —.45, p < .01;
Openness, 1(101) = —.24, p < .025; and Stable Home, r(101) =
—.30, p < .01, but not with scores on paternal traits. Higher risk was
associated with both parents’ less affectively positive parenting—
mothers: #(99) = —.24, p < .025; fathers: r(99) = —23, p <
.025—and with more power assertion for fathers only, 1(99) = .26,
p < .0l

Interparent correlations are in Table 2. Regarding same-trait inter-
spouse similarity (assortative mating), only one Big Five trait (Open-
ness) modestly positively correlated across two spouses. The two
spouses, however, were significantly (if modestly) similar on all three
Socialization subscales. Further, women and men with higher Stable
Home scores were married to more agreeable partners. Women who
were more optimistic were married to less neurotic and more consci-
entious men, and those who were more conventional were married to
more agreeable men. Men who scored highly on Stable Home had
wives who were more extraverted, and those who were less conven-
tional had wives who were higher on Openness. Both parents’ power
assertion scores were correlated. Their affectively positive parenting
scores were marginally correlated.

Demographic Risk, Parental Personality Traits, and Their
Interactions as Predictors of Parent—Child Outcomes at
Toddler Age

For mothers and children (Table 3) and for fathers and children
(Table 4), we report the separate multiple regressions. We adopted
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the following strategy to examine the predictions. For each out-
come (power assertion and affectively positive parenting), we
conducted eight regressions. In each, the main effects (demo-
graphic risk and the given personality trait) were entered in Step 1,
and the interaction between them was entered in Step 2. Tables 3
and 4 present standardized regression coefficients (betas) for each
predictor from the final equation, with all predictors entered.

Mothers and Children

Power assertion. As shown in Table 3, demographic risk did
not predict mothers’ power assertion at 36 months across the
equations, regardless of the personality trait that was entered into
any specific equation. Further, no maternal personality trait was a
source of a main effect on power assertion. There were, however,
three significant interactions with demographic risk, one involving
Extraversion and two involving Socialization subscales: Stable
Home and Conventionality.

The follow-up simple slope test (Aiken & West, 1991) for the
interaction of demographic risk and Extraversion showed that for
mothers who were low on Extraversion (one standard deviation
unit below the mean), higher demographic risk predicted greater
power assertion or had a significant positive simple slope (3 = .30,
SE = .11), 1(94) = 2.80, p < .01. In contrast, for mothers who
were high on Extraversion (one standard deviation unit above the
mean), demographic risk was unrelated to power assertion (simple
slope: B = —.13, SE = .12), #(94) = —1.14, ns. These findings are
in Figure 1A.

The simple slope test for the interaction of Demographic Risk X
Stable Home indicated that for mothers who had low Stable Home
scores, higher demographic risk predicted more power assertion
(simple slope: B = .18, SE = .088), #95) = 2.107, p < .05. In
contrast, for mothers who had high Stable Home scores, demo-
graphic risk was unrelated to power assertion (simple slope: 3 =
—.10, SE = .12, ns). In other words, for mothers who viewed their
home and school history as troubled and unhappy, there was a

Table 2
Interparent Correlations for Personality and Parenting Measures
Mothers
Personality Parenting
Affectively
Stable Power positive
Personality and parenting N E A C (6] Home  Optimism Conventionality ~Assertion  parenting
Fathers
N -.01 07 —07 200 20" 04 —23" -12 05 - .05
E —-.01 —-.07 .04 -.15 .04 —.00 11 14 -17" 07
A -.01 .05 17" —-.15 —-.10 267 13 287 —-.07 .09
¢ -.16 A7 23" -.03 13 17 337 17" —.06 -.10
(0) —.13 —.14 -.09 —.04 227 —.06 .16 —.06 —.01 227
Stable Home —-.09 277 297 a1 -3 3T 16 19" -.11 -.02
Optimism -.02 -.01 .02 -.07 .02 01 24 19" —-.13 —.04
Conventionality 18" —.02 19" —.12 —.25"" 14 —.04 23" —.07 —.02
Power assertion .06 .03 —-.15 .05 .01 —.08 —.04 —-.07 45T =287
Affectively positive parenting ——.24™"" .02 14 -.02 08 317 17 14 —-.05 197

Note.
“p <.10.

