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1.1. Introduction 

In contrast to earlier theories about socialization and child development, which 

emphasized only parents’ effects on child development, current theories and 

models on child development emphasize that children and their environment 

form a system with continuously ongoing, bidirectional processes of interaction 

(e.g., Belsky, 1997; Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Sameroff, 1995; Sameroff & MacKenzie, 

2003). Transactional models, which integrate parent and child effects, may be 

especially successful in describing and explaining the development of problem 

behaviour in children and adolescents (Sameroff, 1995). In line with this 

perspective, this dissertation focused on how child personality characteristics and 

parent personality characteristics and parenting behaviours together affect the 

development of a common and persistent form of maladjustment, externalizing 

behaviours.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1. Conceptual Model Guiding this Dissertation. 

 

The aim of this dissertation was to examine how aggressive and rule-breaking 

behaviours develop between ages 6 and 17 years, to what extent individual-level 

factors (child personality) and proximal contextual factors (parent personality, 

parenting behaviour) may help to explain their development, and how the 

development of these risk factors can be described and explained (Figure 1.1). 

The investigation of the associations between externalizing behaviour, parenting, 
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interrelated development of externalizing behaviours and of parenting from 

childhood to adolescence; (2) The role of child personality in externalizing 

behaviours, and; (3) Child-driven and parent-driven effects in the explanation of 

parenting. Across the issues, we paid special consideration to developmental 

dynamics, to mediation (“why?”), to moderation (“for whom?”) and to 

interindividual and cross-gender differences. 

 

1.2. Background and Aims of this Dissertation 

Externalizing behaviours, or outwardly directed problem behaviours, are the 

most common and persistent form of maladjustment in childhood and 

adolescence (Dishion & Patterson, 2006) and are related to adjustment problems 

in adulthood (Moffit, Caspi, Harrington, & Milne, 2002). Theory and empirical 

evidence distinguish two general types of externalizing behaviour: aggression 

and rule-breaking (delinquent) behaviour. Aggression entails overt externalizing 

behaviours intended to hurt others, such as attacking others, bullying, cruelty, 

and fighting. Rule-breaking behaviours in contrast, entail more covert 

externalizing behaviours that may or may not result in police contact, such as 

lying, stealing, swearing, substance abuse, truancy, and vandalism (Bongers, 

Koot, Van der Ende, & Verhulst, 2003; Stanger, Achenbach, & Verhulst, 1997). 

Although the two behaviours are related, not all children who show the one 

behaviour, show the other type of behaviour, too. Moreover, aggression and rule-

breaking behaviour are differentially related to risk factors (Dishion & Patterson, 

2006) and they show different developmental trajectories. Both behaviours tend 

to decline throughout childhood (Prinzie, Onghena, & Hellinckx, 2006). 

However, whereas aggression shows a continuing decreasing trend throughout 

adolescence, rule-breaking behaviours tend to increase in adolescence, until the 

age of 17 years, after which it decreases (Bongers et al., 2003). Many adolescents 

become involved in some form of externalizing behaviour, and several 

researchers even suggest that externalizing behaviours are normative during 

adolescence (Arnett, 1999; Compas, Hinden, & Gerhardt, 1995; Moffitt, 1993; 

Moffitt & Caspi, 2001). By studying representative general population samples 
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over time, we were able to determine the typical course of childhood and 

adolescent externalizing behaviours. As Sroufe emphasized (1997, p. 258): “the 

starting point for a developmental approach to psychopathology is always a 

consideration of normal development”.   

Externalizing behaviours are thus common and persistent, potentially 

affect long-term adjustment, and are disruptive to the individual, to family and 

friends, and to the community at large (Dishion & Patterson, 2006). The aim this 

dissertation was therefore to examine how aggressive and rule-breaking 

behaviours develop between ages 6 and 17 years, to what extent individual-level 

factors (child personality) and proximal contextual factors (parent personality, 

parenting behaviour) may help explain their development, and how the 

development of these risk factors can be described and explained.  

 

1.3.  Interrelated  Development  of  Externalizing  Behaviours  and 

Parenting from Childhood to Adolescence 
Family processes are considered proximal contextual risk factors for 

externalizing behaviour. Among different family factors, those related to the 

parent-child relationship are particularly important in fostering or reducing 

externalizing behaviours (for an overview, see Dishion & Patterson, 2006). In the 

developmental period between childhood and late adolescence, two parenting 

tasks that are particularly important for adaptive child development are, first, to 

set and enforce reasonable rules and standards and, second, to provide a safe, 

warm and nurturing environment. These two parental tasks are conceptualized 

as two (out of three) dimensions that are consistently used to describe parenting, 

control and support (for overviews, see Paulussen-Hoogenboom, Stams, 

Hermanns, & Peetsma, 2007; Smetana et al., 2006). An important aspect of the 

control dimension is behavioural control, which comprises behaviours with 

which parents try to constrain children’s behaviours, such as parental rules, 

regulations, and supervision. Negative strategies of control, which are 

characterized by high power assertion, intrusiveness, overinvolvement, or 

overreactive behaviour, are likely to be unsupportive of autonomy in the child 
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and thus may be particularly problematic, resulting in a poor fit between the 

child’s developmental stage and the parenting context (Eccles et al., 2003). 

Indeed, negative control strategies, such as coercive discipline and the 

conceptually related overreactive discipline, have been found to be associated 

with higher levels of externalizing behaviours (Deković, Janssens, & Van As, 

2003; Van den Akker, Deković, & Prinzie, 2010; for overviews, see Dishion & 

Patterson, 2006; Smetana et al., 2006). The second parenting dimension, support, 

comprises behaviours that make children feel comfortable in the relationship 

with their parents. An important aspect of supportive parenting regards parental 

warmth and involvement. A more supportive parent-child relationship during 

adolescence promotes normative socialization opportunities (Rothbaum & Weisz, 

1994), including mastery, emotion regulation, and interpersonal closeness 

(Bugental & Grusec, 2006). Not surprisingly, parental support is considered 

indispensable for positive developmental outcomes, whereas a lack of support 

may contribute to behaviour problems (Rothbaum & Weisz, 1994). Given the 

importance of parental behavioural control and support for child and adolescent 

development, the current dissertation focuses on two types of parenting 

behaviours that fall into the typology of behavioural control and support: 

overreactive discipline and warmth. 

Although the provision of control and support remains adaptive 

throughout childhood and adolescence, the ways in which parents show control 

and support differ with child age. Empirical work has found that both 

adolescents’ perceptions and objectively observed assessments of warmth in 

parent-adolescent relationships decline throughout childhood and adolescence 

(Loeber et al. 2000; Smetana et al., 2006). Further, harsh discipline has been found 

to decrease as children grow older (Loeber et al., 2000; Smetana et al., 2006). 

Additionally, increases in overreactive parenting (Van den Akker et al., 2010) and 

in inconsistent discipline and parental rejection (Lengua, 2006) from childhood to 

middle adolescence have been related to higher levels of adolescent externalizing 

behaviours in middle adolescence. These empirical findings are indicative of the 

importance of examining parenting behaviour from a developmental perspective. 
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Moreover, the changes in externalizing behaviours and in parenting are 

conceptualized as being interrelated. Coercion theory describes how parents and 

children mutually reinforce each other, increasing the probability that children 

develop externalizing problem, and that parents’ control over these aversive 

behaviours will decrease (Patterson, 1982; Patterson, Reid, & Dishion, 1992). This 

mutual reinforcement occurs at two different but interrelated levels. The first 

level regards parent-child interactions that are, in short, characterized by parental 

demands for compliance, the child’s refusal to comply and his or her escalating 

complaints, the parent’s capitulation and finally, the child’s backing off. These 

coercive interactions can be viewed as the fundamental micro-social behavioural 

mechanisms by which externalizing behaviours emerge and stabilize over 

development (Granic & Patterson, 2006). The second level describes in very 

general terms how parenting practices control the contingent parent–child 

interactions. Based on coercion theory, we explicitly acknowledge that the 

development of externalizing behaviours and of parenting is interrelated. 

To summarize, a simultaneous examination of child and parenting effects 

may substantially improve the description, prediction and explanation of the 

development of externalizing behaviours. We recognize the importance of 

studying both child and parental behaviours while explicitly taking into account 

the possibility that child and parental behaviours change over time and that 

parents and children mutually affect each other. Therefore, in this dissertation we 

examined the interrelations between the development of externalizing 

behaviours and of parenting behaviours and, additionally, we tested whether this 

interrelatedness is attributable to parent-driven effects or to child-driven effects.  

Thus, the first main research question of this dissertation was (Figure 

1.2):  How and why do child externalizing behaviours and overreactive/warm parenting 

change from childhood to adolescence, and what are the interrelations between their 

development? 
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Figure 1.2. Development of Externalizing Behaviours (Chapters 2 and 4); Development of 

Parenting (Chapter 2); Interrelations in the Development of Externalizing Behaviours and 

of Parenting (Chapter 2).  

 

1.4.  The  Role  of  Child  Personality  in  the  Development  of 

Externalizing Behaviours from Childhood to Adolescence 
Early-emerging individual differences in temperament and personality pervade 

people’s behaviour and lives in important ways (see e.g., Caspi & Shiner, 2006; 

Roberts, Kuncel, Shiner, Caspi, & Goldberg, 2007). Personality can be considered 

to shape how people experience, interpret, and respond to the world around 

them (Caspi, 1998; Caspi, Roberts, & Shiner, 2005). Individual personality 

characteristics should thus not be neglected when examining the development of 

childhood and adolescent externalizing behaviour. Or, as Krueger, Caspi, and 

Moffitt (2000) formulate it: “where problem behaviours are concerned, 

personality clearly matters”.  

In the last two decades, scholars have reached increasing consensus on 

the structure by which the myriad of more specific personality traits can be 

arranged and the most widespread support has been obtained for the Five-Factor 

Model, or Big Five (e.g., Goldberg, 1990; Caspi & Shiner, 2006; John & Srivastava, 

1999). The Big Five dimensions have traditionally been numbered and labelled as 

follows: (I) Extraversion (Positive Emotionality), (II) Agreeableness (versus 
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Conscientiousness, (IV) Emotional Stability (versus Neuroticism), and (V) 
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Openness to Experience (Autonomy; labelled Imagination with regard to 

children) (Caspi & Shiner, 2006; Goldberg, 1990; Hendriks, Hofstee, & De Raad, 

1999a, 1999b; John, Caspi, Robins, Moffitt, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1994; John & 

Srivastava, 1999; Mervielde & De Fruyt, 1999, 2002). Extraversion refers to an 

individual’s outer-directed interpersonal behaviour and describes people who 

experience positive affect and who are generally active, assertive, energetic, and 

sociable. Agreeableness refers to the quality of interaction preferences, ranging 

from compassion to antagonism and describes individuals who are altruistic, 

trusting, modest and warm. Conscientiousness assesses task and goal-directed 

behaviour, persistence, organization and socially prescribed impulse control, and 

describes people who are self-controlled, planful and rule-following. Emotional 

Stability comprises even-temperedness and a positive emotional adjustment in 

contrast to the experience of anger, hostility, irritability, sadness and worry. The 

content and labelling of the fifth factor differs somewhat across measures. 

Regarding child personality, the fifth dimension is labelled Imagination and 

includes potentially important characteristics such as curiosity, creativity and 

intellect (Mervielde, De Fruyt, & Jarmuz, 1998). Regarding adult personality, the 

fifth factor entails (intellectual) Autonomy, which describes an individual’s 

capability to take independent decisions, not be influenced by social pressures to 

conform, and maintain an independent opinion on topics (Hendriks et al., 1999a, 

199b, 2002; Hofstee, De Raad, & Goldberg, 1992).  

Several studies investigated relations between child Big Five 

characteristics and externalizing behaviours. Low Extraversion (John, Caspi, 

Robins, Moffitt, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1994; Prinzie et al., 2003), high 

Benevolence, high Conscientiousness (John et al., 1994; Krueger, Caspi, Moffitt, 

Silva, & McGee, 1996; Prinzie et al., 2003) and high Emotional Stability (Manders, 

Scholte, Janssens, & De Bruyn, 2006) have been reported to be concurrently 

related to less externalizing behaviour. In their meta-analysis, Miller and Lynam 

(2001) reported strong inverse concurrent relations between Benevolence, 

Conscientiousness and antisocial behaviours. In a recent review of the literature 

on relations between temperament, personality and problem behaviours, De 
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Pauw and Mervielde (2010) reported that high Benevolence and 

Conscientiousness are most consistently related to less externalizing behaviours. 

High Benevolence, Conscientiousness (Van Leeuwen, Mervielde, Braet, & 

Bosmans, 2004) and Emotional Stability (Prinzie, Onghena, & Hellinckx, 2005) 

have been found to be longitudinally related to less externalizing behaviours. 

Together, these empirical studies provide accumulating evidence for the 

importance of child Big Five characteristics in predicting externalizing behaviour.  

In addition to investigating main effects of levels of child personality on 

externalizing behaviours, three other issues warrant special attention when 

examining relations between child personality and externalizing behaviours. 

First, interrelations between child personality characteristics and externalizing 

behaviours should be studied from a developmental perspective, in which it is 

explicitly acknowledged that both externalizing behaviours and child personality 

characteristics develop as children transition from childhood to adolescence.  The 

assumption that personality can change or develop lies at the heart of the 

conceptualization of personality. Although personality was long thought of as 

being stable, there is increasing empirical evidence that personality changes 

meaningfully during all phases of life (Klimstra, Hale, Raaijmakers, Branje, & 

Meeus, 2009; Roberts & DelVecchio, 2000; Roberts, Walton, & Viechtbauer, 2006). 

Particularly in the transitional phase between childhood and adolescence many 

changes occur, such as attending a new school or having new friendships or 

romantic relationships. Children face a period of pervasive change in physical, 

cognitive, emotional, and social competencies and concerns (Rice, 1999; Roberts, 

Caspi, & Moffitt, 2001; Steinberg & Silk, 2002). Likely then, these changes are 

reflected by changes in personality characteristics (e.g., Asendorpf & Van Aken, 

2003; Srivastava, John, Gosling, & Potter, 2003). Similarly, these changes in 

personality may be reflected by (changes in) externalizing behaviours.  

Second, individual child characteristics elicit different reactions from the 

immediate environment, such as from parents (Belsky, 1984; Belsky & Barends, 

2002; Shiner & Caspi, 2003). Thus, relations between child characteristics and 

externalzing behaviours may thus be mediated by parenting practices (also, see 
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Patterson et al., 1992). Further, as we stated above, parents not only respond to 

children’s behaviours and characteristics but conversely, parenting behaviours 

may also be related to how children’s personality characteristics develop between 

childhood and adolescence. In sum, a developmental perspective that 

acknowledges both child-driven and parent-driven effects in the relations 

between child personality and parenting is warranted. 

Third, child personality characteristics may play a role in making children 

differentially sensitive, or susceptible, to the effects of parenting (Belsky, 1997). 

This proposition stems from the evolutionary premise that the probabilities of 

passing on one’s genes in an uncertain future will be greater with a 

diversification of investments, which includes bearing offspring with a 

differential susceptibility to that environment (Belsky, 1997). For example, child 

personality characteristics may be related to how children construe (or, interpret) 

their parents’ behaviours and as such, shape the effects of parenting on 

externalizing behaviours. Children with less ‘favourable’ personality 

characteristics (i.e., children who are low in Benevolence, Conscientiousness and 

Emotional Stability) are expected to be more susceptible to the adverse effects of 

dysfunctional parenting, an assertion that is supported by empirical evidence 

(Prinzie et al., 2003; Van Leeuwen et al., 2004). 

To summarize, in this dissertation, we move beyond the examination of 

main effects of personality on externalizing behaviours. From the transactional 

perspective, specific attention is paid to linkages between the development of 

personality and the development of externalizing behaviours. Further, we 

examined whether the impact of child personality on later externalizing 

behaviour is mediated through parenting. Third, we investigated whether child 

personality characteristics affect how parenting is related to the development of 

externalizing behaviours. 

Thus, the second main research question of this dissertation was (Figure 

1.3): What is the role of child personality in the development of externalizing behaviours? 
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Figure 1.3. Child Personality and Externalizing Behaviours (Chapters 3‐5); Parenting and 

Personality Development (Chapter 5); Mediation of Relations between Child Personality 

and Externalizing Behaviours by Parenting (Chapter 3); Moderation of Relations between 

Parenting and Externalizing Behaviours by Child Personality (Chapter 4). 

 

1.5. Child‐Driven and Parent‐Driven Effects for Parenting  

Given the importance of parenting behaviour for child and adolescent 

development, it is curious how little attention has been paid to how parenting 

behaviours themselves can be best explained. In our examination of why parents 

parent the way they do, we consider both child-driven and parent-driven effects. 

We examine effects of child externalizing behaviours, of child personality 

characteristics, and of parent personality characteristics.   

First, parenting behaviours have long been conceptualized as being 

displayed in response to child behaviour, in addition to shaping child behaviours 

(Bell, 1968). These elicitation processes may become more prominent as children 

grow older. Empirical work supports this notion of child-on-parent effects. It has 

been found, for example, that parents show higher negative disciplinary 

techniques (Laird, Pettit, Bates, & Dodge, 2003) and lower levels of positive 

parenting, such as warmth (Scaramella, Conger, Spoth, & Simons, 2002; Stice & 

Barrera, 1995), in response to externalizing behaviours of children. Although 

empirical support of child-driven effects is thus accumulating, relatively little is 

known about mechanisms that may underlie these associations. A useful 
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theoretical approach to the understanding of why child behaviour affects 

parenting can be derived from a broad-based social theory, Self-Determination 

Theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000). SDT hypothesizes that all people have the 

fundamental psychological needs to feel competent, related, and autonomous 

(i.e., to experience one’s behaviours as freely chosen and volitional). The extent to 

which these psychological needs are satisfied versus thwarted are expected to 

affect a person’s experience, performance, and wellness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 

Several empirical studies in various domains (e.g., education, development, 

sport, work, and therapy) have demonstrated that satisfaction in these 

psychological needs promotes various positive outcomes, such as well-being, 

performance and persistence, and prevents negative outcomes, such as ill-being 

and drop-out (e.g., Grolnick, 2003; Ryan et al., 2006; Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & 

Kasser, 2001). From a self-determination perspective, we examined the 

hypothesis that parents of children who display more externalizing behaviours 

feel less competent as parents, feel less close to the child, or feel less autonomous 

as parents and, consequently display less adaptive and more dysfunctional 

parenting (i.e., higher levels of overreactive parenting and lower levels of 

warmth). 

Second, given the importance of personality for how people experience 

and respond to their social contexts, it is hardly surprising that parent and child 

personality characteristics have been suggested to be among the main sources of 

influence on parenting (Belsky, 1984). The quality of all dyadic relationships is 

influenced by individual characteristics of the relationship partners plus their 

corresponding interaction history (Asendorpf, 2002). The parent-child 

relationship is a close and long-lasting dyadic relationship, and it is thus 

reasonable to expect that the parent-child relationship is affected by 

characteristics of both the parent and the child. The hypothesis that parental 

personality characteristics are related to parenting behaviours is intuitively 

appealing. For example, people who are high in Extraversion tend to be very 

social, outgoing, and experience a high level of positive affect (Goldberg, 1990). 

Thus, parents high in Extraversion are more likely to express high positivity 



Chapter 1 

23 

during interactions with their children and engage in active, stimulating 

parenting (Prinzie et al., 2009). Further, agreeable people are easygoing, warm, 

and good-natured and thus, people who are high in Agreeableness would 

provide a kind, warm environment in which the child feels understood and 

protected (Prinzie et al., 2009). In addition to parents’ own personality 

characteristics, parenting may also be related to child personality characteristics. 

Most research has been conducted regarding the developmental precursor of 

personality characteristics, temperament (Shiner, 1998). Generally, 

temperamentally ‘difficult’ children, who are high in negative emotional 

expressions, impulsivity, restlessness, and distractibility and low in frustration 

tolerance and fearfulness, evoke less ‘positive’ (supportive, responsive) and more 

‘negative’ parenting behaviours (harsh, overreactive discipline; for reviews see 

Putnam, Anson, & Rothbart, 2002; Shiner & Caspi, 2003). Given the 

interrelatedness between personality characteristics and temperament, it can be 

logically expected that child personality characteristics also elicit different 

behaviours from the immediate environment. Benevolent children for example, 

are generally compliant and easygoing and have a tendency for social harmony 

and, as such, may elicit more warmth and less overreactive discipline from 

parents. Emotionally instable children, who are higher in negative affect and 

stress reactivity, may evoke higher levels of overreactive discipline. Conversely, 

emotionally stable children may evoke more support because they are low in 

negative affect. Alternatively, however, the self-reliance of emotionally stable 

children could also be related to lower parental support. A recent meta-analysis 

shows strong empirical support for the importance of each of the parental Big 

Five dimensions for parental control and support (Prinzie et al., 2009). There is 

also limited but accumulating empirical evidence that child Benevolence 

(Agreeableness), Conscientiousness and Emotional Stability (low Neuroticism) 

evoke more supportive as well as less controlling behaviours (Denissen, Van 

Aken, & Dubas, 2009; O’Connor & Dvorak, 2001; Prinzie et al., 2004). However, 

although the Big Five dimensions are assumed to be orthogonal (i.e., 

uncorrelated), the impact of some of the Big Five dimensions on parenting 
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appears to be overlapping. The importance of some of the Big Five may thus 

become redundant in the context of the other dimensions (Dunlap & Landis, 

1998). Moreover, associations between child characteristics and parenting may 

actually reflect the impact of parental personality on parenting, and vice versa. 

Therefore, in the current dissertation, we examined the relative impact of parents’ 

and children’s personality characteristics on later parenting behaviours. 

Another important issue when examining individual determinants of 

parenting concerns the issue why parental personality is related to parenting. The 

influence of personality on parenting may operate through multiple 

psychological mechanisms. It is plausible that parents’ personality impacts their 

parental sense of competence, or the belief of parents that they can effectively 

manage parenting tasks. Parental sense of competence may in turn impact 

parenting behaviour. First, given the finding that personality shapes how people 

experience the world, parental personality may also affect parent’s self-referent 

estimates of competence in the parenting role. Second, parental sense of 

competence is believed to motivate and shape behaviours, and may be critical to 

understand parenting behaviours (Coleman & Karraker, 1997; Goodnow & 

Collins, 1990; McGillicuddy-DeLisi & Sigel, 1995). Existing work shows that 

maternal sense of competence is an important predictor of mothers’ capacity to 

provide an adaptive, stimulating, and nurturing child-rearing environment 

(Bugental, Blue, & Cruzcosa, 1989; Bugental & Cortez, 1988; Coleman & Karraker, 

1997; Donovan, Leavitt, & Walsh, 1990; Locke & Prinz, 2002).  

In addition to the predictive power of parental and adolescent personality, 

an issue that deserves attention is the extent to which parents’ and children’s 

personalities interact to predict parenting. Theory proposes that individual 

differences are amplified under stress (Caspi & Moffitt, 1993) and ‘difficult’ 

children can be a source of considerably pervasive, long-term, and daily stress 

(Koenig et al., 2010; Putnam et al., 2002). Therefore, parental personality 

characteristics may be more strongly related to parenting for parents of children 

with ‘difficult’ versus ‘easy’ personalities (cf. Clark et al., 2000; Koenig et al., 

2010).   



Chapter 1 

25 

To summarize, in the current dissertation, we examined both child-driven 

and parent-driven effects in our study of why parents parent the way they do. 

First, regarding child effects, we empirically tested the theoretical assertion that 

child externalizing behaviours thwart parental psychological needs satisfaction 

and through this, negatively affect parenting. Second, regarding parent-driven 

effects, we examined whether parents’ personality characteristics are related to 

their parenting. To provide further generalizability of this proposition, we also 

compared European mothers of adolescents with Asian mothers of toddlers. 

Regarding the relative importance of parent-driven versus child-driven effects, 

we examined the extent to which parent and child Big Five personality 

characteristics are related to parents’ overreactive discipline and warmth. We 

also investigated why parents’ personality characteristics are related to parenting 

(mediation by sense of competence), and whether parental personality 

characteristics are related differentially to parenting for parents of adolescents 

with ‘difficult’ versus ‘easy’ personalities (moderation by child personality).  

Thus, the third main research question of this dissertation was (Figure 1.4): 

Which child-driven and parent-driven effects play a role in parenting?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.4.  Impact of Parent and Child Personality on Parenting (Chapter 7); Mediation 

of  Relations  between  Parent  Personality  and  Parenting  by  Sense  of  Competence 

(Chapters 8‐9); Mediation of Relations between Externalizing and Parenting by Parental 

Psychological Needs Satisfaction (Chapter 6).  
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1.6. Gender Differences 

Throughout the chapters of this dissertation, consideration is paid to gender 

differences in the development of, and in interrelations between personality, 

parenting, and externalizing behaviours. First, the prevalence and stability of 

externalizing behaviours has typically been found to be higher among boys than 

girls (e.g., Broidy et al., 2009; Martino, Ellickson, Klein, McCaffrey, & Edelen, 

2008; for an overview, see Dishion & Patterson, 2006). Parenting has also been 

shown to be (partly) gender-specific. Mothers have been observed to display 

more warmth with daughters than with sons (Prinzie, Van der Sluis, De Haan, & 

Deković, 2010) and to show more harsh discipline with sons than with daughters 

(McKee et al., 2007). Fathers may not distinguish between boys and girls to the 

extent that mothers do (Deković & Groenendaal, 1997). These results show that 

gender differences in the development of externalizing behaviours and parenting 

should be taken into account.  

Relations between personality, parenting and externalizing behaviour 

may also differ for girls and boys, or between mothers and fathers. Gender 

intensification theory, for example, suggests that given the salience of 

interpersonal relationships for girls (Hill & Lynch, 1983), girls may respond more 

strongly to disruptions in family relationships. Similarly, social role theorists 

(Eagly & Johanessen-Schmidt, 2001) state that women are expected to act in a 

nurturing, caring fashion, whereas men are expected to take on more agentic 

roles. Based on such theories, it may be expected that relations between parenting 

and child externalizing behaviours may be stronger for girls than boys. At the 

same time, parents may be somewhat more accepting of irritable, unregulated 

(i.e., externalizing) behaviour in boys than in girls.  

Empirical evidence on gender-specificity of relations between 

personality, parenting and externalizing on the whole remains inconclusive. 

Several empirical studies support the notion that relations between parenting 

and externalizing may be stronger for girls than boys (e.g., Davies & Windle, 

1997; Werner & Silbereisen, 2003; for a review, see Putnam et al., 2002), although 

other studies have found associations in the opposite direction (e.g., McFadyen-
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Ketchum, Bates, Dodge, & Pettit, 1996; Putnam et al., 2002), and still other studies 

found no gender differences in associations (e.g., Combs-Ronto, Olson, 

Lunkhenheimer, & Sameroff, 2009). Therefore, the possibility that parental and 

child gender affect the development of, and associations between personality, 

parenting and externalizing behaviours is taken into account throughout the 

chapters of this dissertation.   

 

1.7. Project Design 

 

Procedure and Participants  

The studies that are presented in this dissertation are all part of the longitudinal 

Flemish Study on Parenting, Personality, and Development (FSPPD; Prinzie et 

al., 2003) for which data was collected at six measurement waves (1999, 2000, 

2001, 2004, 2007 and 2009). In 1999, a proportional stratified sample of 

elementary-school-aged children attending regular schools in Belgium (Flanders) 

was randomly selected. That is, the names of the children who have had their 

birthday before 31 March were arranged alphabetically; the second and the last 

child but one were selected. Strata were constructed according to geographical 

location (province), sex and age. Parents received an invitation letter to 

participate in “a study of child development”. When parents agreed to be 

contacted by the investigators, the researcher called the parents, explained the 

study, and obtained written permission. All participants took part voluntarily, 

and anonymity and confidentiality were guaranteed. Out of 800 invited families, 

682 families (85.3%) responded to the mailed questionnaires. At the first 

assessment, the total sample consisted of 674 families (649 mothers, 632 fathers; 

92.5% two-parent families). There were 337 boys and 337 girls. Number of 

children living at home ranged from one to seven (mean 2.4). Target children’s 

ages ranged between 4 and 7 years old at Time 1 (M = 6 years 10 months, SD = 

1.16). We employed a cohort-sequential (or accelerated) design; see Table 1.1 for 

an overview of the ages (in years) at which the different cohorts were assessed.  
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All parents had the Belgian nationality. At the first assessment, the mean 

age of the mothers was 33 years 11 months (range 24 years 1 month–49 years; SD 

= 3.64 months) and of the fathers, 36 years 0 months (range 24 years 11 months–

58 years 10 months, SD = 4.26 years). Percentages of mothers (M) and fathers (F) 

with various educational levels were as follows: elementary school, M=0.9, F=3.0; 

secondary education, M=41.1, F=43.3; non-university higher education M=45.2, 

F=34.4; university M=12.8, F=19.2.   

Additionally, in Chapter 9, data from the cross-sectional South Korean 

Study on Personality and Development (SKSPD) was used. In this study, 138 

mothers aged 22 – 44 years (M = 33 years, 2 months) participated. Children’s ages 

averaged 2 years, 4 months (range: 1 year 6 months – 3 years 0 months), and 

55.1% were girls. The majority of the mothers (n = 132) lived in a two-parent 

household, 6 mothers were separated. Percentages of mothers with various 

educational levels were: secondary education (39.1%), non-university higher 

education (26.1%), and university (30.4%).   

 

Table 1.1. Overview of Ages (Years) at which the Different Cohorts were Assessed 

  Age (Years) 

  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17 

C1  1999  2000  2001     2004     2007   2009      

C2    1999  2000 2001      2004     2007   2009     

C3      1999 2000  2001      2004     2007   2009   

C4        1999  2000  2001     2004     2007    2009

Note: C1 = Cohort 1; C2 = Cohort 2, C3 = Cohort 3; C4 = Cohort 4. 

 

Measures 

Measures that were used addressed aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours, 

parenting, child personality, parent personality, and parental feelings of 

competence, closeness and autonomy. A multi-informant approach was used; 

Table 1.2 shows which measures were rated by which informants at the different 

measurement waves. 
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Table 1.2. Overview of Informants for the Concepts at each of the Measurement Waves 

  Measurement Wave 

 

Construct 

T1 

1999 

T2 

2000 

T3 

2001 

T4 

2004 

T5 

2007 

T6 

2009 

Externalizing Behaviours  M/F/T M/F/T  M/F/T  M/F/T  M/F/T/C  M/F/T/C 

Child Personality      M/F/T  M/F/T/C  M/F/T/C  M/F/T/C 

Parent Personality      M/F  M/F  M/F  M/F 

Overreactive Parenting      M/F  M/F  M/F/C  M/F/C 

Warmth        M/F  M/F/C  M/F/C 

Psychological Control            C 

Competence/Close/Autonomy      M/F    M/F  M/F 

Note: M = Mother reports; F = Father reports; T = Teacher reports; C = Child reports. 

 

Aggressive  and  Rule‐Breaking  Behaviours. Externalizing behaviours were 

assessed by mothers, fathers, teachers, and children. Mothers and fathers 

completed the Child Behaviour Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach, 1991a), children 

filled out the related Youth Self-Report (YSR; Achenbach, 1991b), and teachers 

reported on externalizing behaviours with the Teacher Report Form (TRF; 

Achenbach, 1991c). The CBCL and accompanying YSR and TRF are extensively-

validated instruments with adequate reliability and validity (Achenbach, 1991a, 

1991b, 1991c; Verhulst et al., 1996; 2007). Across measures, each item is rated as 0 

= not true, 1 = somewhat/sometimes true, or 2 = very/often true. Example items and 

number of items are for aggression: ‘Fights a lot’ and ‘attacks other people’ (CBCL, 

20; YSR, 19; and TRF, 25 items) and for rule-breaking behaviours: ‘Steals’; and 

‘does not follow rules’ (CBCL, 13; YSR, 11; and TRF, 9 items).  

Child  Personality  Characteristics. Child personality characteristics were 

assessed by mothers, fathers, teachers and children, using the Hierarchical 

Personality Inventory for Children (HiPIC: Mervielde & De Fruyt, 1999). The 

HiPIC is a comprehensive personality inventory that assesses individual 

differences among children, using eighteen lower-order facets that are 

hierarchically subsumed by five broad-band dimensions. Findings concerning 

structural replicability, convergent, discriminant, and construct validities are 
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reported by Mervielde and De Fruyt (1999), and Prinzie and Deković (2008). The 

items are on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 = almost not characteristic to 5 = very 

characteristic. Example items and numbers of items are for each of the scales: 

Extraversion: ‘Enjoys life’ (32 items); Benevolence: ‘Takes care of other children’ (40 

items); Conscientiousness: ‘Works with sustained attention’ (32 items); Emotional 

Stability: ‘Is confident about own abilities’ (16 items); and Imagination: ‘Is interested 

in many things’ (24 items).  

Parent Personality Characteristics. Mothers and fathers described their own 

personality characteristics using the Five Factor Personality Inventory (FFPI) 

(Hendriks, et al., 1999a, 1999b; Hendriks, Hofstee, & De Raad, 2002). The FFPI 

comprises 100 brief non-dispositional items assessing individual differences in 

behaviour. Items are rated on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = not at all 

applicable to 5 = entirely applicable. In the normal population, the FFPI scale and 

factor scores show high internal consistencies, substantial stabilities, and good 

construct validity (Hendriks et al., 1999a, 1999b, 2002). Factor weights, 

established in a large (N = 2,494) Dutch normative sample (Hendriks et al., 2002), 

were used to produce uncorrelated factor scores. Each scale consists of 20 items. 

Example items are: Extraversion: ‘Love to chat’; Agreeableness: ‘Respect others’ 

feelings’; Conscientiousness: ‘Do things according to a plan’; Emotional Stability: 

‘Can take my mind of my problems; and Autonomy: ‘Want to form my own opinion’. 

Parenting Behaviours. Parenting behaviour was assessed by parental self-

reports, by partner reports (in which mothers reported about fathers’ parenting 

and vice versa) and by child reports. We examined three types of parenting: 

Overreactive discipline, warmth, and psychological control. Overreactive 

discipline was assessed by the Dutch translation of the Parenting Scale (Arnold, 

O’Leary, Wolff, & Acker, 1993; Prinzie, Onghena, & Hellinckx, 2007). 

Overreactivity consists of nine items and measures parents’ tendency to respond 

with anger, frustration, meanness and irritation, impatiently and aversively to 

problematic behaviour of their children. Items present discipline encounters 

followed by two options that act as opposite anchor points for a seven-point scale 

where 1 indicates a high probability of using an effective discipline strategy ( 
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‘When my child misbehaves’ … ‘I speak to him/her calmly’) and 7 indicates a high 

probability of making a discipline mistake (‘I raise my voice or yell’). The 

instrument has adequate test-retest reliability, distinguishes clinical from 

nonclinical samples, and has been validated against behavioural observations of 

parenting (Arnold et al., 1993; Locke & Prinz, 2002). Warmth was assessed using 

the warmth/involvement scale of the Parenting Practices Questionnaire 

(Robinson, Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 1995). This scale comprises eleven items 

and assesses the extent to which parents exhibit warm parenting and are 

involved in their children’s lives (‘I show empathy when my child is hurt or 

frustrated’). Items are on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = never to 5 = always. 

Psychological control was assessed at the last measurement wave using 

children’s ratings of the Psychological Control Scale, Youth Self-Report (PCS-

YSR; Barber, 1996; 2002; Barber, Olsen, & Shagle, 1994). This scale comprises 8 

items and measures several aspects of psychologically controlling parenting: 

Invalidating feelings (‘Is always trying to change how I think or feel about things’); 

constraining verbal expressions (‘Often interrupts me’); personal attack (‘Blames me 

for other family members’ problems’); and love withdrawal (‘Avoids looking at me 

when I have disappointed him/her’). The eight items usually are averaged, with 

higher scores reflecting higher parental psychological control. Barber (1996) 

found good internal consistency reliabilities for adolescent reports of maternal 

psychological control.  

