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A democratic nation needs an interde-
pendent citizenry who are not only compe-
tent but who also can live together cooper-
atively with an eye toward what will ben-
efit the whole as well as the self. In this
article, the concept of interdependence is
adopted as the central goal of parenting.
The Parenting Processes Model is then
presented, specifying how caregivers help
children develop this interdependence.
This work draws upon and integrates the
work of a number of theoreticians, re-
searchers, and clinicians, with the central
focus on the work of John Bowlby, Alfred
Adler, and Lev Vygotsky.
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BOWLBY (1969/1982) conceptualized
attachment as a way of under-
standing the profound influence of the re-
lationship between children and their
parents. He acknowledged that although
attachment has a significant influence on
a child’s subsequent development, it is
only one of several important domains of
parenting. The purpose of this article is
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twofold. First, it focuses on how parents
help expand their child’s relatedness to
ever-widening circles of family, friends,
and community, and to share with others
the responsibility for developing and
maintaining these relationships and to
live cooperatively with others. In other
words, the article focuses on the parent-
ing processes that enable children to form
meaningful interdependent relationships.
Second, the article presents a parenting
model—the Parenting Processes Model—
that situates attachment in the context of
other critical parenting domains, and that
spells out the processes by which children
develop interdependence.

The concept of interdependence is
rooted in Adler’s theory of personality and
philosophy. Fearing for the future of man-
kind, he cautioned that if we didn’t learn
to cooperate with one another, we risked
annihilating one another (Adler, 1933).
His remedy for this was the development
of what he called, in German, Gemein-
schaftsgefuehl. While having been trans-
lated community feeling, social feeling,
and social interest, (Ansbacher & Ans-
bacher, 1956), none of these terms ade-
quately conveys the spirit of what he in-
tended. I believe the term interdepen-
dence most accurately captures Adler’s
intent.

In the interdependent system of the
world in which we live, what affects one
part will affect the rest. People break the
world up into bits—nations, races, reli-
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gions—in an effort to deny that we are
part of this systemic whole. If, however,
one truly recognizes this interconnected-
ness, then one accepts that what is in
another’s interests also serves one’s self-
interests (Stein & Edwards, 1998). Thus,
this concept of interdependence also
speaks to the longstanding debate over
the relationship between self and society.
Unlike others, Adler saw no fundamental
conflict between self and society, individ-
uality and relatedness, self-interest and
social interest. These are ultimately false
dichotomies.

Interdependence does not entail simply
“being nice to others” or being interested
in their welfare. It requires an individu-
al’s full development of his or her capaci-
ties, a process that is both personally ful-
filling and also results in something
worthwhile to contribute to others. It also
requires the development of a deep con-
nection to others, resulting in both a
sense of empathy with these others and a
feeling of belonging to an entity greater
than one’s self. These feelings enable in-
dividuals to feel at home on the earth and
to accept both the comforts and discom-
forts of life. They are then translated into
actions aimed at cooperative and helpful
movements directed toward others.

The development of self and connected-
ness are recursive processes that influ-
ence one another in positive ways. The
greater one’s personal development, the
more one is able to connect positively and
live cooperatively with others in a state of
relatively low tension. The greater one’s
ability to connect to others, the more one
is able to learn from them and develop
oneself. Adler conceived of interdepen-
dence as an index of, as well as the road
to, individual psychological and commu-
nity health.

The Parenting Processes Model speci-
fies three domains of parenting necessary
for the development of interdependence:
(1) developing the attachment relation-
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ship, (2) promoting striving and mastery;
and (3) guiding the child toward interde-
pendence. The balance of this article is
devoted to a description of these three
core parenting processes, their interrela-
tionships, and their contribution to the
development of a child’s interdependence.

DEVELOPING THE ATTACHMENT
RELATIONSHIP

The foundation of a child’s capacity for
interdependence is the attachment rela-
tionship established during the child’s
first year of life. Bowlby (1979) and Ains-
worth (1989) defined attachment as a spe-
cial type of affectional bond between indi-
viduals. An affectional bond: (1) is persis-
tent; (2) involves a specific person who is
not interchangeable with anyone else; (3)
is emotionally significant; (4) produces a
desire to maintain proximity; and (5) re-
sults in distress from involuntary separa-
tion. An attachment bond involves all five
of these criteria, and also involves seek-
ing security and comfort in the relation-
ship with that person (Ainsworth, 1989;
Bowlby, 1969/1982).

The attachment relationship is consid-
ered “secure” if one achieves security, and
“insecure” if one does not (Cassidy, 1999).
A secure attachment provides children
with sense of basic trust in their caregiv-
ers and safety in their environment.
These are conditions that Erickson (1950)
and Maslow (1987) postulated as core re-
quirements for a child’s development.