" p < .05. p < .025. p < .0l

N = Neuroticism; E = Extraversion; A = Agreeableness; C = Conscientiousness; O = Openness.
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Table 3

KOCHANSKA, AKSAN, PENNEY, AND BOLDT

Demographic Risks and Mothers’ Personality Traits as Predictors of Mothers’ Power Assertion and Affectively Positive Parenting at

36 Months (Standardized Regression Coefficients)

Big Five Socialization subscale
Stable
Predictor N E A C (0] Home Optimism Conventionality
Dependent variable: Mothers’ power assertion
Demographic risk 11 .10 15 13 13 .05 14 11
Personality trait .01 12 .03 —.16 —.00 A2 A1 =12
Demographic Risk X Personality Trait 13 —27 .03 —-.07 .04 —.28" —.11 —.25"
Dependent variable: Mothers’ affectively positive parenting

Demographic risk -.23" —.24™ —.26"" —.24™ -.23" -.267" —.24™ —.24™
Personality trait —.07 —.08 .06 .03 .14 —.07 —.05 .09
Demographic Risk X Personality Trait —.10 .06 —.09 .03 —.09 .01 207 18"

Note.

The numbers are standardized regression coefficients (Betas) from separate regressions, with all predictors entered. In each equation (column),

demographic risk and one personality trait (listed at the top of each column) were entered in Step 1, and the interaction effect between demographic risk
and the given personality trait was entered in Step 2. N = Neuroticism; E = Extraversion; A = Agreeableness; C = Conscientiousness; O = Openness.

sk stk

"p<.10. Tp< .05 p<.025. p < 0l

significant positive correlation between demographic adversity
and power assertion. However, for those mothers who recalled
home and school history as untroubled and happy, there was no
significant correlation between demographic adversity and power
assertion. These findings are in Figure 1B.

The simple slope test for the interaction of Demographic Risk X
Conventionality showed that for mothers with low Conventionality
scores, higher demographic risk predicted greater power assertion
(simple slope: B =.27, SE = .10), #95) = 2.57, p < .05. In
contrast, for mothers with high Conventionality scores, demo-
graphic risk was unrelated to power assertion (simple slope: 3 =
—.09, SE = .10, ns). In other words, among mothers who de-
scribed themselves as relatively asocial and unconventional, there

Table 4

was a significant positive correlation between demographic adver-
sity and the use of power with their toddlers; but among those who
were relatively conventional, there was no such association. These
findings are in Figure 1C.

We followed these separate equations with a more comprehen-
sive regression conducted for maternal power assertion. At Step 1,
we entered demographic risk. At Step 2, we entered the three
maternal traits that produced significant effects in the previous
phase of the analyses (Extraversion, Stable Home, and Conven-
tionality), and at Step 3, we entered the interactions of these traits
with demographic risk. Step 1 or Step 2 did not explain significant
variance (respectively, 2% and 3%). Step 3, however, did (12%,
AF(3,90) = 4.22, p < .01), although none of the three interactions

Demographic Risks and Fathers’ Personality Traits as Predictors of Fathers’ Power Assertion and Affectively Positive Parenting at

36 Months (Standardized Regression Coefficients)

Big Five Socialization subscale
Stable
Predictor N E A C (6] Home Optimism Conventionality
Dependent variable: Fathers’ power assertion
Personality trait .03 .03 .02 .02 .16 —.09 —.06 —.11
Demographic Risk X Personality Trait 297 .08 —.11 —.04 19" —.28" —.02 —.28"
Dependent variable: Fathers’ affectively positive parenting
Demographic risk —.21% —-217 —.16 —-22" —.20" -.23" -.23" -.23"
Personality trait —-.19" 23" 227 =02 .16 —-.05 207 .00
Demographic Risk X Personality Trait — —.01 .06 15 .06 —.06 .01 31 267

Note.