Competence,  Closeness,  and  Autonomy.  Mothers and fathers rated their 

own sense of competence, closeness to the child, and autonomy using the sense 

of competence, closeness and role-restriction (autonomy inversed) subscales of 

the Dutch translation of the Parenting Stress Index (Abidin, 1990; Jones & Prinz, 

2005). Parents rated the items on a six-point scale ranging from 1 = disagree 

completely to 6 = agree completely. The sense of competence subscale consists of 13 

items and measures parents’ perceptions of their competence in terms of 

generally handling difficulties, coping with daily demands, exercising control 

over child behaviour, etc. (‘I feel that I am not very good at being a parent’). The 

parent-child closeness subscale consists of 7 items and measures the strength of 
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the affective parent-child bond (‘My child and I always have a strong bond’). 

Parental autonomy was assessed by the role-restriction subscale (inversed), 

which comprises 7 items and measures the extent to which parents feels 

restricted by their obligations as a parent (‘I often feel that my child’s needs and 

wishes control my life’).  

 

1.8. Outline of this Dissertation 

In the following chapters, eight empirical studies addressing the key issues of 

this dissertation are presented. Chapter 2 concerns a study on change and 

reciprocity in externalizing behaviours and parenting between ages 9-17 years. 

Chapter 3 entails a study in which the mediating role of parenting on longitudinal 

relations between child personality and externalizing behaviours is examined. 

Chapter 4 examines whether child personality characteristics moderate the 

relations between parenting (at age 6 years) and the development of externalizing 

behaviours between ages 6 and 15 years. In Chapter 5, the issue is examined 

whether personality development from childhood to adolescence (ages 9 to 17 

years) is related to parenting behaviours at age 9 years, and to externalizing 

behaviours at age 17 years. From Chapter 6 onwards, the focus is placed on the 

explanation of parenting. In Chapter 6 we examined whether parents’ 

psychological needs satisfaction (competence, closeness and autonomy) mediates 

relations between externalizing behaviours and later parenting. In Chapter 7, the 

relative impact of parent and child personality on later parenting is examined. In 

Chapter 8, it is explored whether linkages between parental personality and 

parenting can be explained by parental sense of competence, and in Chapter 9, it 

is examined whether this model can be generalized across child age and cultural 

context. The presentation of these empirical studies will be followed by a general 

discussion of the findings of these studies in Chapter 10. Finally, a reference list, a 

summary in Dutch, an acknowledgment, a curriculum vitae (in English and in 

Dutch), and my publication list are presented. 
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Abstract 

This study examined how the development of aggressive/rule-breaking 

behaviours (9-17 years) is related to the development of overreactive and warm 

parenting, and explored gender differences in development and interrelations. 

Externalizing was assessed using combined mother/father reports of the Child 

Behaviour Checklist (N=516). Overreactivity was assessed using self-reports of 

the Parenting Scale, warmth was measured using self-reports of the Parenting 

Practices Questionnaire. All constructs were assessed three times across six years. 

The interrelated development of externalizing and parenting was examined by 

cohort-sequential multi-group Latent Growth Models (LGMs). Timing of effects 

was investigated using multi-group cross-lagged models.  

Results from LGMs suggest that boys and girls change similarly in the 

extent to which they show externalizing behaviours, and indicate that mothers 

and fathers show somewhat different parenting towards boys than girls. No 

gender differences were found for interrelations between externalizing and 

parenting. Initial levels of aggression were related to changes in overreactivity 

and warmth, and vice-versa. Changes in externalizing were related to changes in 

parenting. Cross-lagged models showed that relations between overreactivity 

and aggression/rule-breaking were reciprocal. Together, results from this study 

show that adolescent externalizing and parenting affect each other in important 

ways, regardless of the gender of the child or the parent. 
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2.1. Introduction 

Childhood and adolescent problem behaviours have been related to a multitude 

of adverse developmental outcomes, including poor academic performance, 

increased risk for school drop-out, peer rejection, conflicts with family, and 

persistent, life-course antisocial behaviour (Dodge & Pettit, 2003; Tremblay, 

2000). Therefore, a main goal of developmental psychopathology is to 

understand the processes underlying developmental adaptation or dysfunction. 

One theme in developmental psychopathology is the need to understand these 

outcomes as residing in the adaptiveness of the relationship between the 

individual and context (Sameroff, 1975; Sameroff & MacKenzie, 2003). Empirical 

studies, however, often implicitly view the individual and the context as static 

systems without an appreciation of changes in either individual or context. 

Moreover, a linear environmentalism that has a strong focus on the context but 

little to say about intra-individual processes is frequently emphasized (Smetana, 

Campione-Barr, & Metzger, 2006). In this study, from a transactional perspective 

we aimed to increase the knowledge base on adolescent development, by 

examining how two types of externalizing and two types of parenting change as 

children progress throughout adolescence (age 9-17 years), by investigating 

interrelations between the development of these parenting and externalizing 

behaviours, and by exploring differences across parental and child gender in the 

development of, and interrelations between these parenting and externalizing 

behaviours. 

 

Development of Adolescent Behaviours  

Empirical studies have identified two related yet different externalizing 

behaviours, namely aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours (see Dishion & 

Patterson, 2006; Stanger, Achenbach, & Verhulst, 1997). Aggressive behaviours 

comprise overt problematic behaviours such as fighting and arguing a lot, 

whereas rule-breaking behaviours consist of more covert problematic behaviours 

such as stealing, truancy, or vandalism. Not all children who display the one 

behaviour display the other type too and aggressive and rule-breaking 
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behaviours are differentially concurrently related to risk factors (for an overview, 

see Dishion & Patterson, 2006; Prinzie Onghena, & Hellinckx, 2006). Further, 

aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours show different developmental 

trajectories. Both types of externalizing behaviours tend to decline throughout 

childhood (Prinzie, et al., 2006; Stanger et al., 1997) and aggression shows a 

continuing decreasing trend, but rule-breaking behaviours increase throughout 

adolescence (Bongers, Koot, Van der Ende, & Verhulst, 2003, 2004; Stanger et al., 

1997). Therefore in the current study, a distinction is made between aggressive 

and rule-breaking behaviours. 

 

Development of Parenting Behaviours 

Much research has indicated that family factors that are related to the parent-

adolescent relationship are the most important in fostering or reducing problem 

behaviours (for an overview, see Dishion & Patterson, 2006). Early adolescence is 

a critical period in the development of many risk behaviours, with some 

researchers even suggesting that early adolescence is the key period in which a 

trajectory is set for future problem behaviours (Pettit, Bates, Dodge, & Meece, 

1999). During adolescence children need support from their parents as they strive 

for autonomy. Two substantive parenting tasks during this period are, first, to set 

and enforce reasonable rules and standards and, second, to provide a safe, warm 

and nurturing environment. These two parental tasks are conceptualized as two 

dimensions that are consistently used to describe parenting, control and support 

(for overviews, see Paulussen-Hoogenboom, Stams, Hermanns, & Peetsma, 2007; 

Smetana et al., 2006). An important aspect of the control dimension is 

behavioural control, which comprises behaviours with which parents try to 

constrain children’s behaviours, such as parental rules, regulations, and 

supervision. Negative strategies of control, which are characterized by high 

power assertion, intrusiveness, overinvolvement, or overreactive behaviour, are 

likely to be unsupportive of autonomy in the child and thus may be particularly 

problematic, resulting in a poor fit between the adolescent’s developmental stage 

and the parenting context (Eccles et al., 2003). Negative control strategies, such as 
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coercive discipline and the conceptually related  overreactive discipline, have 

been found to be associated with externalizing behaviours (Deković, Janssens, & 

Van As, 2003; Van den Akker, Deković, & Prinzie, 2010; for overviews, see 

Dishion & Patterson, 2006; Smetana et al., 2006). The second parenting 

dimension, support, comprises behaviours that make the child feel comfortable 

in the relationship with his parent. An important aspect of supportive parenting 

regards parental warmth and involvement, which is considered indispensable for 

the formation of secure attachments. A closer, more secure attachment to parents 

during adolescence promotes normative socialization opportunities and is 

related to a reduced chance of negative adolescent behaviours (Rothbaum & 

Weisz, 1994).  

Parenting behaviours are known to vary with child age. Empirical work 

indicates that harsh discipline decreases as children grow older (Loeber et al., 

2000; Smetana et al., 2006). Further, both adolescents’ perceptions and objectively 

observed assessments of warmth in parent-adolescent relationships decline 

throughout childhood and adolescence (Loeber et al. 2000; Smetana et al., 2006). 

In the current study therefore, two parenting behaviours that fall into the 

typology of behavioural control (overreactivity) and support (warmth) are 

examined from a developmental perspective by specifically addressing change in 

each of the parenting behaviours. 

 

Child‐on‐Parent Effects 

Parenting behaviours not only cause child behaviours, but are also displayed in 

response to child behaviours (Bell, 1968). In his process model of parenting, 

Belsky (1984) too posits that in addition to characteristics of the parent and of the 

social context, characteristics and behaviours of the child should be considered 

when examining why parents parent the way they do (Belsky & Barends, 2002). 

Shiner and Caspi (2003) similarly emphasize that through environmental 

solicitation child characteristics and behaviours shape the responses of the 

immediate environment (parents, peers) to the child. Empirical work shows 

evidence of child-on-parent effects beginning already in the first few months of 



Development of Externalizing and Parenting 

38 

life (Borkenau & Liebler, 1995). These elicitation processes may become more 

prominent as children grow older. For example, a number of longitudinal studies 

show an increment of negative disciplinary techniques (Deković et al., 2003; 

Laird, Pettit, Bates, & Dodge, 2003) and diminishing levels of positive parenting 

behaviours, such as warmth in response to externalizing behaviours of children 

(Deković et al., 2003; Scaramella, Conger, Spoth, & Simons, 2002; Stice & Barrera, 

1995).  

 

Transactional Relations  

Although existing studies offer insight in bidirectional relations between levels of 

externalizing and levels of parenting, family processes and adolescent behaviours 

should be viewed as co-evolving. A useful theoretical approach to understanding 

the interrelated development of parenting and externalizing behaviours is 

provided by the coercion model (Patterson, 1982; Patterson, Reid, & Dishion, 

1992). Coercion theory is a model that describes at two different but interrelated 

levels how parents and children mutually reinforce each other to increase the 

probability that children develop behaviour problems and that parents’ control 

over these aversive behaviours will decrease. The first level consists of a 

description of coercive interactions which are, in short, characterized by parental 

demands for compliance, the child’s refusal to comply and his or her escalating 

complaints, the parent’s capitulation and finally, the child’s backing off. These 

coercive interactions can be viewed as the fundamental micro-social behavioural 

mechanisms by which externalizing behaviours emerge and stabilize over 

development (Granic & Patterson, 2006). The second level of coercion theory 

consists of a multimethod- and multiagent-defined macro model that describes in 

very general terms how parenting practices control the contingent parent–child 

interactions. A strong correlation has been found between harsh, abrasive and 

inconsistent parental discipline, parental monitoring, and child externalizing 

behaviour (for overviews, see Dishion & Patterson, 2006; Smetana et al., 2006). 

According to this model, the impact of contextual variables (social disadvantage, 
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divorce) and of children’s characteristics on child adjustment is mediated by the 

impact on parenting practices (Patterson et al., 1992).  

Although the transactional perspective acknowledges that child and 

parent behaviours co-evolve, few empirical studies have examined how changes 

in parenting are related to (the development of) adolescent problem behaviours. 

The limited empirical work that has examined this issue found that increases in 

overreactive parenting (Van den Akker, et al., 2010) and in inconsistent discipline 

and parental rejection (Lengua, 2006) from childhood to middle adolescence were 

related to higher levels of adolescent externalizing behaviours in middle 

adolescence. These results show that a developmental perspective is needed 

when examining relations between externalizing and parenting behaviours.  

To summarize, both theory and empirical research indicate that a 

simultaneous examination of child and parenting effects may substantially 

improve the description, prediction and explanation of adolescent development. 

Researchers have to take into account the fact that adolescent behaviours and 

parenting change over time. In the current study we recognize the importance of 

studying both child and parental behaviours while explicitly taking into account 

the possibility that child and parental behaviours change over time. Additionally, 

we incorporate bidirectional effects to study how and when adolescent 

externalizing and parenting behaviours impact each other.  

 

Gender and Individual Differences 

An examination of transactional relations between adolescent and parenting 

behaviours should acknowledge both gender and inter-individual differences. 

The prevalence of externalizing behaviours across ages is higher among boys 

than girls (for an overview, see Dishion & Patterson, 2006). Parenting has also 

been shown to be (partly) gender-specific, although most of this knowledge 

regards the parenting of mothers, as fathers are relatively understudied. Mothers 

have been observed to display more warmth to daughters than to sons (Prinzie, 

Van der Sluis, De Haan, & Deković, 2010) and to show more harsh discipline 

with boys than with girls (McKee et al., 2007). Fathers may not distinguish 
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between boys and girls in their parenting to the extent that mothers do (Deković 

& Groenendaal, 1997).  

In addition, although gender intensification theory suggests that 

adolescent girls may respond more strongly to disruptions in family 

relationships, given the salience of interpersonal relationships during this period 

(Hill & Lynch, 1983), empirical evidence regarding this issue remains 

inconclusive. Several empirical studies support gender intensification theory and 

indicate that maladaptive parental coping (Davies & Windle, 1997) and closeness 

to fathers (Werner & Silbereisen, 2003) is related to externalizing behaviours 

more strongly among girls than boys. Another study however indicates that boys 

are more likely than girls to respond with oppositional behaviours to maternal 

controlling behaviours (McFadyen-Ketchum, Bates, Dodge, & Pettit, 1996), and 

other longitudinal studies do not find gender differences in associations between 

boys’ and girls’ externalizing behaviours and maternal negative discipline 

(Combs-Ronto, Olson, Lunkenheimer, & Sameroff, 2009) or warmth (Eisenberg et 

al., 2005). No longitudinal studies on relations between adolescent externalizing 

and parenting have, to our knowledge, included both mothers and fathers and 

empirical work that has included both boys and girls is still very limited. It is 

therefore difficult to draw conclusions about gender-specific associations 

between adolescent and parenting behaviours. Moreover, research should 

acknowledge the developmental heterogeneity in the development of child 

externalizing and parenting behaviours. Individual differences might be situated 

in both differences between individuals in the development of child and parental 

behaviours, and in differential relations between child and parental behaviours.  

In the current study, we include both parents and test for possible 

differences in the associations across both parental and child gender, while 

incorporating inter-individual differences in the interrelated development of 

adolescent and parent behaviours. 
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Aims and Hypotheses 

The overarching aim of the current study is to increase understanding of how the 

development of boys’ and girls’ aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours is 

associated with the development of maternal and paternal overreactivity and 

warmth. We examined (1) developmental change in each of the behaviours, (2) 

interrelations between the development of externalizing and the development of 

parenting separately for the two types of externalizing and the two types of 

parenting behaviours, and (3) direction of effects across adolescence. For each of 

these aims, additionally, we explored (4) child and/or parental gender 

differences.  

Based on theory and empirical work the following hypotheses were 

formulated. First, children are expected to decline in aggressive behaviours and 

increase in rule-breaking behaviours (e.g., Stanger et al., 1997). Further, parents 

are expected to decline in levels of warmth and overreactivity (Smetana et al., 

2006).  

Second, it is hypothesized that aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours at 

child age nine years are positively concurrently related to overreactivity and 

negatively concurrently related to warmth. Additionally, regarding interrelations 

between the development of externalizing and the development of parenting, 

two sets of hypotheses were formulated. At the one hand, it can be expected that 

children whose parents display higher overreactivity and lower warmth when 

the child is aged nine decrease less in aggression and/or increase more in rule-

breaking behaviours (Dishion & Patterson, 2006; Smetana et al., 2006). 

Conversely, parents whose children display higher levels of either externalizing 

behaviour at age nine are expected to decrease less in overreactivity and decrease 

more in warmth over time.  

Third, regarding direction of effects, we expect that higher overreactivity 

and lower warmth are related to higher aggression and rule-breaking at a later 

time-point. Conversely, higher levels of either externalizing behaviour are 

expected to be related to higher levels of overreactivity and lower levels of 

warmth at a later time-point.  
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Fourth, girls are hypothesized to display less aggressive and rule-breaking 

behaviours at age nine years. However, we do not necessarily expect boys and 

girls to change differentially in aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours. 

Mothers are expected to display more warmth and lower overreactivity towards 

daughters than sons aged nine years (Larson & Richards, 1994; Laursen, Coy, & 

Collins, 1998; Prinzie et al., 2010). Because gender differences in the development 

of parenting have been scarcely studied, our examination of this issue is 

exploratory. Further, given the inconsistent findings regarding interrelations 

between parenting and boys’ and girls’ externalizing, no hypotheses regarding 

gender differences in the interrelations between parenting and externalizing were 

formulated.  

 

2.2. Method 

 

Procedure and Participants 

This study is part of the longitudinal Flemish Study on Parenting, Personality, 

and Development (FSPPD) that started in 1999 (Prinzie et al., 2003). A 

proportional stratified sample of elementary-school-aged children attending 

regular schools was randomly selected. Strata were constructed according to 

geographical location, sex and age. All participants gave written informed 

consent. Recruitment procedures are described more extensively in Prinzie and 

colleagues (2003). 

At Time 1 (2004), 511 mothers, and 478 fathers participated (a total of 516 

families). All participants had the Belgian nationality. Children’s ages ranged 

between 9 and 12 years (M = 10 years 6 months), 50.2% (N = 259) were girls. 

Mothers’ age ranged between 36 and 61 years (M = 45 years 7 months), fathers’ 

age ranged between 37 and 69 years (M = 47 years 7 months). At Time 1, 491 

families (95.7%) were a two-parent household, 19 families (3.7%) were divorced. 

Of three families (0.6%) the father had passed away, and three families (0.6%) did 

not indicate household composition. The number of children living at home 
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ranged between one and seven (mean 2.4 children). Percentages of mothers (M) 

and fathers (F) with various educational levels were: elementary school, M = 0.9, 

F = 3.0; secondary education, M = 41.1, F = 43.3; non-university higher education 

M = 45.2, F = 34.4; university M = 12.8, F = 19.2. Mothers’ and fathers’ average 

vocational levels, scored on a six-point scale (6 indicating highest vocational 

level; Van Westerlaak, Kropman, & Collaris, 1975) were 3.49 (SD = 1.38) for 

mothers and 3.59 (SD = 1.58) for fathers. At Time 2 (2007), 446 families 

participated (441 mothers, 413 fathers; 86% of the original sample), and at Time 3 

(2009) 412 families participated (404 mothers, 374 fathers; 80% of the original 

sample). For an overview of the exact numbers of boys and girls in each cohort at 

Times 1, 2, and 3, see Table 2.1. 

 

Table 2.1. Number of Boys and Girls in Each Cohort at Each Measurement Wave 

  Age Children (Years) 

ns  9   10   11   12   13   14   15   16   17  

Time 1  C1  C2  C3  C4           

  Boys  62  73  63  61           

  Girls  58  66  72  61           

Time 2         C1  C2  C3  C4     

  Boys        52  63  54  50     

  Girls        49  57  64  57     

Time 3            C1  C2  C3  C4 

  Boys             46  59  49  45 

  Girls            46  51  56  54 

 

Mothers and fathers rated their own parenting and child externalizing 

behaviours at Time 1, Time 2, and Time 3. Given their high intercorrelations for 

externalizing, ranging from .57 to .67 (ps < .001) for aggression, and from .59 to 

.65 (ps < .001) for rule-breaking behaviours, father and mother ratings were 

averaged. In this way, observer bias was reduced. We employed a cohort-

sequential design, and combined information from four cohorts (aged 9, 10, 11, 
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and 12 years at Time 1) to approximate a longitudinal study from ages 9 to 17 

years (Nesselroade & Baltes, 1979). There were no significant differences between 

respondents having missing values at Time 2 and/or Time 3 regarding either 

their parenting scores or child aggressive/rule-breaking scores at Time 1. For 

mothers and fathers, missing values were completely at random. Values of 

Little’s MCAR were: χ² (215, N = 511) = 183.91, p = .94 and χ² (270, N = 481) = 

274.81, p = .41, respectively. Therefore, to maximize sample size at Time 2 and 

Time 3, missing values were imputed with the Expected-Maximization (EM) 

algorithm (Schafer & Graham, 2002). In this way, data from all participants for 

who scores regarding either parenting or externalizing behaviours were available 

at Time 1 could be included in the analyses. 

 

Measures 

 

Aggressive/Rule‐breaking  Behaviours. Aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours 

were assessed by mothers and fathers using the Dutch translation of the Child 

Behaviour Checklist (CBCL) (Achenbach, 1991; Verhulst, Van der Ende, & Koot, 

1996). The CBCL is an extensively-validated instrument with adequate reliability 

and validity (Achenbach, 1991; Verhulst et al., 1996). Each item is rated as 0 = not 

true, 1 = somewhat/sometimes true, or 2 = very/often true. Cronbach’s alphas for the 

composite score of aggression (20 items) at T1, T2, and T3 were .90, .90, and .89, 

respectively, and for rule-breaking (13 items) were .70, .73, and .80, respectively.  

Overreactive Discipline. Mothers and fathers rated their own overreactive 

parenting using the overreactivity scale of the Parenting Scale (Arnold, O’Leary, 

Wolff, & Acker, 1993; Prinzie, Onghena, & Hellinckx, 2007). Overreactivity 

consists of nine items and measures parents’ tendency to respond with anger, 

frustration, meanness and irritation, impatiently and aversively to problematic 

behaviour of their children. Items present discipline encounters followed by two 

options that act as opposite anchor points for a seven-point scale where 1 

indicates a high probability of using an effective discipline strategy (e.g., “When 

my child misbehaves…”  “I speak to him/her calmly”) and 7 indicates a high 
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probability of making a discipline mistake (“I raises my voice or yell”). The 

instrument has adequate test-retest reliability, distinguishes clinical from 

nonclinical samples, and has been validated against behavioural observations of 

parenting (Arnold et al., 1993; Locke & Prinz, 2002). In this study, Cronbach’s 

alphas for mothers’ and fathers’ overreactivity were at T1, T2, and T3 .77/.76, 

.78/.81, and .80/.84, respectively. Mothers’ and fathers’ overreactivity scores 

were moderately correlated, correlations ranged between r = .24, p < .001 (2007) 

and r = .27, p < .001 (2004). 

Warmth. Mothers and fathers assessed their own warmth using the 

warmth/involvement scale of the Parenting Practices Questionnaire (Robinson, 

Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 1995). This scale comprises eleven items and assesses 

the extent to which parents exhibit warm parenting and are involved in their 

children’s lives (e.g., “I show empathy when my child is hurt or frustrated”). Items are 

on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = never to 5 = always. In this study, 

Cronbach’s alphas for mothers’ and fathers’ warmth at T1, T2, and T3 were 

.82/.87, .85/.86, and .87/.91, respectively. Mothers’ and fathers’ warmth were 

moderately correlated, intercorrelations ranged between r = .26, p < .001 (2009) 

and r = .33, p < .001 (2004). 

 

Overview of Analyses 

The overarching goal of the current study was to increase existing knowledge on 

associations between the development of girls’ and boys’ aggressive and rule-

breaking behaviours and the development of maternal and paternal 

dysfunctional discipline and supportive parenting. First, the shape of growth of 

each of the externalizing and the parenting behaviours was examined and 

subsequently, interrelations between the growth trajectories of externalizing and 

of parenting were investigated. Finally, we examined directionality of effects 

between, at the one hand, externalizing and, at the other, parenting behaviours. 

For all analyses, a distinction was made between boys and girls using a multi-

group design. The specifics of each analysis are given in the relevant section of 

the results. All analyses were conducted in M-Plus version 5.0 (Muthén &  
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Table 2.2. Descriptive Statistics for the CBCL Scores 

  Boys    Girls 

  M  SD  Range    M  SD  Range 

Cohort 1               

  Aggression 2004  5.87  5.43  0‐23    4.21  3.31  0‐15 

  Aggression 2007  5.15  4.84  0‐22    3.22  2.57  0‐11 

  Aggression 2009  4.44  3.90  0‐17    3.28  2.71  0‐12 

  Rule‐Breaking 2004  1.50  1.68  0‐7    0.96  1.00  0‐4 

  Rule‐Breaking 2007  1.46  1.68  0‐10    0.86  0.95  0‐5 

  Rule‐Breaking 2009  1.47  1.47  0‐7    1.06  1.07  0‐4 

Cohort 2               

  Aggression 2004  4.57  3.62  0‐21    3.71  3.02  0‐12 

  Aggression 2007  3.79  3.06  0‐13    3.49  3.09  0‐14 

  Aggression 2009  3.40  2.96  0‐16    3.20  3.08  0‐18 

  Rule‐Breaking 2004  1.22  1.36  0‐7    0.64  0.83  0‐4 

  Rule‐Breaking 2007  1.09  1.15  0‐6    0.81  0.97  0‐6 

  Rule‐Breaking 2009  1.35  1.56  0‐11    0.90  1.61  0‐13 

Cohort 3               

  Aggression 2004  3.91  3.03  0‐15    3.34  3.52  0‐16 

  Aggression 2007  3.32  2.62  0‐9    3.06  3.06  0‐15 

  Aggression 2009  3.40  3.45  0‐14    2.52  2.85  0‐16 

  Rule‐Breaking 2004  0.93  0.95  0‐4    0.81  1.15  0‐5 

  Rule‐Breaking 2007  1.00  0.97  0‐4    0.93  1.13  0‐5 

  Rule‐Breaking 2009  1.36  1.43  0‐8    0.98  1.36  0‐8 

Cohort 4               

  Aggression 2004  4.53  4.41  0‐24    3.47  3.54  0‐15 

  Aggression 2007  3.78  3.86  0‐19    3.93  4.17  0‐18 

  Aggression 2009  3.25  3.51  0‐20    2.87  2.83  0‐12 

  Rule‐Breaking 2004  1.03  1.15  0‐5    0.74  1.07  0‐6 

  Rule‐Breaking 2007  1.03  1.21  0‐6    1.32  1.88  0‐9 

  Rule‐Breaking 2009  1.20  1.44  0‐9    0.93  1.10  0‐5 
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Muthén, 2004). Because a non-significant chi-square statistic is unlikely given the 

sample size, we also included CFI, TLI, and RMSEA statistics. The minimal 

requirements for adequate SEM model fit include CFI and TLI values larger than 

.90 and RMSEA smaller than .08 (Kline, 1998).  

 

2.3. Results 

 

Preliminary Analyses and Descriptive Statistics  

Raw score means, Standard Deviations, and ranges for the aggressive and rule-

breaking scores are presented in Table 2.2, for each cohort separately and with a 

distinction between boys and girls. Compared to a large norm group (Bongers et 

al., 2003) the current sample shows somewhat less aggression, although this 

difference seems to decrease with increasing age. The current sample has nearly 

identical scores in terms of average scores on rule-breaking behaviours. The 

percentages of this sample in the normative, subclinical and clinical ranges of 

aggressive behaviours were at each time point around 92%, 3% and 5%, 

respectively, and for rule-breaking behaviours around 93%, 3%, and 4%, 

respectively (Verhulst et al., 1996). Aggression and rule-breaking scores were 

positively skewed (mean γ1 = 2.16, range = 1.79–3.05, ps < .05) and leptokurtic 

(mean γ2 = 7.28, range = 4.18–15.38, ps < .01).  After taking the square roots, the 

scores showed nonsignificant skewness (mean γ1 = 0.29, range = 0.16–0.41, 

ps>.05) and kurtosis (mean γ2 = 0.20, range = 0.05–0.40 ps>.05). 

 

Development of Behaviour: Univariate Growth Models  

To address the shape of change in adolescent and parental behaviours, univariate 

Latent Growth Models were fitted (Duncan, Duncan, & Strycker, 2006). Growth 

models are able to test linear and non-linear growth and when used in a multi-

group design, allow for testing for cohort- and gender-differences. Cohort 

differences can be addressed because of the cohort-sequential design where 

different but overlapping cohorts are assessed at each time-point (see Table 2.1), 
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whereas child gender differences can be investigated by including both boys and 

girls in the more traditional multi-group design. 

With these univariate growth models, the following growth parameters 

were examined. First, mean initial level (intercept) of each of the externalizing 

and parenting behaviours when children were aged nine years were investigated. 

Second, mean changes (slopes) in these constructs between child age 9 and 17 

years were examined. Additionally, it was explored whether the initial level in a 

given behaviour was related to the change in this behaviour (intercept-slope 

covariances). Further, the extent to which people differ in initial levels and 

changes over time was examined (variances around means intercept and slope). 

In a final step, we explored whether (mothers and fathers of) boys and girls 

differed in their mean initial levels, in mean changes, in relations between initial 

levels and changes, and in the extent to which they show interindividual 

variability in development. Gender differences were explored by comparing a 

baseline model in which all growth parameters were free to vary across gender, 

with a model in which the parameters were constrained to be equal across child 

gender. If the constrained model yielded significantly worse fit to the data, each 

of the parameters was tested separately for gender differences. 

Fit statistics for all univariate LGMs are included in Table 2.3, and growth 

parameter estimates of the univariate LGMs are presented in Table 2.4. Only the 

best-fitting models are presented to conserve space. Lack of significant 

modification indices indicated that there were no cohort-effects, that is, the four 

cohorts could be used to approximate a common longitudinal curve (Duncan et 

al., 2006). Linear growth models did not fit the data significantly worse than 

unspecified growth models for aggression, Δχ² (7) = 5.08, p = .65, rule-breaking, 

Δχ² (7) = 10.91, p = .14, overreactivity mother, Δχ² (7) = 7.15, p = .41, overreactivity 

father, Δχ² (7) = 12.97, p = .07, warmth mother, Δχ² (7) = 9.97, p = .19, or warmth 

father Δχ² (7) = 14.01, p = .05. Thus, the development of all constructs could be 

captured by linear growth models. To facilitate interpretation, the trajectories 

were transformed back to the original metric of the CBCL. 
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Table 2.3. Model Fit Indices of the Univariate and the Multivariate Multi‐group LGMs 

  Model Fit Indices 

  χ²  df  p  CFI  TLI  RMSEA 

Univariate LGMs             

  Aggression  75.1  58  .06  0.97  0.99  .07 

  Rule‐breaking Behaviour  66.3  58  .21  0.98  0.99  .05 

  Overreactivity Mother  70.1  55  .08  0.97  0.99  .07 

  Overreactivity Father  70.9  58  .12  0.97  0.99  .06 

  Warmth Mother  68.4  53  .08  0.97  0.99  .07 

  Warmth Father  73.4  59  .10  0.97  0.99  .06 

Multivariate LGMs             

  Aggression & Overreactivity  482.5  381  .00  0.95  0.97  .07 

  Aggression & Warmth  538.1  381  .00  0.92  0.94  .08 

  Rule‐Breaking & Overreactivity  417.6  381  .00  0.97  0.98  .04 

  Rule‐Breaking & Warmth  483.1  381  .00  0.94  0.95  .07 

 

Several gender differences were found for the development of aggression 

and rule-breaking behaviours. Boys showed higher levels of aggressive and rule-

breaking behaviours at age nine years than girls, Δχ² (1) = 8.12, p < .001, and Δχ² 

(1) = 11.20, p < .001, respectively. However, boys and girls decreased similarly in 

levels of aggression and increased similarly in rule-breaking behaviours between 

ages 9 and 17 years (Figures 2.1.a. & 2.1.b.). The size of the growth in rule-

breaking behaviours was, however, only modest. There were significant inter-

individual differences in initial levels of and in changes in both externalizing 

behaviours. No gender group differences were found for the amount of variance 

around initial levels and changes over time or for the interrelations between 

initial levels and changes. The interrelations between initial levels and changes in 

aggression and rule-breaking behaviours suggest that those children who 

showed higher levels of aggression at age nine decreased less in aggression over 

time, but initial levels and changes in rule-breaking behaviours were not 

significantly related (Table 2.4). Mothers and fathers showed higher levels of 
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overreactivity towards boys than girls aged nine years, Δχ² (1) = 11.91, p < .001, 

and Δχ² (1) = 6.34, p < .05, respectively. Mothers and fathers decreased in levels of 

overreactivity; no differences in the extent of the changes for the overreactivity of 

sons versus daughters were found (Figure 1.c.) Mothers, but not fathers, 

displayed higher levels of warmth towards girls than boys aged nine years, Δχ² 

(1) = 5.47, p < .05. Mothers and fathers decreased in levels of warmth throughout 

child adolescence, and mothers decreased more in warmth towards sons than 

daughters, Δχ² (1) = 4.83, p < .001 (Figure 2.1.). 

Significant inter-individual variability in initial levels of and in changes in 

both parenting behaviours was found and the amount of variance around initial 

levels and changes did not differ for mothers versus fathers, parenting boys 

versus girls. For mothers, but not fathers, higher initial levels of overreactivity 

were related to smaller decreases over time. For fathers, but not mothers, higher 

initial levels of warmth were related to smaller decreases over time (Table 2.4).  

 

Table 2.4. Multi‐Group Univariate LGMs’ Growth Parameters 

  Intercept  

Mean 

Slope  

Mean 

  Boys  Girls  Boys  Girls 

Intercept 

Variance 

Slope  

Variance 

Intercept‐

Slope  

Covariance

Aggression  4.82***  4.00***  ‐0.18***  ‐0.18***  14.72*** 0.14***  ‐0.98*** 

Rule‐breaking   1.08***  0.71***  0.03**  0.03**  0.72***  0.02**  ‐0.001 

Overreactivity               

   Mother  3.26***  3.08***  ‐0.02**  ‐0.02**  0.55***  0.01***  ‐0.02** 

   Father  3.24***  3.07***  ‐0.02*  ‐0.02*  0.48***  0.01**  ‐0.01 

Warmth               

   Mother  4.26***  4.30***  ‐0.05***  ‐0.03*** 0.12***  0.01***  ‐0.001 

   Father  3.72***  3.72***  ‐0.04***  ‐0.04***  0.26***  0.001*  ‐0.01** 

Note: Coefficients in bold indicate statistically significant (p < .05) gender differences in the 

parameter.  * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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Figure 2.1. Development of Externalizing and Parenting Behaviours. 

 

Relations  between  Adolescent  and  Parenting  Behaviours: 

Multivariate Growth Models  

In the next step, we examined whether the development of parenting behaviours 

was associated with the development of externalizing behaviours. This step 

involved fitting four (cohort-sequential) multi-group multivariate LGMs, which 

combined the univariate growth models of the two externalizing behaviours and 

the two parenting behaviours. Given concerns about the large number of 

parameters being estimated if all constructs had been included in the same model 

Warmth  Overreactivity 

Aggression  Delinquency 
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and given our focus on the comparative impact of mothers’ versus fathers’ 

parenting, models were evaluated that combined (a) aggression with mothers’ 

and fathers’ overreactivity; (b) aggression with mothers’ and fathers’ warmth; (c) 

rule-breaking with mothers’ and fathers’ overreactivity; or (d) rule-breaking with 

mothers’ and fathers’ warmth. Cross-gender differences (boys/girls; 

mothers/fathers) in the interrelated development of aggression/rule-breaking 

and of overreactivity/warmth were explored. Possible gender differences were 

again tested by comparing a baseline model in which all associations freely 

estimated for boys/girls and mothers/fathers to a model in which the 

interrelations between the development of externalizing and of parenting were 

constrained to be equal for boys/girls and mothers/fathers. Because our aim is to 

understand how adolescent and parent behaviours develop together, our focus 

here is on correlations between externalizing and parenting (Table 2.5), and not 

on correlations between maternal and paternal parenting. Table 2.3 presents the 

model fit indices of the multivariate LGMs, only the best-fitting models are 

presented to conserve space. 