How does this secure attachment rela-
tionship develop? One consistent finding
points to the importance of sensitive and
responsive caregiving on the part of the
attachment figure (Belsky, 1999). Con-
sider the following vignette of the inter-
action between 2-month-old Andrew and
his mother:

Andrew catches mother’s eye, appearing to
want to make contact with her. She leans
over him as he lies on a blanket, and they
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gaze deeply into each other’s eyes. The
child’s excitement, seen in the almost con-
stant movement of his arms and legs, is
contained by this mutual gaze. As he makes
motions with his mouth, she asks: “Are you
going to talk to me? I didn’t know you could
do that.” She pauses, and he verbalizes in
response. She continues, “Are you going to
say a, e, i, 0, and u? That’s what words are
made out of. A, E, I, O, U,” increasing the
intensity of her positive affect. His whole
face brightens and his mouth widens and
then breaks out in a broad grin. She mirrors
the movements in his facial expression in
her vocalization, “Yeaaaaah,” continuing
with a quieter, “It’s so much fun talking with
you.” Andrew looks away, and his mother
leans back, remaining quietly with him.

This vignette illustrates the many and
varied ways that parents are sensitive
and responsive to their infants. First,
they are emotionally available, i.e., they
“hold the child in mind” (Pawl, 1995) and
anticipate the need the child might have
for them. In the vignette, Andrew’s
mother notices his bid for contact and al-
lows it to influence her. Second, parents
are able to “read” their child’s communi-
cations and understand their meaning.
Andrew’s eye contact and overall “bright-
ening” signaled to his mother that he was
ready for a stimulating exchange. He
didn’t need to be picked up; he didn’t need
a pacifier to be thrust into his mouth. He
did need to be recognized and engaged in
interaction. One of the challenges in being
sensitive to children is managing one’s
own arousal to the infant’s signals (Emde
& Robinson, 2000). Some parents, for ex-
ample, react so strongly and instanta-
neously to their children’s cries that they
don’t give themselves the opportunity to
stop and assess just what the cries mean.

Third, sensitive and responsive parents
contingently adjust their responses to
their children, based on their moment-by-
moment intuiting of their children’s
states. Andrew’s mother paused through-
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out their interchange, giving him an op-
portunity to respond. She also tuned into
his feeling state, intuitively mirroring the
delight on his face with a delighted vocal-
ization, a process Stern (1985) calls “at-
tunement.” And at the end of the episode,
she also noticed his turning away from
her—signaling that he had had enough
for the moment and needed to stop—and
she stopped interacting and sat quietly
with him. In this way, she helped to reg-
ulate Andrew’s increasingly intense—al-
beit positive—affect before it became
overwhelming. Children depend on their
caregivers to regulate their level of
arousal (Emde & Robinson, 2000) because
they have neither the neurological nor
motoric capacities to do this for them-
selves. In fact, the attachment relation-
ship has been conceptualized as a dyadic
system for affect regulation (Sroufe,
1996).

In this intricate dance between care-
giver and child, there are plenty of oppor-
tunities for missteps. In microanalyses of
parent-infant interaction, Tronick (1989)
found that parent-child interaction was
coordinated only 30% of the time. Sensi-
tive and responsive parenting involves
the recognition of these miscoordinated
interactions and a prompt repair. This en-
ables the infant to move quickly from neg-
ative to positive emotional states, mini-
mizing distress. Infants whose parents
quickly repair miscommunications will
experience interactions as pleasurable,
interactive problems as solvable, them-
selves as effective, and caregivers as re-
sponsible and reliable. In contrast, in-
fants who experience a chronic failure of
communication tend to establish a self-
directed style of affect regulation, which
involves behaviors such as looking, turn-
ing, or pushing away, and/or “tuning out”
perceptually (Tronick, 1989). While these
regulatory strategies help a child to con-
trol the negative affect associated with
chronic miscommunications, they have a
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devastating effect on the relationship be-
tween the infant and caregiver.

In empirical studies, while parental
sensitivity and responsiveness were con-
sistently related to secure attachment,
they also explained only a modest amount
of the variance in attachment (Belsky,
1999; Fonagy, Steele, Steele, et al., 1995).
Fonagy and his colleagues hypothesize
that a parent’s reflective function also con-
tributes to secure attachment. Reflective
function is the ability to conceptualize
one’s self and others as intentional beings
who think, imagine, desire, and intend
(Fonagy et al., 1995, p. 255). The experi-
ence of being perceived as “having a mind
of one’s own” is internalized by the child
who then learns to accept, reflect upon,
and be guided by his own inner states.
The reflective function enables a parent
not only to be sensitive to a child’s dis-
tress but to stop and reflect on what might
be causing it, and what the child needs at
the moment—all of which help contain
the distress and help the child learn to
cope with it. In this way, the child grad-
ually begins to take over a function that
the attachment relationship served—i.e.,
the dyadic regulation of affect—in order
to become more self-regulated.