The numbers are standardized regression coefficients (Betas) from separate regressions, with all predictors entered. In each equation (column),

demographic risk and one personality trait (listed at the top of each column) were entered in Step 1, and the interaction effect between demographic risk
and the given personality trait was entered in Step 2. N = Neuroticism; E = Extraversion; A = Agreeableness; C = Conscientiousness; O = Openness.

*p<.10. Tp<.05 p<.005. p < 0L p < .00L.
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Simple slopes depicting the interaction of demographic risk by mother’s (M’s) personality on power

assertion. A: Simple slopes for M’s Extraversion (one standard deviation above and one standard deviation
below the mean). B: Simple slopes for M’s Stable Home (one standard deviation above and one standard
deviation below the mean). C: Simple slopes for M’s Conventionality.

was a significant predictor by itself. The interactions involving
Conventionality and Extraversion were marginal.

Affectively positive parenting. Demographic risk significantly
undermined mothers’ affectively positive parenting at 36 months.
This effect emerged consistently across all the equations. In fam-
ilies with more demographic risks, mothers were less affectively
positive interacting with their children than were mothers in fam-
ilies with fewer risks.

Again, no maternal trait was a source of a main effect on
mothers’ affectively positive parenting, but the interaction of de-
mographic risk with Optimism was significant. The follow-up
simple slope tests revealed that for mothers with low Optimism
scores, who described themselves as relatively dysphoric, mistrust-
ful, and alienated, higher demographic risk predicted less warm,
positive parenting (simple slope: B = —.70, SE = .22), #(95) =
—3.14, p < .005. In contrast, for mothers with high Optimism
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scores, demographic risk was unrelated to affectively positive
parenting (simple slope: 3 = —.07, SE = .23, ns). Because this
interaction was the only significant effect for maternal affectively
positive parenting, we did not conduct a comprehensive regression
(which would have been the same as the corresponding separate
regression). These findings are in Figure 2.

Summary of findings on mothers’ personality, risk, and parent-
ing. Parenting of mothers with relatively low scores on Extra-
version and on the three subscales of Socialization—Stable Home,
Optimism, and Conventionality—was negatively affected by in-
creased demographic adversity. Having high scores on those traits
appeared to act as protective factors that offset risks for the quality
of their parenting, otherwise posed by the family’s high demo-
graphic adversity.

Fathers and Children

Table 4 shows the findings for father—child dyads. Here, demo-
graphic risk was a source of significant effects for both outcome
measures, power assertion and affectively positive parenting. This
effect emerged consistently across the equations, regardless of the
personality trait that was entered. Fathers in families with more
risks relied more on power assertion during discipline encounters
with their toddlers, and they were less positive during their inter-
actions.

Power assertion. There were no main effects of paternal per-
sonality on power assertion. There were, however, three interac-
tions: Demographic Risk X Neuroticism, Demographic Risk X
Stable Home, and Demographic Risk X Conventionality.

The follow-up test for the Demographic Risk X Fathers’ Neu-
roticism interaction showed that for fathers with low Neuroticism
scores, higher demographic risk was unrelated to power assertion
(simple slope: B = —.01, SE = .11, ns). In contrast, for fathers
with high Neuroticism scores, higher demographic risk predicted
greater power assertion (simple slope: 3 = .45, SE = .11), #(93) =
4.12, p < .001. Highly neurotic fathers used significantly more
power assertion when faced with high demographic adversity.
These findings are in Figure 3A.