 

Table 2.5. Multivariate Multi‐group LGM Parameter Covariances 

  Intercept 

Overreactivity 

Slope 

Overreactivity 

Intercept 

Warmth  

Slope  

Warmth  

Intercept Aggression  .24***  ‐.01*  ‐.08***  .01* 

Slope Aggression  ‐.02**  .01***  .01**  ‐.002***

Intercept Rule‐breaking  .08***  ‐.01  ‐.03*  .001 

Slope Rule‐breaking  ‐.002  .003***  .04  ‐.001**

Note: As the interrelations were similar across parental and child gender, in this Table no 

distinction is made between boys and girls, or mothers and fathers. 

 

Aggression and Overreactivity. The model in which interrelations between 

child aggression and parental overreactivity were constrained to be equal for 

boys and girls, and mothers and fathers did not fit the data significantly worse 

than the model in which these interrelations were freely estimated across child 
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and parental gender, Δχ² (12) = 19.66, p = .08. These results suggest that 

interrelations between the development of child aggression and of parental 

overreactivity did not differ across child or parental gender. Higher levels of 

child aggression at age nine years were associated with higher levels of parental 

overreactivity at that age, and to smaller decreases in parental overreactivity. 

Conversely, higher initial levels of parental overreactivity were related to smaller 

decreases in child aggression. Decreases in aggression were associated with 

larger decreases in parental overreactivity.  

Aggression  and Warmth. Interrelations between the development of child 

aggression and parental warmth did not differ across child or parental gender, 

Δχ² (12) = 15.62, p = .21. Higher levels of child aggression at age nine years were 

related to lower levels of parental warmth at that age and to larger decreases in 

parental warmth over time. Conversely, higher initial levels of parental warmth 

were related to larger decreases in adolescent aggression. Decreases in aggression 

were related to smaller decreases in warmth.  

Rule‐breaking and Overreactivity. Associations between the development of 

child rule-breaking behaviours and parental overreactivity were similar for 

mothers and fathers, and boys and girls, Δχ² (12) = 6.98, p = .86. Higher initial 

levels of rule-breaking behaviours were related to higher initial levels of parental 

overreactivity and increases in rule-breaking behaviours were associated with 

smaller decreases in parental overreactivity. Initial levels of rule-breaking 

behaviours were not significantly related to changes parental overreactivity, or 

vice-versa. 

Rule‐breaking and Warmth. Interrelations between the development of child 

rule-breaking behaviours and parental warmth did not differ between boys and 

girls or between mothers and fathers, Δχ² (12) = 11.16, p = .52. Higher levels of 

rule-breaking behaviours at age nine were related to lower levels of parental 

warmth at that age and increases in rule-breaking behaviours over time were 

associated with larger decreases in parental warmth. Initial levels of rule-

breaking behaviours were not related to changes in warmth, or vice-versa. 

 



Development of Externalizing and Parenting 

54 

Direction of Effects: Cross‐Lagged Models 

Third, we investigated direction of effects between adolescent aggressive/rule-

breaking behaviours and parental overreactivity/warmth. Because latent growth 

models do not offer insight into the direction of effects between externalizing and 

parenting, this step involved estimating autoregressive path models with cross-

lagged paths between parenting and externalizing. Because using the cohort-

sequential design was not possible for these analyses (given the age-

measurement wave confound that resulted from the overlap in ages, see Table 

2.1), we combined the data of the two younger (9 and 10 years old at T1) and the 

two older (11 and 12 years old at T1) cohorts. As such, it was possible to examine 

whether adolescent behaviours affected later parenting, whether parenting 

affected later adolescent behaviours, or whether these longitudinal relations were 

reciprocal, for an extended age period ranging from pre- to late adolescence. 

Stability of each construct was taken into account by regressing later scores of 

each construct on earlier scores (i.e., T3 on T2, T2 on T1). Concurrent relations 

between parenting and externalizing were taken into account by estimating 

within time-point correlations. Finally, direction of effects was addressed by 

estimating paths from parenting to externalizing at the subsequent time-point 

(i.e., cross-lagged paths; T1 to T2 and T2 to T3) and vice-versa. Significant cross-

lagged paths indicate parent-on-child effects and/or of child-on-parent effects. In 

all four models we tested whether child-driven or parent-driven effects were 

stronger and, additionally, whether cross-lagged paths changed in size over time. 

Further, using the multi-group design, it was examined whether cross-lagged 

paths and within-time point correlations between externalizing and parenting 

differed across child and parental gender. Gender differences were again tested 

by comparing a model in which all associations were free to vary across child and 

parental gender to a stricter model in which all associations were constrained to 

be equal for boys and girls, and mothers and fathers. The relative strength of 

parent-on-child versus child-on-parent effects was similarly tested by comparing 

a baseline model which included the cross-gender constraints that had been 

shown to be tenable in the preceding analyses, to a model that included equality 
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constraints on the parent-on-child effects versus the child-on-parent effects. 

Because the shape of development has already been discussed in detail in the 

latent growth analyses, the focus for the cross-lagged models lies with the within-

time correlations and cross-lagged paths. Table 2.6 shows the model fit indices of 

the final models, the coefficients are presented in Figure 2.2. 

Aggression and Overreactivity. For both the younger and the older cohorts, 

aggression and overreactivity showed moderate to strong stability throughout 

adolescence (aggression: rs .60 < .82, ps < .001; overreactivity: rs .47 < .68, ps < 

.001). Aggression and overreactivity were concurrently positively related (see 

Figure 2.2), which indicates that if parents show higher overreactivity, 

adolescents show higher aggression at that same time-point. None of the within-

time correlations or the cross-lagged paths between aggression and overreactivity 

differed across parental or child gender, Δχ² (21) = 32.71, p = .05, and Δχ² (21) = 

21.75, p = .41, for the younger and older cohort, respectively. Additionally, in the 

older cohort, parent-on-child effects were similar in size as child-on-parent 

effects, Δχ² (2) = 2.24, p = .33, and cross-lagged effects did not change in size 

across time, Δχ² (1) = 1.55, p = .21. In the younger cohort in contrast, there were 

significant differences between parent-on-child and child-on-parent effects, Δχ² 

(2) = 15.78, p < .001, such that higher aggression at Time 1 was related to higher 

overreactivity three years later, which in turn was related to higher levels of 

aggression at the last assessment. In the older cohort, aggression and 

overreactivity were reciprocally related; higher aggression or overreactivity at 

the first and second assessment were related to higher overreactivity and 

aggression at the second and third assessment.  

Aggression  and  Warmth.  Warmth showed moderate to strong stability 

throughout adolescence (rs = .42 < .71, ps < .001). Further, within-time 

correlations and cross-lagged paths between aggression and warmth did not 

differ across parental or child gender, Δχ² (21) = 24.43, p = .27 for the younger 

cohort, and Δχ² (21) = 24.54, p = .27, for the older cohort. Further, parent-on-child 

effects did not differ significantly from child-on-parent effects in both the 

younger and older cohorts, Δχ² (2) = 0.19, p = .91, and Δχ² (2) = 0.25, p = .88, 
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respectively. Additionally, cross-lagged effects did not change in size throughout 

adolescence for both the younger and older cohorts, Δχ² (1) = 0.17, p = .93 and Δχ² 

(1) = 2.25, p = .11, respectively. For both cohorts, aggression and warmth were 

concurrently negatively related (rs = -.03 < -.09, ps < .05), but not significantly 

longitudinally related (rs = .01, ns). 

 

Table 2.6. Model Fit Indices of the Multi‐group Cross‐Lagged Models 

  Fit Indices 

Model  χ²  df  p  CFI  TLI  RMSEA 

Aggression & Overreactivity             

  Younger Cohort  63.46  41  .01  0.98  0.97  .06 

  Older Cohort  49.37  44  .27  1.00  0.99  .03 

Aggression & Warmth             

  Younger Cohort  44.41  44  .45  1.00  1.00  .01 

  Older Cohort  44.10  44  .47  1.00  1.00  .00 

Rule‐Breaking & Overreactivity             

  Younger Cohort  57.12  44  .09  0.99  0.98  .05 

  Older Cohort  38.60  44  .70  1.00  1.01  .00 

Rule‐Breaking & Warmth             

  Younger Cohort  39.96  44  .65  1.00  1.01  .00 

  Older Cohort  58.66  44  .07  0.99  0.98  .05 

 

Rule‐Breaking  and  Overreactivity. Rule-breaking behaviour showed 

moderate to stability throughout adolescence (rs = .51 < .67, ps < .001). Within- 

and across-time associations between rule-breaking behaviours and overreactive 

parenting did not differ across either parental or child gender, Δχ² (21) = 22.41, p 

= .38, and Δχ² (21) = 19.33, p = .56 for the younger and older cohorts, respectively. 

Further, parent-on-child effects were similar in size to child-on-parent effects, Δχ² 

(2) = 1.75, p = .42 and Δχ² (2) = 3.47, p = .18 for the younger and older cohorts, 

respectively. Moreover, cross-lagged paths did not change in size throughout 

adolescence, Δχ² (1) = 0.97, p = .32 and Δχ² (1) = 0.94, p = .33, respectively. 



Chapter 2 

57 

Associations were highly similar across the two cohorts. Specifically, rule-

breaking behaviours showed strong stability and rule-breaking behaviours and 

overreactivity were concurrently positively related. Overreactive parenting was 

positively related to later rule-breaking behaviours and conversely, rule-breaking 

behaviours were positively related to later overreactive parenting. Thus, rule-

breaking and overreactivity show bidirectional effects (both child-on-parent and 

parent-on-child) throughout adolescence. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2. Cross‐Lagged Paths between Externalizing Behaviours and Overreactivity. 
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Rule‐Breaking  and  Warmth. The model in which within- and across-time 

associations between rule-breaking and warmth were constrained to be equal 

across parental and child gender did not fit the data significantly worse than the 

model in which these associations were freely estimated for either the younger 

cohort, Δχ² (21) = 14.03, p = .87, or the older cohort, Δχ² (21) = 36.73, p = .02. 

Parent-on-child effects were not significantly different from child-on-parent 

effects, Δχ² (2) = 0.14, p = .93 in the younger cohort, and Δχ² (2) = 2.25, p = .32 for 

the older cohort. Again, the cross-lagged effects were similar in size throughout 

adolescence, Δχ² (1) = 0.30, p = .58, and Δχ² (1) = 0.48, p = .49, respectively. For 

both cohorts, rule-breaking and warmth were concurrently negatively related (rs 

= -.02 < -.03, ps < .05), but no significant cross-lagged paths were found (rs = -.03, 

ns).  

 

2.4. Discussion 

In this study, the interrelated development of parental overreactive discipline or 

warmth and adolescent aggressive or rule-breaking behaviours were examined 

from early to late adolescence among a large community sample of boys and girls 

and their mothers and fathers. Additionally, it was explored whether the 

interrelated development of adolescent and parent behaviours differed for 

mothers and fathers, or for boys and girls.  

 

Development of Adolescent Behaviours 

First, in line with our expectations, girls and boys decreased similarly in 

aggression and increased similarly in rule-breaking behaviours (cf. Bongers et al., 

2003; 2004; Stanger et al., 1997). The increase in rule-breaking behaviours is in this 

sample only modest, which may be normative for rule-breaking behaviours 

(Bongers et al., 2003). Another explanation for this relatively small increase in 

rule-breaking behaviours may lie in the fact that, as adolescents spend more time 

unsupervised by parents, parents are increasingly less knowledgeable of the 

(problem) behaviours of their children. Our use of parent-reports may thus have 

underestimated the increase in rule-breaking behaviours. Nevertheless, the 
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differential development of aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours indicates 

the importance of distinguishing between the two externalizing behaviours in the 

examination of adolescent problem behaviours. Further, although girls show less 

rule-breaking behaviours than boys do, they also are equally likely as boys to 

show increasing levels of rule-breaking behaviours as they grow older. Research 

should continue to examine why girls show problem behaviours to further clarify 

the heterogeneity in girls’ development. Such knowledge may help optimize 

gender-specific prevention and treatment programs (Kroneman, Loeber, Hipwell, 

& Koot, 2009). 

 

Development of Parenting Behaviours 

Second, parents displayed differential levels of parenting towards boys and girls 

aged nine years, but no substantive differences were found between mothers and 

fathers. Parents showed more overreactivity and less warmth towards boys than 

girls aged nine years (McKee et al., 2007; Prinzie et al., 2010). Additionally, 

mothers and fathers similarly declined in overreactivity towards boys and girls 

(Kroneman et al., 2009; Smetana et al., 2006). Given the similar change in 

overreactivity, the differential levels of overreactivity towards sons versus 

daughters may originate in early childhood and be the result of a stronger 

emphasis on an orientation towards interpersonal relationships in girls’ 

compared to boys’ socialization (see, e.g., Kroneman et al., 2009; Smetana et al., 

2006). Girls, in other words, may be more compliant in childhood and parents 

may thus be less inclined to display overreactive discipline towards girls. In 

contrast, mothers showed a stronger decrease in warmth towards boys than girls 

during adolescence, whereas fathers showed an equally strong decrease in 

warmth towards boys and girls. Maternal warmth thus became increasingly 

more gender differentiated, which is possibly because mothers and daughters are 

both strongly oriented to their relationship, more than mothers and sons. Overall, 

our findings indicate that distinguishing between levels of and changes in 

behaviours may advance our understanding of the dynamics of development 

substantially. 
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Relations between Adolescent and Parenting Behaviours 

Adolescent aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours were related to parental 

overreactive discipline and warmth and, importantly, interrelations were 

different for specific combinations of adolescent and parental behaviours. Higher 

overreactivity and lower warmth at child age nine years had detrimental effects 

on the development of aggressive, but not rule-breaking behaviours, and 

conversely, higher aggressive (but not rule-breaking) behaviour at age nine was 

adversely related to the development of overreactive and warm parenting. The 

significant interrelations between aggression and overreactive and warm 

parenting are suggestive of their close interrelatedness, by which they may 

continue to shape each other’s development across an extended period of time. 

The finding that the development of rule-breaking behaviour was not affected by 

the initial levels of either rule-breaking behaviours or of parenting behaviours 

suggests that other factors, such as involvement with deviant peers, may be more 

relevant in explaining rule-breaking behaviours during adolescence (see e.g., 

Dodge & Pettit, 2003). However, changes in aggression and delinquency were 

related to changes in overreactive and warm parenting, which indicates that both 

parenting behaviours are responsible for part of the developmental heterogeneity 

in both types of externalizing behaviours, and vice versa. Nevertheless, given 

that rule-breaking behaviours had very different relations with parenting than 

aggressive behaviours did, a developmental theory of antisocial behaviour 

should be sensitive to specific problem behaviours during adolescence.  

Complementary analyses regarding timing of effects showed that 

aggression and rule-breaking behaviours were reciprocally longitudinally related 

to overreactivity and thus, that both parent- and child-driven effects may be 

responsible for the development of externalizing behaviours and overreactive 

parenting. No longitudinal relations were found between warmth and either 

externalizing behaviour, above and beyond the stability in warmth and 

concurrent relations of warmth with externalizing behaviours. These different 

findings compared to the growth models may have several reasons. First, in the 
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cross-lagged analyses only the group level was assessed, whereas in the growth 

models interindividual differences were taken into account. Further, in the cross-

lagged models the development of externalizing and parenting is specified for 

each time-point separately, whereas in the growth models, changes are specified 

as the overall (mean) change across the full time-period. Finally, for the cross-

lagged models the sample was split up, resulting in smaller power. Nevertheless, 

findings from the cross-lagged models provide additional evidence for the 

theoretical contention that parents and children continue to affect each others’ 

behaviours as children progress throughout adolescence. 

Interrelations between the development of parenting and the development 

of externalizing behaviours were similar for the behaviours of boys and girls and 

of mothers and fathers. This study adds to the accumulating longitudinal 

evidence which shows that the development of girls and boys may be affected by 

similar processes (Combs-Ronto et al., 2009; Eisenberg et al., 2005), although 

researchers have suggested that, as girls are more focussed on interpersonal 

relationships and gaining social approval, they may be more susceptible to 

parenting than boys (see, e.g., Kroneman et al., 2009; Werner & Silbereisen, 2003). 

Possibly, because of the relative safety of the parent-adolescent relationship, girls’ 

tendency for gaining social approval is not that much relevant for girls’ 

behaviours with parents, whereas peers may be more influential for girls’ than 

boys’ behaviours (e.g., Leadbeater, Kuperminc, Blatt, & Hertzog, 1999). 

Additionally, existing evidence suggests that children’s temperament (Van Zeijl 

et al., 2007) and personality (De Haan, Prinzie, & Deković, 2010) may make them 

more susceptible to their environment, and these dispositional factors are 

possibly more important than child gender. Researchers should continue to 

include boys and girls to resolve the inconclusive findings on their differential 

susceptibility to parenting. Including other individual (e.g., temperament, 

personality) and contextual (peers, neighbourhood) risk factors, in addition to the 

inclusion of multiple aspects of parenting may further elucidate gender-specific 

processes of externalizing behaviours. 
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Limitations and future directions 

Several methodological limitations warrant caution in the interpretation of 

results. First, our sample is relatively low risk in terms of aggressive and rule-

breaking behaviours and results from this study cannot be generalized to high 

risk samples. The small amount of variance that results from the low risk nature 

of our sample also means that found associations are conservative estimates. 

Relations between parenting and externalizing behaviours may thus be stronger 

in samples that are more diverse in terms of externalizing behaviours. Further, 

given the large sample size, this study used questionnaire data only, although a 

combination of methods of assessments (e.g., questionnaire data with 

observations) would provide a more robust test of the interrelated development 

of parenting and adolescent adjustment. Additionally, our measure of 

externalizing behaviours has its limitations, as it does not sample the full range of 

deviant behaviours and the frequency anchors are limited. However, the CBCL is 

often used in research examining the development of antisocial behaviours and 

using the CBCL facilitates comparison of results of this study with previous 

work. Another limitation lies in our sole reliance on parent reports to measure all 

constructs. Although averaging mother and father scores of adolescent 

behaviours reduced rater bias, the small sizes of the cross-lagged paths (although 

not uncommon in cross-lagged analyses) should be carefully interpreted in light 

of possible shared method variance. Conversely, given previous findings which 

suggest that the impact of parenting on adolescent adjustment is mediated by 

adolescents’ perceptions of parental behaviours (e.g., Neiderhiser, Pike, 

Hetherington, & Reiss, 1998), not including adolescent-reported parenting may 

have underestimated relations between parenting and adolescent behaviours. 

Moreover, omitting peers as a source of influence may have lead to some 

spurious results. For example, decreased parental knowledge has been related to 

adolescent problem behaviours through its impact on increased engagement with 

delinquent peers (Reitz, Deković, Prinzie, & Buist, 2007). However, an increasing 

impact of peers does not necessarily translate into a decreasing influence of 

parents (Moffitt & Caspi, 2001). 
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Results from this study also suggest directions for additional research. 

First, we addressed the impact of isolated parenting behaviours, but the interplay 

between parenting behaviours may also importantly affect problem behaviours. 

For example, previous work has shown that high negative maternal discipline 

was only related to later externalizing behaviours in the context of low maternal 

responsiveness (e.g., Alink et al., 2009). Therefore, future research could combine 

parenting behaviours (e.g., interactions between discipline and support) to 

further the knowledge of the dynamics of parenting and externalizing. Second, 

there may be an interaction between the initial level and change in parenting that 

predicts adolescent rule-breaking behaviours. High-risk children whose parents 

decrease in warmth may be more likely to escalate in rule-breaking behaviours 

and the development of rule-breaking behaviours may show a nonlinear (i.e., U-

shaped) trend for these adolescents. Future research among high-risk children 

could thus examine linearity of both the development in rule-breaking 

behaviours and of the effects of parenting on the development of rule-breaking 

behaviours. Further, results from this study show that significant interindividual 

differences exist between parents regarding the change in overreactivity and 

warmth. A complementary approach to studying interindividual differences is to 

identify subgroups of individuals who follow distinct developmental trajectories. 

Although existing work has examined the development of externalizing 

behaviours using this approach (e.g., Bongers et al., 2004), to our knowledge, no 

research has examined the development of parenting in this way. Given the 

significant interindividual differences for the development of parenting in this 

study, future research could examine whether subgroups of parents can be 

identified who follow distinct trajectories of parenting and relate group 

membership of externalizing to group membership of parenting.  

Overall, our results indicate that parental overreactivity and warmth 

substantially affect adolescent externalizing behaviours and are, in turn, affected 

by adolescent externalizing behaviours. Moreover, including the shape of the 

change in parenting and in externalizing behaviours further elucidates the 

dynamics of parenting and externalizing during adolescence. 
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Conclusions 

This study made important contributions to the knowledge on the development 

of parenting and adolescent behaviours. First, results show that girls and boys 

similarly decrease in aggression and increase in rule-breaking behaviours 

throughout adolescence, also when taking into account interindividual 

differences in their development. Further, mothers and fathers show different 

parenting towards boys and girls and for mothers, these differences may become 

more pronounced as children grow older. Second, the development of the two 

types of externalizing behaviours was related to the development of the two 

types of parenting. Average levels of and changes in parenting and externalizing 

behaviours each provide unique information about their interrelated 

development. Moreover, interrelations were specific for the type of externalizing 

and the type of parenting that was examined, but no differences in these 

interrelations were found between boys and girls. This study shows that, 

although the development of externalizing behaviours and of parenting may be 

somewhat different when considering boys versus girls, the impact of parenting 

on the development of aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours is comparable 

across child gender and conversely, boys’ and girls’ externalizing behaviours 

similarly affect the development of parental overreactivity and warmth. 
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Abstract 

Building on prior cross-sectional work, this longitudinal study evaluated the 

proposition that maternal and paternal overreactive and authoritative parenting 

mediate the effect of child personality characteristics on externalizing behaviour. 

Data from the Flemish Study on Parenting, Personality and Problem 

Behaviour were used in a moderated mediation analysis (N = 434). Teachers 

rated children’s big five characteristics, fathers and mothers rated their parenting 

and 3 years later, children rated their externalizing behaviour.  

Mediational analysis revealed both direct and indirect effects. Higher levels 

of Extraversion and lower levels of Benevolence were related directly to higher 

levels of child externalizing behaviour. Higher levels of paternal authoritative 

parenting and lower levels of maternal overreactivity were related to lower 

scores on externalizing behaviour. In addition, the relation between Benevolence, 

Emotional Stability, and externalizing behaviour was partially mediated by 

parental overreactivity. Conscientiousness had an indirect effect on externalizing 

behaviour through paternal authoritative parenting. Relations were not 

moderated by child gender. This study is of theoretical interest because the 

results demonstrate that parenting is a mediating mechanism that accounts for 

associations between personality and externalizing behaviour.  



Chapter 3 

     67  

3.1. Introduction 

Externalizing behaviour begins early in life (Patterson, DeBaryshe, & Ramsey, 

1989) and is quite stable (Prinzie, Onghena, & Hellinckx, 2006) with about half of 

the children continuing to have behaviour problems beyond school years 

(Campbell, 1995). Children’s externalizing behaviour is a strong precursor of a 

variety of problems in adolescence and adulthood (e.g., criminality, alcoholism, 

and emotional problems) (e.g., Caspi, Elder, & Bem, 1987). Connections between 

personality characteristics and externalizing behaviour in children and 

adolescents have frequently been reported (Nigg, 2006; Tackett, 2006). However, 

despite the occurrence of significant relationships between personality and 

problem behaviour, a thorough understanding of the processes that may explain 

these relationships is lacking. The majority of research to date has been purely 

correlational, seeking to identify relationships, but not necessarily to understand 

and explain them (Tackett, 2006). Further, a lot of findings are based on a 

particular personality trait, rather than on multivariate approaches, hampering a 

more comprehensive picture of the relationships between personality 

characteristics and externalizing behaviour. Finally, a majority of research 

focused on boys (e.g., Patterson, Reid, & Dishion, 1992) and is primarily based on 

mother ratings (e.g., Loeber, Green, Lahey, Frick, & McBurnett, 2000). 

In the present study, we attempt to address these limitations. The overall 

aim is to elucidate processes that may explain the relation between personality 

and externalizing behaviour using a longitudinal perspective. More specifically, 

we tested whether the effects of child personality on externalizing behaviour, 

measured 3 years later, are (partially) mediated by different forms of parenting 

(overreactive and authoritative parenting). In addition, fathers as well as mothers 

rated their parenting behaviour. Paternal parenting has been found to contribute 

uniquely, that is in addition to maternal parenting, to the development of 

children and adolescents (e.g., Denham, Workman, Cole, Weissbrod, Kendziora, 

& Zahn-Waxler, 2000; Neiderhiser, Reiss, Lichtenstein, Spotts, & Ganiban, 2007; 

Verlaan & Schwartzman, 2002). Finally, our study included boys as well as girls 
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which offers the possibility to test whether the relations between personality, 

parenting and externalizing behaviour were moderated by child gender.  

There is a growing consensus (Caspi & Shiner, 2006; Shiner & Caspi, 2003) 

that the broad spectrum of personality traits in children can be measured by the 

Five Factor Model (FFM), also known as the Big Five (i.e., Extraversion, 

Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability and Openness). 

Researchers have examined several models linking personality and (mal) 

adjustment (for a review, see Shiner & Caspi, 2003; Tackett, 2006). The most 

investigated model, the vulnerability or predisposition model, hypothesizes that 

child’s personality affects the risk for the onset and maintenance of problem 

behaviour (Tackett, 2006), whereas environmental conditions such as parenting 

only have a limited role (Scaramella, Conger, Spoth, & Simons, 2002). 

Considerable evidence suggests that low Agreeableness, low Conscientiousness 

and to a lesser extent high Neuroticism and Extraversion are related to 

externalizing behaviour (De Pauw, Mervielde, & Van Leeuwen, 2009; Heaven, 

1996; John, Caspi, Robins, Moffitt, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1994; Krueger, Caspi, 

Moffitt, Silva, & McGee, 1996; Lynam et al., 2005; Prinzie et al., 2003).  

Fewer studies have investigated the processes through which personality 

characteristics might put children at risk for different forms of externalizing 

problems. In the present study, we hypothesize that personality might 

predispose to externalizing behaviour via mediating mechanisms. For example, 

personality may lead to changes in the environment, such as evoking different 

responses from parents. This type of evocative effect is illustrated by findings of 

Ge and colleagues (1996) who reported that early characteristics of adolescents at 

genetic risk for conduct disorder lead to differential reactions from caregivers, 

which in turn, contribute to negative parenting that placed them at further risk 

for antisocial behaviour. Also Manders and colleagues (2006) demonstrated a 

mediating role for the quality of the parent-adolescent relation in the association 

between Agreeableness, Conscientiousness and Emotional Stability and 

externalizing behaviour. Irritable and dominant adolescents may have difficulty 

regulating their own emotions and behaviours. This may in turn lead to more 
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coercive and overreactive interactions with others. Agreeable, good-humoured, 

and cheerful adolescents on the other hand may also be better able to obey their 

parents, which may result in a positive, favourable rearing climate (Prinzie et al., 

2003).  

In a previous study, we examined the moderating effects of children’s 

personality on relations between negative parenting and externalizing behaviour 

using cross-sectional data (Prinzie et al., 2003). Multiple regression analyses 

revealed that in the mother data as well as in the father data, dysfunctional 

parenting and the children’s personality characteristics Benevolence (similar to 

Agreeableness or low Antagonism in adult personality models), 

Conscientiousness and Extraversion were directly related to outcomes consistent 

with an additive model of their effects. Significant interactions indicated that 

children with low scores on Benevolence who were exposed to overreactive 

discipline practices exhibited higher levels of externalizing behaviour. Children 

characterized by low scores on Conscientiousness who were exposed to coercive 

parenting behaviour showed elevated levels of externalizing behaviour. 

This study extends our previous work in several ways. First, this study 

investigated the relation between personality and problem behaviour from a 

longitudinal perspective during the transition to adolescence. The transition to 

adolescence is an important developmental period for both children and parents 

(Galambos & Costigan, 2003). Children transition to secondary school and face 

the developmental task of increasing autonomy. Parents must learn to relax some 

control and remain supportive. How children and parents handle these changes 

might be important for subsequent adolescent adjustment. Second, Prinzie and 

colleagues (2003) used parental ratings for child personality, parenting practices, 

and externalizing behaviour. However, because of rater bias it is not possible to 

disentangle children’s personalities and children’s externalizing behaviour from 

parental personality, since parents may have the tendency to underestimate or 

overestimate certain scores consistently (Van der Valk, Van den Oord, Verhulst, 

& Boomsma, 2001). To avoid rater bias, in this study teachers rated child 

personality, parents rated their own parenting practices, and children rated their 
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own externalizing behaviour. Regarding self-reports of problem behaviour, it has 

been shown that adolescents report more externalizing problem behaviour about 

themselves than their parents or teachers about them (Loeber & Farrington, 1998; 

Verhulst & Van der Ende, 1992; Youngstrom, Loeber, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 

2000). Furthermore, Prinzie and colleagues (2003) only concentrated on negative 

parenting behaviour, thereby neglecting the possible positive effects of more 

authoritative parenting (see e.g., Pettit, Bates, & Dodge, 1997). In this study, both 

positive and negative parenting were included for a more comprehensive view of 

the possible mediating effects of parenting. This study used simultaneous 

mediation analyses while accounting for potential collinearity among the 

mediator variables (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). As far as we know, no longitudinal 

research on the relationship between the Big Five personality dimensions in 

children, positive and negative maternal and paternal parenting and 

externalizing behaviour has been undertaken.  

Based on the reviewed research we hypothesized that (a) especially 

Benevolence and Conscientiousness will be negatively related to externalizing 

behaviour (De Pauw et al., 2008; Prinzie et al., 2003); (b) the effect of child 

personality (especially Benevolence and Conscientiousness) on externalizing 

behaviour will be partially mediated by parenting practices. Finally, the 

moderating effect of child gender was explored. There are a number of reasons 

why relationships among personality, parenting and externalizing behaviour 

may differ depending on child gender. First, boys and girls may differ on overall 

levels of personality. A recent meta-analysis on gender differences in 

temperament revealed consistent gender differences favouring girls within the 

factor of effortful control (related to Conscientiousness) (Else-Quest, Hyde, 

Goldsmith, & Van Hulle, 2006). Several dimensions within surgency (related to 

Extraversion) showed small to moderate gender differences favouring boys. 

Second, parents may use different types of discipline with boys and girls. Butler 

and Shalit-Naggar (2008) for example, reported more reciprocity in mother-

daughter than in mother-son interactions. These differences in levels of 

personality, parenting, and externalizing behaviours may translate into 
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differences between boys and girls in the relations between different forms of 

parenting and externalizing behaviour. A meta-analysis by Rothbaum and Weisz 

(1994) supports this notion, by showing that correlations between parenting and 

child externalizing are stronger for boys than for girls in studies with 

preadolescents and involving mothers. Given inconsistencies in the literature, 

analyses with regard to the moderating role of child gender were exploratory.  

 

3.2. Method 

 

Participants  

The sample for this study consisted of 434 children (209 boys and 225 girls). The 

children’s ages ranged from 9 to 13 years old (M = 10.83 years, SD = 1.07). The 

percentages of mothers (M) and fathers (F) with various educational levels were 

elementary school (M: 0.9%; F: 3.0%), secondary education (M: 41.1%, F: 43.3%), 

non-university higher education (M: 45.2%; F: 34.4%), university (M: 12.8%; F: 

19.2%). The index of socioeconomic status was based on the Index of Occupations 

(Beroepenklapper; Van Westerlaak, Kropman, & Collaris, 1984), a Dutch system 

that is closely linked to the International Standard Classification of Occupations 

(International Labor Organization, 1988). In case of both parents working, the 

parent with the highest status occupation was taken into account. Families 

represent the full range of socioeconomic status with 30% in the lower class, 51% 

in the middle class and 19% in the upper class. Nineteen percent of the mothers 

and twenty percent of the fathers was not working outside the home. There were 

no significant differences between subjects having missing values at T2, in their 

personality scores and parenting at T1. For both mothers and fathers, missing 

values (n = 60) were missing completely at random. Little’s MCAR test was non-

significant for both mothers (p<.29) and father (p<.34). Therefore, to account for 

attrition and to maximize sample size, missing values were imputed with the 

Expected-Maximization (EM) algorithm (Schafer & Graham, 2002). Schafer (1997) 

recommended this procedure, which is an iterative Expectation-Maximization 

algorithm. In the Expectation-Maximization algorithm, missing values for each 
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variable are estimated iteratively from all the other variables using the data for all 

individuals with observed values on that variable and random variability is 

added as the missing data are predicted. In this way, data from all mothers and 

fathers for who scores regarding their parenting were available at Time 1 and 

from children for who teachers had rated personality could be included in the 

analyses. 

 

Measures 

 

Child  Personality. To measure child personality, teachers completed the 

Hierarchical Personality Inventory for Children (HiPIC: Mervielde & De Fruyt, 

1999), a lexically based Dutch instrument designed to measure individual 

differences among children. The HiPIC is an empirically derived questionnaire 

including 144 items grouped into five factors: Extraversion (e.g., ‘Bubbles with 

life’), Benevolence (e.g., ‘Defends the weak’), Conscientiousness (e.g., ‘Works 

with sustained attention’), Emotional Stability (e.g., ‘Is readily scared’(R)), and 

Imagination (e.g., ‘Asks many why questions’). The HiPIC dimensions 

Extraversion, Conscientiousness, and Emotional Stability refer to content that is 

similar to the adult Big Five counterparts and hence received the same label. To 

distinguish the broader content of the second factor from the adult Agreeableness 

factor, this factor was labelled Benevolence. The items of this dimension are more 

evaluative negative in nature, referring to characteristics of the ‘easy versus 

difficult child’ as conceived in the temperament literature. The HiPIC 

Imagination factor comprises both intellect and Openness to experience items, 

blending the two alternative labels for the fifth factor emerging from adult 

adjective-based lexical studies (Goldberg, 1993) and the questionnaire-oriented 

FFM approach (Costa & McCrae, 1992). The HiPIC was identified by Shiner and 

Caspi (2003) as one of the sound instruments to assess personality in children. 

Findings concerning structural replicability, validity, and temporal stability have 

recently been reported by De Fruyt and colleagues (2006), Mervielde and De 

Fruyt (2002) and Prinzie and Deković (2008). Teachers rated children’s behaviour 
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on a five-point scale, ranging from (1) Almost not characteristic to (5) Very 

characteristic.  

Authoritative  Parenting.  Mothers and fathers rated their authoritative 

parenting via the Parenting Practices Questionnaire (PPQ: Robinson, Mandleco, 

Olsen, & Hart, 1995). According to Locke and Prinz (2002), the PPQ has parental 

nurturance scales with adequate psychometric characteristics. The scale for 

authoritative parenting contains 27 items and measures the extent to which 

parents reason with their children and children participate democratically (e.g., 

“Helps child to understand the impact of behaviour by encouraging child to talk 

about the consequences of (his)(her) own actions”). The behaviour is rated on a 

five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). Ratings of mother and 

father authoritative parenting were moderately correlated r = .40, p < .001. 

Overreactive Parenting. Mothers and fathers completed the Parenting Scale 

(Arnold, O’Leary, Wolff, & Acker, 1993), using a seven-point Likert scale ranging 

from 1 to 7. Recently, Prinzie, Onghena, and Hellinckx (2007) re-examined the 

factor structure and found acceptable to good internal consistency and test-retest 

reliability. Overreactivity relates to parenting behaviours of irritability, anger, 

and frustration and is associated with an authoritarian style of discipline. The 

nine items of the overreactivity factor present discipline encounters (e.g. ‘When 

my child misbehaves. . .’) followed by two options that act as opposite anchor 

points for the seven-point likert-scale (e.g. ‘I speak to my child calmly’ versus ‘I 

raise my voice or yell’). A statistically significant but small correlation was found 

between ratings of mother and father overreactive parenting (r = .24, p < .001). 