In the course of a parent and child’s
reciprocal responsiveness, there is often a
great deal of pleasure, joy, even excite-
ment, which may not necessarily be re-
quired for the development of a secure
attachment, yet is important for other as-
pects of development. In the interaction, a
parent mirrors the infant’s positive affect
and “electrifies” him in such a way that it
can “blast the infant into the next orbit of
positive excitation.” (Stern, 1985, p. 42).
Over the course of a child’s first year of
life, these interactions facilitate a child’s
capacity for positive affect and, indeed,
observational studies show that there is a
steady increase in the expression of posi-
tive affect across the first year of life
(Emde, 1989; Mayes & Zigler, 1992; Roth-
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bart, Taylor, & Tucker, 1989). On a phys-
iological level, this positive affect stimu-
lates the sympathetic branch of the cen-
tral nervous system, responsible for
general excitation and energy-consuming
body states (Siegel, 1999). At the same
time, these highly pleasurable interac-
tions stimulate dopaminergic circuits in
the limbic system in a positive feedback
loop that further increases the pleasure
and elation of interactions with these sig-
nificant others in a child’s life. Through
these increasingly positive social experi-
ences, children learn that relationships
are associated with a positive feeling, that
joy is multiplied when shared with a lov-
ing adult. Thus, relationships are per-
ceived not only as providing a secure base
and protection from negative experiences,
but also as sources of great pleasure. Fur-
thermore, being attended to in this way
must also give the child an inchoate feel-
ing of being worthy of such attention, thus
providing a building block to a feeling of
self-worth and self-esteem.

Bowlby postulated that this sense of
trust and safety afforded by a secure at-
tachment enables children to turn their
attention to exploring the environment,
setting the stage for developing self-striving
and a sense of mastery.

PROMOTING STRIVING AND MASTERY

The attachment relationship supports
the development of mastery in at least
three significant ways. First, in the con-
text of the attachment relationship, chil-
dren learn that their needs can be met
and that they can have a reasonable effect
on their caretakers in this process. These
experiences help the child begin to de-
velop a feeling of agency in the world.
Second, acting as a homeostatic mecha-
nism, feit security in the attachment re-
lationship regulates the relative proxim-
ity of parent and child, with the goal being
the availability of the adult should help
be required (Belsky, Garduque, & Hrncir,
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1984). The child will also monitor the par-
ent’s reactions, using them to gauge the
safety of the current environment, a pro-
cess called social referencing (Bretherton,
1992). Third, the trust and security the
child feels in the relationship with the
attachment figures sets the stage for the
child to use these figures as teachers,
mentors, and for support while learning
about and mastering the environment.
Thus, the attachment relationship pro-
vides the support for the child’s burgeon-
ing skills.

But one might ask why the child would
venture forth from such pleasurable con-
tact with the caregiver. The answer is
that humans appear to possess an innate
motivation for development and growth
(Adler, 1930; Brazelton & Cramer, 1990;
Stern, 1985). While some refer to this as
motivation for mastery (Harter, 1978), I
also use Adler’s term “striving” to denote
the continuous process of forward move-
ment that often has no real endpoint of
“mastery.” Parents have a significant in-
fluence on the children’s striving and
mastery, first, by accepting where their
children are in their development and
meeting them there, and, second, by facil-
itating their development in specific
ways.

Vygotsky (1978) maintained that devel-
opment is shaped by relationships. Chil-
dren’s learning about their environment
is mediated by the responsiveness of the
adults who, for example, retrieve and la-
bel reached-for-objects, and describe their
function. As children grow and engage
more and more with their environments,
they also engage in more sophisticated
social interactions with their parents.
They begin to internalize the essential
features of these dialogues, using them to
shape thinking, guide actions, and ac-
quire new skills (Wertsch & Tulviste,
1992).