08 -
06 -
04 -
02 -

The follow-up simple slope test for the interaction of demo-
graphic risk with Stable Home showed that for fathers with low
Stable Home scores, who reported troubled home and school
histories, higher demographic risk predicted greater use of power
with their toddlers (simple slope: B = .45, SE = .12), #(95) = 3.93,
p < .001. In contrast, for fathers with high Stable Home scores,
who reported happy home and school memories, demographic risk
was unrelated to power assertion (simple slope: = —.02, SE =
A1), #95) < 1, ns. These findings are in Figure 3B.

The follow-up simple slope test for the interaction of demographic
risk and Conventionality showed that for fathers with low Conven-
tionality scores, higher demographic risk predicted greater power
assertion, simple slope: 3 = .50, SE (B) = .12, #95) = 4.01, p < .001.
In contrast, for fathers with high Conventionality scores demographic
risk was unrelated to the use of power (simple slope: 3 = —.06, SE =
12), #95) < 1, ns. These findings are in Figure 3C.

Note that regarding power assertion, the findings for fathers for
the two Socialization subtraits, Stable Home and Conventionality,
parallel the findings for mothers. For parents who reported un-
happy and troubled home and school memories and who saw
themselves as relatively asocial and unconventional, there was a
significant positive correlation between demographic risk and
power-assertive discipline. But for parents who had happy mem-
ories of home and school life and embraced conventions, there was
no such link.

We followed up these findings with a more comprehensive
regression predicting fathers’ power assertion from demographic
risk; the three personality traits that had produced significant
interactions, Neuroticism, Stable Home, and Conventionality; and
the interaction terms involving risk and those three traits. Step 1,
where demographic risk was entered, was significant (7% of
variance), AF(1, 94) = 6.96, p < .0l. Step 2, with the three
personality traits, did not explain additional significant variance
(2%). Step 3, where the three interactions were entered, was
significant (15% of variance), AF(3, 88) = 5.94, p < .001. The
interaction of demographic risk and Conventionality was a signif-
icant predictor (B = —.21, p < .05). The Demographic Risk X
Neuroticism interaction was marginal.

—@— Hi Optimism
—A— Lo Optimism

-0.2 1
-0.4
-0.6 4
.08 J

M's positive affect
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High

Demographic Risk

Figure 2. Simple slopes depicting the interaction of demographic risk by mother’s (M’s) Optimism (one
standard deviation above and one standard deviation below the mean) on M’s affectively positive parenting (here

abbreviated as “positive affect”).
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Figure 3. Simple slopes depicting the interaction of demographic risk by father’s (F’s) personality on father’s
power assertion. A: Simple slopes for F’s Neuroticism (one standard deviation above and one standard deviation
below the mean). B: Simple slopes for F’s Stable Home (one standard deviation above and one standard
deviation below the mean). C: Simple slopes for F’s Conventionality (one standard deviation above and one

standard deviation below the mean).

Affectively positive parenting. There were three main effects
of fathers’ personality on their affectively positive parenting. Fa-
thers who were more extraverted, more agreeable, and more opti-
mistic were also more warm and positive with their children. The
last effect was qualified by the Demographic Risk X Optimism
interaction. There was also a Demographic Risk X Conventional-
ity interaction.

The follow-up simple slope tests showed that for fathers with
low Optimism scores, higher demographic risk predicted less
affectively positive parenting (simple slope: 3 = —-.92, SE = .23),
#95) = —3.96, p < .001. In contrast, for fathers with high
Optimism scores, demographic risk was unrelated to affectively
positive parenting (simple slope: B = .17, SE = .22, ns). These
findings are in Figure 4A.

The follow-up simple slope tests showed that for fathers with
low Conventionality scores, higher demographic risk predicted
less affectively positive parenting (simple slope: 3 = —.88, SE =
.25), 1(95) = -3.51, p < .001. In contrast, for fathers with high
Conventionality scores, demographic risk was unrelated to affec-
tively positive parenting (simple slope: B = .14, SE = .25, ns).
These findings are in Figure 4B.