Externalizing Behaviour The Youth Self Report (YSR) was used to measure 

children’s externalizing behaviour (YSR: Achenbach, 1991; Verhulst, Van der 

Ende, & Koot, 1997). Children rated externalizing behavioural items on a three-

point scale ranging from 0 (not true) to 2 (very true or often true). The externalizing 

syndrome consists of the subscales aggression (19 items, e.g., destroys things, 

temper tantrums, physically attacks people) and delinquency (11 items, e.g., 

lying or cheating, running away from home, stealing at home or outside).  
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Procedures 

The data reported in this study are part of the ongoing Flemish Longitudinal 

Study on Parenting, Personality and Development. In 1999, a proportionally 

stratified sample of 167 schools in Flanders (Belgium) was composed, on the 

basis of the distribution of schools across the five Flemish provinces. Parents and 

teachers were selected randomly (a detailed description of recruitment, informed 

consent procedures and sample characteristics is found in Prinzie et al., 2003; 

Prinzie, Onghena, & Hellinckx, 2005).  

In this study, for each child, a different teacher rated children’s 

personalities at Time 1 (2004). In Belgian elementary schools, teachers teach only 

one class, so they know the children well enough to provide valid ratings. In 

addition, teachers are familiar with a broader range of children and they have 

greater expertise regarding normative child development than parents (e.g., 

Saudino, Ronald, & Plomin, 2005). The questionnaires were sent during spring 

(April). This means that teachers had experiences with children for a period of 8 

months. Mothers and fathers rated their own authoritative and overreactive 

parenting practices at Time 1 (2004). Children rated their externalizing behaviour 

3 years later at Time 2 (2007). This was the first time that children were included 

as informants. This study is based on families from which teacher ratings on 

personality and mother or father ratings were available.  

 

Statistical Analyses 

First, descriptive statistics and intercorrelations between variables were 

examined. Next, we examined a mediated model in which children’s 

personalities are posited to influence children’s externalizing behaviour both 

directly and indirectly through parenting within a structural equation modelling 

framework (i.e., path models with observed variables, see Figure 3.1) using the 

Mplus 5.2 software package (Muthén & Muthén, 2007). The chi-square statistic 

(χ2), comparative fit index (CFI), root mean square of approximation (RMSEA), 

and the standardized root mean squared residual (SRMR) were used to evaluate 

the fit of the models. CFIs above .90 (Kline, 1998), RMSEAs less than .08 (Browne 
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& Cudeck, 1993), and SRMRs less than .10 (Kline, 1998) indicate close fit for a 

model and were used as the criteria for evaluating model fit beyond the chi-

square statistic, which is affected by sample size.  

In assessing mediation, it is important to make a distinction between 

various effects and their corresponding weights. The total effect (weight c) of an 

independent variable (IV) on dependent variable (DV) is composed of a direct 

effect (weight c’) of the IV on the DV and an indirect effect (weight a x b) of the IV 

on the DV through a proposed mediator (M). Weight a represents the effects of 

the IV on the M, whereas weight b is the effect of the M on the DV, partialling out 

the effect of the IV. More specifically, an indirect effect is the multiplication of the 

unstandardized regression weight of the IV on the M and the weight of the M on 

the DV. In the case of multiple mediators (see Figure 3.1.), it is possible to 

estimate total indirect effects (i.e., sum of all a × b weights) as well as specific 

indirect effects (e.g., effects for each individual mediator). Multiple mediation 

analysis allows a determination of the total indirect effect with the aim of 

determining whether an overall effect exists. In addition, it is possible to 

determine to what extent specific mediators mediate the X  Y effect, conditional 

on the presence of other mediators in the model and it allows an evaluation of the 

relative magnitudes of the specific indirect effects associated with all mediators 

(Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Additionally, the mediational analyses allow for the 

statistical control of specified covariates. In all analyses, child age was included 

as covariate. 

The current study employed a bootstrapping method (with n = 5000 

bootstrap resamples) to assess the indirect effects (see Preacher & Hayes, 2008). 

Bootstrapping is a nonparametric resampling procedure that is advocated for 

testing indirect effects in multiple mediation models. The bootstrapping method 

generates an empirical approximation of the sampling distribution of a statistic 

from the available data and does not impose the assumption of normality or 

symmetry of the sampling distribution. More specifically, the bootstrapping 

sampling distributions of the indirect effects are empirically generated by taking 

a sample (with replacement) of size n from the full data set and calculating the 
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indirect effects in the resamples. This way, point estimates and 95% confidence 

intervals are estimated for the indirect effects. As a stringent test of our 

hypotheses, we considered point estimates of indirect effects significant in the 

case zero is not contained in the confidence interval. Further, as we examined 

multiple parenting dimensions specific indirect effects are reported, which allow 

for a direct comparison.  

To test whether child gender moderated the mediation effects, a multiple 

group analysis was performed. First, a multigroup baseline model was 

established against which subsequent models that include equality constraints 

were compared. This model was used as the yardstick against which to 

determine the tenability of the imposed equality constraints. In a next step, cross-

group equality constraints were placed across the data of boys and girls on the 

relations between personality, parenting and externalizing behaviour. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 3.1. Mediation of Associations from Child Personality to Externalizing Behaviour 

by Parenting. 
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3.3. Results 

 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analyses 

The descriptives for the whole sample and for boys and girls separately are 

presented in Table 3.1. All variables were approximately normally distributed 

(skewness range -.70 to .79; kurtosis range: -1.23 to 0.88). Independent samples t-

tests revealed that teachers rated girls as more benevolent and conscientious than 

boys. Parent ratings of overreactivity were higher for boys than for girls. Mothers 

reported more authoritative parenting in mother-son interactions than in mother-

daughter interactions. There was no gender difference with respect to self-

reported externalizing behaviour. Intercorrelations between the variables and 

Cronbach’s alpha’s are presented in Table 3.2. The intercorrelations indicate that 

Benevolence and Conscientiousness were negatively and Extraversion was 

positively related to externalizing behaviour. Maternal and paternal overreactive 

parenting was positively related to children’s externalizing behaviour. Only 

paternal authoritative parenting was negatively related to children’s 

externalizing behaviour. The small to moderate correlations between maternal 

and paternal parenting ratings were considered low enough to justify the 

simultaneous inclusion of these variables (rs ≤ .41). SES was not related to any of 

the variables and was not included in further analyses. All measures showed 

adequate to good internal consistency (see Table 3.2). A more stringent test of the 

relative impact of each of the personality dimensions on parenting and 

externalizing behaviour is, however, provided by a path model, in which the 

contributions of all personality and parenting dimensions are taken into account 

simultaneously. 
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Table 3.1. Means, Standard Deviations, Medians, Skewness and Kurtosis of the Variables  

 
 

Total Sample (N=434) 

Boys  

(n=209) 

Girls  

(n=225) 

 

t 

  M  SD  Median Skewness  Kurtosis  M  SD  M  SD   

Ageª  130 12.8  132.0  ‐0.02  ‐1.23  131  12.8  130  12.9  0.60 

SES  5.03 1.92  5.00  0.38  ‐0.66  5.03  2.02  5.02  1.84  0.10 

Extraversion  3.13 0.61  3.19  ‐0.34  0.21  3.11  0.61  3.14  0.60  ‐0.37 

Benevolence  3.71 0.57  3.75  ‐0.70  0.42  3.63  0.58  3.79  0.56  ‐2.86* 

Conscientious  3.61 0.68  3.69  ‐0.41  ‐0.34  3.45  0.70  3.76  0.63  ‐4.96* 

Emo. Stability  3.55 0.65  3.63  ‐0.56  0.18  3.58  0.66  3.52  0.65  0.92 

Imagination  3.44 0.66  3.47  ‐0.09  ‐0.52  3.44  0.67  3.43  0.66  0.15 

Overreactivem  3.13 0.83  3.11  0.09  ‐0.02  3.23  0.81  3.03  0.83  2.45* 

Authoritativem  3.92 0.42  3.91  ‐0.10  0.88  3.87  0.43  3.96  0.41  ‐2.38* 

Overreactivef  3.16 0.79  3.11  0.21  0.35  3.25  0.81  3.08  0.76  2.17* 

Authoritativef  3.61 0.51  3.66  ‐0.35  0.54  3.58  0.52  3.64  0.50  ‐1.20 

Externalizing  10.3 5.47  9.67  0.79  0.80  10.3  5.48  10.3  5.46  ‐0.02 

 

Table 3.2. Correlations and Cronbach’s Alpha’s of the Predictor and Criterion Variables  

  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12 

1. Age (Months)    .05  ‐.01  ‐.13  ‐.13  ‐.08  ‐.09  .02  .14  .04  ‐.12  .20 

2. SES  .04    ‐.11  .02  .06  .03  ‐.07  ‐.03  ‐.06  ‐.10  ‐.09  ‐.07 

3. Extraversion  ‐.08  ‐.04  (.94)  ‐.07  .08  .45  .49  ‐.03  ‐.01  ‐.11  .05  .20 

4. Benevolence  ‐.06  .02  ‐.07  (.95)  .32  .04  ‐.02  ‐.09  ‐.00  ‐.12  .00  ‐.29 

5. Conscientious  .03  .02   .15   .33  (.96)  .23  .62  ‐.05  .03  ‐.10  .09  ‐.15 

6. Emo. stability  .03  ‐.01   .51   .09   .21  (.90)  .46  .05  ‐.08  ‐.14  ‐.01  .12 

7. Imagination  .02  .11   .56   .09   .59   .48  (.94)  .00  ‐.00  ‐.08  .08  .08 

8. Overreactivem   .03  .00  .02  ‐.13  ‐.03   .06  ‐.06  (.77)  ‐.29  .21  ‐.15  .14 

9. Authoritativem   .01  .02   .03   .12   .05  .03   .13  ‐.33  (.91)  .01  .41  .07 

10. Overreactf   .03  .05  .10  ‐.16  ‐.00   ‐.01  ‐.01  .26  ‐.14  (.75)  ‐.12  .19 

11. Authoritatf   .07  ‐.09   .07   .09   .11  .12   .04  ‐.16  .38  ‐.32  (.93)  ‐.14 

12. Externalizing  ‐.05  .05   .16  ‐.27  ‐.18   .05  ‐.02   .22  ‐.17  .18*  ‐.26  (.83) 

Note: M = mother; F = Father. Correlations for boys (n = 209) are presented below the diagonal, 

for girls (n = 225) above the diagonal. Alphas for the full sample are presented on the diagonal. 

Correlations in bold are significant at p < .05. 
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Mediation  of  Relations  between  Child  Personality  and  Externalizing 

Behaviour by Parenting 

The results of the multiple mediation analysis are presented in Table 3.3. Fit 

indices of the model in which child personality characteristics on externalizing 

behaviour were mediated by paternal and maternal parenting indicated good fit, 

χ2(6, N = 434) = 3.58, p = .73. The CFI was 1.00, the RMSEA was .0 (CI 0-0.05) and 

the SRMR was .014. Multiple mediation analysis revealed that Extraversion was 

positively and Benevolence was negatively associated with externalizing 

behaviour three years later (c weights). Only Benevolence was also negatively 

associated with paternal and maternal overreactivity (a). Conscientiousness was 

positively related to paternal authoritative parenting. With respect to the effects 

of parenting on externalizing behaviour (b), analyses showed that maternal 

overreactivity was positively and paternal authoritative parenting was negatively 

associated with externalizing behaviour. Most importantly, and as can be seen in 

Table 3.3 (a x b); paternal and maternal overreactivity partially mediated the 

relation between Benevolence and externalizing behaviour. The effect of 

Benevolence on externalizing behaviour was reduced with 12% by the inclusion 

of overreactive parenting. Further, father’s authoritative parenting partially 

mediated the relation between Conscientiousness and externalizing behaviour 

(reduction of 23%). Mother’s overreactivity partially mediated the relation 

between Emotional Stability and externalizing (reduction of 25%). This model 

explained 18% of the variance in externalizing behaviour. 

The contrast testing effect of the mediating effect of overreactive and 

authoritative parenting revealed that overreactivity mediated the relation 

between Benevolence/Emotional Stability and externalizing behaviour 

significantly more than authoritative parenting for mothers, but not for fathers. 

In addition, overreactivity of mothers was a stronger mediator for the relation 

between Emotional Stability and externalizing behaviour than overreactivity of 

fathers. The mediation effect of overreactivity for the relation between 

Benevolence and externalizing behaviour was not statistically different for 

mothers and fathers.  
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To test whether the effects for boys and girls were similar, a multiple group 

analysis was performed. First, a multigroup baseline model was established 

against which subsequent models that include equality constraints were 

compared. In this model, specifications describing the multiple mediation model 

were similarly specified for boys and girls.   

 

Table 3.3. Relations between Personality and Externalizing: Mediation by Parenting 

Independent 

variable (IV) 

Mediator  

(M) 

IV  M  

(a) 

M  DV  

(b) 

Direct

(c’) 

Indirect (ab) 

[95% C.I.] 

Total 

(c) 

Extraversion 

 

Overreactivem 

Authoritativem 

Overreactivef 

Authoritativef 

‐0.06 

0.01 

0.03 

0.06 

0.78* 

1.16 

0.60 

‐2.02*** 

1.62** 

 

‐0.05 [‐0.26; 0.07] 

0.01 [‐0.08; 0.17] 

0.02 [‐0.07; 0.17] 

‐0.12 [‐0.42; 0.08] 

1.48** 

 

Benevolence  Overreactivem 

Authoritativem 

Overreactivef 

Authoritativef 

‐0.18* 

0.06 

‐0.20** 

0.01 

0.78* 

1.16 

0.60 

‐2.02*** 

‐1.95*** ‐0.14 [‐0.37; ‐0.02] 

0.07 [‐0.01; 0.29] 

‐0.12 [‐0.33; ‐0.01] 

‐0.02 [‐0.25; 0.18] 

‐2.16***

 

Conscientious  Overreactivem 

Authoritativem 

Overreactivef 

Authoritativef 

‐0.02 

0.01 

‐0.00 

0.09* 

0.78* 

1.16 

0.60 

‐2.02*** 

‐0.64  ‐0.01 [‐0.17; 0.13] 

0.01 [‐0.09; 0.16] 

‐0.00 [‐0.12; 0.10] 

‐0.19 [‐0.48; ‐0.02] 

‐0.83 

 

Emo. Stability  Overreactivem 

Authoritativem 

Overreactivef 

Authoritativef 

0.14 

‐0.05 

‐0.07 

0.02 

0.78* 

1.16 

0.60 

‐2.02*** 

0.43  0.11 [0.01; 0.31] 

‐0.06 [‐0.23; 0.01] 

‐0.04 [‐0.21; 0.02] 

‐0.04 [‐0.24; 0.13] 

0.40 

 

Imagination  Overreactivem 

Authoritatoivem 

Overreactivef 

Authoritativef 

‐0.05 

0.05 

‐0.02 

‐0.05 

0.78* 

1.16 

0.60 

‐2.02*** 

‐0.18  ‐0.04 [‐0.27; 0.09] 

0.06 [‐0.03; 0.28] 

‐0.01 [‐0.17; 0.08] 

0.10 [‐0.12; 0.38] 

‐0.08 

 

Note: Subscripts indicate gender parent: M = mother; F = Father. DV = Dependent Variable. 

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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This model was used as the yardstick against which to determine the tenability of 

the imposed equality constraints. The goodness-of-fit statistics of this model 

indicated a very acceptable fit. The CFI value of 1.00, the RMSEA of 0 (CI 0 – 0.05) 

and the χ2 (42) = 41.98, p = .47. A comparison with the baseline model yielded a Δ 

χ2 (29) = 30.3, which is statistically not significant (p = .40). This indicated that the 

patterns of associations were not moderated by child gender.  

 

3.4. Discussion 

 

Direct Effects of Child Personality  

Results of this study indicate that child personality is directly related to 

externalizing behaviours. Consistent with previous cross-sectional research (e.g., 

John et al., 1994; Lynam et al., 2005), in this study it was found that Benevolence 

was negatively, and Extraversion was positively related to externalizing 

behaviour three years later. These relations indicate that children who were rated 

by teachers as low on Benevolence and high on Extraversion reported higher 

levels of externalizing behaviour three years later. Several mechanisms may 

account for the associations between personality and adjustment problems. For 

example, specific personality dimensions may operate as a diathesis, 

predisposing an individual to develop adjustment problems under specific 

conditions. Personality characteristics may also shape an individual’s 

environment or experiences by biasing information processing (Rothbart & Bates, 

1998). Children who are benevolent tend to exhibit traits that evoke positive 

relationships with peers and adults. The link between Extraversion and 

externalizing behaviour may primarily be the result of elevated activity levels. In 

personality models, activity is usually included as a lower order facet of 

Extraversion. Higher activity is not only a key characteristic of children with 

hyperactivity but characterizes also children with disruptive behaviour (Nigg, 

2006). In addition, several studies suggest that children with high scores on 

Extraversion are at higher risk for externalizing behaviour because they are less 
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inhibited (Tackett, 2006). In contrast with our hypotheses, the direct effect of 

Conscientiousness on externalizing behaviour was not statistically significant in 

the multivariate analyses, although the bivariate correlation was significant. 

However, the indirect effect through paternal authoritative parenting was 

statistically significant.  

 

 

Direct Effects of Parenting 

Children, whose fathers use more authoritative parenting exhibited less 

externalizing behaviour three years later. Paternal authoritative parenting may 

thus positively influence adolescent adjustment. Several studies provided 

empirical evidence of the beneficial effects of authoritative parenting (for a 

review, see, Steinberg, 2001). Authoritative parenting promotes children’s 

empathy and psychological autonomy which in turn reduce externalizing 

behaviour (Zhou et al., 2008). 

Children whose mothers display overreactive parenting report more 

externalizing behaviour. This finding is in accordance with previous findings 

(Patterson et al., 1992). Several intervention studies show that altering harsh 

parental behaviour can produce meaningful changes in children’s adjustment 

(O’Connor, 2002). The positive relations between overreactive parenting and 

children’s externalizing behaviour can be explained by the Social Learning 

Theory (Bandura, 1978). According to this theory, parents who use overreactive 

parenting expose children to a model of aggressive behaviour which children 

imitate. Overreactive parenting consists of, for example, overt expressions of 

anger and arguing. Results confirm that paternal and maternal parenting 

contribute uniquely to the development of children. 

 

Mediating Effects of Parenting 

In this study, it was found that less benevolent children were exposed to elevated 

levels of overreactive parenting, and through this showed higher levels of 

externalizing behaviour three years later, a findings which is in accordance with 
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previous research (see e.g., Manders et al., 2006). One possible explanation for 

this finding concerns child effects on parenting behaviours. Children who are 

agreeable and empathic, good-humoured and cheerful may be more inclined to 

maintain positive relations with their parents and are thus more likely to obey 

their parents, which may evoke a positive, favourable rearing climate. 

In addition, children who were rated by their teacher as more 

conscientious had fathers who reported higher levels of authoritative parenting, 

which in turn was related to lower levels of externalizing behaviour. Fathers may 

feel their authoritative parenting is more effective with their conscientious 

children, who are reliable, planful, and have high levels of achievement 

motivation. Similarly, Asendorpf and van Aken (2003) found that adolescents 

with higher levels of Conscientiousness reported increasing levels of support 

from their fathers (but not from their mothers) between the ages 12 and 17 years. 

As a possible explanation, they suggested that fathers may value 

Conscientiousness in their children because of its importance for school 

achievement. 

Finally, maternal overreactivity mediated the relation between Emotional 

Stability and externalizing behaviour. Emotional Stability consists of lower levels 

of anxiety and fear. It is possible that children with lower levels of anxiety are 

less sensitive to punishment (Nigg, 2006). Over time, difficulties in learning from 

punishment may lead to overreactive parenting and coercive cycles between 

mother and child, and subsequently to externalizing behaviour (Patterson et al., 

1992). 

 

Moderating Effect of Child Gender 

Studies of gender differences for externalizing behaviours have reported 

conflicting results. Some studies reported that boys were scored higher than girls 

on both aggressive and delinquent behaviours (e.g., Stanger, Achenbach, & 

Verhulst, 1997) whereas other studies concluded that gender differences were 

negligible at ages 15-16 (e.g., Achenbach et al., 2008). Similarly, boys show 

initially higher rates of Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD) but in adolescence 
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this difference seems to disappear (Boylan, Vaillancourt, Boyle, & Szatmari, 

2007). Results of this study reveal that relations between personality, parenting 

and externalizing behaviour were not moderated by child gender. 

 

Limitations, Future Research, and Conclusions 

Although this study extends previous research in several ways, some limitations 

are also worth noting. First, although this longitudinal study shows a clear 

association between child personality and adverse parenting on children’s 

externalizing behaviour, it does not imply that conclusions can be drawn about 

reciprocal and recurrent interactions over time between the child and the 

environment, as postulated by transactional models (Lytton, 1990). Child 

personality (predictor) and parenting (mediator) were measured at the same 

time. From this study, it is not clear whether overreactive parenting was a 

reaction to the child’s behaviour or vice versa. Future research should focus on 

the extent to which changes in externalizing behaviour over time can be 

explained by (changes in) personality and parenting. Furthermore, parents and 

children were biologically related. This means that the parenting effects and child 

outcomes probably not only reflect environmental influences, but also genetic 

influences (see Rowe, 1990). Finally, due to sample size only questionnaires were 

used to measure the dependent and independent variables. Future research will 

need the inclusion of different methods (for example observations).  

Taken together, this study is of theoretical interest because the results 

demonstrate that parenting is a mediating mechanism that accounts for 

associations between personality and externalizing behaviour. The reported 

relations between personality, parenting and externalizing behaviour illustrate 

the complex mechanisms by which personality and the environment interact and 

shape adjustment problems later on. 
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Abstract 

This study examines how and why children change in aggression and 

delinquency from age six to fifteen years. Besides assessing the shape of the 

developmental trajectories of aggression and delinquency, we investigated 

whether child personality characteristics, parenting, and interactions between 

these two predict the development of aggression/delinquency.  

Employing a cohort-sequential design, data from the Flemish Study on 

Parenting, Personality, and Development were used. The sample consisted of 586 

children aged 6-9 years at the first assessment, and their parents. Mothers, 

fathers, and teachers rated child personality at Time 1 using the Hierarchical 

Personality Inventory for Children, and mothers and fathers rated externalizing 

behaviours at the first, second, and third assessment using the Child Behaviour 

Checklist. Parents rated their own overreactive parenting at Time 1 with the 

Parenting Scale.  

Results indicated that aggression and delinquency have differential, 

though interrelated development. Less extraverted, benevolent and conscientious 

children and more imaginative children were more susceptible to higher levels of 

overreactivity. The model replicated across fathers’ overreactivity. Parents of 

children who are less extraverted, benevolent and conscientious, or more 

imaginative, are in particular need of being supported in developing and 

maintaining effective disciplinary techniques.  
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4.1. Introduction 

Externalizing behaviours are the most common and persistent form of 

maladjustment in childhood and adolescence (Dishion & Patterson, 2006), and 

are related to adjustment problems in adulthood (Moffitt, Caspi, Harrington, & 

Milne, 2002). Research has distinguished two types of externalizing behaviours: 

aggression and delinquency (Dishion & Patterson, 2006; Stanger, Achenbach, & 

Verhulst, 1997). Aggression comprises overt behaviours such as attacking others 

and bullying, whereas delinquency entails covert behaviours such as stealing and 

truancy. This conceptual distinction is corroborated by the identification of co-

occurring overt and covert externalizing behaviours in multivariate empirical 

studies (see Dishion & Patterson, 2006). The two behaviours are related, yet not 

all children who display the one behaviour, display the other type too. Moreover, 

aggression and delinquency are differentially concurrently related to risk factors 

(Dishion & Patterson, 2006), and they show different developmental trajectories. 

Both tend to decline throughout childhood (Prinzie, Onghena, & Hellinckx, 2006; 

Stanger et al., 1997), but delinquency increases again throughout adolescence, 

whereas aggression shows a continuing decreasing trend (Bongers, Koot, Van der 

Ende, & Verhulst, 2003; Stanger et al., 1997). Although the development of 

aggression and delinquency has been studied separately, knowledge regarding 

their codevelopment, and regarding risk factors that are related to the 

development of these behaviours is limited. It is, however, important to know 

how aggression and delinquency together change over time, and whether 

predictors of change are the same across the two behaviours. 

Two important individual-level risk factors for children’s adjustment are 

their personality (Krueger, Caspi, & Moffit, 2000) and gender (see Tremblay, 

2000). Most personality traits can be described in terms of five broad content 

domains. Extraversion describes sociability and agency. Agreeableness 

(Benevolence with regard to children) describes an empathic consideration of 

other people’s needs and emotions. Conscientiousness entails the ability to 

control impulses and carry out plans and tasks. Emotional Stability (versus 

Neuroticism) describes self-reliance and emotional balance. Openness 
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(Imagination) entails an interest and willingness to try or consider new activities, 

ideas, and beliefs (Caspi & Shiner, 2006; Mervielde & De Fruyt, 1999). Empirical 

evidence suggests that across childhood and adolescence, individuals’ relative 

placement (De Fruyt et al., 2006; Roberts & DelVecchio, 2000) and mean-levels of 

the dimensions (De Fruyt et al., 2006; Roberts, Walton, & Viechtbauer, 2006) 

show more stability than change. This Five Factor Model, or Big Five, has proven 

useful as a framework for organizing findings on individual differences in both 

childhood and adulthood (Caspi & Shiner, 2006). 

Several studies investigated relations between the Big Five and 

externalizing behaviours. Low Extraversion (John, Caspi, Robins, Moffitt, & 

Stouthamer-Loeber, 1994; Prinzie et al., 2003), high Benevolence, high 

Conscientiousness (John et al., 1994; Krueger, Caspi, Moffitt, Silva, & McGee, 

1996; Prinzie et al., 2003), and high Emotional Stability (Manders, Scholte, 

Janssens, & De Bruyn, 2006) have been reported to be concurrently related to less 

externalizing behaviours. In their meta-analysis, Miller and Lynam (2001) 

reported strong inverse concurrent relations between Benevolence, 

Conscientiousness, and antisocial behaviours. High Benevolence, 

Conscientiousness (Van Leeuwen, Mervielde, Braet, & Bosmans, 2004), and 

Emotional Stability (Prinzie, Onghena, & Hellinckx, 2005) have been found to be 

longitudinally related to less externalizing behaviours.  

Additionally, gender differences exist for externalizing behaviours (see 

Tremblay, 2000). Childhood externalizing behaviours are predictive of 

externalizing behaviours in adolescence among boys, but not so much among 

girls (Broidy et al., 2003), and girls are less likely than boys to be in any trajectory 

besides the no/low aggression class from childhood to adolescence (Martino, 

Ellickson, Klein, McCaffrey, & Edelen, 2008).  

Besides these individual-level risk factors, research suggests that a 

contextual risk factor for externalizing behaviours is dysfunctional parenting 

(Dishion & Patterson, 2006). Overreactive parenting (criticism, yelling) is a 

primary target of many parenting interventions, and is conceptually similar to 

coercive parenting. In their meta-analysis, Rothbaum and Weisz (1994) found 
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that coercive parenting was related to more externalizing behaviours. 

Longitudinally, too, overreactivity has been related to higher levels of 

externalizing behaviours in children up to nine years of age (Prinzie et al., 2006).  

In addition to investigating main effects of child gender, personality, and 

parenting, it is important to acknowledge that children’s susceptibility to 

parenting may differ. This proposition stems from the evolutionary premise that 

the probabilities of passing on one’s genes in an uncertain future will be greater 

with a diversification of investments, which includes bearing offspring with a 

differential susceptibility to that environment (Belsky, 1997). Existing work 

shows that overreactivity is related to higher externalizing behaviours only for 

less benevolent and conscientious children (Prinzie et al., 2003; Van Leeuwen et 

al., 2004). These results imply that children with less favourable personality 

characteristics are more susceptible to the adverse effects of dysfunctional 

parenting. These studies did not distinguish between aggression and 

delinquency and Van Leeuwen and colleagues (2004) examined only group level 

changes, whereas children may differ in their development. Moreover, meta-

analytic evidence shows that correlations between maternal parenting and 

preadolescent externalizing behaviours are stronger for boys than for girls 

(Rothbaum & Weisz, 1994). 

The first aim of this study is to examine the interrelated development of 

aggression and delinquency during the transitional period between childhood 

and adolescence (age 6 to 15 years). Initial levels and changes are examined on 

the group level and interindividual variation is examined. Few empirical studies 

examined the age period between childhood and adolescence (but see Bongers et 

al., 2003; Stanger et al., 1997). Both theory and empirical evidence (Dishion & 

Patterson, 2006) suggest that externalizing behaviours start during childhood, 

and they show considerable stability into adolescence (e.g., Stanger et al., 1997). 

The second aim is to investigate the impact of child personality, gender, and 

parenting behaviours on initial levels of, and changes in aggression and 

delinquency. The third aim is to assess whether associations between parenting 

and aggression and delinquency differ as a function of child personality and 
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gender. Furthermore, we explored whether associations between mothers’ and 

fathers’ overreactivity and the growth parameters of aggression and delinquency 

are similar. These questions are assessed in a large community sample of boys 

and girls, using information from multiple informants for child personality and 

externalizing behaviours.  

Based on previous research, it is first expected that aggression decreases 

throughout childhood and adolescence, and delinquency decreases in childhood 

but increases in adolescence. Girls are expected to display less externalizing 

behaviours at age six, and to decrease faster than boys in aggression and 

delinquency. Second, low Extraversion, and high Benevolence, 

Conscientiousness, and Emotional Stability are expected to be related to lower 

initial levels of, and faster decreases in aggression and delinquency. Because no 

(consistent) effects of Imagination have been reported, our examination of this 

dimension is exploratory. Higher overreactivity is expected to be associated with 

higher initial levels of, and slower decreases in aggression and delinquency. 

Third, the negative associations between overreactivity and 

aggression/delinquency are expected to be stronger for less benevolent and 

conscientious children, and for boys. 

 

4.2. Methods 

 

Participants and Procedure  

This study is part of the Flemish Study on Parenting, Personality, and 

Development (FSPPD), which started in 1999 (Prinzie et al., 2003). A proportional 

stratified sample of elementary-school-aged children attending regular schools 

was randomly selected. Strata were constructed according to geographical 

location, sex and age. All participants gave written informed consent. 

Participants were 586 families (49.5% girls, 50.5% boys), mostly (94%) two-parent 

households. Mean age of mothers was 36 years (ranging between 27 and 52 

years) and of fathers 39 years (ranging between 27 and 61 years). Percentages of 

mothers (M) and fathers (F) with various educational levels were: elementary 
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school, M=0.9, F=3.0; secondary education, M=41.1, F=43.3; college M=45.2, 

F=34.4; university M=12.8, F=19.2.  

We employed a cohort-sequential design, and combined information from 

four cohorts (aged 6, 7, 8, and 9 years at Time 1, M = 7.49, SD = 1.11) to 

approximate a longitudinal study from ages 6 to 15 years (Nesselroade & Baltes, 

1979). At T2 and T3, participants were 501 and 466 families. For mothers, fathers, 

and teachers, missing values were completely at random. Little’s MCAR were: χ² 

(60) = 65.83,  p = .28, χ² (80) 75.54, p = .62, and χ² (1) = 0.38, p = .54, respectively.  

Given their high intercorrelations, ranging from .68 to .70 (ps < .001) for 

aggression, and from .55 to .64 (ps < .001) for delinquency, father and mother 

ratings were averaged. Father, mother, and teacher ratings of the personality 

dimensions were also averaged because of high intercorrelations, ranging from 

.65 to .76 (ps<.001) between mother and father ratings, and ranging from .37 to .60 

(ps<.001) between mother/father and teacher ratings. In this way, observer bias 

was reduced, and more reliable scores were obtained. To maximize sample size 

at T2 and T3, missing values were imputed with the Expected-Maximization 

(EM) algorithm (Schafer & Graham, 2002).  

 

Measures 

 

Aggression/Delinquency. Aggression and delinquency were assessed with the 

Dutch translation of the Child Behaviour Checklist (CBCL) (Achenbach, 1991; 

Verhulst, Van der Ende, & Koot, 1996). The CBCL is an extensively-validated 

instrument with adequate reliability and validity (Achenbach, 1991; Verhulst et 

al., 1996). Each item is rated as 0=not true, 1=somewhat/sometimes true, or 

2=very/often true. Cronbach’s alphas for the composite score of aggression (20 

items) at T1, T2, and T3 were .94, .92, and .93, respectively, and for delinquency 

(13 items) were .69, .70, and .75, respectively.  

Child  Personality. Child personality was assessed with the Hierarchical 

Personality Inventory for Children (HiPIC: Mervielde & De Fruyt, 1999). The 

HiPIC is a comprehensive personality inventory that assesses individual 



Moderating Role of Child Personality 

92 

differences among children. Findings concerning structural replicability, 

convergent, discriminant, and construct validities are reported by Mervielde and 

De Fruyt (1999), and Prinzie and Deković (2008). The items are on a 5-point scale, 

ranging from 1=almost not characteristic to 5=very characteristic. Numbers of items 

and Cronbach’s alphas for the composite scales are: Extraversion (32 items, .96); 

Benevolence (40 items, .97); Conscientiousness (32 items, .97); Emotional Stability 

(16 items, .93); and Imagination (24 items, .96).  

Overreactive  Parenting. Parents rated their own overreactivity using the 

Dutch translation of the Parenting Scale (Arnold, O’Leary, Wolff, & Acker, 1993; 

Prinzie, Onghena, & Hellinckx, 2007). The scale contains nine items on a seven-

point Likert scale, ranging from a high probability to use an effective discipline 

strategy to a high probability of making a discipline mistake. It has adequate 

test–retest reliability and has been validated against behavioural observations of 

parenting (Arnold et al., 1993). Cronbach’s alphas were .78 for mothers and .76 

for fathers.  

 

Data Analyses 

In preliminary analyses, the shape of the distribution of aggression and 

delinquency scores was assessed. Then, the development of aggression and 

delinquency were modelled with Latent Growth Models (LGMs: details of these 

analyses can be obtained from the corresponding author). LGMs are able to test 

linear and non-linear growth, and allow the inclusion of predictor variables 

(Duncan, Duncan, & Strycker, 2006). Univariate models were fitted first, because 

the validity of the multivariate model is dependent on adequate specification of 

the parameters in the univariate models (Duncan et al., 2006). Subsequently the 

multivariate LGM was fitted, which models levels of aggression and delinquency 

at age six, changes over time, and interrelations between intercepts and slopes. 

Interindividual variability is incorporated by variances around intercepts and 

slopes. Finally, child personality, gender, and parenting, and interactions 

between parenting and personality/gender were included as predictor variables. 

All predictors were centred. To assess whether maternal and paternal 



Chapter 4 

93 

overreactivity similarly affect aggression and delinquency, the final model was 

replicated on fathers’ overreactivity.  

 

4.3. Results 

 

Preliminary Analyses  

Means, standard deviations, and correlations among the measures are reported 

in Appendix 1 (http://www.blackwell-synergy.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1469-

7610.2009.01458.x), which shows that aggression has considerably higher means 

and larger Standard Deviations than delinquency. Aggression and delinquency 

scores were positively skewed (mean γ1=1.84, range=1.45–2.55, ps<.05) and 

leptokurtic (mean γ2=4.99, range=2.87–9.90, ps<.01). After taking the square roots, 

the scores showed nonsignificant skewness (mean γ1=0.22, range=0.01–0.37, 

ps>.05) and kurtosis (mean γ2=0.24, range=0.01–0.84, ps>.05). 