In their interactions with -children,
more mature and knowledgeable older
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persons (e.g., parent, sibling, teacher)
meet the child where she is and guide her
through her “zone of proximal develop-
ment,” i.e., the range of tasks that the
child cannot yet handle on her own but
can accomplish with the help of these
mentors (Vygotsky, 1978). Consider how
the efforts of young Amanda are facili-
tated by her father:

Four-month-old Amanda is lying stomach-
down on a quilt on the floor, her fingers
coiled through the open plastic mesh of a
small ball. As she shakes her hand, the bell
inside the ball jingles pleasantly. But soon
she loses her grasp and the ball rolls a tan-
talizing few inches from her outstretched
hand. She reaches with one hand, just
touching the ball, which makes it rolls even
further away. Reaching with the other hand
doesn’t yield success either. She grabs the
quilt, pulling it and the ball toward her, but
at the same time she goes backwards. Sens-
ing her possible frustration, her father
pushes the ball a little closer. She lifts up
slightly, as if to crawl forward, but she’s not
strong enough to support herself on her
hands and knees yet. She reaches and
reaches, and with a little help from her fa-
ther, she finally grasps the ball once again.

Amanda is certainly doing her part in
striving to master the motoric skills nec-
essary to reach and grasp an object. Her
father does his part as well. First, he pro-
vides a safe and stimulating physical en-
vironment in which she is free to explore
(within the limits of safety) and he sup-
plies enough interesting and rich activi-
ties with which she can become engaged
(Bradley & Caldwell, 1981). Second, he is
contingently responsive to her needs,
monitoring her level of frustration and
providing assistance when required, a
process Bruner (1983) and Wood (1989)
refer to as “scaffolding.” This requires
both careful observation as well as verifi-
cation with the child (if possible) to assess
the level of help that the child actually
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needs. Parents’ unsolicited assistance is
sometimes experienced as both intrusive
as well as discouraging to children, and
can inhibit striving and mastery (Gott-
man, Katz & Hooven, 1997).

It is important to note that the concept
of scaffolding comes from the work on cog-
nitive development but, in fact, it is quite
similar to the sensitivity and responsive-
ness that contribute to secure attach-
ment. Indeed, parents with securely at-
tached children intrude less when the
children are successfully exploring the en-
vironment, and provide appropriate assis-
tance when required, as compared with
parents whose children are anxiously at-
tached (Cassidy & Berlin, 1994; Gross-
mann, Grossmann & Zimmerman, 1999).

For parents, supporting this aspect of
their child’s development requires them
to tolerate the tension often generated by
observing their child struggle. Struggling
is a process inherent in worthwhile en-
deavors. If parents cannot tolerate watch-
ing their children struggle, they may lend
their assistance prematurely, thus poten-
tially robbing their children of the oppor-
tunity to develop their capacities to toler-
ate frustration, to persist in the face of
uncertainty or difficulty, and to delay
gratification. Parents’ capacity for reflec-
tive functioning, described earlier in the
discussion of secure attachment, may also
equip them to understand their children’s
particular desire to master something as
well as to contain and help them cope
with the concomitant arousal and possi-
ble feelings of frustration or anxiety.

Parents also more directly promote
their children’s striving and mastery by
engaging them in meaningful conversa-
tions (Hart & Risley, 1995), and teaching
them specific behaviors or skills by mod-
eling, instruction, interpretation, (Born-
stein, 1989).

Finally, as the child enters the pre-
school years, parents can promote striv-
ing and mastery by encouraging make-
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believe play, a process Vygotsky (1978)
maintained provided an opportunity for
the child to become immersed in his or her
zone of proximal development and to ex-
periment with new behaviors and skills.
While parental engagement of their chil-
dren in this play helps move it to a more
advanced level (Fiese, 1990; O'Reilly &
Bornstein, 1993), it is not necessary for
parents to play with their children in this
way. They may participate by creating
the conditions under which it is likely to
happen (e.g., access to materials and part-
ners, time and space, encouragement and
acceptance).

Children whose parents promote their
striving and mastery not only learn spe-
cific sensory-motor, cognitive, linguistic,
and social-emotional skills, but also de-
velop a confidence in their ability to learn
additional skills—called self-efficacy (Ban-
dura, 1992). They expand their capacities
to tolerate both frustration and uncer-
tainty, to delay gratification, and to de-
velop their courage to continue to try in
the face of potential or actual failure. If
children learn to do this, they also are
learning to function at their maximum
capabilities. They simply cannot reason-
ably ask more of themselves. The resul-
tant sense of self-respect and equality
with others contribute to their ability to
live in cooperation with them. This stands
in stark contrast to children who feel that
they either must out-perform everyone
around them or are so afraid of failing
that they do not try, and make excuses (to
themselves and to others) for their lack of
activity and accomplishments. Thus, the
developed capacity for striving and mas-
tery enables children to accept them-
selves and others, and prepares them to
live interdependently with them.