Note that regarding affectively positive parenting, the find-
ings for fathers’ Optimism parallel those for mothers. For
parents who described themselves as low on Optimism, dys-
phoric, and alienated, more severe demographic adversity was
linked to less positive emotion and warmth in interactions with
their children, but for parents who were optimistic and trusting,
there was no such link.
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A comprehensive regression followed, predicting fathers’ affec-
tively positive parenting from demographic risk and the four
personality traits that had produced either the main effects and/or
interactions (Extraversion, Agreeableness, Optimism, Convention-
ality). Step 1, with demographic risk, explained significant 5% of
variance, AF(1, 94) = 5.14, p < .05. Step 2, where the four
personality traits were entered, explained 9% of variance (mar-
ginal). Step 3, with the interactions of these traits with demo-
graphic risk, was significant and explained 11% of variance, AF =
3.20, p < .025, with the interaction between Optimism and demo-
graphic risk significant (3 = .27, p < .01).

Summary of findings on fathers’ personality, risk, and parent-
ing. 'The parenting of fathers who had high scores on Neuroti-
cism and low scores on three Socialization subtraits—Stable
Home, Optimism, and Conventionality—was negatively affected
by increased demographic adversity. Low Neuroticism and high
scores on Socialization subtraits acted as buffers against the neg-
ative impact otherwise conferred by demographic risk on the
quality of fathers’ parenting of their toddlers.

Discussion

We explored the links between parents’ personalities and their
parenting during the important toddler years in the context of the
family’s ecological risk. Developmental psychopathology research
has revealed considerable detrimental impact of adverse ecology
on parent—child relationships. Those findings prompted the next
question: What factors can moderate that adverse impact?

Most of the extant work has focused on children’s qualities that
protect them from the effects of environmental risks, and occa-
sionally, on family support systems that serve that function. We
asked a new question: Can parents’ personality be a source of such
moderating effects? Can demographic risk affect differently par-
ents with different personalities? Or, in other words, can parental
personality traits buffer the negative impact of adversity on child-
rearing environment? We considered the Big Five—Neuroticism,
Extraversion, Conscientiousness, Agreeableness, and Openness—
most often examined in research on parenting (Belsky & Barends,
2002) and three subtraits of Socialization, capturing memories of
stable and untroubled home and school life (Stable Home), Opti-
mism and social trust, and Conventionality (Stein et al., 1966). We
examined how demographic adversity affects behavior of parents
who differed on those traits. Specifically, we focused on parents’
power assertion and warmth and positive affect during interactions
with their toddlers. Although the findings of this study should be
replicated, this work makes useful preliminary contributions that
bridge developmental and personality psychology.

The Construct of Demographic Risk

Extant research has documented adverse effects of the conflu-
ence of parental low education, young age, low income, and large
family size for child-rearing environment. In most studies that
have typically involved high-risk populations, such multiple risk
index has been created by assigning and adding points given
merely for the presence of each salient risk factor (yes—no). For
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example, a family would get a point for an extremely low income,
a point for a very low education level, et cetera. Following that
research, we created the family’s demographic risk factor. We
adopted a more graded strategy, however, that varied the number
of points on each risk dimension, with zero reflecting no risk and
higher numbers reflecting increasing risk. The goal was to create
a better distributed index, and one better suited to our low-risk
community sample. One of the contributions of this study is to
demonstrate that the risk construct, to date used mostly for highly
vulnerable populations, can also be useful for assessing demo-
graphic adversity in research with typical, well-functioning com-
munity families. Even in our population, where relatively few
families had multiple risks, the cumulative risk measure produced
robust and statistically significant effects. Nevertheless, this low-
risk nature of our sample, as well as its somewhat limited ethnic
diversity, may have constrained variation in the constructs we
measured and thus limited generalizability of the findings. Future
replications in more ethnically diverse and more stressed families
will likely produce stronger and more generalizable effects.