 

Univariate Development 

 The linear LGM for aggression showed good fit, χ² (19) = 21.42, p = .31, CFI = 

1.00, RMSEA = .03. The modification indices suggested that releasing cross-

cohort constraints would not yield significant better model fit, which supports 

convergence (Duncan et al., 2006). The unspecified growth model did not 

provide a better fit, Δχ² (8) = 3.59, p = .89. The linear LGM for delinquency also 

showed good fit, χ² (19) = 20.73, p = .35, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .03 and, again, 

releasing cross-cohort constraints would not yield better fit. The unspecified 

LGM also did not result in a better fit, Δχ² (8) = 10.65, p = .22. Therefore, the linear 

growth models were selected as the final models. 

 

Multivariate Development  

To examine the codevelopment of aggression and delinquency a multivariate 

LGM was fitted. After allowing the within-time point measurement errors 

between aggression and delinquency at Time 2 (ages 9-12) to covary, model fit 
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was good, χ² (67) = 81.76, p = .11, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .04. The growth parameters 

are presented in Table 4.1 (first aim). To facilitate interpretation, the trajectories 

were transformed back to the original metric of the CBCL.  

Table 4.1 shows that, on average, children decreased in aggression but did 

not change in levels of delinquency over time (mean slopes). Children also 

differed in levels of aggression and delinquency at age six, and in rates of change 

of these behaviours over time (variances intercepts/slopes), and variances were 

substantially larger for aggression than for delinquency. The variance around the 

slope of delinquency together with the nonsignificant mean slope indicate that 

children may change in delinquency over time, but differences in rates of change 

level each other out. Children displaying higher levels of aggression at age six 

also displayed higher levels of delinquency at age six, and vice-versa (correlation 

intercepts), and children who decreased in aggression also decreased in 

delinquency, and vice-versa (correlation slopes). Children who started out high 

on aggression, decreased less in both aggression and delinquency, and vice-versa 

(correlation intercepts and slopes).  

 

Table 4.1 Estimated Means and Variances of, and Covariances of Growth Parameters 

  Aggression    Delinquency 

  Intercept  Slope    Intercept  Slope 

Intercept Aggression  24.08*         

Slope Aggression  ‐0.51*  0.18*        

Intercept Delinquency  0.86*  ‐0.53*    1.36*   

Slope Delinquency  ‐0.35*  0.91*    ‐0.38*  0.01* 

Means  6.32*  ‐0.20*    1.03*  0.00 

Note: Estimates on the diagonal are variances, below the diagonal are correlations. *p < .001. 

 

Personality and Parenting as Predictors. The model including all predictors 

showed adequate fit, χ²(427)=654.47, p<.001, CFI=.96, RMSEA=.06. To obtain the 

most parsimonious model, nonsignificant paths were removed from the model. 

The resulting model showed good fit, χ²(273)=443.59, p<.001, CFI=.97, 
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RMSEA=.05. The percentage of variance that was accounted for by the model, 

were 59% and 18% for the intercept and slope of aggression, and 45% and 11% 

for the intercept and slope of delinquency, respectively (Table 4.2).  

Several main effects of personality and gender were found (second aim). 

More benevolent and emotionally stable children displayed less aggression at age 

6, and less extraverted and more benevolent children exhibited less delinquency 

at that age. More conscientious children decreased in delinquency over time. 

Girls displayed less aggression and delinquency at age six than boys, but girls 

and boys changed similarly over time.  

 

Table 4.2. Main Effects and Interactions of Child Personality and Maternal Overreactivity 

on the Growth Parameters of Aggression and Delinquency 

  Aggression  Delinquency 

  Intercept  Slope  Intercept  Slope 

  b  S.E.  b  S.E.    b  S.E.  b  S.E. 

Gendera  ‐0.67**  0.26     ‐0.16*  0.07     

Overreactivity   0.85***   0.20 ‐0.07*   0.03 0.14*   0.06  ‐0.01   0.01

Extraversion  0.90*  0.42 0.08  0.05 0.30***  0.08     

OVR x EX  ‐0.99*  0.41 0.14*  0.06        

Benevolence  ‐7.63***   0.44 0.39***  0.06 ‐1.51***  0.13  0.08***  0.02

OVR x BE      0.13**   0.05     0.04**   0.01

Conscientiousness ‐0.23   0.39 ‐0.12*  0.06 0.00  0.10  ‐0.06***  0.02

OVR x CO  ‐1.53***   0.31     ‐0.42***  0.08     

Emo. Stability  ‐0.78***   0.21            

Imagination  0.39   0.38 ‐0.07   0.06        

OVR x IM  1.22**   0.39 ‐0.13**   0.05        

R2  0.59***    0.18***   0.45***   0.11***   

a Gender was coded as: 0 = boy; 1 = girl. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

All main effects of overreactivity were qualified by interactions with 

personality, but not with gender (third aim). Moderating effects appeared for 
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Extraversion, Benevolence, Conscientiousness, and Imagination (Table 4.2). 

Associations between overreactivity, aggression and delinquency at high and low 

levels of these dimensions were examined. Overreactivity was related to higher 

levels of aggression at age six only for less extraverted (b=1.32, p<.001), 

conscientious (b=0.80, p<.001), and more imaginative children (b=1.39, p<.001). 

Overreactivity was associated with smaller decreases of aggression only for less 

extraverted (b=-0.14, p<.001), less benevolent (b=-0.12, p<.001), and more 

imaginative children (b=-0.13, p<.001). Overreactivity was related to higher levels 

of delinquency at age six only for less conscientious children (b=0.18, p<.01), and 

to smaller reductions in delinquency only for less benevolent children (b=-0.03, 

p<.01).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure  4.1.  Trajectories  of  Aggression  Based  on  Combinations  of  High  and  Low 

Personality and Parenting Scores (1 SD Above/Below Sample Mean). 
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Figure  4.2.  Trajectories  of  Delinquency  Based  on  Combinations  of  High  and  Low 

Personality and Parenting Scores (1 SD Above/Below Sample Mean). 

 

Another way to present these findings is by fitting trajectories of aggression 

(Figure 4.1.) and delinquency (Figure 4.2.) at high and low levels of the 

dimensions and overreactivity. In Figure 4.1., the panel for Benevolence for 

example shows that less benevolent children whose mothers display high 

overreactivity show a high, non-decreasing trajectory of aggression. Benevolent 

children in contrast show low, declining trajectories of aggression, regardless of 

the level of mother’s overreactivity. Similar patterns were found for Extraversion, 

Conscientiousness, and Imagination. Thus, maternal overreactivity is related to 

the development of aggression and delinquency only for less extraverted, 

benevolent, or conscientious children, and for more imaginative children. 

Fathers’ Overreactivity. A multi-group model with no equality constraints 

between mothers and fathers was established. Subsequently, a model was fitted 

in which associations between overreactivity, its interactions with child 

personality, and the growth parameters were restricted to be equal for mothers 

and fathers. This highly restrictive model still provided a good fit, χ²(617)=802.02, 

p<.001, CFI=.97, RMSEA=.05, and the difference between the two models was not 

significant, Δχ²(12)=2.69, p=.99. The associations appeared to be similar for 

mothers and fathers.  
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4.4. Discussion 

In this study, the simultaneous development of aggression and delinquency was 

examined for the transitional period between childhood and adolescence (ages 6-

15 years) in a large community sample of boys and girls. We believe it makes 

three principal contributions. First, our results extend prior findings on the 

normative course of aggression and delinquency by incorporating 

interindividual variation in the developmental trajectories. Aggression typically 

shows a decline (Bongers et al., 2003; Stanger et al., 1997), and our results 

replicate this finding. Stanger and colleagues (1997) found that in adolescence 

delinquency increased, but their study examined changes at the group level only. 

Our results imply the necessity of taking into account differences among children 

in order to fully capture the heterogeneity of their development. 

This study also elucidates linkages between aggression and delinquency. 

In accordance with previous research, children who showed higher levels of 

aggression at age six, decreased less over time, the same holds for delinquency 

(Bongers et al., 2003; Prinzie et al., 2006). Children who had higher scores on 

either behaviour at age six decreased less in the other behaviour, too. Levels of 

aggression and delinquency at age six were positively related, as were changes in 

aggression and delinquency. This study extends knowledge on the interrelated 

development of aggression and delinquency during childhood (Prinzie et al., 

2006) and during adolescence (Farrell, Sullivan, Esposito, Meyer, & Valois, 2005), 

by showing they have a similar development during the transition from 

childhood to adolescence as they have during either age period. 

A second important contribution regards the question why children 

change in aggression and delinquency the way they do. Child personality, 

gender, and overreactive parenting were found to shape children’s development 

substantially. Several child characteristics had main effects on the development 

of aggression and delinquency. Girls displayed less aggression and delinquency 

than boys at age six (cf. Prinzie et al., 2006). Extraverted children, who are 

energetic and not shy, showed higher levels of delinquency at age six (cf. John et 

al., 1994). Extraverted children may want to explore social and other boundaries, 
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and sometimes cross them. Benevolent children, who are compliant and non-

irritable, showed lower levels of aggression and delinquency at age six (cf. John 

et al., 1994; Krueger et al., 1996), and emotionally stable children showed lower 

levels of aggression at age six (cf. Manders et al., 2006). Conscientious children, 

who have more self-control, showed a decrease in delinquency over time (cf. 

John et al., 1994; Krueger et al., 1996; Manders et al., 2006). Conscientious 

children may opt for socially accepted strategies to achieve their goals. Moreover, 

low Benevolence, Conscientiousness, and Emotional Stability are related to 

psychopathic features (Lynam et al., 2005), a substantive risk factor for child 

externalizing behaviours (Frick & Morris, 2004). This study replicates and refines 

previous work, suggesting that Extraversion and Conscientiousness may matter 

more for delinquency than for aggression, that Emotional Stability matters more 

for aggression than for delinquency, and that Benevolence matters for both 

behaviours. 

The third contribution of this study lies in its support of Belsky’s (1997) 

notion of differential susceptibility, by showing that children who score low on 

‘positive’ personality characteristics were more susceptible to overreactivity. 

Overreactivity mattered more for less benevolent and conscientious children (cf. 

Prinzie et al., 2003; Van Leeuwen et al., 2004), and for less extraverted and more 

imaginative children. Less benevolent children may interpret parental 

behaviours in a more hostile manner and thus respond in a more hostile way 

(Belsky, Hsieh, & Crnic, 1998; Van Zeijl et al., 2007). Less conscientious children 

may be less able to control the way they initially react to harshness, and are less 

likely to refrain from externalizing behaviours (Van Zeijl et al., 2007). These 

results extend current knowledge by showing that these moderating effects hold 

for a ten-year change in aggression and delinquency, and when examining both 

group levels and interindividual differences.  

Furthermore, introverted children, who are less expressive, may be less 

able to ventilate how they feel about parental behaviours (Krueger et al., 2000; 

Mervielde & De Fruyt, 1999), which may lead to outbursts of aggression. 

Importantly, Extraversion served as a risk factor for children’s delinquency. 
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These differential results show the importance of taking to account both additive 

and interactive effects when examining risk factors for child development. 

Imagination is related to sensation-seeking, and more imaginative children may 

be less inclined to withhold from aggression when exposed to overreactivity 

(Mervielde & De Fruyt, 1999; Miller & Lynam, 2001). This study is the first to 

show that child Extraversion and Imagination are important for associations 

between overreactivity and aggression and delinquency, possibly because of the 

distinction made between these behaviours.  

Moreover, existing work shows that children who are high on 

psychopathic features, such as callous/unemotional traits, are not influenced by 

parental ineffective discipline (Edens et al., 2008). Comparing our results to 

results of studies assessing psychopathic features (Edens et al., 2008), suggests 

that within community samples, having less of a ‘positive trait’ makes children 

more susceptible to dysfunctional parenting, whereas within clinical samples, 

having less of a ‘negative trait’ makes children more susceptible to dysfunctional 

parenting. These results imply the need for a differentiation between the ‘normal’ 

and the ‘clinical’ range.  

 

Limitations and Future Directions  

Several limitations warrant caution in the interpretation of these results. First, our 

sample concerns white middle class families. Existing work shows that the 

impact of parenting differs across cultural contexts (Andreas & Watson, 2009) 

and in different ethnic groups (Deater-Deckard, Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 1998). 

Similarly, parenting (Lansford et al., 2005) and child characteristics (Lynam et al., 

2000) impact externalizing behaviours differentially across neighbourhood 

contexts. Therefore, results cannot be directly generalized to other settings, and 

future research should assess differential susceptibility across contexts. Second, 

due to the large sample all measures were assessed by questionnaires. 

Fortunately, we were able to reduce rater bias by combining scores of mothers, 

fathers, and teachers for child personality, and by combining mothers’ and 

fathers’ scores for child behaviours. Nonetheless, a multimethod measurement 
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strategy (e.g., inclusion of observations) may more accurately assess parenting, 

child personality, and child behaviours. Third, future research should assess the 

development of subtypes of aggression. Our results are in accordance with work 

assessing physical aggression (see Tremblay, 2000), however, studies assessing 

indirect aggression show that children use these covert types of aggression more 

as they grow older (Brame, Nagin, & Tremblay, 2001; Vaillancourt, Brendgen, 

Boivin, & Tremblay, 2003). Similarly, future work should study the impact of 

child personality on subtypes of aggression. Existing work in the field of 

psychopathy suggests that reactive aggression is more strongly related to a 

propensity for angry reactivity than is proactive aggression (Frick & Morris, 

2004). Further, child personality and overreactive parenting were modelled as 

static predictors, and a more complete understanding of the interplay between 

child characteristics, parenting, and (subtypes of) aggression and delinquency 

calls for the examination of longitudinal and bidirectional associations. We were 

able to model individual variations in the development of aggression and 

delinquency, but the fact that more effects were found for aggression than for 

delinquency, and the larger beta values for aggression, may be due to the larger 

variances around the growth parameters of aggression than delinquency. A 

possibility for future research is to examine interindividual variability more 

directly by modelling individual trajectories, and relate these to risk factors (e.g., 

Broidy et al., 2003; Martino et al., 2008). Further, Belsky (1997) suggested that 

children’s individuality should also make them more susceptible to beneficial 

effects of adaptive parenting, which has been supported in studies on child 

temperament (Van Zeijl et al., 2007). To our knowledge, no research has assessed 

this notion regarding child Big Five personality or when taking into account both 

group-level development and interindividual variation. Moreover, although the 

pattern of findings indicates support for the differential susceptibility hypothesis, 

the design cannot rule out genetic mediation or child-on-environment effects. 

Future research should explore these alternative explanations. 
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Conclusions 

This study made three important contributions to the knowledge about 

aggression and delinquency. First, results emphasize the importance of 

distinguishing between aggression/delinquency, while taking into account their 

interrelatedness. Failure to do so could limit the generalizability of results. 

Second, clinicians must address child characteristics, parenting, and (thirdly) 

their fit to reduce aggression and delinquency. The assessment of child 

personality may be an important tool to identify children who are at risk for 

externalizing behaviours, and interventions could involve support for problems 

that result from particular child characteristics. Furthermore, all effects of 

overreactivity depended on the level of at least one personality dimension. Child 

personality characteristics are thus potentially critical protective factors that 

buffer adverse effects of dysfunctional parenting. Conversely, because less 

extraverted, benevolent, and conscientious children, and more imaginative 

children are susceptible to dysfunctional parenting, parents of these children are 

in particular need of being supported in developing and maintaining effective 

disciplinary techniques. Possibly only interventions that integrate multiple areas 

of life (child, family) may reduce aggression and delinquency. 
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Abstract 

This study aimed to increase knowledge on personality development, by 

examining developmental trajectories for self-reported Big Five dimensions from 

childhood to adolescence (9-17 years, N=529). Further, descriptive power and 

usefulness of the trajectories were explored by examining differences in 

subsequent self-, mother-, and teacher-reported aggressive/rule-breaking 

behaviours and by predicting trajectory membership from parents’ self-reported 

(overreactive/warm) parenting. For all dimensions, subgroups of children were 

identified who followed distinctive developmental trajectories from childhood to 

late adolescence. Consistent differences in aggressive/rule-breaking behaviours 

were found for trajectories of Extraversion, Benevolence and Conscientiousness. 

Trajectory membership was predicted particularly well by warmth. Together, 

results suggest that children follow distinct trajectories of personality 

development into adolescence, and trajectory membership is meaningfully 

associated with parenting and adolescent behaviours.   
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5.1. Introduction 

The life phase from late childhood through adolescence is a distinctive formative 

period in individuals’ lives. The physical changes that take place between 

childhood and adulthood are accompanied by psychological changes that are 

marked by a greater need for autonomy and increasingly more salient and 

intimate relations with peers and romantic partners (see e.g., Smetana, 

Campione-Barr, & Metzger, 2006). Moreover, given the fact that personality traits 

are developmentally dynamic constructs (Roberts, Walton, & Viechtbauer, 2006), 

the physiological, psychological and psychosocial changes that take place during 

childhood and adolescence are likely to be reflected by changes in personality 

traits. Consistent with the perspective that personality changes during the life 

span and that developmental change may be especially pronounced during 

adolescence, research investigating specific aspects of personality development 

during childhood and adolescence has been steadily accumulating (Branje, Van 

Lieshout, & Gerris, 2007; De Fruyt et al., 2006; Klimstra, Hale, Raaijmakers, 

Branje, & Meeus, 2009; McCrae et al., 2002; Van den Akker, Prinzie, & Deković, 

2010). Research that aims to identify developmental trajectory groups for each of 

the Big Five personality characteristics is, however, lacking. The possibility that 

subgroups of individuals follow distinctive patterns of personality development 

should nevertheless be examined, as both (normative) maturational factors and 

(individual) experiential factors should shape personality development (Coté, 

Tremblay, & Nagin, 2002). By using the Big Five approach to personality 

measurement, results from this study can easily be compared to and embedded 

in existing empirical evidence. 

Further, it is important to acknowledge that examining personality 

development is not an end in itself, but rather, gains substantive useful purpose 

only if personality development can be related to subsequent developmental 

outcomes or pre-existing factors (see Branje et al., 2007; Klimstra et al., 2010; Van 

den Akker et al., 2010). Identification of specific developmental trajectories of 

personality characteristics which put children at risk for behaviour problems may 

be an important key in developing effective, targeted, prevention efforts (Caspi & 
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Shiner, 2006; Conrod, Castellanos, & Mackie, 2008), as it may lead to 

interventions that timely modify the personality characteristics (Frick & Morris, 

2004).  

The current study aims to extend the knowledge base of personality 

development in childhood and adolescence, by examining whether groups can be 

identified who have similar developmental trajectories in the self-reported Big 

Five personality traits during an extensive period of time (age 9-17 years). 

Moreover, the descriptive power and usefulness of the developmental trajectories 

was explored by examining differences between the groups in subsequent self-, 

mother-, and teacher-rated adolescent externalizing (aggression/rule-breaking) 

behaviours, and by exploring whether trajectory membership could be predicted 

from previous levels of mothers’ and fathers’ self-reported overreactive and 

warm parenting.  

 

Personality Development from Childhood to Adolescence  

There is increasing consensus that most personality traits can be described in 

terms of five broad content domains: Extraversion describes sociability and 

agency; Agreeableness (labeled Benevolence in children) describes an empathic 

consideration of other people’s needs and emotions; Conscientiousness entails 

the ability to control impulses and carry out plans and tasks; Emotional Stability 

(versus Neuroticism) describes self-reliance and emotional balance; Openness to 

experience (Imagination with regard to children) entails an interest and 

willingness to try or consider new activities, ideas, and beliefs (Caspi & Shiner, 

2006; Mervielde & De Fruyt, 1999). This Five Factor Model, or Big Five, has 

proven useful as a framework for organizing findings on individual differences 

in both childhood and adulthood (Caspi & Shiner, 2006).  

Research that examined personality development in adulthood reports 

that individuals generally become more extraverted, agreeable, conscientious and 

emotionally stable with increasing age (e.g., Roberts et al., 2006), which is 

consistent with the idea of normative development towards greater adaptation 

(the maturation principle; see e.g., Caspi, Roberts, & Shiner, 2005). However, 
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empirical work examining personality development in childhood and 

adolescence suggests that the stresses of facing the changes that accompany 

adolescence may be reflected in mean-level decreases in personality 

characteristics, instead of the proposed mean-level increases in personality. Thus, 

personality may not develop straightforward in the direction of greater 

adaptation during childhood and adolescence. For example, a longitudinal study 

that examined personality development between ages 12 and 18 years found that 

Agreeableness and Conscientiousness decreased, although Imagination increased 

(Allik, Laidra, Realo, & Pullmann, 2004). Furthermore, work that took into 

account interindividual differences in personality development during childhood 

and adolescence, suggests that children differ in their rates of change, although 

these studies, which examined somewhat different age ranges, found mixed 

results regarding average levels of change (Branje et al., 2007; Van den Akker et 

al., 2010). First, Extraversion and Imagination (Openness) were found to decrease 

between ages 9 and 14 years (Van den Akker et al., 2010) and for boys aged 11-17 

years (Branje et al., 2007), but also to increase for girls aged 11-17 years. Similarly, 

Benevolence (Agreeableness) was found to show stability for children aged 9-14 

years (Van den Akker et al., 2010) and for boys aged 11-17 years, but to increase 

for girls aged 11-17 years (Branje et al., 2007). Conscientiousness has been found 

to decrease between ages 9-14 years (Van den Akker et al., 2010), but to increase 

for boys between ages 11-17 years (Branje et al., 2007). Emotional Stability was 

found to show stability across both studies (Branje et al., 2007; Van den Akker et 

al., 2010). These inconsistencies in results may be due to the different age groups 

that were studied, and the current study extends the examined age group to 

encompass personality development between ages 9 and 17 years, thus spanning 

the full period between childhood and late adolescence. Moreover, in the current 

study an approach to studying interindividual differences in development is 

taken that allows for the identification of subgroups of children who show 

distinctive developmental trajectories (Latent Class Growth Analyses; Jones, 

Nagin, & Roeder, 2001; Nagin, 1999). This method thus conceptualizes individual 

differences in an alternative way from traditional growth curve modeling (e.g., 
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Branje et al,. 2007; Van den Akker et al., 2010), in which one growth curve is 

identified and individual differences are captured by variances around the 

growth curves. Furthermore, in this study adolescent self-reported personality 

characteristics are examined, which is consistent with the view that the self has 

greater access to self-relevant information than others do (John & Robins, 1993). 

To summarize, in the current study, we aim to identify subgroups of children 

who show distinctive developmental trajectories in self-reported Big Five 

characteristics from childhood to adolescence. 

 

Consequences of Personality Development 

Although knowledge about how personality develops is interesting, it should not 

be considered an end in itself. Given that personality characteristics are 

hypothetical constructs, rather than observable entities, their usefulness needs to 

be demonstrated through a process of construct validation (Shiner & Caspi, 

2006). Usefulness of developmental personality trajectories can, for example, be 

demonstrated if adolescents who develop differentially in their personality 

characteristics, also show different levels of externalizing behaviours. Indeed, a 

particularly important goal is to understand whether and how personality 

development affects psychopathology, such as externalizing behaviours (Tackett, 

2006). Early individual differences have the potential to shape how children 

experience, interpret and respond to the world around them (Caspi, 1998; Shiner 

& Caspi, 2006). Children’s personality characteristics may then protect them 

from, or leave them vulnerable to maladaptive development, such as 

externalizing behaviours.  

The Big Five personality characteristics have been found to identify 

children who are at risk for externalizing behaviours. Specifically, low 

Extraversion (John, Caspi, Robins, Moffitt, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1994), high 

Benevolence and high Conscientiousness (John et al., 1994; Krueger, Caspi, 

Moffitt, Silva, & McGee, 1996), as well as high Emotional Stability (Manders, 

Scholte, Janssens, & De Bruyn, 2006) have been found to be concurrently related 

to less externalizing behaviours. Results from a meta-analysis found strong 
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inverse concurrent relations between Benevolence, Conscientiousness and 

antisocial behaviours (Miller & Lynam, 2001). Low Benevolence, 

Conscientiousness (Van Leeuwen, Mervielde, Braet, & Bosmans, 2004), and 

Emotional Stability (Prinzie, Onghena, & Hellinckx, 2005) have additionally been 

longitudinally related to more externalizing behaviours. There is thus 

accumulating empirical evidence for the predictive power, both concurrent and 

longitudinal, of levels of child Big Five characteristics for child externalizing 

behaviours. In addition to levels of personality characteristics at any given 

moment, changes in personality characteristics over time may substantially shape 

children’s behaviours. The one study that we know of that examined how 

changes in child Big Five characteristics were related to externalizing behaviours 

(Van den Akker et al., 2010), found that decreases in Benevolence, 

Conscientiousness, and Emotional Stability during the transition to adolescence 

predicted higher levels of externalizing problems in middle adolescence. In the 

current study, differences between personality trajectory groups and two specific 

types of externalizing behaviours, aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours are 

examined (Dishion & Patterson, 2006; Stanger, Achenbach, & Verhulst, 1997). 

Aggression comprises overt problem behaviours such as attacking others and 

bullying, whereas rule-breaking behaviours entail covert antisocial behaviours 

such as stealing and truancy. Moreover, differences between trajectory groups 

are examined for adolescent self-reported, but also for mother- and teacher-

reported adolescent aggressive/rule-breaking behaviours. Adolescent self-

reports of problem behaviours are likely more valid than parental reports, 

because, as adolescents grow older and spend more time unsupervised by 

parents, parents are increasingly less knowledgeable of the (problem) behaviours 

of their children (see e.g., Smetana et al., 2006). However, using adolescent self-

reports for the assessment of both personality and behaviour introduces shared 

method variance. Therefore, mother reports of adolescent behaviours were 

included to examine how trajectory groups differed in their problem behaviours 

in a family setting, and teacher reports were included to examine how children 

who develop differently may behave differently in school settings. By examining 
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differences in specific externalizing behaviours for information obtained from 

several informants, robust and detailed knowledge of how trajectory groups 

differ in later problem behaviours can be gained.  

 

Predictors of Personality Development 

If adolescents who follow distinctive developmental trajectories differ in later 

aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours, the question then arises whether 

personality trajectory group membership can be predicted from pre-existing 

factors. Contextual factors that are most proximal to children and adolescents are 

likely candidates for the prediction of personality development from early to late 

adolescence. One such proximal contextual factor is parenting behaviour. Two 

types of behaviour that are considered to be central aspects of parenting are the 

setting and enforcing of rules and standards (control) and the provision of a safe, 

warm and nurturing environment that facilitates the adolescent’s exploration of 

new physical, social and cognitive potentials (support; for overviews, see 

Paulussen-Hoogenboom, Stams, Hermanns, & Peetsma, 2007; Smetana et al., 

2006). Regarding control, a further distinction can be made between 

psychological and behavioural control, where behavioural control comprises 

behaviours that are aimed to constrain adolescent behaviours, such as rules, 

regulations, supervision and management of adolescents’ activities. Behavioural 

control is most effective when consequences are applied appropriately when 

rules are violated (Deković, Janssens, & Van As, 2003; Grusec & Goodnow, 2000; 

Locke & Prinz, 2002). A type of dysfunctional behavioural control that describes 

inadequate responses to violations of rules is overreactive discipline, which is 

characterized by erratic, harsh, and over reactive responses (yelling, screaming), 

to child problem behaviours. Overreactive discipline has been found to affect 

both externalizing (Dishion & Patterson, 2006) and internalizing behaviours 

(Wood, McLeod, Sigman, Hwang, & Chu, 2003).  A parental behaviour that falls 

into the typology of support is warmth, which comprises the extent to which 

parents show affect and are involved in their children’s lives (Robinson, 

Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 1995). Warmth is considered indispensable for the 
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formation of secure attachments and a closer, more secure attachment to parents 

during adolescence promotes normative socialization opportunities and has been 

related to a reduced chance of negative adolescent behaviours, such as 

externalizing (Rothbaum & Weisz, 1994) and internalizing (Barrera et al., 2002) 

behaviours. Warmth has additionally been associated with greater social 

competence and better psychosocial adjustment (Deković et al., 2003). Given the 

prominence of these two parenting behaviours for adolescent behavioural 

development, it is plausible that overreactive discipline and warmth are related 

with adolescent personality development, too. In the current study, therefore, the 

predictive power of parental overreactive discipline and warmth for trajectory 

group membership for each of the adolescent Big Five personality dimensions is 

examined. 

 

Aims and Hypotheses 

The current study aims to extend the knowledge base on adolescent personality 

development, by examining whether subgroups can be identified that follow 

distinctive developmental trajectories in each of the Big Five personality traits 

between childhood and late adolescence (9-17 years). Moreover, the usefulness of 

classifying children into subgroups is investigated by exploring whether the 

subgroups differ on subsequent aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours, and 

whether subgroup membership could be predicted from previous levels of 

overreactive and warm parenting. Based on existing research that shows there 

are significant interindividual differences in the development of the Big Five 

characteristics (Branje et al., 2007; Van den Akker et al., 2010), it is expected that 

trajectory groups can be identified who show distinctive developmental 

trajectories (i.e., a combination of decreasing trajectories, increasing trajectories 

and stable trajectories). Regarding differences in externalizing behaviours, it is 

expected that children in higher starting and/or increasing trajectory groups of 

Extraversion (John et al., 1994; Prinzie et al., 2003) and lower starting and/or 

decreasing trajectory groups of Benevolence, Conscientiousness (John et al., 1994; 

Krueger et al., 1996; Prinzie et al., 2003; Van den Akker et al., 2010) and 
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Emotional Stability (Prinzie et al., 2005; Van den Akker et al., 2010) show more 

aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours in late adolescence. Given the lack of 

empirical evidence for relations between Imagination and externalizing 

behaviours, no hypotheses were formulated for differences in aggressive/rule-

breaking behaviours for different trajectory groups of this personality dimension. 

Last, given the robust evidence for relations between ineffective discipline, low 

support and adolescent maladaptive development (Barrera et al., 2002; 

Rothbaum & Weisz, 1994) we tentatively formulate the hypothesis that higher 

overreactive discipline and lower warmth in early adolescence are related to a 

more ‘maladaptive’ personality development, that is, to lower starting and/or 

decreasing trajectory groups of Benevolence, Conscientiousness and Emotional 

Stability and higher starting and/or increasing groups of Extraversion. 

 

5.2. Method 

 

Participants and Procedure 

This study is part of the longitudinal Flemish Study on Parenting, Personality, 

and Development (see Prinzie et al., 2003). At Time 1 (2004), 529 families 

participated (261 boys, 262 girls; 524 mothers, 493 fathers). Of 488 families (92.2%) 

both parents participated, of 36 families (6.8%) only the mother, and of 5 families 

(1.0%) only the father filled out the questionnaires. Mothers’ mean age was 45 

years 7 months (range 36 years – 61 years), fathers’ mean age was 47 years 6 

months (range 37 years – 69 years). We used a cohort-sequential design and 

combined data from four age cohorts (ages 9, 10, 11, and 12 years at T1, M = 10 

years 6 months) to approximate developmental trajectories for each of the Big 

Five personality dimensions between ages 9 and 17 years. Percentages of mothers 

(M) and fathers (F) with various educational levels were: elementary school, M = 

0.9, F = 3.0; secondary education, M = 41.1, F = 43.3; non-university higher 

education M = 45.2, F = 34.4; university M = 12.8, F = 19.2. At Time 2 (2007), 459 

families participated (444 adolescents, 449 mothers, 410 fathers). At Time 3 (2009), 

427 families participated (420 adolescents, 418 mothers, 380 fathers).  
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There were two forms of missingness in the data. First, there were 

amounts of planned missingness due to the cohort-sequential design. However, 

this form of missingness is not dependent on personality characteristics, so the 

assumption that the data were missing at random was tenable. The second form 

of missingness in our data is due to attrition. Regarding attrition, missing values 

were found to be completely at random, Little’s MCAR, χ² (303) = 288.48, p = .72. 

These results indicate a good fit between sample scores with and without 

imputation. Therefore, to maximize sample size at Time 2 and Time 3, missing 

values were imputed using the Expected-Maximization (EM) algorithm (Schafer 

& Graham, 2002). In this way, data from all participants for whom valid data was 

available at Time 1 could be included in the analyses.  

 

Measures 

 

Child Personality. Adolescents rated their own personality characteristics at each 

measurement wave, using the Hierarchical Personality Inventory for Children 

(HiPIC; Mervielde & De Fruyt, 1993). The HiPIC is a comprehensive personality 

inventory that assesses individual differences between children in 144 items. 

Findings concerning structural replicability, and convergent, discriminant and 

construct validity are reported by Mervielde and De Fruyt (1999), and Prinzie 

and Deković (2008). The items are on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 = almost not 

characteristic to 5 = very characteristic. Number of items and Cronbach’s alphas for 

each dimension at each wave were: Extraversion (32 items, T1 = .85; T2 = .88; T3 = 

.92); Benevolence (40 items, T1 = .85; T2 = .86; T3 = .86); Conscientiousness (32 

items, T1 = .82; T2 = .86; T3 = .88); Emotional Stability (16 items, T1 = .85; T2 = .86; 

T3 = .86); and Imagination (24 items, T1 = .84; T2 = .85; T3 = .86).  

Aggression/Delinquency.  Aggression and delinquency were assessed by 

adolescent self-reports, mother-reports, and teacher-reports. Adolescents filled 

out the Youth Self-Report (YSR; Achenbach, 1991a), mothers completed the 

related Child Behaviour Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach, 1991b) and teachers 

reported on adolescent problem behaviours with the Teacher Report Form (TRF; 
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Achenbach, 1991c). The CBCL and accompanying YSR and TRF are extensively-

validated instruments with adequate reliability and validity (Achenbach, 1991a, 

1991b, 1991c; Verhulst et al., 1996; 2007). Across measures, each item is rated as 0 

= not true, 1 = somewhat/sometimes true, or 2 = very/often true. Number of items and 

Cronbach’s alphas were, adolescent self-reported aggression, 19 items, .90 and 

rule-breaking, 11 items, .55; mother-reported aggression, 20 items, .89 and rule-

breaking, 13 items, .71; and teacher-reported, aggression, 25 items, .91 and rule-

breaking, 9 items, .63. 

Overreactive Discipline. Mothers and fathers rated their own overreactive 

discipline at Time 1 with the Parenting Scale (Arnold, O’Leary, Wolff, & Acker, 

1993; Prinzie, Onghena, & Hellinckx, 2007). The scale measuring overreactive 

discipline consists of nine items and measures parents’ tendency to respond with 

anger, frustration, meanness and irritation, impatiently and aversively to 

problematic behaviour of their children. Items present discipline encounters 

followed by two options that act as opposite anchor points for a seven-point scale 

where 1 indicates a high probability of using an effective discipline strategy (e.g., 

“When my child misbehaves…”  “I speak to him calmly”) and 7 indicates a high 

probability of making a discipline mistake (“I raise my voice or yell”). The 

instrument has adequate test-retest reliability, distinguishes clinical from 

nonclinical samples, and has been validated against behavioural observations of 

parenting (Arnold et al., 1993). In this study, Cronbach’s alphas for .77 for 

mothers’ and .76 for fathers’ ratings.  

Warmth. Mothers and fathers assessed their own warmth at Time 1 with 

the Parenting Practices Questionnaire (Robinson, Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 1995). 