GUIDING TOWARD INTERDEPENDENCE

Guiding a child toward interdepen-
dence entails helping children overcome
their natural egocentricity and begin to
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see themselves as part of a community—
not any better nor any worse than anyone
else—and to live cooperatively with oth-
ers. A critical foundation for this is the
attachment relationship. Research over
the past 20 years has established that
infants are far from passive participants
in the parent-child relationship—indeed,
they are active and reciprocal partners,
and this capacity increases over the first
year of life (Emde, 1989; Sroufe, 1996).
Nevertheless, the primary shaper of a se-
cure attachment relationship is the adult’s
reflective, sensitive, and responsive behav-
ior, i.e., the adult does most of the giving.

At some point—and this varies from
culture to culture—a child is called upon
to begin giving back and to join his or her
fellow humans as a contributing member
of the community. At a young age, cer-
tainly, the child’s contributions will not be
equal to his more mature and experienced
fellow community members. But if a
child’s striving and mastery have been
promoted, then he has enough self-effi-
cacy and sufficient specific skills to make
a useful contribution. Encouraging, in-
deed even expecting, these contributions
is important since the child learns that he
is neither more nor less important than
the others in his world. He learns that his,
as well as everyone else’s contribution is
valuable.

The full development of interdepen-
dence requires that a child develop four
critical capacities: affect regulation, em-
pathy, moral code, and prosocial behavior.
This builds on the process begun in the
development of secure attachment as well
as the promoting of striving and mastery.
First, each of these capacities is dis-
cussed, and then parenting processes as-
sociated with the development of these
capacities are described.

Affect Regulation

Affect regulation is a critical capacity in
the development of interdependence be-
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cause labile affect makes it difficult for an
individual to move beyond the self and
pay attention to the feelings, ideas, and
needs of others. Affect regulation is de-
fined as: “the extrinsic and intrinsic pro-
cesses responsible for monitoring, evalu-
ating, and modifying emotional reactions,
especially their intensive and temporal
features, to accomplish one’s goals”
(Thompson, 1994, pp. 27-28). Thus, affect
regulation is not the dampening down or
evening out of affect; it is the ability to use
one’s affect well. In a healthy relation-
ship, for example, positive affect could be
used to invite, encourage, or enjoy the
other person, while negative affect could
be used to signal the need for problem
solving.

This definition of affect regulation is
predicated on the notion that emotions
are adaptive responses that have motivat-
ing and organizing functions that help in-
dividuals in the pursuit of their goals
(Adler, 1927/1992; Campos, Campos, &
Barrett, 1989; Emde, 1989). This is quite
different from some popular notions of
emotions as irrational and inhibiting of
an individual’s ability to reach certain
goals. Individuals may, however, have
goals that are advantageous to them, but
not to others, e.g., goals of dominance,
exploitation, indulgence. The purpose of
some children’s tantrums, for example, is
to dominate or manipulate the parent.
The feelings are real—the child is not put-
ting on an act—but the feelings are also
in line with the child’s goal, which is to get
his own way. This is not the case, how-
ever, with all tantrums. There are chil-
dren who are temperamentally labile and
whose affect does obstruct their goals. In
reality, it may be quite difficult to tell the
difference between these two types of sit-
uations.

The relationship between parent and
child is central to the development of co-
operative goals. A child’s goals emerge
from prior interactions and the meanings
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attributed to them. If children’s social ex-
periences have been positive ones, and
they are clear that the way to continue
these positive experiences is to behave
positively themselves, then there is some
incentive for the adoption of prosocial
goals. If relationship experiences have
been negative—neglect, abuse, abandon-
ment—there is little incentive for cooper-
ative goals or behavior. Moreover, if chil-
dren’s relationship experiences have been
positive, but they have been indulged—
nothing has been required of them, and/or
their negative behavior is tolerated with-
out comment or consequences—then
there is also little incentive for coopera-
tive goals or behavior.

Too, a child’s level of self-efficacy and
skill will also shape his or her goals,
which, in turn, will influence affect regu-
lation. Children who feel inferior to others
often focus their efforts (and goals) in ei-
ther of two compensatory directions
(Adler, 1927/1992). In over-compensation,
they relieve their feelings of inferiority by
attempting to be superior to others in
some way. For example, a child who feels
basically unloved may, instead, decide
that fame is a worthwhile substitute. Dra-
matic, labile, affect may serve this goal
well. In under-compensation, a child may
totally give up and become quite depen-
dent on the good will of those around him.
A perpetually sad affect or withdrawn de-
meanor might serve this goal well.