Not surprisingly, demographic risk and parental personality
were related. In families with more risks, mothers were more
disagreeable and less open and had more troubled memories of
their home and school experiences. The causal processes account-
ing for those links are almost certainly bidirectional. For example,
high scorers on all three Socialization subscales are likely to attain
higher educational levels, earn more, and marry later rather than
earlier. Low education, in turn, may be associated with less Open-
ness.

We robustly replicated the already known negative effects of
demographic risk on child-rearing environment. Adversity under-
mined warm, affectively positive interactions for both mothers and
fathers. In families with relatively more demographic risks, both
parents’ interactions with their children were infused with less
positive emotion compared with families with fewer risks.

Demographic adversity appeared to differently affect mothers’
and fathers” power assertion. Fathers in families with higher risk
resorted more often to power-assertive discipline than did fathers
in families with lower risk. Surprisingly, however, we found no
effects of higher risk on mothers’ use of power. Perhaps, whereas
high adversity leads fathers to become harsh and coercive with
their toddlers, it leads mothers to become more withdrawn and
submissive rather than confrontational when faced with their chil-
dren’s opposition, the most likely trigger for power assertion
(Patterson, 1980).

Finally, the demographic index in this and other studies repre-
sents a heterogeneous and multifaceted combination of factors.
Although useful for the purpose of approximating a confluence of
unfavorable ecological conditions, it is not conceptually pure, and
it may obscure specific mechanisms that link given risk factors
with parenting. For example, low educational level may be asso-
ciated with uninformed, rigid notions of child development and
unrealistic parenting expectations. Young parental age may be
associated with the parent’s own unresolved issues of autonomy,
and thus lead to difficulty in dealing with toddlers’ assertion of
autonomy. Economic disadvantage may be linked with family
chaos, violent neighborhood, multiple stresses, and emotional ex-
haustion, all of which may have specific consequences for parent-
ing. Future investigations that “unpack” the risk construct may be
useful.

Parents’ Personality Traits and Parenting in the Context
of Demographic Ecology

To go beyond the Big Five traits, most often examined in
research on parenting (Belsky & Barends, 2002), we considered
also CPI Socialization, a trait that has been rarely studied in
relation to parenting and child development. In our study with a
different sample, Socialization, assessed as a broad trait, predicted
adaptive parenting and successful child outcomes across a range of
measures (Kochanska et al., 1997). Because of its heterogeneous
nature, in this study, we decomposed Socialization to three sepa-
rate constructs to examine how its specific aspects relate to par-
enting.

There was relatively little evidence of assortative mating for the
Big Five traits, with only one modest interparent correlation for
Openness. Mothers and fathers, however, were significantly, if
modestly, similar on all three Socialization subtraits.

The links among demographic risk, personality, and parenting
were complex and they depended on the parenting dimension
considered, the parent (mother vs. father), and the specific analytic
strategy (traits examined one at a time vs. simultaneously). Over-
all, in terms of future parenting, the findings revealed a broad
presence of interaction effects, where ecological adversity affected
differently parents who were low or high on certain personality
traits and a relative absence of main effects of parents’ personality.
Further, the findings indicated an important role of traits related to
the broad construct of Socialization compared with the Big Five. In
this study, parental characteristics that generally reflect one’s
successful and enduring integration with the social system (a
history of untroubled childhood adjustment, optimism and social
trust, and acceptance of conventional values) appeared to buffer
parents against potential adverse effects of demographic risks. For
parents with troubled memories of childhood who were pessimis-
tic, mistrustful, alienated, and unconventional, higher demographic
risk predicted less optimal parenting observed 2.5 years later. In
contrast, for parents who had stable and happy recollections of
home and school who were optimistic and trusting and embraced
conventions, such links were absent.