This scale comprises eleven items and assesses the extent to which parents 

exhibit warm parenting and are involved in their children’s lives (e.g., “I show 

empathy when my child feels hurt or frustrated”). Items were rated on a five-

point scale ranging from 1 = never to 5 = always. In this study, Cronbach’s alphas 

for mothers’ and fathers’ ratings of warmth were .82 and .86, respectively.  
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Plan of Analyses 

Before examining developmental trajectories of adolescents’ Big Five 

characteristics, we tested for cohort effects in Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 1998), 

by specifying a one-trajectory latent class model twice for each personality 

dimension separately. In the baseline model, the intercept and slope means were 

freely estimated across cohorts and in the stricter, nested model, these growth 

parameters were constrained to be equal across cohorts. The difference in log 

likelihoods between these models was then compared. The log likelihood 

difference can be assumed to be Chi-Square distributed with degrees of freedom 

equal to the number of restrictions placed on the stricter model (Tofighi & 

Enders, 2008). A nonsignificant increase in log likelihoods between the two 

models indicates that the stricter model does not fit the data worse and that the 

combined cohorts together approximate a longitudinal curve between ages 9 and 

17 years. 

Subsequently, the number of latent trajectory classes was determined 

using cohort-sequential LCGA for each dimension separately. LCGA is a group-

based semi-parametric approach based on finite mixture modeling, which 

summarizes longitudinal data by modeling individual-level variability in 

developmental trajectories through a small number of classes that are defined by 

unique sizes and shapes (Nagin, 1999). In LCGA, the intercept and slope 

variances within each class are zero, indicating that no individual variation 

around the intercept (Im) and slope means (Sm) are allowed, which facilitates 

evaluating the optimal number of classes. For each personality dimension, we 

specified linear growth models. We did not examine higher-order (e.g., 

quadratic) growth factors because the mean levels in our sample showed little 

evidence for non-linear change (Table 1). Residual variances of the growth 

indicators were constrained to be equal across trajectory groups. This had two 

effects. First, technically speaking, these constraints reduce the chance that 

‘proper’ solutions are found which are not descriptively accurate or reasonable 

(Bauer & Curran, 2003). Second and on a more substantive level, placing 
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constraints on residual variances limits differences between trajectory groups to 

differences in the intercept and slope means.  

The decision for the optimal number of latent trajectory classes was based 

on a combination of criteria, combining statistical information criteria with 

usefulness. First, we compared the Sample-Size Adjusted Bayesian Information 

Criterion between models (SABIC), with the lowest SABIC indicate the best-

fitting model. The second consideration regards classification quality, which was 

determined by examining the entropy and the posterior probabilities. Entropy 

indexes classification accuracy by averaging the posterior probabilities after 

individuals have been assigned to their most likely class, with values closer to 1 

indexing greater precision. The average posterior probability for each class for 

individuals whose highest probability is for that class should be considerably 

higher than the average posterior probabilities for the other classes for those 

individuals and should exceed a minimum threshold of 0.7 (Nagin, 1999). The 

final consideration regards the distinctiveness of the trajectory shapes.  

After identifying the optimal number of trajectory classes for each 

personality dimension, substantive usefulness of the classes was explored by 

examining subgroup differences in subsequent levels of aggression/rule-

breaking behaviours and by predicting group membership from levels of 

overreactive and warm parenting. First, differences between trajectory groups in 

aggressive/rule-breaking behaviours were examined by analyses of variance 

(ANOVAs), with trajectory membership as the factor. A series of ANOVAs was 

computed for each outcome variable and for each personality dimension 

separately. If the ANOVA was significant, intergroup comparisons were 

conducted using post hoc Bonferonni analyses. Second, trajectory group 

membership was related to previous levels of overreactive and warm parenting 

using multinomial logistic regression in Mplus 4.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998). The 

Mplus multinomial regression assigns each individual fractionally to all classes 

using the posterior probabilities. We standardized the predictors (z-scores) and 

the resulting coefficient is then the increase in log-odds of being in a given 

trajectory relative to the reference trajectory for a 1 SD increase in the predictor.  



Chapter 5 

117 

Table 5.1. Mean Levels of the Big Five Traits at Each Wave, For Each Cohort Separately 

  Age 9 Years  Age 10 Years  Age 11 Years    Age 12 Years 

  M  SD  M  SD  M  SD    M  SD 

Extraversion                   

  Time 1  3.62  0.47  3.53  0.44  3.57  0.41    3.52  0.5 

  Time 2  3.53  0.40  3.43  0.48  3.50  0.41    3.41  0.6 

  Time 3  3.52  0.50  3.44  0.56  3.42  0.52    3.43  0.52 

Benevolence                   

  Time 1  3.52  0.44  3.52  0.42  3.49  0.36    3.46  0.40 

  Time 2  3.46  0.39  3.47  0.42  3.45  0.35    3.42  0.36 

  Time 3  3.42  0.36  3.43  0.43  3.43  0.36    3.45  0.33 

Conscientiousness                 

  Time 1  3.37  0.45  3.33  0.44  3.37  0.43    3.20  0.44 

  Time 2  3.27  0.42  3.28  0.46  3.20  0.45    3.08  0.53 

  Time 3  3.24  0.44  3.21  0.52  3.16  0.47    3.19  0.48 

Emotional Stability                 

  Time 1  3.47  0.67  3.56  0.59  3.54  0.59    3.50  0.60 

  Time 2  3.48  0.61  3.47  0.71  3.55  0.56    3.43  0.67 

  Time 3  3.50  0.64  3.43  0.71  3.45  0.63    3.34  0.67 

Imagination                   

  Time 1  3.75  0.52  3.66  0.46  3.69  0.54    3.49  0.52 

  Time 2  3.59  0.47  3.52  0.48  3.49  0.51    3.34  0.55 

  Time 3  3.51  0.48  3.45  0.48  3.48  0.44    3.39  0.49 

 

5.3. Results 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics for the personality measures (Table 5.1) indicate that the 

personality dimensions generally decreased across adolescence. Bivariate 

intercorrelations (Tables 5.2.a and 5.2.b) showed that warm parenting at the first 

measurement wave was consistently positively related with all concurrent
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Table 5.2.b. Concurrent correlations between externalizing behaviours 

  20.  21.  22.  23.  24. 

20. Aggression Child           

21. Aggression Mother  .44         

22. Aggression Teacher  .16  .38       

23. Rule‐Breaking Child  .62  .29  .22     

24. Rule‐Breaking Mother  .36  .71  .33  .46   

25. Rule‐Breaking Teacher  .32  .27  .55  .48  .45 

Note: Correlations in bold are significant (p < .05). 

 

adolescent Big Five characteristics. Overreactivity was concurrently related with 

lower adolescent Benevolence. Additionally, mothers’ overreactivity was also 

negatively correlated with adolescent Conscientiousness and Imagination, and 

fathers’ overreactivity was also correlated with lower adolescent Emotional 

Stability. At the first measurement wave, overreactive discipline was thus 

negatively related with only some concurrent personality characteristics. At the 

third measurement wave, adolescent Benevolence and Conscientiousness were 

consistently (across informants) concurrently related with less aggressive and 

rule-breaking behaviours. Extraversion was positively related with self-reported 

aggression/rule-breaking behaviours only, and adolescent Emotional Stability 

was negatively related with self-reported aggression only. Adolescent 

Imagination was negatively related with self- and mother-reported rule-breaking 

behaviours. Further, rank-order stability coefficients (between-time correlations) 

suggested that adolescent personality showed moderate to large stability for each 

successive time-point and small to moderate stability between first and third 

measurement moments.  

 

Developmental Trajectories for the Big Five Dimensions 

To identify subgroups of adolescents following similar developmental 

trajectories and to explore relations between developmental trajectories, 

externalizing behaviours and parenting, LCGAs were conducted. In preliminary 

analyses, we tested whether the different cohorts could be combined in a 
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common longitudinal curve. Comparison of the unconstrained and the 

constrained one-class LCGAs showed that cohorts did not differ significantly on 

the intercept and slope means, Extraversion, Δχ² (6) 3.32, p = .77; Benevolence, 

Δχ² (6) 1.41, p = .97; Conscientiousness, Δχ² (6) 8.68, p = .19; Emotional Stability, 

Δχ² (6) 4.57, p = .60; Imagination, Δχ² (6) 8.85, p = .18. Thus, the cohorts could be 

combined to approximate a common longitudinal curve between ages 9 and 17 

years. 

 

Table 5.3. Model Fit Indices of the Cohort‐Sequential Latent Class Growth Analyses 

  Extraversion  Benevolence Conscientious Stability  Imagination

1 Latent Class           

  BIC  3411  2790  3285  4171  3504 

  SABIC  3386  2764  3259  4146  3478 

2 Latent Classes           

  BIC  3169  2593  3021  3916  3223 

  SABIC  3134  2558  2986  3881  3188 

  Entropy  .91  .87  .88  .90  .89 

  Smallest class %  24  37  42  30  46 

3 Latent Classes           

  BIC  3100  2541  2968  3856  3153 

  SABIC  3056  2497  2923  3811  3108 

  Entropy  .86  .86  .85  .84  .86 

  Smallest class %  14  10  15  17  11 

4 Latent Classes           

  BIC  3075  2525  2959  3858  3146 

  SABIC  3020  2471  2905  3804  3092 

  Entropy  .87  .85  .82  .84  .84 

  Smallest class %  1  4  7  2  6 

Note: Fit indices in bold represent the best‐fitting models (also, see Footnote 1). BIC = Bayesian 

Information Criterion; SABIC = Sample‐Size Adjusted Bayesian Information Criterion. 
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Then, the number of latent trajectory classes that best represented the 

developmental heterogeneity in the personality dimensions was examined. A 

two-class solution was the optimal solution for the development of Extraversion 

and three-class solutions represented the development of Benevolence, 

Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability and Imagination best1 (Table 5.3). The 

posterior probabilities ranged between .78 and .95 and the alternative 

probabilities ranged from .001 to .20. Group membership was clear for most 

individuals in the sample. Entropy values were very high, ranging between .84 

and .91 

Overall, the developmental trajectories of the Big Five dimensions, except 

Benevolence, appeared to diverge throughout adolescence (Figure 5.1). For 

Extraversion, the largest group of adolescents started out relatively high and 

decreased only slightly in Extraversion throughout adolescence (Im = 3.72, SE = 

0.03, p < .001; Sm = -0.01, SE = 0.006, p < .05). A smaller, but still substantial group 

of adolescents started out lower and additionally, decreased more in 

Extraversion between ages 9 and 17 years (Im = 3.22, SE = 0.07, p < .001; Sm = -0.05, 

SE = 0.01, p < .001). Two groups showed stability in levels of Benevolence, a high 

starting group (Im = 4.00, SE = 0.08, p < .001; Sm = -0.02, SE = 0.02, ns) and a low 

starting group (Im = 3.11, SE = 0.06, p < .001; Sm = -0.01, SE = 0.01, ns). Most 

children showed moderate levels of Benevolence and became somewhat less 

benevolent throughout adolescence (Im = 3.58, SE = 0.05, p < .001; Sm = -0.02, SE = 

0.01, p < .01). A substantive minority of children showed relatively high and 

stable levels of Conscientiousness (Im = 3.68, SE = 0.05, p < .001; Sm = 0.01, SE = 

0.01, ns). Most children started out in the moderate range and became less 

                                                 
1 Because of  the  cohort‐sequential design,  it was not possible  to  conduct  Lo‐Mendell‐Rubin  Likelihood 
Ratio  Testing  (LMR‐LRT).  Restructuring  the  dataset,  such  that  variables  represented  ages  at  time  of 
measurement,  it became possible  to assess  the  LMR  LRT p‐values as an additional  test  for  the optimal 
number  of  classes.  Between  the  one‐  and  two‐class  solutions,  ps  <  .001  for  all  Big  Five  dimensions. 
Between  the  two‐ and  three‐class solutions  the  following p‐values were estimated, Extraversion, p=.15; 
Benevolence,  p=.049;  Conscientiousness,  p=.005;  Emotional  Stability,  p=.036;  and  Imagination,  p=.004. 
Thus, the two‐class model was optimal for Extraversion. Between the three‐ and four‐class solutions the 
following  LMR‐LRT  p‐values  were  obtained,  Benevolence,  p=.43;  Conscientiousness,  p=.27;  Emotional 
Stability,  p=.15;  Imagination,  p=.09.  The  three‐class  solutions  were  optimal  for  Benevolence, 
Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability and Imagination.  
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Figure 5.1. Trajectory Group Estimates for the Big Five Personality Traits.  

 

conscientious as they grew older (Im = 3.35, SE = 0.07, p < .001; Sm = -0.04, SE = 

0.01, p < .001) and a smaller minority started out relatively low; this group also 

decreased most in Conscientiousness (Im = 2.94, SE = 0.08, p < .001; Sm = -0.05, SE 

= 0.02, p < .05). For Emotional Stability a very similar picture appeared, with a 

substantive minority of children showing high and stable levels (Im = 3.93, SE = 

0.06, p < .001; Sm = 0.02, SE = 0.01, ns), the largest group of children showing 
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moderate and decreasing levels (Im = 3.55, SE = 0.7 p < .001; Sm = -0.03, SE = 0.01, 

p < .05), and a smaller minority starting out lowest and decreasing most 

pronounced (Im = 2.82, SE = 0.09, p < .001; Sm = -0.05, SE = 0.02, p < .05). 

Imagination finally, showed a somewhat similar picture as Conscientiousness 

and Emotional Stability although the high starting group also decreased, but only 

slightly (Im = 4.05, SE = 0.05, p < .001; Sm = -0.02, SE = 0.01, p < .05). The moderate 

starting group decreased stronger than the high starting group (Im = 3.61, SE = 

0.05, p < .001; Sm = -0.05, SE = 0.01, p < .001), and the low starting trajectory 

decreased to a similar extent as children in the moderate, decreasing group (Im = 

3.09, SE = 0.13, p < .001; Sm = -0.05, SE = 0.02, p < .01). Thus, for all personality 

dimensions groups of children could be identified who followed distinctive 

developmental trajectories throughout adolescence.  

 

Differences in Externalizing Behaviors between Trajectory Groups 

Differences in average levels of aggressive and rule-breaking behaviors between 

developmental personality trajectories were examined with ANOVAs, using 

Bonferroni post hoc analyses for intergroup comparisons. Overall, differences 

between trajectory groups were mostly consistent across informants and 

differences in the average levels of externalizing behaviors were all in the 

expected direction. 

The following differences were found between trajectory groups in 

average levels of aggression in late adolescence (Table 5.4). First, adolescents in 

the low, decreasing trajectory of Extraversion scored lower on adolescent-

reported aggression, F (1, 417) = 7.53, p < .01, and mother-reported aggression, F 

(1, 410) = 4.84, p < .05, than adolescents in the high, decreasing trajectory. 

Although teachers also reported adolescents in the low, decreasing trajectory to 

show less aggression than those in the high, decreasing trajectory of Extraversion, 

this difference was not significant F (1, 258) = 1.67, p = .10. Second, adolescent 

self-reported aggression differed significantly between all three trajectory groups 

of Benevolence, F (2, 416) = 50.97, p < .001, and post-hoc Bonferonni analyses 

showed that these differences were significant for all three classes. Adolescents in 
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the higher starting trajectories reported less aggression than those in the lower 

starting trajectories. Post-hoc Bonferonni comparisons showed that mother- and 

teacher-reported aggression only differed between the low, stable trajectory of 

Benevolence at the one hand and the moderate, decreasing and high, decreasing 

trajectories at the other, F (2, 409) = 24.67, p < .001 and F (2, 257) = 8.11, p < .001, 

respectively. For Conscientiousness, adolescent- and mother-reported levels of 

aggression differed significantly between trajectory groups, F (2, 416) = 14.13, p < 

.01, and F (2, 409) = 13.82, p < .001, respectively. Post hoc analyses showed that 

adolescents in the high, stable trajectory of Conscientiousness scored lower on 

aggression than those in the low, decreasing or moderate, decreasing trajectories. 

For teacher-reported aggression a similar picture appeared, but the differences 

between trajectory groups were not statistically significant, F (2, 257) = 2.49, p = 

.05. The only significant difference in levels of aggression between the trajectory 

groups of Emotional Stability was found for adolescent self-reported aggression, 

F (2, 416) = 5.32, p < .01. Post hoc Bonferonni comparisons suggested that 

adolescents in the high, stable trajectory reported less aggression than 

adolescents in the moderate, decreasing and low, decreasing trajectories did. For 

mother-reported aggression a similar picture appeared, but these differences 

were not significant, F (2, 409) = 1.51, p = .11. For teachers, an inverse picture 

appeared, with teachers reporting that adolescents in higher trajectories showed 

more aggression than adolescents in lower trajectories of Emotional Stability, but 

again, these differences were not significant, F (2, 257) = 1.55, p = .10. For 

Imagination, finally, no significant differences in adolescent-, mother-, or teacher-

reported aggression were found, F (2, 416) = 2.42, p = .05, F (2, 409) = 1.46, p = .12, 

and F (2, 257) = 0.19, p = .42, respectively.  

For rule-breaking behaviours, fewer differences were found to be 

statistically significant. First, no significant differences were found for either 

adolescent-, mother-, or teacher-reported rule-breaking behaviours for the 

trajectory groups of Extraversion, F (1, 417) = 1.17, p = .14, F (1, 410) = 1.17, p = 

.09, and F (1, 258) = 0.31, p = .29, respectively, or Emotional Stability, F (2, 416) = 

1.03, p = .18, F (2, 409) = 0.48, p = .31, and F (2, 257) = 0.66, p = .26, respectively. 
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For Benevolence, a similar picture appeared as for aggressive behaviours. 

Adolescent self-reported rule-breaking behaviours differed between the 

trajectory groups, and post hoc comparisons showed that adolescents in higher 

starting trajectories reported less rule-breaking behaviours than those in lower 

starting trajectories, F (2, 416) = 32.93, p < .001. Further and similar as for 

aggression, mother-reported and teacher-reported rule-breaking behaviours 

differed significantly between trajectory classes, F (2, 408) = 31.22, p < .001, and F 

(2, 258) = 12.37, p < .001. Post-hoc Bonferonni analyses showed that the 

differences appeared only between the low, stable trajectory versus the moderate, 

decreasing and high, decreasing trajectories, with adolescents in the low, stable 

trajectory displaying more rule-breaking behaviours according to mothers and 

teachers. Rule-breaking behaviours differed significantly between all three 

trajectory groups of Conscientiousness, with those adolescents in the lower 

starting trajectories having higher rule-breaking scores than those in the higher 

starting trajectory groups, F (2, 416) = 20.33, p < .001, F (2, 408) = 16.71, p < .001, 

and F (2, 258) = 7.00, p < .001, for adolescent-, mother-, and teacher-reported rule-

breaking behaviours, respectively. Last, adolescents in the moderate, decreasing 

trajectory of Imagination reported more rule-breaking behaviours than 

adolescents in the high, decreasing trajectory, F (2, 416) = 2.66, p < .05 and 

mothers reported that adolescents in the low, decreasing trajectory of 

Imagination showed more rule-breaking behaviours than adolescents in the high, 

decreasing trajectory, F (2, 408) = 2.66, p < .05. 

In sum, self-reported aggression differed between trajectory groups of 

Extraversion, Benevolence, Conscientiousness, and Emotional Stability. Mother-

reported aggression differed between groups of Extraversion, Benevolence, and 

Conscientiousness, and teacher-reported aggression differed for trajectory groups 

of Benevolence. Adolescent-, mother-, and teacher-reported rule-breaking 

behaviours differed only between trajectory groups of Benevolence and 

Conscientiousness, but no (consistent) differences were found for the other 

personality trajectory groups.   
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Predicting Trajectory Membership from Parenting 

Predictors of the trajectory classes were investigated simultaneously in 

multinomial regression analyses in Mplus 4.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998). We 

examined whether the logistic regression coefficients between overreactive and 

warm parenting and trajectory group membership differed for the parenting of 

mothers versus fathers by comparing the log likelihoods of the baseline, 

unrestricted model and a model in which the associations were constrained to be 

equal for the parenting of mothers versus fathers. Comparison of the log 

likelihoods of the baseline and the constrained models suggest that mothers’ and 

fathers’ parenting were similarly (i.e., not statistically different) related to 

trajectory class membership for all personality dimensions, Extraversion, χ² (2) = 

0.82, p = .66, Benevolence, χ² (4) =8.45, p = .08; Conscientiousness, χ² (4) = 4.82, p = 

.31, Emotional Stability, χ² (4) = 2.03, p = .73, and Imagination, χ² (4) = 7.37, p = 

.12.  

Logistic coefficients (Table 5.5) indicated that when parents were more 

overreactive, adolescents were more likely to be in the low starting compared to 

the high starting groups of Benevolence and Emotional Stability, and more likely 

to be in the moderate, decreasing compared to the high, stable trajectory of 

Benevolence. Conversely, when parents were warmer, adolescents were less 

likely to be in the low starting trajectories compared to the high starting 

trajectories of Extraversion, Benevolence, Conscientiousness, and Imagination. 

Additionally, parental warmth decreased the probability that adolescents were in 

the moderate starting trajectories compared to the high starting trajectories of 

Benevolence and Imagination. It was further examined whether parenting was 

related to the probability of being in the moderate, decreasing versus low, stable 

groups of Benevolence, as these groups were found to differ in externalizing 

behaviours. These analyses showed that overreactive (b = -0.09, S.E. = 0.35, OR = 

0.91) and warm parenting (b = 0.21, S.E. = 0.14, OR = 1.23) were not significantly 

related to the probability of being in the moderate, decreasing versus low, stable 

groups of Benevolence. To summarize, parental overreactivity was related to a 

higher probability of being in the lower starting trajectories of Benevolence and 
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Emotional Stability only, whereas parental warmth was related to a lower 

probability of being in the lower starting trajectories of Extraversion, 

Benevolence, Conscientiousness, and Imagination.  

 

5.4. Discussion 

In this study, personality development between childhood and late adolescence 

(9-17 years) was examined from a group-based perspective and using the 

comprehensive and systematic Big Five approach to the measurement of 

personality. In addition to identifying different developmental trajectories for 

each of the Big Five dimensions, descriptive power and utility of the trajectory 

groups was examined by exploring differences in aggressive and rule-breaking 

behaviours in late adolescence, and by predicting trajectory group membership 

from levels of overreactive and warm parenting. Adolescent personality 

characteristics were assessed by self-reports. Externalizing behaviours were 

assessed by adolescents themselves, as well as by mothers and teachers. Parental 

overreactive discipline and warmth were assessed by parental self-reports. 

For the development of Extraversion from age 9 to 17 years, two groups 

were identified who followed distinctive developmental trajectories, and for 

Benevolence, Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability and Imagination three 

groups of adolescent were identified who followed distinctive developmental 

trajectories. The finding that for all personality dimensions, development was 

best represented by multiple trajectory classes adds to current knowledge that 

children differ in rates of change in personality (Branje et al., 2007; Van den 

Akker et al., 2007), by showing that these differences between children can be 

descriptively summarized by subgroups that show distinctive trajectories. 

Moreover, our results indicate that these trajectory classes diverge throughout 

adolescence, with the exception of Benevolence. In other words, differences 

between the trajectory classes of Extraversion, Conscientiousness, Emotional 

Stability and Imagination became larger as adolescents grew older. The finding 

that adolescents from different trajectories become increasingly more different 

from adolescents in other trajectory classes indicate that interindividual 
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differences may become more salient with increasing age, at least during the 

period between childhood and late adolescence.  

All adolescents became less extraverted and imaginative over time and 

adolescents who were in the lower-starting trajectories decreased faster. Further, 

most adolescents became less benevolent, conscientious, and emotionally stable, 

although substantive minorities showed stability in these personality 

characteristics. These findings, that overall, adolescents remained stable or 

decreased in levels of the Big Five characteristics, are in line with increasing 

empirical evidence that suggests that the maturation principle may not be 

directly applicable to the period between childhood and adolescence (see e.g., De 

Fruyt et al., 2006; McCrae et al., 2002; Van den Akker et al., 2010). However, other 

empirical work found mean-level increases for Extraversion (Klimstra et al., 

2009), Conscientiousness and Openness during adolescence (Allik et al., 2004). 

Our finding that none of the personality dimensions showed increasing trends in 

any of the trajectory classes may be due to the fact that we assessed development 

across a wide age range, from childhood into late adolescence (cf. Van den Akker 

et al., 2010), whereas most existing work examined a more limited age range, 

encompassing either childhood or adolescence. Adolescence and the transition 

from childhood into adolescence are characterized by large biological, 

physiological and psychosocial changes and the stresses that characterize this life 

phase may make individuals, perhaps only temporarily, less extraverted, 

benevolent, conscientious, emotionally stable or imaginative. For example, 

stressful experiences have been found to predict lower Emotional Stability above 

and beyond stability in this personality characteristic (Vollrath, 2000). 

Furthermore, most studies examining personality development during childhood 

and/or adolescence examined only mean-level changes, thus not taking into 

account individual differences in these rates of change. Moreover, in the current 

study adolescent self-reports of personality dimensions were used, which is 

consistent with the view that the self has greater access to self-relevant 

information than others do and that different personality-relevant information 

may be available to the self than to others (John & Robins, 1993).  
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Importantly, trajectory groups of all Big Five personality dimensions, 

except Imagination, showed differences in average levels of aggressive and rule-

breaking behaviours, which were consistent across informants (self-, mother-, 

and teacher-reports). All significant differences were in the expected direction, 

with adolescents in the higher developmental trajectories of Benevolence and 

Conscientiousness, and adolescents in the lower developmental trajectory of 

Extraversion showing lower average levels of aggression and rule-breaking 

behaviours in late adolescence. These results show that identifying subgroups of 

children who follow distinctive developmental trajectories may be an effective 

aid for the prevention and treatment of externalizing problem behaviours, as the 

differences between children that were found at age nine years became 

increasingly pronounced and these differences were related to problem 

behaviours at age seventeen years (Conrod et al., 2008). This study extends the 

knowledge base on relations between personality and problem behaviours, by 

showing that these associations are not only concurrent (e.g., John et al., 1994; 

Krueger et al., 1996) and by indicating that in addition to levels of personality 

dimensions (Prinzie et al., 2005; Van Leeuwen et al., 2004), also, changes in 

personality that occur across an extended period of time are related to important 

differences in adolescent externalizing behaviours. One previous study has 

shown that personality development was related to later externalizing 

behaviours (Van den Akker et al., 2010) and we extend knowledge gained from 

that study by showing that the differences between children (significant 

variances) can be meaningfully translated into developmental trajectory classes 

which can be used as descriptive and, perhaps, predictive tools for the 

explanation of aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours. Particularly children, 

who were low in Benevolence and Conscientiousness, but high in Extraversion, 

were at risk for displaying more aggression, and children who were low in 

Benevolence and Conscientiousness were at risk for showing elevated rule-

breaking behaviours in late adolescence. Extraverted children, who are energetic 

and not shy, may want to explore social and other boundaries, and sometimes 

cross them, thus making them more likely to display rule-breaking behaviours 
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(John et al., 1994). Benevolent children are easygoing and compliant, which may 

make them less likely to display aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours in late 

adolescence (cf. John et al., 1994; Krueger et al., 1996). Conscientious children, 

who have more self-control and who are more ambitious and orderly, may opt 

for socially accepted strategies, instead of relying on aggressive behaviours, to 

achieve their goals (cf. John et al., 1994; Krueger et al., 1996; Manders et al., 2006).  

In addition to trajectory membership being related to externalizing 

behaviours in late adolescence, trajectory membership could also be predicted by 

levels of overreactive discipline and warmth. Given the different informants that 

were used for the assessment of personality (adolescents) and parenting 

(parents), these associations were not due to shared method variance. In general, 

warmth was more important for predicting trajectory class membership than 

overreactive discipline was. These results suggest that parental warmth may 

shape the development of personality characteristics throughout childhood and 

adolescence in more substantive ways than overreactive discipline does. Possibly, 

our measure of warmth taps into overall family climate, and parental warmth 

and support can be seen as being related to how parents think they should parent 

their children. Overreactive discipline, at the other hand, reflects unintentional, 

harsh responses to problematic child behaviours. Possibly then, the development 

of personality throughout childhood and adolescence is more strongly affected 

by an overall supportive family climate than by (ineffective) disciplinary 

techniques (Deković et al., 2003). Moreover, personality is substantially 

influenced by genetics (Bouchard, 2004) and behavioural-genetic studies have 

suggested evidence for the heritability of support (warmth) but not ineffective 

(overreactive) behavioural control (Kendler & Baker, 2007). The differential 

associations found for overreactivity and warmth and children’s personality 

characteristics may thus have arisen because warmth is affected by genetics, as is 

child personality, whereas overreactivity is less genetically influenced (Kendler & 

Baker, 2007; Prinzie, Stams, Deković, Reijntjes, & Belsky, 2009). Given the design 

of this study the argument of genetic influence is, of course, speculative, and 

future research could assess this possibility with a genetically informed design.  



Chapter 5 

133 

Limitations and Future Directions 

Several limitations warrant caution in the interpretation of these results. First, 

due to the large sample all measures were assessed by questionnaires. 

Fortunately, because of our multi-informant design, we are confident that the 

results are not due to rater bias alone. Nonetheless, a multi-method measurement 

strategy (e.g., inclusion of observations) may more accurately assess parenting, 

child personality, and child behaviours. Further, although a developmental 

approach was taken for personality development, we examined only levels of 

externalizing and of parenting. Future research could address the longitudinal 

dynamics between child personality, parenting and externalizing behaviours, 

which may yield a clearer picture of processes by which children develop 

maladaptive behaviours (e.g., Tacket, 2006). Moreover, due to the complexities of 

examining interrelations between developmental trajectories of all Big Five 

dimensions simultaneously, we included only one personality characteristic at a 

time. Future research could explore how personality characteristics co-evolve. 

For example, children who decrease in Emotional Stability may be likely to 

become less benevolent too, and this interrelated development could explain 

problem behaviours to a larger extent.  Last, of course our choice of predictors is 

not exhaustive and in addition to examining how parenting predicts personality 

development, we urge researchers to include other factors, both proximal 

(siblings, peers, school setting), as well as distal (ethnic or cultural context, socio-

economic factors). Including more contextual factors may extend the 

generalizability of our results beyond our sample of white, middle class families. 

 

Conclusions 

Notwithstanding these limitations, this study made several important 

contributions to existing knowledge on child and adolescent personality 

development. First, it was shown that the heterogeneity in adolescent personality 

development can be adequately described by identifying subgroups of children 

who show distinctive developmental trajectories. Classifying children into 

trajectories may aid developmental theory as well as interventions that are aimed 
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at reducing problem behaviours, by allowing for identifying at an early age, 

children whose personality characteristics make them more vulnerable for 

developing externalizing behaviours. Moreover, this study showed that 

including parenting, in particular parental warmth, in addition to child 

characteristics may substantially improve the effectiveness of interventions. 
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Abstract 

This prospective longitudinal study sought to identify mechanisms that explain 

relations between child externalizing behaviours and parenting using a large 

sample (N = 529 families) of mothers and fathers. Based on self-determination 

theory, we hypothesized that child aggressive/rule-breaking behaviours would 

frustrate parents’ basic psychological needs for competence, closeness and 

autonomy which would, in turn, relate to more overreactive and psychologically 

controlling parenting and to lower warmth. We further tested whether 

associations were similar for mothers and fathers. Externalizing behaviours were 

assessed by mothers and fathers at T1 (2004). Competence, closeness and 

autonomy were rated by parents at T2 (2007). Parenting behaviours were 

assessed by adolescents at T3 (2009). Using multi-group mediation analyses, we 

found that child aggression was related to parental competence, closeness and 

autonomy three years later. Parental closeness and, to a lesser extent, competence 

were related to dimensions of parenting another two years later. Results from 

this study offer initial support for the theoretical notion that problematic child 

behaviour elicits controlling and cold parenting because it frustrates parents’ 

basic psychological needs and their sense of parent-child closeness in particular.  
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6.1. Introduction 

Current theories about parenting emphasize that, in addition to parents affecting 

children, parenting behaviours are also displayed in response to child behaviour 

(Sameroff & MacKenzie, 2003). In support of this theoretical notion, empirical 

evidence of child-on-parent effects is accumulating (e.g., Laird, Pettit, Bates, & 

Dodge, 2003; Scaramella, Conger, Spoth, & Simons, 2002; Soenens, Luyckx, 

Vansteenkiste, Duriez, & Goossens, 2008). Child externalizing behaviours have 

been shown to affect parenting, particularly parental warmth and control. 

Although the knowledge base on effects of problem behaviour on parenting is 

increasing, the underlying mechanisms that may explain the relations between 

child and parental behaviour over time are not well understood. In this study, we 

aimed to increase insight in the mechanisms through which child problem 

behaviors affect parenting, by exploring processes of parental need satisfaction as 

mediators in the relations between adolescent externalizing behaviours and 

parenting. Specifically, on the basis of self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 

2000) we examined the mediating role of parental competence, closeness to the 

child, and autonomy in longitudinal relations between adolescent aggressive and 

rule-breaking behaviors and parental overreactive discipline, psychological 

control and warmth, assessed five years later.   

 

Externalizing Problem Behaviour and Parenting 

Externalizing behaviors are the most common and persistent form of childhood 

and adolescent maladjustment (Dishion & Patterson, 2006). Many adolescents 

become involved in some form of externalizing behaviour, and researchers have 

even suggested that externalizing behaviors may be normative during 

adolescence (Arnett, 1999; Compass, Hinden, & Gerhardt, 1995; Moffitt, 1993). 

The high prevalence of externalizing behaviors during adolescence is 

problematic, as externalizing behaviors are disruptive to the individual, to family 

and friends, and to the society at large. In the current study, we examined the 

extent to which externalizing behaviors are disruptive to a central aspect of 

children’s interpersonal context, that is, the relationship with their parents. 
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Different theories on socialization emphasize the important role of parents 

in the development of externalizing behaviours (e.g., Gottfredson & Hirschi, 

1994; Patterson, 1982). Consistent with these theories, research has shown 

abundantly that family factors that are related to the parent-adolescent 

relationship are important in fostering or reducing problem behaviors (for an 

overview, see Dishion & Patterson, 2006). According to most theories of 

socialization, an important task for parents is to regulate and structure the child’s 

behaviour (Grusec, 2011). Parental regulation involves setting and 

communicating clear and reasonable rules and monitoring of the child’s 

behaviour to see whether the child’s behaviour is consistent with the parents’ 

rules for conduct (e.g., Dishion & McMahon, 1998). Research increasingly shows 

that the way in which parents regulate and structure the child’s behaviour is 

vitally important to predict the child’s developmental outcomes. Two dimensions 

that strongly determine the quality of parental regulation are control and support 

(for overviews, see Paulussen-Hoogenboom, Stams, Hermanns, & Peetsma, 2007; 

Smetana, Campione-Barr, & Metzger, 2006).  

Control is defined in this study as the extent to which parents pressure 

their children to behave in particular ways (Grolnick & Pomerantz, 2009; Soenens 

& Vansteenkiste, 2010). Such parental pressure can be manifested in a variety of 

ways, including power assertion, intrusiveness, overinvolvement, or overreactive 

parental discipline. In this study we focus on two intensively examined types of 

controlling parenting, that is, overreactivity and psychological control. 

Overreactivity can be defined as parents’ tendency to respond with anger, 

frustration, meanness and irritation, impatiently and aversively to problematic 

behaviour of their children (Arnold, O’Leary, Wolff, & Acker, 1993; Prinzie, 

Onghena, & Hellinckx, 2007). Psychological control is characteristic of parents 

who pressure their children through manipulative and often insidious tactics, 

such as guilt-induction, shaming, and love withdrawal (Barber, 1996). In contrast 

to overreactive parenting, which typically involves parental attempts to pressure 

the child through external contingencies (e.g., yelling and threats of physical 

punishment), psychological control involves parental attempts to appeal to 
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internally pressuring feelings in the child’s functioning, such as guilt, inferiority, 

and separation-anxiety (Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2010). Another difference 

between both types of controlling parenting is that, whereas overreactivity is 

typically expressed in blunt, overt, and manifest parental behaviors, 

psychological control can also be expressed in a more subtle and covert fashion, 

such as when parents use the silent treatment as a strategy to convey love 

withdrawal. Research has shown that both overreactivity (De Haan et al., 2010; 

Dishion & Patterson, 2006; Prinzie et al., 2006; Snyder, Cramer, Afrank, & 

Patterson, 2005) and psychological control (e.g., Barber, 1996; Conger, Conger, & 

Scaramella, 1997; Rogers, Buchanan, & Winchell, 2003; Soenens, Vansteenkiste, 

Luyckx, & Goossens, 2006) are related to externalizing problem behaviors in 

children and adolescents.  