Empathy

A second key ingredient in interdepen-
dence is the capacity for empathy. Empa-
thy draws a person out of the self and into
the sphere of others, allowing them to
influence his feelings, thoughts, and be-
haviors. It involves a complex interplay of
affective and cognitive skills. An em-
pathic response requires the perception
and identification of specific emotions in
others, the capacity to take another per-
son’s perspective in order to comprehend
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that person’s emotional state, and the
openness to feel similar feelings (Zahn-
Waxler & Radke-Yarrow, 1990). This af-
fect and cognitive processing will then
provide the rationale for acting in a way
that is beneficial for the person with
whom one is empathizing. In other words,
empathy provides the emotional fuel for
prosocial actions.

Empathy and affect regulation go hand
in hand. If a child has not developed the
ability to regulate affect, another’s dis-
tress is likely to trigger feelings of per-
sonal discomfort rather than feelings of
empathy (Larsen, Diener, & Cropanzano,
1987). Consequently, the child is then
likely to respond by rejecting and distanc-
ing from the distressed other rather than
empathizing and helping. This is another
similarity to the concept of reflective func-
tion discussed earlier: the empathic per-
son can not only enter into the conscious-
ness of the other to imagine and feel what
he is going through; the empathic person
can also contain these feelings.

Moral Code

A third aspect of interdependence is the
capacity for morality that guides both
one’s goals as well as the behaviors cho-
sen for enactment. A child may “do the
right thing” because of a desire to avoid
punishment, because of a desire to please
others, or because it is part of the social
contract of living with others in the world.
These examples represent steps along the
way in one’s moral development (Kohl-
berg, 1976), but it is the latter step that
represents an internalized sense of inter-
dependence, involving conceptions of jus-
tice and fairness and what benefits the
whole, rather than just the self.

A young child is not yet capable of such
a moral code, but the steps along the way
depend on a number of developmental
and interactional processes involving, for
example: the capacity for emotions such
as anxiety, guilt, shame, and pride; cogni-
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tive development that facilitates an un-
derstanding of, sensitivity to, and mem-
ory for standards; and the motivational
processes that influence a child’s internal-
ization of others’ values, which are, in
turn, influenced by the child’s relation-
ship to these others, e.g., the attachment
relationship, as well as the child’s temper-
ament (Kochanska & Thompson, 1997;
Sroufe, 1996).

Prosocial Behaviors

A fourth capacity for interdependence
is the child’s willingness and ability to
enact prosocial behaviors such as helping,
sharing, comforting, acting altruistically,
cooperating, (Adler, 1930; Eisenberg,
1982). While Eisenberg defines prosocial
behavior specifically as voluntary behav-
iors that are enacted without any expec-
tation of benefit to self, this definition is
slightly modified to include cooperation in
this group of behaviors. Cooperation en-
tails working with others in order to
achieve a common goal of mutual benefit.
Thus, the revised definition of prosocial
behaviors refers to voluntary behaviors
enacted for mutual benefit or benefit to
others. These behaviors are motivated by
empathy for others as well as a developed
sense of morality and social justice.

Prosocial behavior is highly dependent
on how highly it is valued by individuals
within a social group. Cross-cultural re-
search has found wildly varying patterns
of social relationships. Some are highly
cooperative and others are ruthlessly
competitive. The nature of social behavior
does not depend on the availability of re-
sources since both patterns have been
found in societies plagued by chronic scar-
city of resources (Staub, 1992).

The foundation of prosocial behavior is
the attachment relationship and, indeed,
many empirical relationships have been
demonstrated between parent-infant at-
tachment and children’s social compe-
tence and cooperation in preschool and
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elementary school (Shulman, Elicker, &
Sroufe, 1994; Sroufe, 1983; Sroufe, Carl-
son, & Shulman, 1993), in adolescence
(Sroufe et al., 1993), and young adulthood
(Egeland & Erickson, 1999).

Parenting Processes
Associated with Interdependence

What parenting processes are impor-
tant for the development of affect regu-
lation, empathy, morality, and prosocial
behavior? Certainly the reflective, sen-
sitive, and responsive caregiving behav-
iors that underlie the development of
the attachment relationship are funda-
mental (Kochanska & Thompson, 1997).
They provide an internal working model
of relationships that the child can use to
guide interdependent interactions (Bowlby,
1969/1982). But merely treating a child
well and developing a secure attachment is
not enough to stimulate the development of
interdependent feelings, thoughts, and be-
haviors. It is absolutely necessary, but not
sufficient. Five other parenting strategies
are associated with children’s develop-
ment of their capacities for affect regula-
tion, empathy, morality, and prosocial be-
havior.

Through setting limits and providing
consequences for inappropriate behavior,
a child learns how his behavior affects
others and what is acceptable. If the par-
ent-child relationship is a good one, the
child has an incentive for maintaining it
by learning to channel his affect and be-
havior in more prosocial directions.