Several findings were consistent across both parents. In higher
risk ecologies, mothers and fathers whose memories of their own
home life were unhappy, whose early school adjustment had been
poor (low scorers on Stable Home subtrait), and who endorsed
asocial, nonconformist roles and attitudes (low scorers on Con-
ventionality subtrait) resorted to forceful discipline when control-
ling their children. By contrast, parents with happy memories of
their family and school life and who embraced a conventional
lifestyle did not adopt a power-assertive style, even when chal-
lenged by adversity.

The findings for the affective aspect of parenting—positive
emotion, warmth, affection expressed during interaction with their
toddlers—were also consistent for mothers and fathers. It was
interesting that the aspect of Socialization that was most affective
in nature—Optimism—moderated the impact of adverse ecology.
A high-risk ecology had a detrimental effect on parents who were
relatively low on this trait, who reported little sense of optimism,
who distrusted others, and who felt socially alienated. Those
parents showed less warmth, affection, and positive affect when
interacting with their toddlers. Adversity, however, had no such
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detrimental effect on parents who were optimistic, trusting, and
well integrated with their social world.

The importance of the Socialization-related traits is not surpris-
ing given the origins of that broad scale. Gough’s (1957) original
goal that guided the development of the Socialization scale was to
differentiate, generally speaking, between people who function
competently and responsibly in the family and society and those
who fail to do so. High scorers combine several personality qual-
ities: They are relatively free of negative emotionality, comfortable
and content in their relationships and social roles, accepting of and
conforming to rules, and relatively planful, deliberate, disciplined,
organized, responsible, and not given to impulsive, unconven-
tional, nonconformist, and unpredictable acts. Such personality
patterns resemble to some degree the recently proposed superor-
dinate “alpha” factor (Markon, Krueger, & Watson, 2005) as well
as “maturity” (Roberts & Wood, 2006).

Several bodies of research show robust effects of such a multi-
factorial combination of traits on adaptive social functioning. For
example, Socialization consistently correlates negatively with “im-
pulsive antisociality” (Benning, Patrick, Blonigen, Hicks, & Ia-
cono, 2005; Benning, Patrick, Hicks, Blonigen, & Krueger, 2003).
Advantages of a personality profile that combines low negativity,
responsibility, dependability, and predictability in a range of ordi-
nary daily contexts are particularly evident in parents’ relation-
ships with infants and toddlers. By contrast, negative, unconven-
tional, unpredictable, and impulsive individuals are particularly
ill-suited for early care and nurturance of young offspring
(Kochanska et al., 1997).

Most studies to date have used the global Socialization scale and
did not examine subtraits. Therefore, for the purpose of compara-
bility with that body of work, we also conducted additional anal-
yses by using one global Socialization scale score (all 54 items),
and we compared the findings to those reported for the subtraits.
We should note that Stable Home, Optimism, and Conventionality
correlated with the global scores: for mothers, respectively, .88,
.35, and .54, and for fathers, .79, .26 (p < .01), and .49 (ps < .001,
except where noted).

For mothers, the global score moderated the impact of adversity
on power assertion (B = —.34, p < .005; corresponding to the
reported effects of Stable Home and Conventionality). It did not,
however, moderate the impact of adversity on mothers’ affectively
positive parenting, the effect we detected for the subtrait of Opti-
mism. For fathers, the global score moderated the impact of
adversity on power assertion (3 = —.27, p < .01; again, corre-
sponding to the reported effects of Stable Home and Convention-
ality). But it failed to moderate the effect of adversity on affec-
tively positive parenting, again, the effect we were able to detect
for the subtraits of Optimism and Conventionality. Thus, for
parental power assertion, the global scores produced similar find-
ings to those reported for subtraits; but for affectively positive
parenting, they were less sensitive than were subtraits in terms of
detecting the interaction effects.

We found only two of the anticipated effects related to the Big
Five. Demographic adversity affected more strongly mothers who
were low on Extraversion; those mothers adopted a power-
assertive style of discipline, whereas mothers high on Extraversion
did not. Adversity affected more strongly fathers with high Neu-
roticism scores, who adopted a forceful discipline style, than it did

fathers with low scores, who did not adopt a forceful discipline
style.