Support refers to the extent to which rules are communicated in a safe, 

warm and nurturing environment. Parents who are high in support communicate 

rules in a way that makes the child feels comfortable in the parent-child 

relationship, whereas parents who are low in support communicate rules in a 

cold, distant, and unaffectionate manner. An important aspect of supportive 

parenting is parental warmth and involvement, which is considered 

indispensable for the formation of secure attachments. A closer, more secure 

attachment to parents during adolescence promotes normative socialization 

opportunities and is related to a reduced chance of negative adolescent behaviors 

(Rothbaum & Weisz, 1994). Warmth and involvement have been found to relate 

negatively to externalizing (Denham et al., 2001) and internalizing behaviors 

(Barrera et al., 2002), and to promote children’s social competence (Brody, 

McBride-Murry, Kim, & Brown, 2002). Given the importance of controlling 

parenting (overreactivity and psychological control) and parental support for 

adolescent problem behaviors, we focused on these parenting behaviors and their 

relations with children’s aggressive/rule-breaking behaviors. 

In addition to affecting child behaviour, parenting behaviors are also 

displayed in response to child behaviors (Bell, 1968). Several theoretical 

frameworks take into account child-on-parent effect. Belsky’s (1984) process 
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model of parenting for example, explicitly acknowledges that both parental and 

child characteristics and behaviors are related to parenting, in addition to 

contextual sources of stress and support (Belsky, 1984; Belsky & Barends, 2002). 

Shiner and Caspi (2003) similarly emphasize that through environmental 

solicitation, child characteristics and behaviors shape the responses of the 

immediate environment (parents, peers) to the child. Research provides evidence 

of child-on-parent effects beginning already in the first few months of life 

(Borkenau & Liebler, 1995). With regard to the variables of interest in our study, 

several longitudinal studies have shown that externalizing problem behaviors 

elicit diminished levels of supportive parenting behaviors and warmth 

(Scaramella et al., 2002; Stice & Barrera, 1995). Also, studies have shown an 

increment of overreactivity (Laird et al., 2003) and psychological control (e.g., 

Albrecht, Galambos, & Jansson, 2007; Pettit, Laird, Dodge, Bates, & Criss, 2001) in 

response to externalizing behaviors of children. Parents’ increased use of 

controlling tactics in response to child externalizing problems however does not 

mean that parents, when confronted with child problem behaviour, are 

necessarily efficient in regulating and structuring the child’s behaviour. For 

example, research shows that in addition to parents’ increased use of controlling 

and pressuring tactics, parents, when confronted with problem behaviours, at the 

same decrease their efforts to monitor the child’s behaviour (e.g., Kerr, Stattin, & 

Pakalniskiene, 2008). Thus, it seems that parents of children with problem 

behaviour are likely to back away and to give up on efforts to regulate and 

monitor the child’s behaviour. To the extent that parents do respond to children’s 

problem behaviors however, they are likely to do so in a controlling, pressuring, 

and cold fashion. 

Given the theoretical assertions and empirical evidence for child effects on 

parenting, attention should be paid to why child behaviors affect later parenting. 

Thus, the question becomes why parents respond to child externalizing problems 

by increasing the use of pressuring, reactive, and intrusive parenting tactics and 

decreasing their warmth and support. In this study, we argue on the basis of self-
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determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) that processes of need satisfaction in 

parents’ own functioning may play an important role.  

 

Self‐Determination Theory  

The psychological processes that we propose are derived from a broad-based 

theory of motivation and social development, self-determination theory (SDT, 

Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; Vansteenkiste, Niemiec, & Soenens, 2010). Central to 

this theory is the formulation of three innate, universal, and psychological needs 

that are deemed essential to understand human motivation. According to SDT, 

all human beings have a fundamental need to feel competent, related, and 

autonomous (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The need for competence refers to the desire to 

feel effective and skilful in the activities one undertakes (also, see Bandura, 1989). 

When the need for competence is thwarted, people feel incapable and inferior. 

The need for relatedness implies that people have an innate desire to feel 

connected to others – to love and care, and to be loved and cared for (Baumeister 

& Leary, 1995; Deci & Ryan, 2000). When the need for relatedness is thwarted, 

people feel alienated from their social surroundings and experience others as 

cold, indifferent, or even hostile. The need for autonomy refers to the natural 

desire of people to experience their behaviour as freely chosen and volitional. 

When satisfied, people experience a sense of self-endorsement, initiative, and 

authenticity. When frustrated, people feel coerced to engage in activities and they 

experience a sense of pressure. The extent to which these basic psychological 

needs for competence, relatedness and autonomy are satisfied versus thwarted is 

hypothesized to affect individual’s experience, performance, and wellness. 

Several empirical studies in various domains (e.g., education, development, 

sport, work, and therapy) have demonstrated that basic need satisfaction 

promotes various positive outcomes, such as well-being, performance and 

persistence, and prevents negative outcomes, such as ill-being and drop-out (e.g., 

Grolnick, 2003; Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & Kasser, 2001).  

Research on need satisfaction in the context of parent-child relationships 

has typically examined processes of children’s need satisfaction as mediators 
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between parenting and child adjustment. It has been shown that autonomy-

supportive, relative to controlling, parenting fosters children’s need satisfaction 

which, in turn, relates to adaptive developmental outcomes in different life 

domains (e.g., Grolnick, Ryan, & Deci,  1991; Niemiec, Lynch, Vansteenkiste, 

Bernstein, Deci, & Ryan, 2006; Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2010). Herein, we argue 

that processes of need satisfaction may similarly explain how child behaviour 

affects parenting. Specifically, it is expected that externalizing problem behaviors 

might undermine parental need satisfaction which, in turn, increases the 

likelihood of parents decreasing their warmth and support and increasing their 

engagement in controlling parenting tactics. 

First, externalizing behaviors are likely to threaten parents’ feelings of 

effectiveness as a socialization figure, thereby undermining parents’ need for 

competence. Thus, we expected child problem behaviour to relate to lower 

parental self-efficacy, or sense of parenting competence. Externalizing behaviours 

are also likely to violate parental trust and to alienate parents from their children, 

thereby undermining parents’ need for relatedness. Specifically, in this study we 

expected child aggressive/rule-breaking behaviours to relate to lower parent-

child closeness. Finally, externalizing problems may bring about many conflicts 

as well as emotional and practical problems in the family. As a consequence, 

parents may experience their role as a parent as a burden and as an obligatory 

task that frustrates their need for autonomy. Thus, we expected child 

externalizing behaviour to be related to feeling more restricted by parental 

obligations or, conversely, to lower autonomy in parents.  

Parents’ thwarted needs may in turn affect the quality of parental 

behaviors. When needs are frustrated, people have less energy available to relate 

to others in a vital, open, and responsive fashion (Deci & Ryan, 2000; LaGuardia, 

Ryan, Couchman, & Deci, 2000). As such, we anticipated that a lack of need 

satisfaction would be related to lower warmth and support. Also, in SDT it has 

been argued that need frustration elicits compensatory and derivative means to 

overcome need frustration (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Translated to the parenting 

context, this means that parents would seek for the shortest and most cost 
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effective route to decrease their child’s problem behaviour. The use of controlling 

parenting strategies may seem attractive in this regard, because parents may 

have the impression that controlling parenting and psychological control in 

particular, increases obedience and appropriate behaviour in the short term 

(Assor, Roth, & Deci, 2004). Ironically, however, such practices are likely to 

backfire across time such that the problem behaviors increase rather than 

decrease. 

Although the present study is among the first to examine the role of 

parental need satisfaction in associations between child externalizing problems 

and parenting quality, a number of studies have provided indirect support for 

our SDT-based predictions. Most empirical support exists for parental (or, 

maternal) sense of competence, or self-efficacy, as an important predictor of 

parenting behaviours. Maternal feelings of competence have been found to 

predict mothers’ capacity to provide an adaptive, stimulating, and nurturing 

child-rearing environment, as characterized by higher maternal responsiveness 

and less defensive behaviors (Donovan, Leavitt, & Walsh, 1990), fewer displays 

of negative affect and a reduced use of punitive disciplinary techniques 

(Bugental, Blue, & Cruzcosa, 1989; Bugental & Cortez, 1988). Further, parents’ 

sense of competence has been identified as a mediator between maternal 

depression, perceptions of infant difficulty, social-marital support, and observed 

warm/stimulating parenting (Teti & Gelfand, 1991) and among emotional 

distress and parental acceptance and psychological autonomy promotion 

(Gondoli & Silverberg, 1997). Gerdes et al. (2007) found, among mothers of 

children with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, that sense of competence 

mediated cross-sectional relations between depressive symptomatology and 

overreactivity. Thus, although these studies derived their hypotheses from a 

different theoretical approach (i.e., self-efficacy theory; see, Bandura, 1989), they 

empirically support the mediating role of parental self-efficacy in relations 

between child behaviour and parenting. We know of no studies, however, that 

simultaneously examined the mediating role of the three basic psychological 

needs that are identified by SDT.  
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Aims and Hypotheses 

Overall, the aim of this study was to improve our understanding of child-on-

parent effects. Specifically, this study sought to address the mediating role of 

parental need satisfaction in longitudinal relations between, on the one hand, 

adolescent aggressive and rule-breaking behaviors and, on the other hand, 

controlling parenting (overreactivity and psychological control) and parental 

warmth. To further test the generalizability of the mediating role of the three 

psychological needs, we explored whether the patterns of associations would be 

similar for mothers and fathers. Further, theory and empirical work suggests that 

a distinction should be made between two types of externalizing behaviors, 

aggressive and rule-breaking behaviors (see Dishion & Patterson, 2006; Stanger, 

Achenbach, & Verhulst, 1997). Aggression comprise overt problematic behaviors 

that cause hurt to others, such as fighting and arguing a lot, whereas rule-

breaking behaviors consist of more covertly problematic behaviors, such as 

stealing, truancy, or vandalism. Aggression and rule-breaking behaviors have 

been found to be differentially related to risk factors (for an overview, see 

Dishion & Patterson, 2006; De Haan et al., 2010; Prinzie et al., 2006) and, in this 

study, we aimed to examine whether aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours 

are also differentially related to parental competence, closeness and autonomy 

and, ultimately, to parenting behaviours. 

Based on theoretical assertions (Bell, 1968; Belsky, 1984; Deci & Ryan, 1985, 

2000; Sameroff & MacKenzie, 2003; Shiner & Caspi, 2003) and empirical evidence 

(Albrecht et al., 2007; Pettit et al., 2001; Scaramella et al., 2002; Stice & Barrera, 

1995), we expected that child aggressive/rule-breaking behaviours were related 

to lower feelings of competence, closeness and autonomy three years later, and 

through this, to more controlling (overreactive, psychological control) and less 

supportive parenting five years later. Moreover, given the fact that the three 

needs represent intrinsic psychological needs, we expect that the indirect 

associations through competence, closeness and autonomy are similar for 

mothers and fathers (Deci & Ryan, 1985; 2000).  
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6.2. Method 

 

Procedure and Participants 

This study is part of the longitudinal Flemish Study on Parenting, Personality, 

and Development (FSPPD) that started in 1999 (Prinzie et al., 2003). A 

proportional stratified sample of elementary-school-aged children attending 

regular schools was randomly selected. Strata were constructed according to 

geographical location, sex, and age. All participants gave written informed 

consent. Recruitment procedures are described more extensively in Prinzie and 

colleagues (2003). 

At Time 1 (2004), 524 mothers, and 493 fathers participated (a total of 529 

families). All participants had the Belgian nationality. Children’s ages ranged 

between 9 and 12 years (M = 10 years 6 months) and 50.1% (N = 265) were girls. 

Mothers’ age ranged between 36 and 61 years (M = 45 years 7 months), fathers’ 

age ranged between 37 and 69 years (M = 47 years 7 months). At Time 1, 499 

families (94.3%) were a two-parent household and 22 families (4.2%) were 

divorced. Of three families (0.6%) the father had passed away, and three families 

(0.6%) did not indicate household composition. The number of children living at 

home ranged between one and seven (mean 2.4 children). Percentages of mothers 

(M) and fathers (F) with various educational levels were: elementary school, M = 

0.9, F = 3.0; secondary education, M = 41.1, F = 43.3; non-university higher 

education M = 45.2, F = 34.4; university M = 12.8, F = 19.2. At Time 2 (2007), 457 

families participated (451 mothers, 422 fathers; 86% of the original sample), and 

at Time 3 (2009), adolescents rated the parenting behaviors of 421 mothers and 

411 fathers (430 families, 81% of the original sample).  

Mothers and fathers rated adolescent aggressive and rule-breaking 

behaviors at Time 1 and their own sense of competence, closeness to the child, 

and autonomy at Time 2. Adolescents rated parental overreactive discipline, 

psychological control, and warmth at Time 3. Using adolescents’ ratings of 

parenting is consistent with the view that the impact of parenting on adolescent 

adjustment is mediated by how adolescents perceive their parents’ behaviors 
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(Neiderhiser, Pike, Hetherington, & Reiss, 1998; Powers, Welsh, & Wright, 1994), 

and reduces shared method variance.  

There were no significant differences between respondents for whom we 

had only valid scores at Times 2 and 3 and respondents who had missing values 

at Time 2 and/or Time 3 regarding adolescent or parental age or parent 

educational level, adolescent aggressive/rule-breaking behaviours at Time 1, or 

feelings of competence, closeness and autonomy at Time 2. Missing values were 

completely at random for the mother data, χ²/df = 1.11 and for the father data, 

χ²/df = 1.55. These results indicate a good fit between sample scores with and 

without imputation. To maximize sample size at Time 2 and Time 3, missing 

values were therefore imputed for the mother and father data separately, using 

the Expected-Maximization algorithm (EM; Schafer & Graham, 2002).  

 

Measures 

 

Externalizing  Behaviours. Aggressive and rule-breaking behaviors were assessed 

by mothers and fathers using the Dutch translation of the Child Behaviour 

Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach, 1991; Verhulst, Van der Ende, & Koot, 1996). The 

CBCL is an extensively-validated instrument with adequate reliability and 

validity (Achenbach, 1991; Verhulst et al., 1996). Each item is rated as 0 = not true, 

1 = somewhat/sometimes true, or 2 = very/often true. Cronbach’s alphas for 

aggression (20 items) were .89 for mother-ratings and .88 for father-ratings. 

Cronbach’s alphas for rule-breaking (13 items) behaviors were .60 for mother-

ratings and .57 for father ratings.  

Overreactive  Discipline. Adolescents rated their parents’ overreactive 

parenting using the overreactivity scale of the Parenting Scale (Arnold et al., 

1993; Prinzie et al., 2007). Overreactivity consists of nine items and measures 

parents’ tendency to respond to problematic behaviour of their children with 

anger, frustration, meanness, irritation, and impatience. Items present discipline 

encounters followed by two options that act as opposite anchor points for a 

seven-point scale where 1 indicates a high probability of using an effective 
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discipline strategy (e.g., “When I misbehave…”  “My mother speaks to me calmly”) 

and 7 indicates a high probability of making a discipline mistake (“She raises her 

voice or yells”). The instrument has adequate test-retest reliability, distinguishes 

clinical from nonclinical samples, and has been validated against behavioural 

observations of parenting (Arnold et al., 1993; Locke & Prinz, 2002). In this study, 

Cronbach’s alphas were .82 for adolescent ratings of mothers’ overreactivity and 

.84 for adolescent ratings of fathers’ overreactivity.  

Psychological Control. Psychologically controlling parenting was assessed 

using adolescent ratings of the Psychological Control Scale, Youth Self-Report 

(PCS-YSR; Barber, 1996; Barber, Olsen, & Shagle, 1994). This scale comprises 8 

items and measures several aspects of psychologically controlling parenting: 

Invalidating feelings (“Is always trying to change how I think or feel about 

things”); constraining verbal expressions (often interrupts me); personal attack 

(“Blames me for other family members’ problems”); and love withdrawal 

(“Avoids looking at me when I have disappointed him/her”). All 8 items were 

averaged, with higher scores reflecting higher parental psychological control. 

Barber (1996) found good internal consistency reliabilities for adolescent reports 

of maternal psychological control. In the current study, Cronbach’s alphas were 

.79 and .82 for adolescent ratings of mothers’ and fathers’ psychological control, 

respectively. 

Warmth. Adolescents rated their mothers’ and fathers’ warmth using the 

warmth/involvement scale of the Parenting Practices Questionnaire (Robinson, 

Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 1995). This scale comprises eleven items and assesses 

the extent to which parents exhibit warm parenting and are involved in their 

children’s lives (e.g., “My mother shows empathy when I am hurt or frustrated”). 

Items are on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = never to 5 = always. In this study, 

Cronbach’s alphas were .89 for adolescent ratings of mothers’ warmth and .90 for 

adolescent ratings of fathers’ warmth.  

Competence, Closeness, Role‐restriction. Parents assessed the extent to which 

their psychological needs (competence, relatedness, and autonomy) as parents 

were satisfied versus thwarted using the Sense of Competence, Attachment, and 
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Role-Restriction scales of the Parenting Stress Index (Abidin, 1990; Jones & Prinz, 

2005). The sense of competence scale consists of 13 items and measures parents’ 

perceptions of their competence in terms of generally handling difficulties, 

coping with daily demands, exercising control over child behaviour, etc. (e.g., “I 

feel that I am not very good at being a parent”). The attachment scale consists of 7 

items and measures the strength of the affective parent-child bond (e.g., “My 

child and I always have a good bond”). Parental role-restriction, the inverse of 

parental autonomy, comprises 7 items and measures the extent to which parents 

feels restricted by their obligations as a parent (e.g., “I often feel that my child’s 

needs and wishes control my life”, “I feel confined by my parental obligations”). 

Parents rated the items on a six-point scale ranging from 1 = disagree completely to 

6 = agree completely. Higher scores reflected higher feelings of parental 

competence, parent-child relatedness, and parental autonomy. In this sample, 

Cronbach’s alphas were for each of the scales: sense of competence .88 for 

mothers and .87 for fathers; parent-child closeness, .75 for mothers and .79 for 

fathers; and parental autonomy, .80 for mothers and .82 for fathers.  

 

Overview of Analyses 

First, descriptive statistics of the measures and bivariate relationships among the 

measures were examined. Before the paths in the mediation model were 

analyzed, we first examined whether the patterns of associations were similar for 

mothers and fathers, by comparing two multi-group models with parental 

gender as the grouping variable. As such, we compared a baseline model in 

which relations between predictors, mediators, and outcome variables were 

freely estimated for mothers and fathers to a model in which these associations 

were constrained to be equal across parental gender. A non-significant difference 

in Chi-Square (p > .05) between these two nested models would indicate that the 

pattern of associations is similar (not significantly different) for mothers versus 

fathers. In the mediation model, we controlled for the impact of child age and 

gender, and of parental age, gender, and educational level. 
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Subsequently, the mediating role of competence, closeness, and autonomy 

in longitudinal associations between externalizing behaviors and parenting was 

addressed by multiple mediation analyses in MPlus 5.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 

2007). Using Mplus allowed us to frame mediation as a path model in which 

relationships among variables are expressed using regression equations. The 

paths of the mediated model are as follows (Figure 6.1). Relations between 

predictors and mediator are first stage effects (a), relations between mediator and 

outcome are second stage effects (b), direct effects (c′) entail relations between 

predictor and outcome, controlling for indirect relations (a*b) between the 

predictor and outcome through each of the mediators. By using a bootstrapped 

method to estimate significance of indirect effects, no assumptions are made 

about the sampling distribution of a, b, or their product a*b, because 

bootstrapping approximates the sampling distribution of a*b empirically, with no 

recourse to mathematical derivations. Bootstrapping has been shown to be 

superior to other methods to estimate the indirect effects; both in terms of power 

and Type I error rates (Preacher & Hayes, 2008).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.1. Conceptual Model. 

 

6.3. Results 

 

Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses 

Descriptive statistics and bivariate intercorrelations between the measures are 

presented for mothers and fathers separately (Table 6.1). Mothers rated children 
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as somewhat higher in aggression than fathers did, F (1, 1056) = 5.78, p < .05. 

Although mothers also rated adolescents as slightly higher in rule-breaking 

behaviours than fathers did, this difference was not significant, F (1, 1056) = 1.04, 

p = .31. Further, mothers felt less autonomous than fathers did, F (1, 1056) = 11.52, 

p < .001, but also felt closer to their child than fathers, F (1, 1056) = 11.64, p < .001. 

Although mothers felt slightly less competent than fathers, this difference was 

not significant, F (1, 1056) = 2.56, p = .11. Adolescents rated mothers as lower in 

overreactive discipline, F (1, 828) = 5.20, p < .05, lower in psychological control, F 

(1, 828) = 8.23, p <.001, and as higher in warmth, F (1, 828) = 138.16, p < .001.  

Bivariate intercorrelations indicated that aggressive and rule-breaking 

behaviours were negatively related to maternal and paternal feelings of 

competence, closeness and autonomy three years later. Parental competence, 

closeness and autonomy were, in turn, related to lower overreactive discipline, 

lower psychological control, and higher warmth two years later; with the 

exception that maternal autonomy was not significantly related to maternal 

warmth. Aggression was related to higher overreactivity and higher 

psychological control of mothers and fathers five years later. For fathers, but not 

for mothers, aggression was also related to lower warmth. Rule-breaking 

behaviours were related to higher psychological control for mothers and fathers, 

as well as to higher overreactive discipline for fathers, but not mothers.  

To summarize, intercorrelations indicate several direct associations 

between aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours and parenting behaviours five 

years later. Moreover, parental competence, closeness, and autonomy were 

significantly related to both adolescent externalizing behaviours and parenting 

behaviours, which suggests that feelings of competence, closeness and autonomy 

may be the connecting link between adolescent problem behaviour and 

parenting. Regarding mother/father differences, descriptives suggest that, 

although average levels in most constructs differed significantly between 

mothers and fathers, correlations between predictors, mediators and criterion 

variables tended to be relatively similar between mothers and fathers. A more 

stringent test of indirect associations between adolescent externalizing and 
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parenting through competence, closeness and autonomy, and of the extent to 

which associations are similar for mothers versus fathers is, however, provided 

by the multi-group mediation analyses in which interrelations between all 

variables are taken into account. To reduce multicollinearity, we standardized the 

scores of aggression/rule-breaking and competence/closeness/autonomy (z-

scores). Using z-scores instead of raw scores also facilitates interpretation of the 

relevance of each of the predictors in the context of the other predictors.  

 

Table 6.1. Correlations, Mean Scores, and Standard Deviations of the Measures  

  1.  2.  3.  4.  5.  6.  7.  8.  Mf  SDf 

1. Aggression    .70  ‐.30 ‐.38 ‐.29 .19 .16 ‐.09  4.79  4.70

2. Rule‐Breaking  .70    ‐.23 ‐.27 ‐.23 .15 .13 ‐.03  0.93  1.29

3. Competence  ‐.36  ‐.31    .72 .58 ‐.19 ‐.10 .14  5.15  0.60

4. Closeness  ‐.44  ‐.38  .72   .52 ‐.18 ‐.14 .22  5.24  0.62

5. Autonomy  ‐.29  ‐.20  .51 .42   ‐.19 ‐.11 .12  4.85  0.76

6. Overreactivity  .12  .04  ‐.26 ‐.27 ‐.15   .52 ‐.36  3.52  1.15

7. Psych. Control  .10  .11  ‐.17 ‐.18 ‐.14 .47   ‐.21  2.25  0.88

8. Warmth  ‐.07  ‐.07  .21 .23 .03 ‐.34 ‐.39   2.83  0.79

Mm  5.53  1.02  5.09  5.37  4.69  3.35  2.43  3.45     

SDm  5.32  1.43  0.66  0.57  0.79  1.01  0.88  0.73     

Note: Results regarding mothers are presented below the diagonal, regarding fathers above the 

diagonal. Correlations in bold are significant at p < .05.  

 

Mediation of Relations between Externalizing and Parenting by Need Satisfaction 

We first assessed whether the associations were similar across parental gender by 

comparing the model in which the relations were freely estimated for mothers 

versus fathers to a model in which all relations were constrained to be equal 

across parental gender. The constrained model did not fit the data significantly 

worse than the unconstrained model, Δχ2 (21) = 19.83, p = .53. The pattern of 

associations was similar for mothers versus fathers and the remaining analyses 

were conducted for mothers and fathers simultaneously. 
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Figure 6.2. Significant (p < .05) Relations between Aggression and Parenting through 

Competence and Closeness.  

 

Table 6.2 presents results of the multiple mediation analyses, in which indirect 

associations between adolescent aggressive/rule-breaking behaviours and 

parenting, through competence, closeness and autonomy were examined. We 

added predictors in a stepwise procedure (background variables; externalizing 

behaviours; competence, closeness, autonomy) to assess the increment in 

explained variance by each group of predictors. Results show that adolescent 

aggressive behaviours, but not rule-breaking behaviours, were related to lower 

competence, closeness, and autonomy (Table 6.2, 1st stage effects), and the 

externalizing behaviours explained between 7.2% (autonomy) and 15.4% 

(closeness) in parents’ needs satisfaction. Parent-child closeness was, in turn, 

related to less overreactive discipline, psychological control, and to more 

warmth, and parental sense of competence was also related to less overreactivity 

(Table 6.2., 2nd stage effects). Parental needs satisfaction explained between 1.9% 

(psychological control) and 4.2% (overreactivity) of the variance in adolescent-

rated parenting. The indirect effects from aggression to overreactivity, 

psychological control and warmth through parent-child closeness, and from 

aggression to overreactivity through competence were all significant. Aggression 

was directly related to overreactive discipline five years later, above and beyond 

its indirect effects through parental sense of competence and closeness; see 

Figure 6.1 for a graphical presentation of the results for aggression. When 
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controlling for adolescent aggression, adolescent rule-breaking behaviours did 

not affect later parenting, either directly or indirectly through competence, 

closeness, or autonomy. 

 

6.4. Discussion 

In this study, we aimed to increase our understanding of processes by which 

child problem behaviors affect parenting by exploring parental needs satisfaction 

as mediators between adolescent externalizing behaviors and parenting. 

Specifically, on the basis of self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) we 

hypothesized that adolescent aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours were 

related to lowered parental competence, closeness to the child, and autonomy 

three years later and, through this, to parental overreactive discipline, 

psychological control and warmth another two years later. Additionally, we 

tested whether associations between externalizing behaviours, parental needs 

satisfaction and parenting behaviours were similar for mothers and fathers. 

Results supported the theoretical claim that the extent to which parents’ 

basic psychological needs are satisfied versus thwarted affect parental 

functioning. Specifically, we found that adolescent aggression, but not rule-

breaking behaviours, were related to parental competence, closeness and 

autonomy three years later. When confronted with aggressive behaviours, 

parents’ trust in children may be violated and they may feel alienated from their 

children, such that their need for relatedness is thwarted. Further, if children 

show more aggressive behaviours, parents may feel less effective as parents and 

thereby, their need for competence is thwarted. Third, child aggression may 

bring about many conflicts, as well as emotional and practical problems in the 

family and, as a consequence, parents may experience their role as a parents as a 

burden and as an obligatory task, which frustrates their need for autonomy. 

Together, these results indicate that child aggressive behaviour negatively affects 

parental satisfaction of all three needs; competence, closeness, and autonomy.  

Parental closeness and to a lesser extent, competence were in turn related 

to features of parenting style assessed by adolescents two years later. Specifically, 
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parent-child closeness was related to of all three types of parenting behaviours 

that were examined in this study, that is, overreactive discipline, psychological 

control, and warmth. Parental competence was related to overreactivity only and 

parental autonomy was not significantly related to parenting when tested 

simultaneously with competence and closeness. Although, at first sight, these 

results may seem to suggest that parents’ needs for competence and autonomy 

are relatively unimportant for the quality of the interpersonal style parents use 

with their children, we do not believe such a firm conclusion is warranted. First, 

it should be mentioned that this study conducted a methodologically particularly 

conservative test of the mediating role of the three needs, (a) by examining their 

role across a 5-year interval, (b) by using different reporters of the independent 

and dependent variables, and (c) by controlling for the variance shared between 

each of the three needs. In this regard, it is important to note that, when 

considered independently, each of the three needs had significant and 

theoretically plausible associations with the parenting variables assessed two 

years later. Second, we examined the mediating role of the needs in associations 

between parenting and a specific type of child behaviour, that is, externalizing 

problems. Although, relative to the need for relatedness, the needs for 

competence and autonomy seem to play a less pronounced mediating role in 

associations between child externalizing behaviour and parenting, they may play 

an important role in associations between other child behaviors and 

developmental outcomes and parenting. For instance, frustration of parents’ need 

for competence might play a more salient role in response to children’s failure in 

achievement-related contexts such as school or sports. Similarly, frustration of 

parents’ need for autonomy might be more likely to follow from children’s own 

use of a controlling and coercive interpersonal style within the family, such as 

when siblings use relational aggression against each other and the other family 

members (Updegraff, Thayer, Whiteman, Denning, & McHale, 2005). Clearly, 

more research is needed to replicate the current findings and to expand them to a 

broader range of child problems and developmental outcomes.  
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Indirect effects between aggression and all three parenting behaviors 

through closeness and between aggression and overreactivity through 

competence were all significant. Rule-breaking behaviors were, in contrast, not 

related to parents’ competence, closeness and autonomy. Possibly, aggressive 

behaviors are more likely to affect parental competence and closeness than rule-

breaking behaviors because aggressive behaviors are more overtly apparent in 

the parent-child relationship, whereas rule-breaking behaviors are displayed 

outside the family rather than towards parents. Nevertheless, our results extend 

current knowledge about the importance of needs satisfaction by showing for the 

first time that not only do parenting behaviours affect child functioning through 

child needs satisfaction (e.g., Grolnick et al., 1991; Niemiec et al., 2006; Soenens & 

Vansteenkiste, 2010) but conversely, child functioning also affects parenting 

behaviours through parental needs satisfaction. Although studies have examined 

the impact of child behaviour on parenting by parental self-efficacy (competence; 

e.g., Teti & Gelfand, 1991) to our knowledge, this is the first study to examine 

indirect effects of externalizing behaviours on parenting through all three needs 

identified by SDT. Our finding that patterns of associations were similar for 

mothers and fathers, further support the assertion that the three needs represent 

universal psychological nutriments that affect individuals’ interpersonal 

behaviour and well-being across factors such as age, culture, and gender (Deci & 

Ryan, 2000). 

The finding that child behaviour, through its associations, affects 

adolescent-perceived parenting five years later is consistent with the notion that 

parenting is a multi-determined phenomenon affected by social-contextual, 

personality, and child features (Belsky, 1984). Specifically with regard to 

controlling parenting, three types of pressures have been forwarded as important 

antecedents (Grolnick, 2003), that is, pressures from above (e.g. stressful work 

conditions or low marital quality), pressures from within (e.g., pressuring forces 

in the parents’ personality functioning), and pressures from below. Pressures 

from below represent features of the child’s behaviour and functioning that 

thwart parents’ needs and, as such, increase the risk for parents’ use of a 
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controlling and autonomy-suppressing parenting style. The present study clearly 

illustrates that children’s display of externalizing problem behaviour represents 

such a pressure from below. 

The findings of this study are also consistent with emerging evidence that 

processes of need satisfaction play an important role in the quality of 

interpersonal relationships more generally (Patrick, Knee, Canevello, & 

Lonsbary, 2007; Weinstein, Hodgins, & Ryan, 2010). La Guardia, Ryan, 

Couchman, & Deci (2000), for instance, have shown that need satisfaction is 

related to attachment security in partner relationships, possibly because partners 

whose needs are satisfied relate to the other partner in a more supportive fashion. 

Other studies suggest that need satisfaction is involved in teachers’ use of an 

autonomy-supportive practices (e.g., Pelletier, Levesque, & Legault, 2002; Roth, 

Assor, Kanat-Maymon, & Kaplan, 2007). To the best of our knowledge, the 

current study is among the first to directly examine the role of need satisfaction 

in parent behaviour.  

 

Limitations and Future Research 

Although this study made important contributions to the knowledge base on 

explaining mechanisms in relations between child problem behaviours and 

parenting, several limitation warrant interpretation of results. First, both child 

externalizing behaviours and parental feelings of competence, closeness and 

autonomy were assessed by parent reports and these associations may be partly 

due to shared method variance. However, given the rather large time period 

between the two assessments, as the needs were assessed three years later than 

externalizing behaviours were, rater bias should only account for a small portion 

of the results. Nevertheless, both parents’ assessment of their child’s behaviour 

and their own competence, closeness and autonomy may be due to other, 

underlying dispositional factors, such as parental personality traits. Personality 

researchers assert that personality shapes how people experience and interpret 

the social world (Caspi et al., 2005). With regard to parenting, research 

increasingly shows that both broad-band personality dimensions (e.g., the Big 
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Five; Prinzie, Stams, Deković, Reijntjes, & Belsky, 2009) and lower-order features 

of parents’ personality functioning (e.g., perfectionism and separation-anxiety; 

Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Duriez, & Goossens, 2006) affect parents’ use of control. 

An important question to be addressed is whether parent personality plays a 

moderating role in the associations between child behaviour and parenting. 

Possibly, parents with a more resilient (e.g., emotionally stable) personality 

profile are less strongly affected by their children’s behaviour in terms of their 

personal need satisfaction and subsequent parenting behaviour compared to 

parents with a more vulnerable (e.g., neurotic) personality profile. More 

generally, an important step for future research is to examine interactions 

between pressures from below (i.e., child factors) with pressures from within 

(personality) or pressures from above (marital quality, work satisfaction) on 

parenting behaviour. 

 Second, although we found several significant bivariate correlations 

between aggression, rule-breaking behaviours and the parenting behaviours, 

none of the correlations were very large and, moreover, correlations between 

externalizing and warmth were mostly nonsignificant. At the one hand, these 

results may appear somewhat disappointing, but at the other, the finding that 

parent-rated externalizing behaviours were significantly related to adolescent-

perceived parenting five years later are indicative of the importance of 

externalizing behaviours in explaining parenting. Moreover, results from the 

mediation analyses show that, while controlling for the impact of rule-breaking 

behaviours, child aggression indirectly affects parenting behaviours through 

competence and closeness.  

Third, we examined how parental needs satisfaction in a given domain 

(parenting) was affected by another factor in the same domain (externalizing), 

but parental needs satisfaction in other domains may spill over into the parenting 

domain. An important aim for future research is to examine processes of need 

satisfaction at the level of the family as a whole. It would be interesting to 

examine experiences of need satisfaction within each dyadic relationship in the 

family and to examine how these experiences relate to relationship quality and 
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interpersonal behaviour within the family. For example, research has indicated 

that marital relationship quality is related to parenting and it may thus be that 

parents who are in low quality relationships may feel unsupported by their 

partners and through this, also display less adaptive parenting. Therefore, we 

urge researchers to include parental needs satisfaction in different domains to 

examine how each of the domains affect parental functioning. 