In addition, Schore (1994) argues that
the physiological effects of limits are cen-
tral to the development of affect regula-
tion and prosocial behavior. Limits often
create painful, but necessary, triggering
of shame states in the child, which propel
the child into an intensified low arousal
state. This stressful state is associated
with the elevation of corticosteroid levels
and parasympathetic vagal activity, both
of which facilitate maturation of the
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orbitofrontal cortex, an area of the brain
directly involved in affect regulation and
behavioral inhibition capacities.

Setting limits and providing conse-
quences tend to focus the child on the
standards for unacceptable behavior, but
encouragement emphasizes the accept-
able alternatives. It builds on and
strengthens the positive parent-child re-
lationship, as the child feels a sense of
accomplishment in doing what is required
by a situation.

Modeling of interdependent behaviors
is also an important parenting process.
Parents who, for example, display an abil-
ity to regulate their own affect—in partic-
ular to inhibit strong negative emotions—
tend to have children who display higher
levels of prosocial behavior and sympathy
(Denham & Grout, 1993; Eisenberg,
Fabes, Carlo, et al., 1992b), who negotiate
during conflict, and who perform better
on emotion-understanding tasks (Dunn &
Brown, 1994). Prosocial models have es-
pecially powerful effects early in a child’s
life. By the end of the preschool years,
children have internalized prosocial rules
from repeated experiences of observing
others help and give and of being encour-
aged to behave in similar ways them-
selves (Mussen & Eisenberg-Berg, 1977).

The acceptance and encouragement of
emotional expression is also important in
the development of affect regulation and
empathy. Parents who accept their chil-
dren’s feelings and encourage them to ex-
press emotion in socially appropriate
ways are likely to have empathic, emo-
tionally expressive children (Eisenberg,
Fabes, Carlo, & Karbon, 1992a; Eisen-
berg, Fabes, Schaller, et al., 1991; Eisen-
berg, Schaller, Fabes, et al., 1988; Fabes,
Eisenberg, & Eisenbud, 1993; Roberts &
Strayer, 1987).

The fifth strategy for guiding children
toward interdependence is employing re-
flective dialogues with children about
their own and others’ feelings, thoughts,
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and behaviors. These dialogues are espe-
cially helpful when they validate the
child’s emotions, encourage him to exam-
ine the impact of his behavior on oth-
ers—a process called induction (Hoffman,
1983), and engage the child in problem
solving. The first step in validating a
child’s emotions is to identify and label
the emotion. Children may be surprised
to learn that other people not only under-
stand these feelings but have them as
well. Naming them provides one way of
containing and/or using them produc-
tively.

The inductive process of examining the
child’s behavior and its impact on others
is helpful not only because it calls atten-
tion to the problematic effects of the be-
havior, but also because it clarifies the
impact of the child’s actions on others,
which encourages the child to empathize
with others. It may be helpful for parents
to guide their children to think not only
about the effect of their actions but their
goal. Questions such as, “How do you
want your friend to feel?” are useful for
this purpose. Parents’ consistent use of
inductive reasoning promotes their chil-
dren’s prosocial behavior, e.g., making up
for misdeeds, and spontaneously giving
hugs, toys, and verbal sympathy to others
in distress (Zahn-Waxler, Radke-Yarrow,
& King, 1979). A form of parent-child re-
flective dialogue called “emotion coach-
ing” has been shown to have positive ben-
efits on children’s peer relationships and
academic achievement (Gottman et al.,
1997).

SYSTEMIC INFLUENCES ON
PARENTING PROCESSES

The parenting processes associated
with attachment, mastery, and interde-
pendence occur in the context of both in-
dividual and larger systems that have an
impact on them and on child develop-
ment. While it is beyond the scope of this
article to review these influences in de-
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tail, factors from four components of fam-
ily life-—child, parent, marital, and extra-
familial context—appear to have a signif-
icant influence on parenting processes
and their outcomes.

Child characteristics include heritable
attributes such as temperament, cogni-
tive skills, gender. These attributes not
only influence a child’s behavior but also
evoke responses from the important oth-
ers in his or her life (Reiss, Pedersen,
Cederblad, et al., 2001). This nature-
nurture interaction can influence a child’s
development in both positive and nega-
tive ways. A child’s temperament, for ex-
ample, may make it more or less difficult
for the parent to interpret and respond to
the child’s needs (Thomas, Chess, &
Birch, 1968; Chess & Thomas, 1984). Fur-
ther, if there is a “goodness of fit” (Thomas
& Chess, 1977) between the child and par-
ent, i.e., the child fulfills the parents’ ex-
pectations in some positive way, then the
likelihood of a positive outcome is higher
than if the fit is poor.