Somewhat surprisingly, by and large, personality traits had no
main effects on power assertion, in contrast to other studies,
including ours (Clark et al., 2000). In those studies, however,
relations between parents’ traits and their parenting have been
usually assessed concurrently or close in time from each other.
Perhaps when more time elapses between such assessments—as in
this study, 2.5 years—more complex interactions come to replace
main effects. As well, as the nature of the parent—child relationship
changes during development, links among family’s ecology, pa-
rental traits, child traits, and parent—child interaction may continue
to change. We plan to address those questions as we follow up this
sample.

We found several modest main effects of fathers’ personality
traits on their future affectively positive behavior with their chil-
dren, when traits were considered one at a time (although when
considered together in comprehensive regressions, none remained
significant). Agreeableness had a positive effect—as it did in
infancy (Kochanska et al., 2004), and so did Extraversion. To
some extent, both traits capture positive social emotions and plea-
sure derived from social interactions, so it is conceivable that they
provide an “emotional core” important for this parenting construct
that is primarily affective in nature.

Methodological Contributions

This work makes several methodological contributions. Because
Belsky and Barends (2002), consistent with Epstein (1983),
stressed that finding links between parental personality and behav-
ior is more likely when behavior is measured across situations and
more than once, we observed parents in multiple, lengthy, natu-
ralistic yet carefully scripted contexts, at home and in the labora-
tory. All behavioral data were coded from videotapes. We pro-
grammatically followed the principle of aggregation to produce
robust constructs (Rushton, Brainerd, & Pressley, 1983). To that
end, numerous coded variables were substantially aggregated
across coded segments, contexts, and occasions of measurements
to produce robust final overall constructs. Finally, data on parental
personality came from parents’ self-reports in established ques-
tionnaires, measures of demographic adversity were based on
objective facts, such as education or age, and parenting data were
exclusively behavioral. Thus, associations among those sets of
measures were not subject to a shared method variance problem.

Conclusions

Developmental psychopathology has produced a considerable
amount of evidence regarding protective and risk factors associ-
ated with the child, such as intelligence, temperament, gender, et
cetera. This study elucidates little known, but conceptually com-
plementary, parent effects that may attenuate or extenuate the
impact of family ecology on family processes. The further bridging
of those separate sets of findings will likely enhance our under-
standing of protective mechanisms. For example, there may be
links between parental Socialization subtraits and children’s tem-
perament. Parents who have warm memories of their families, who
report good school adjustment and are relatively free of negative
affect, who feel well integrated in society, and who accept societal
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conventions and avoid unpredictable asocial acts likely have chil-
dren who are well self-regulated, positive, and competent.

This study, showing empirical associations among demographic
risk, parental traits, and parental behavior and affect, is only a
preliminary step toward better understanding links among, gener-
ally, a broader ecology, parental personality, parental behavior and
rearing environment, and children’s personality. Although it may
be tempting to speculate about causal links among the constructs—
for example, proposing, as we have indeed done, that certain
parental personality traits may act as buffers against the adverse
press of the family’s ecology—such speculations may be prema-
ture. The actual causal links may be complex and they may involve
several mechanisms. For example, genetic factors may underpin
parents’ traits, their behavior and affect, children’s traits, and life
events that impinge on the family (Caspi et al., 2005; Wade &
Kendler, 2000). Further, children’s traits influence their behavior,
which in turn influences parental response (Maccoby, in press). To
disentangle such multilayered and multidirectional relations is a
challenge for future research. Because of the importance of early
parent—child relationships for future developmental trajectories,
the understanding of the interplay among the family’s ecological
niche, individual differences in parents’ personalities, their parent-
ing styles, and children’s outcomes is a worthwhile goal. This
study represents an initial step to elucidate some of those complex
links.
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