Parents bring a number of attributes to
their relationships with their children
that influence their ability to engage in
the parenting processes outlined above.
These include their own attachment his-
tories and the degree to which they have,
or have not, come to terms with them,
referred to as adult attachment (Main,
Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985). Other aspects
of parents’ developmental histories (expe-
rience with positive affect, the degree to
which their own striving and mastery
were promoted, the guidance they re-
ceived from their own parents) will also
influence parenting processes. Also im-
portant are parents’ individual character-
istics including, for example, their own
temperament as well their degree of psy-
chological health. Mental illness, e.g., de-
pression, schizophrenia, has been shown
to interfere with the development of se-
cure attachment relationships with chil-
dren (Seifer & Dickstein, 1993; Teti, Gel-

Fam. Proc., Vol. 41, Fall, 2002

/ 399

fand, Messinger, & Isabella, 1995), and is
associated with poor child development
outcomes (Bernstein, Jeremy, & Marcus,
1986; Cummings & Davies, 1994). It is
important to note that these parental
characteristics are a cumulative product
of both genetic and environmental influ-
ences (Reiss, Cederblad, Pedersen, et al.,
2001).

Social support, coming from the nuclear
or extended family or from friends and
community, has been found to influence
parenting processes. Marital conflict is
associated with insecure attachment rela-
tionships (Belsky, 1999). Social support is
a protective factor for both depression
(Brown & Harris, 1978) and child abuse
(Simons, Whitbeck, Conger, & Chyi-In,
1991).

Extrafamilial influences such as work,
socioeconomic status, culture, religion,
community characteristics, may have ei-
ther positive or negative impacts on the
child directly or indirectly as they are me-
diated by other family members. These
factors may support parents’ efforts to be
reflective and responsive, i.e., a sense of
pride in one’s culture and heritage, or
may represent stresses that interfere
with parenting processes, i.e., poverty
(Halpern, 1993).

SUMMARY

Parenting in Western societies requires
more than a preparation for the “rugged
individualism” so often portrayed as the
American ideal. It requires that children
learn a certain kind of independence, in-
volving competence, confidence, and cour-
age to risk failure. But it also requires
that children learn how to live coopera-
tively and productively with one another.
This is what is meant by the term inter-
dependence.

The Parenting Processes Model lays out
the parenting processes that help chil-
dren develop their capacities for interde-
pendence. It encompasses three parent-
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TABLE
Summary of Parenting Domains in the Parenting Processes Model

Parenting Domain 1: Developing a Secure Attachment

Parenting Processes Developmental Outcomes

Sensitivity

Responsiveness

Reflective function

Facilitation of child’s emotional capacities

Attachment relationship
Capacity for pleasure and joy in relationships
Capacity for a wide range of affective experience

Parenting Domain 2: Promoting Striving and Mastery

Parenting Processes Developmental Qutcomes

Accepting child where he or she is

Providing a safe and stimulating environment
Scaffolding

Tolerating the tension in the struggle
Implementing teaching strategies
Encouraging dramatic play

Sensory-motor, cognitive, linguistic, social-emotional
skills

Self-efficacy

Capacity to tolerate frustration and uncertainty and
to delay gratification

Self-worth

Parenting Domain 3: Guiding the Child Toward Interdependence

Parenting Processes

Developmental Qutcomes

Limit-setting and provision of consequences
Encouragement

Modeling

Facilitating emotional expression

Engaging child in reflective dialogues

Affect regulation
Empathy

Moral code
Prosocial behavior

ing domains (1) developing a secure at-
tachment, (2) promoting striving and
mastery, and (3) guiding the child to in-
terdependence. The Table summarizes
the parenting processes and child devel-
opment outcomes involved in each of
these parenting domains.

Across all three domains of parenting,
there are several common threads. The
first is a deep acceptance of the child, and
a willingness to meet the child wherever
he or she is. Second is a contingent re-
sponsiveness that requires a careful ob-
servation of the needs of the child and the
ability to provide what is needed at the
moment. Third is guiding the child
through the zone of proximal develop-
ment, overshooting by just a little his cur-
rent capabilities with the aim of encour-
aging development a little farther along
the way. This can be accomplished as sim-
ply as waiting a little bit longer to respond
to his cries, or as sophisticated as engag-

ing the child in a reflective dialogue to
stretch his problem-solving capacities. Fi-
nally, there is the ability and willingness
for parents to enjoy the pleasures and to
tolerate the discomforts of childrearing.
One could argue that the concept of in-
terdependence is too utopian and, while it
may be theoretically possible to attain, we
are far from realizing it. Certainly we are
far from it, but it is an optimistic and
inspiring ideal toward which to move.
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