 

Conclusions 

Despite these limitations, this study substantially adds to our understanding of 

why child behaviours affect parenting over time. We showed, to our knowledge 

for the first time, that processes of need satisfaction may function as mechanisms 

underlying relations between child externalizing behaviours and parenting 

behaviors. Parental competence and especially parent-child closeness were 

shown to be crucial connecting links in long-term (five years) relations between 

child aggression and parental overreactivity, psychological control, and warmth 

and these indirect relations operated similarly for mothers and fathers. In sum, 

these results indicate that including parental needs satisfaction in the study of 

parenting behaviour may substantially improve our understanding of why 

parents parent the way they do. 
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Abstract 

This study provides a test of how personality may shape social behaviours in a 

long-lasting dyad, the parent-adolescent relationship. In a large Belgian 

community sample, it was examined which parent Big Five characteristics were 

related to parenting and whether adolescent Big Five characteristics elicited 

certain parenting behaviours. Further, the proposition that individual differences 

are amplified under stress was examined by exploring whether parent 

personality was differentially related to parenting for parents of ‘easy’ versus 

‘difficult’ adolescents. Moreover, possible differences in associations across 

parental and adolescent gender were explored. Mothers (N=467) and fathers 

(N=428) reported on their personality using the Five Factor Personality 

Inventory, adolescents (N=475) assessed their personality with the Hierarchical 

Personality Inventory for Children. Two types of parenting behaviours, 

overreactive discipline and warmth, were assessed two years later by parent self-

reports, partner-reports and adolescent-reports, from which multi-informant 

latent factors were created.  

Results indicate that parental personality was more relevant than 

adolescent personality for explaining overreactivity, but parent and adolescent 

personality were similarly relevant in explaining warmth. Especially parental 

and adolescent Agreeableness and adolescent Extraversions were important 

predictors of both types of parenting. Associations between parental personality 

and parenting were similarly related to parents of ‘easy’ versus ‘difficult’ 

adolescents, and for mothers and fathers parenting daughters or sons. Together, 

results show that parent characteristics as well as adolescent characteristics 

importantly affect dysfunctional and adaptive parenting.  
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7.1. Introduction 

Personality characteristics pervade people’s behaviours and lives in important 

ways. There is robust evidence that early emerging individual differences in 

personality shape how people experience and respond to a wide variety of 

developmental tasks. Personality has been related to divorce (Roberts, Kuncel, 

Shiner, Caspi, & Goldberg, 2007), career efficacy (Nauta, 2004), leadership 

efficacy (Hendricks & Payne, 2007), occupational status, and even mortality rates 

(Roberts et al., 2007). Given the importance of personality for the ways in which 

people live and experience their lives, it is hardly surprising that personality has 

been proposed to be related to one of the most central, challenging and 

affectively charged tasks which many adults are faced with, namely, parenting 

(Belsky, 1984). The quality of all dyadic relationships is influenced by the 

individual characteristics of the relationship partners plus their corresponding 

interaction history (Asendorpf, 2002). The parent-child relationship, which is a 

close and long-lasting dyadic relationship (Maccoby, 1992), should then also be 

affected by characteristics of both members of the dyad; the parent and the child. 

According to Belsky’s (1984) process model of parenting, parental functioning is 

determined by three sources: factors within the child, factors within the parent, 

and the social context in which the parent– child relationship occurs. 

Accordingly, models of dyadic relationships in general and child–parent 

relationships in particular predict that the individual characteristics of both 

parents and adolescents should affect how parents behave towards their 

children.  

A meaningful way to describe individual difference is provided by models 

of personality characteristics. Moreover, in the last two decades, personality 

researchers have reached increasing consensus about the higher-order structure 

of personality (Shiner & Caspi, 2003). These structural models of personality 

emphasize the importance of a smaller number of higher-order factors rather 

than a large number of more specific traits. Among the best established models is 

the Big Five model of personality (or Five Factor Model; McCrae & Costa, 1999), 

which emphasizes five broad dimensions that encompass numerous more 
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specific dispositions. The Big Five dimensions have traditionally been numbered 

and labeled as follows: (I) Extraversion (related to Surgency, Positive 

Emotionality), (II) Agreeableness (versus Antagonism; labeled Benevolence with 

regard to children), (III) Conscientiousness (Constraint Dependability), (IV) 

Emotional Stability (versus Neuroticism or Negative Emotionality), and (V) 

Openness to Experience (Autonomy, Intellect; labeled Imagination with regard to 

children) (Caspi, 1998; Goldberg, 1990; Hendriks, Hofstee, & De Raad, 1999a, 

1999b; McCrae & Costa, 1999). Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, 

and Emotional Stability (Neuroticism) have consistently have been obtained in 

factor analyses of ratings of adjective lists, questionnaires, and Q-Set rating 

(Shiner, 1998; Caspi & Shiner, 2006). Specifically, adult personality characteristics 

measured by the Five Factor Personality Inventory show substantive correlations 

with the NEO-PI-R personality scores, correlations ranging between .69 for 

Agreeableness and -.83 for Emotional Stability-Neuroticism (Hendriks, Hofstee, 

& De Raad, 2002). Adolescent personality characteristics measured by the 

Hierarchical Personality Inventory for Children also show substantial consistency 

with the NEO-PI-R personality characteristics, with correlations ranging between 

.69 for Benevolence–Agreeableness to .79 for Conscientiousness (De Fruyt, 

Mervielde, & Van Leeuwen, 2002). However, findings for the fifth trait are less 

consistent, for example, FFPI Autonomy correlated only little with NEO-PI-R 

Openness (r = .20; Hendriks et al., 2002) and HiPIC Imagination correlated only 

slightly with NEO-PI-R Openness (r = .49; De Fruyt et al., 2002). Consequently, 

the content and labeling of this factor differs somewhat across measures. In the 

current study, the fifth factor of parental personality entails (intellectual) 

Autonomy, which describes an individual’s capability to take independent 

decisions, not be influenced by social pressures to conform, and maintain an 

independent opinion on topics (Hendriks et al., 1999a, 199b, 2002; Hofstee, De 

Raad, & Goldberg, 1992). The fifth factor of child personality is labeled 

Imagination and includes potentially important characteristics such as curiosity, 

creativity and intellect (Mervielde, De Fruyt, & Jarmuz, 1998). Because in the 

current study, the comprehensive and encompassing Big Five approach to 
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personality is utilized, it is possible to examine in detail the extent to which 

parental and child personality characteristics affect parenting and a comparison 

of this study’s results with existing research is enhanced. 

 

A Typology of Parenting 

In developmental psychology, a typology that is often used to describe aspects of 

parenting behaviours and which is helpful in structuring findings on relations 

between personality and parenting, regards the typology of parental control and 

support (for overviews, see Paulussen-Hoogenboom, Stams, Hermanns, & 

Peetsma, 2007; Smetana, Campione-Barr, & Metzger, 2006). Parental control can 

be further divided into behavioural control (structure, versus chaos) and 

psychological control (versus autonomy support; Barber, 1996; Prinzie, Stams, 

Deković, Reijntjes, & Belsky, 2009). Psychological control is characterized by 

intrusive, overcontrolling behaviours and may involve overtly imposing the will 

of the parent on the child (Barber, 1996; Prinzie et al., 2009). Behavioural control 

entails the setting and enforcing of reasonable rules and standards and the 

provision of clear expectations, combined with consistent and appropriate limit 

setting. Behavioural control is most effective when consequences are applied 

appropriately when rules are violated (Deković, Janssens, & Van As, 2003; 

Grusec & Goodnow, 2000; Locke & Prinz, 2002). A type of dysfunctional 

behavioural control that describes inadequate responses to violations of rules is 

overreactive discipline, which is characterized by erratic, harsh, and overreactive 

responses (yelling, screaming), to child problem behaviours. Overreactive 

discipline has been found to affect both externalizing (Dishion & Patterson, 2006) 

and internalizing behaviours (Wood, McLeod, Sigman, Hwang, & Chu, 2003). 

The second dimension to describe parenting behaviours, support, entails the 

provision of a safe, warm and nurturing environment that facilitates children’s 

exploration of new physical, cognitive, and social potentials, and describes 

parents who are attuned, supportive, and acquiescent to the child’s needs and 

demands (Baumrind, 1991; Prinzie et al., 2009). Warmth is considered 

indispensable for the formation of secure attachments and a closer, more secure 
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attachment to parents promotes normative socialization opportunities and has 

been related to a reduced chance of negative adolescent outcomes, such as 

externalizing (Denham et al., 2001; Rothbaum & Weisz, 1994) and internalizing 

(Barrera et al., 2002) behaviours. Warmth has additionally been associated with 

greater social competence and better psychosocial adjustment (Allen, Moore, 

Kuperminc, & Bell, 1998; Deković et al., 2003). The inclusion of two distinct types 

of parenting behaviours that encompass both control (overreactive discipline) 

and support (warmth) and which have been found to affect children in different 

ways, allows for a nuanced and specific examination of how personality affects 

adaptive and maladaptive social behaviours. 

 

Parental Personality and Parenting 

It seems logical to assume that Big Five personality characteristics are related to 

parenting behaviours. For example, people who are high in Extraversion tend to 

be very social, outgoing, and experience a high level of positive affect (Goldberg, 

1990). Thus, parents high in Extraversion may be more likely to express high 

positivity during interactions with their children and engage in active, 

stimulating parenting (Prinzie et al., 2009). Further, agreeable people are 

easygoing, warm, and good-natured and thus, people who are high in 

Agreeableness would provide a kind, warm environment in which the child feels 

understood and protected (Prinzie et al., 2009). Third, individuals who are high 

in Conscientiousness are generally well-organized, self-disciplined, and planful 

(Goldberg, 1990). Conscientious parents may then be more likely to provide a 

structured and consistent environment for their children (Prinzie et al., 2009). 

Emotional Stability, the inverse of Neuroticism, may positively affect parenting 

by making it easier for parents to have positive interactions with their children, 

and may expand parents’ abilities to respond appropriately and adequately to 

children’s behaviours and signals (e.g., Belsky & Jaffee, 2006; Clark, Kochanska, 

& Ready, 1997; Prinzie et al., 2009). A person who is high in Openness to 

experience or Autonomy enjoys new experiences and is imaginative. Parents who 

are high in Openness/Autonomy are likely to provide new and stimulating 
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experiences to children (Prinzie et al., 2009); in addition, such parents may be 

flexible and open to novel, nontraditional parenting approaches and eager to 

learn about children’s individual qualities (Koenig, Barry, & Kochanska, 2010).  

Recently, meta-analytic evidence for the importance of the Big Five for 

parenting has been demonstrated (Prinzie et al., 2009). Results from this meta-

analysis suggest that, when considered separately, all Big Five traits were related 

to more support and behavioural control, and Agreeableness and Emotional 

Stability were related to less psychological control (Prinzie et al., 2009). These 

associations were similar for mothers and fathers and were robust across 

parenting self-report and observations. However, although the Big Five 

dimensions are assumed to be orthogonal (i.e., uncorrelated), the impact of some 

of the Big Five dimensions on parenting appears to be overlapping. The 

importance of some of the Big Five may thus become redundant in the context of 

the other dimensions (Dunlap & Landis, 1998). Studies that examined 

associations between Emotional Stability, Openness and warmth separately 

(Belsky, Crnic, & Woodworth, 1995; Losoya, Callor, Rowe, & Goldsmith, 1997), 

found both dimensions to be positively related to warmth. In contrast, studies 

that simultaneously took into account all Big Five characteristics found 

nonsignificant associations between warmth, Emotional Stability (Smith et al., 

2007), and Openness (Clark et al., 2000). Similarly, significant associations 

between ineffective control, Conscientiousness and Emotional Stability were 

found if these personality dimensions were considered separately (Olsen, Martin, 

& Halverson, 1999), whereas these associations were nonsignificant in cross-

sectional work that considered all Big Five dimensions simultaneously (Prinzie, 

Onghena, Hellinckx, Grietens, Ghesquiere, & Colpin, 2004; Smith et al., 2007). 

These results suggest that, although the Big Five are theoretically distinct, some 

overlap in their impact may exist.  

 

Adolescent Personality and Parenting 

Parenting behaviours may, in addition to parents’ own personality 

characteristics, also be affected substantively by adolescent personality 
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characteristics. Shiner and Caspi (2003) posited that individual differences 

between children, which are expressed in unique verbal and nonverbal 

behaviours, elicit different reactions from the environment as people base their 

inferences and attributions on these unique behaviours (Borkenau & Liebler, 

1995; Gifford, 1994). Ultimately, these individual differences thus affect how 

other people respond to children, a process which begins already in the first few 

months of life (Bell & Chapman, 1986). Individual differences between young 

children are often referred to as temperament which, as children grow older, 

becomes differentiated and hierarchically integrated into personality 

characteristics (Shiner, 1998). Typically, it has been found that temperamentally 

‘difficult’ children, who are high in negative emotional expressions, impulsivity, 

restlessness and distractibility and who are low in frustration tolerance and 

fearfulness, evoke less ‘positive’ (supportive, responsive) and more ‘negative’ 

behaviours (harsh, overreactive discipline; for reviews see Putnam, Anson, & 

Rothbart, 2002; Shiner & Caspi, 2003).  

Given the close interrelations between personality characteristics and 

temperament, it can logically be expected that child personality characteristics 

also elicit different behaviours from the immediate environment. Extraverted 

children, who are high in positive emotionality and who generally enjoy social 

interactions, may elicit more supportive behaviours from their parents. However, 

extraverted children are also higher in social dominance, which may elicit more 

overreactive discipline from parents. Benevolent children, who are generally 

compliant and easygoing and who have a tendency for social harmony, may 

elicit more warmth and less overreactive discipline from parents. Conscientious 

children, who are orderly, planful and good at regulating their own behaviours, 

may evoke lower levels of overreactive discipline in their parents. Emotionally 

instable children, who are higher in negative affect and stress reactivity, may 

evoke higher overreactive discipline. Conversely, emotionally stable children 

may evoke more support because they low in negative affect, but alternatively, 

the self-reliance of emotionally stable children may be related to lower parental 

support. Imaginative children tend to defy conventions, which may elicit higher 
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overreactive discipline from parents, but parents may also show more warmth 

towards imaginative children, who are also curious and open-minded. 

In line with these theoretical contentions, there is accumulating empirical 

evidence that shows that several child Big Five characteristics relate to parenting. 

Existing work shows, for example, that child Benevolence (Agreeableness) is 

related to both higher parental warmth (Denissen, Van Aken, & Dubas, 2009) and 

to less overcontrolling, coercive (Prinzie et al., 2004) and harsh discipline 

(O’Connor & Dvorak, 2001). Conscientiousness has been associated with higher 

support, reasoning and consistency and with less paternal control for girls 

(O’Connor & Dvorak, 2001). Emotional Stability (low Neuroticism) has been 

found to be positively correlated with maternal support for girls, although this 

bivariate correlation was found in only one study (O’Connor & Dvorak, 2001, 

Table 1). No empirical support for associations between Extraversion or 

Imagination (Openness to Experience) and parenting has been found. To 

summarize, there is limited but accumulating empirical evidence that child 

Benevolence (Agreeableness), Conscientiousness and Emotional Stability (low 

Neuroticism) evoke more supportive as well as less controlling behaviours. For a 

thorough examination of the impact of adolescent personality characteristics on 

parenting, it is again important to acknowledge that, although the personality 

characteristics are theoretically distinct, their impact on parental behaviours may 

be partly overlapping. Moreover, a thorough examination of the relative impact 

of parental personality and child personality on parenting behaviour requires a 

simultaneous inclusion of both members’ personality characteristics, given that 

associations between child characteristics and parenting may actually reflect the 

impact of parental personality on parenting, and vice versa. However, only one 

study that we know of has examined longitudinal associations between parent 

and adolescent personality and parenting, while controlling for the other 

member’s personality characteristics (Denissen et al., 2009). Therefore, in the 

current study, both parents’ and adolescents’ personality characteristics are taken 

into account in our examination of the impact of individual characteristics on 

parenting. 
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Moderation Effects of Child Personality, Child and Parental Gender 

In addition to the predictive power of parental and adolescent personality 

characteristics, an important issue regards the extent to which parents’ and 

children’s personalities interact to predict parenting. Given the theoretical 

assertion that individual differences are amplified under stress (Caspi & Moffitt, 

1993), and as ‘difficult’ children can be a source of considerable pervasive, long-

term, and daily stress (Koenig et al., 2010; Putnam et al., 2002), parental 

personality characteristics of difficult children may be more strongly related to 

parenting. Conversely, parental personality may be less strongly related to 

parents of ‘easy’ children. In the literature, a ‘difficult temperament’ describes 

children who are low in positive emotionality, high in negative emotionality and 

low in constraint (Putnam et al., 2002; Shiner & Caspi, 2003). These biologically 

based higher-order domains correspond with neural structures, which are 

postulated to underlie personality (Shiner & Caspi, 2003). Positive emotionality is 

related to Extraversion, negative emotionality to Neuroticism or low Emotional 

Stability and constraint is related to Conscientiousness. In personality literature, 

child Benevolence (Agreeableness) has consistently been found to play a crucial 

role, both directly affecting lower internalizing and externalizing behaviours (De 

Pauw & Mervielde, 2010), but also protecting children from the adverse impact of 

harsh discipline (De Haan, Prinzie, & Deković, 2010). Empirical work has 

provided some evidence that suggests that parental personality may be 

differentially related to parenting for parents of ‘easy’ versus ‘difficult’ children 

(Clark et al., 2000; Koenig et al., 2010). However, we know of no empirical work 

that examined long-term longitudinal associations (more than six months) 

between parent and child Big Five characteristics and parenting for parents of 

adolescents, using a multi-informant approach to the measurement of parent and 

adolescent personality and parenting. The current study examined whether 

associations between (self-reported) parental Big Five characteristics and (multi-

informant rated) parenting behaviours two years later were stronger for parents 

of ‘difficult’ versus ‘easy’ adolescents (adolescent self-reports; combined high 

Extraversion, Benevolence, Conscientiousness and Emotional Stability).  
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Another issue that deserves attention is the question whether relations 

between parental and adolescent personality characteristics and parenting are 

similar across parental and child gender. Mothers and fathers have been found to 

differ in mean levels of parenting behaviours (e.g., Kendler & Baker, 2007; 

Metsäpelto & Pulkkinen, 2003), but differences in mean levels do not necessarily 

translate into differences in associations. Whereas some studies (Belsky et al., 

1995; Kochanska et al., 2004) found that parental Extraversion, Agreeableness, 

and Openness were differentially related to mothers’ versus fathers’ parenting, 

other studies found that relations between personality and warmth, nurturance, 

and restrictiveness were similar for mothers and fathers (Metsäpelto & 

Pulkkinen, 2003; Prinzie et al., 2009; Verhoeven, Junger, Van Aken, Deković, & 

Van Aken, 2007). Empirical work that specifically examines possible mother-

father differences in associations thus remains scarce and not entirely consistent. 

Further, it is possible that parents respond differently towards boys’ versus girls’ 

personality characteristics. According to social role theorists (Eagly & 

Johanessen-Schmidt, 2001), women are expected to act in a nurturing, caring 

fashion, whereas men are expected to take on more agentic roles. 

Correspondingly, a review of empirical studies on child temperament and 

parenting found that parents seem to be somewhat more accepting of irritable, 

unregulated behaviour in boys than in girls, although some studies found the 

opposite pattern (Putnam et al., 2002). We know of only one study that examined 

gender-specific associations between adolescent personality and parenting 

(Denissen et al., 2009). In this study, it was found that adolescent 

Conscientiousness was related to higher warmth for daughters, but not sons, and 

that adolescent Openness was negatively (but not significantly) related to 

warmth for sons, but not daughters. 

  

Aims and Hypotheses 

This study aimed to improve the knowledge base on how personality shapes 

behaviours, by examining the relative longitudinal impact of (a) parental Big Five 

characteristics and (b) adolescent Big Five characteristics on two types of 
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parenting behaviours, measured two years later. Moreover, we explored whether 

patterns of associations between parental personality and parenting differed for 

parents of (c) ‘difficult’ versus ‘easy’ adolescents and according to (d) parental 

and adolescent gender. We expected that, overall, parental personality is more 

relevant for the explanation of parenting than adolescent personality is (Belsky, 

1984; Belsky & Barends, 2002). Regarding specific parental personality 

characteristics, we expected that more extraverted (Clark et al., 2000) and 

autonomous parents (i.e., parents higher in openness; Prinzie et al., 2004) display 

less overreactive discipline. Further, we hypothesized that extraverted (Clark et 

al., 2000), agreeable (Clark et al., 2000; Smith et al., 2007) and conscientious (Clark 

et al., 2000) parents show more warmth. Regarding adolescent personality 

characteristics, we expected that benevolent (agreeable) adolescents evoke less 

overreactivity (O’Connor & Dvorak, 2002; Prinzie et al., 2004), and that more 

benevolent (agreeable; Denissen et al., 2009) and conscientious adolescents elicit 

more warmth. We expected that emotionally stable adolescents evoke less 

overreactive discipline (O’Connor & Dvorak, 2001), and elicit either high or low 

warmth. Moreover, based on theory (Caspi & Moffit, 1993) and empirical 

evidence (Koenig et al., 2010) we expected that parental personality 

characteristics are related less strongly to parenting if adolescents have easier 

personalities. We formulated no hypotheses on gender-specific patterns of 

associations given the inconsistent empirical evidence on this issue. 

 

7.2. Method 

 

Participants and Procedure 

This study is part of the longitudinal Flemish Study on Parenting, Personality, 

and Development (1999-2010, see Prinzie et al., 2004). For the current study, data 

regarding adolescent and parental personality were taken from the fifth 

measurement wave (Time 1, 2007) and regarding parenting behaviours from the 

sixth measurement wave (Time 2, 2009). At Time 1, 475 families participated (467 
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mothers, 428 fathers, 52% girls). The mean age of the children was 13 years 6 

months (range 12 years – 15 years). Mothers’ mean age was 45 years 7 months 

(range 36 years – 61 years), fathers’ mean age was 47 years 6 months (range 37 

years – 69 years). Percentages of mothers (M) and fathers (F) with various 

educational levels were: elementary school, M=0.9, F=3.0; secondary education, 

M=41.1, F=43.3; non-university higher education M=45.2, F=34.4; university 

M=12.8, F=19.2. At Time 2, 427 families participated (421 mothers, 393 fathers, 

427 adolescents). Of 37 families only the mother, and of 9 families, only the father 

filled out the questionnaires.  

Respondents with missing values at T2 were compared to respondents 

that participated at both measurement waves regarding personality 

characteristics and background characteristics (parent and adolescent gender, 

parent and adolescent age, parent educational level). Respondents who 

participated at both waves did not differ significantly from respondents who had 

missing values at T2. Because our main focus was on parenting behaviours of 

mothers and fathers, we excluded parents of whom the remaining members of 

the families indicated they were no longer present at Time 2 (n = 1 mother and n 

= 11 fathers). This resulted in a sample of 463 families.  

 

Measures 

 

Parental Personality. Parents rated their own personality at Time 1 (2007) using 

the Five Factor Personality Inventory (Hendriks et al. 1999a; 1999b). Parents rated 

the items on a five-point scale ranging from 1=not at all applicable to 5=entirely 

applicable. In the normal population, the FFPI scale and factor scores show high 

internal consistencies, substantial stabilities, and good construct validity 

(Hendriks et al., 1999a, 1999b, 2002). Each scale consists of twenty items. 

Cronbach’s alphas for mothers (M) and fathers (F) in this study, and core items 

for each of the personality dimensions were, respectively: Extraversion: (M=.89, 

F=.89), Love to chat; Agreeableness (M=.83, F=.83) Respect others’ feelings; 

Conscientiousness (M=.83, F=.85) Do things according to a plan; Emotional Stability 
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(versus Neuroticism; M=.91, F=.87) Can take my mind of my problems; and 

Autonomy (Openness; M=.85, F=.83): Want to form my own opinions.  

Adolescent  Personality. Adolescents rated their own personality 

characteristics at Time 1 using the Hierarchical Personality Inventory for 

Children (HiPIC; Mervielde & De Fruyt, 1999, 2002). The HiPIC is a 

comprehensive personality inventory that assesses individual differences among 

children in 144 items. Findings concerning replicability and validity are reported 

by Mervielde and De Fruyt (1999, 2002), and Prinzie and Deković (2008). The 

items are rated on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1=almost not characteristic to 

5=very characteristic. Number of items, Cronbach’s alpha and example items for 

each dimension are: Extraversion (32 items, .88) I talk all day long; Benevolence 

(Agreeableness; 40 items, .89) I am considerate of others; Conscientiousness (32 

items, .90) I like having things in order; Emotional Stability (versus Neuroticism; 16 

items, .87) I have few issues; and Imagination (Openness; 24 items, .85) I like 

learning new things. 

Overreactivity. Overreactivity was rated at Time 2 (2009) using self-, 

partner-, and adolescent-reports of the Parenting Scale (Arnold, O’Leary, Wolff, 

& Acker, 1993; Prinzie, Onghena, & Hellinckx, 2007). Overreactivity consists of 

nine items and measures parents’ tendency to respond with anger, frustration, 

meanness and irritation, impatiently and aversively to problematic behaviour of 

their children. Items present hypothetical discipline encounters followed by two 

options that act as opposite anchor points for a seven-point scale where 1 

indicates a high probability of using an effective discipline strategy (e.g., When 

my child misbehaves …  I speak calmly to him/her) and 7 indicates a high probability 

of making a discipline mistake (I raise my voice or yell). The instrument has 

adequate test-retest reliability, distinguishes clinical from nonclinical samples, 

and has been validated against behavioural observations of parenting (Arnold et 

al., 1993; Locke & Prinz, 2002). In this study, Cronbach’s alphas for self-, partner-, 

and adolescent-reports of mothers’ overreactivity were .80, .84, and .82, 

respectively. Cronbach’s alphas of self-, partner-, and adolescent-reports of 

fathers’ overreactivity were .82, .86, and .84, respectively.  
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Inter-rater correlations for mothers’ overreactivity were, mother-partner r 

= .39, p < .001; mother-adolescent, r = .49, p < .001, and father-adolescent, r = .49, p 

< .001. Inter-rater correlations for fathers’ overreactivity were, father-partner r = 

.47, p < .001; father-adolescent, r = .33, p < .001, and partner-adolescent, r = .46, p 

< .001. This level of agreement is not uncommon, as each partner perceives the 

relationship from their own perspective (e.g., Neyer & Voigt, 2004). The 

significant correlations however, indicate a common core of agreement. To 

reduce rater bias, latent variables were created using Principal Components 

Analysis (PCA) in which the three informants’ scale scores were the indicators. 

Factor loadings were >.78 for mothers’ overreactivity and >.75 for fathers’ 

overreactivity.  

Warmth.  Warmth was assessed at Time 2 using self-, partner, and 

adolescent-reports of the Parenting Practices Questionnaire (Robinson, 

Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 1995). This scale comprises eleven items and assesses 

the extent to which parents exhibit warm parenting and are involved in their 

children’s lives (e.g., “Expresses affection by hugging, kissing, and holding me”). 

Items were rated on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = never to 5 = always. In this 

study, Cronbach’s alphas for mothers’ warmth of self-, partner-, and adolescent-

reports were .86, .91, and .89, respectively. For fathers’ warmth, Cronbach’s 

alphas of self-, partner-, and adolescent-reports were .87, .91, and .89, 

respectively.  

Inter-rater correlations for mothers’ warmth were, mother-partner r = .38, 

p < .001; mother-adolescent, r = .49, p < .001, and father-adolescent, r  = .33, p < 

.001. Inter-rater correlations for fathers’ overreactivity were, father-partner r = 

.49, p < .001; father-adolescent, r = .33, p < .001, and partner-adolescent, r  = .46, p 

< .001. For warmth, too, latent variables were created using PCA for which the 

three informants’ scale scores were the indicators. Factor loadings were >.71 for 

mothers’ warmth and >.76 for fathers’ warmth  

 

Analytic Strategy 
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To test the longitudinal associations between parent personality, adolescent 

personality and overreactive and warm parenting simultaneously, path analyses 

were conducted in Mplus 5.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 2006). In order to test whether 

groups of predictor variables explained a relevant (significant) amount of 

variance (R2) in parenting, groups of predictors were included stepwise. In the 

baseline model, background variables (parental age, gender and educational 

level, and adolescent age and gender) were included. Then, parental personality 

characteristics and third, adolescent personality characteristics were added as 

predictors, which allowed for an examination of the relative predictive power of 

parental and adolescent personality for the two parenting behaviours. 

Subsequently, moderation effects were tested as follows. First, we included the 

interaction terms between the composite factor score reflecting an ’easy’ 

adolescent personality (high Extraversion, Benevolence, Conscientiousness, 

Emotional Stability) and each of the parental Big Five characteristics. To examine 

gender specific associations, we computed interaction terms between parent or 

adolescent gender and each of the (mean-centered) parent and adolescent 

personality scores. We included interaction terms between (a) parental 

personality and parental gender and (b) adolescent personality and adolescent 

gender were added and subsequently, interactions between (c) parental 

personality and adolescent gender and between (d) adolescent personality and 

parental gender. In order to retain the most parsimonious model, the final model 

included only those groups of predictors which were found to explain a 

significant amount of variance in parenting.  

 

7.3. Results 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 7.1 shows that lower overreactivity was associated with higher parental 

Extraversion, Agreeableness, Emotional Stability (lower Neuroticism) and 

Autonomy (Openness), and with higher adolescent Benevolence (Agreeableness), 

Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability (lower Neuroticism), and Imagination 
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(Openness). Further, warmth was associated with higher parental Extraversion, 

Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, and Emotional Stability (lower Neuroticism), 

and with higher adolescent Extraversion, Benevolence (Agreeableness), 

Conscientiousness, and Imagination (Openness). Thus, the bivariate 

intercorrelations suggest that several parental and adolescent personality 

characteristics may be relevant for parenting. A stricter test of the comparative 

impact of each of the parental and adolescent personality characteristics is, 

however, provided by path models, in which the impact of the other 

characteristics is also taken into account. 

 

Table 7.1. Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Intercorrelations between the Measures 

   1.  2.  3.  4.  5.  6.  7.  8.  9.  10.  11.  12. 

1. Overreactivity                       

2. Warmth  ‐.36                       

Parent Personality                       

3. Extravert  ‐.13  .20                     

4. Agreeable   ‐.27  .31  .15                   

5. Conscient  ‐.05  .18  .17  .35                 

6. Stability   ‐.31  .07  .50  .19  .22               

7. Autonomy   ‐.12  .06  .52  ‐.06  .12  .61             

Adolescent Personality                     

8. Extravert  ‐.00  .13  .15  ‐.02  .03  .13  .17           

9. Benevolent  ‐.24  .19  .14  .10  .10  .19  .10  .07         

10. Conscient  ‐.07  .11  .05  .08  .12  .07  .02  .18  .42       

11. Stability   ‐.11  .01  .09  ‐.03  ‐.02  .14  .11  .34  .27  .11     

12. Imaginat   ‐.10  .14  .09  .04  .02  .16  .17  .41  .09  .41  .23   

M  3.19  3.50  3.62  4.03 3.81  3.80  3.53  3.47  3.51  3.22  3.47  3.48 

SD  0.84  0.62  0.50  0.40 0.42  0.48  0.43  0.48  0.42  0.53  0.64  0.50 

Note: Correlations in bold are significant at p < .05.  

 

Predicting Parenting 

A model was estimated in which overreactive and warm parenting were 

included simultaneously. The stepwise inclusion of groups of predictors showed 
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that parental and adolescent personality explained a significant amount of 

variance in overreactivity (Table 7.2) and in warmth (Table 7.3). Additionally, 

parental personality explained substantially more variance in overreactivity than 

adolescent personality did (14% versus 3%), whereas parental and adolescent 

personality explained a similar amount of variance in warmth1 (both around 5%).  

 

Table 7.2. Associations from Parental and Adolescent Personality to Overreactivity.  

  Overreactive Discipline 

Predictors  β  b  (S.E.)  R2 

Background Variables        .02*  

  Gender Parent: Mother  ‐.04  ‐0.06  (0.06)   

  Gender Adolescent: Girl  ‐.05  ‐0.09  (0.06)   

  Age Parent  ‐.03  ‐0.01  (0.01)   

  Age Adolescent  .01  0.01  (0.03)   

  Education Parent  ‐.02  ‐0.01  (0.02)   

Personality Parent        .14***

  Extraversion  .04  0.07  (0.07)   

  Agreeableness  ‐.22*** ‐0.46  (0.08)   

  Conscientiousness  .09**  0.18  (0.07)   

  Emotional Stability  ‐.30*** ‐0.52  (0.08)   

  Autonomy  .04  0.07  (0.09)   

Personality Adolescent        .03***

  Extraversion  .08*  0.14  (0.07)   

  Benevolence  ‐.18*** ‐0.36  (0.08)   

  Conscientiousness  .07  0.12  (0.06)   

  Emotional Stability  ‐.05  ‐0.07  (0.05)   

  Imagination  ‐.07  ‐0.12  (0.06)   

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 

                                                 
1We  examined  whether  the  coefficients  between  parental  personality  and  parenting  were  inflated 
because of shared method variance. These analyses, results of which can be obtained from the first author 
upon request, show that the coefficients changed only very slightly  in size from the models  in which the 
parenting  variable  included  parental  self‐report  to when  self‐report was  excluded  from  the  construct. 
Relations between parental personality and parenting were thus not due to shared method variance. 



Chapter 7 

179 

 

Prior to conducting the second part of the analyses, a factor analysis was 

conducted in SPSS 18.0 on the four personality characteristics that from a 

theoretical perspective were expected to reflect an easy personality. The four 

dimensions loaded strongly on the underlying factor, factor loadings were: 

Extraversion, .56, Benevolence, .71, Conscientiousness, .67, and Emotional 

Stability, .65. The four dimensions together explained 42% of the variance in the 

underlying factor, which we labeled an ‘easy’ adolescent personality. The 

inclusion of interaction terms between parental personality characteristics and an 

‘easy’ adolescent personality or between personality and gender resulted in non-

significant increments in explained variance, with the interaction terms 

explaining a mere 0.2% to 0.9% additional variance in parenting. Results thus 

showed that relations between parental personality and parenting were similar 

for parents of ‘difficult’ versus ‘easy’ adolescents, and for mothers and fathers of 

daughters and sons. 

The final model included only main effects of adolescent and parent 

personality characteristics on parenting, but none of the interaction effects2. The 

background variables and personality characteristics together explained 19.4% of 

the variance in overreactive discipline, and 34.8% of the variance in warmth. 

Overreactive and warm parenting were moderately correlated, r = -.25, p < .001. 

Path coefficients (Tables 7.2 and 7.3) indicated that more agreeable and 

emotionally stable parents and less conscientious parents showed less 

overreactive parenting two years later. Less extraverted and more benevolent 

(agreeable) adolescents elicited less overreactivity two years later. More 

agreeable and autonomous (open to experience) parents showed more warmth, 

and more extraverted, benevolent (agreeable), and imaginative (open to 

                                                 
2  We  explored  whether  relations  between  each  of  the  parental  personality  characteristics  were 
moderated  by  adolescent  personality  characteristics.  Including  interaction  terms  between  each  of  the 
parent  personality  traits  and  all  adolescent  personality  traits  (e.g.,  Extraversion  parent  x  Extraversion 
adolescent, Extraversion parent x Agreeableness adolescent, etc.) resulted in nonsignificant increments in 
explained variance (ΔRs² 0.03 < 0.09). These results offer further support for our results that parental and 
adolescent personality characteristics have only main effect, but no conditional  (moderating) effects on 
parenting. 
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experience) adolescents, as well as less emotionally stable adolescents evoked 

more warmth.  

 

Table 7.3. Associations from Parent Personality and Adolescent Personality to Warmth.  

  Warmth 

  β  b  (S.E.)  R2 

Background Variables        .26***

  Gender Parent: Mother  .41*** 0.51  (0.04)   

  Gender Adolescent: Girl  .05  0.06  (0.04)   

  Age Parent  ‐.08**  ‐0.01  (0.01)   

  Age Adolescent  ‐.02  ‐0.01  (0.02)   

  Education Parent  .04  0.02  (0.02)   

Personality Parent        .05***

  Extraversion  .06  0.07  (0.05)   

  Agreeableness  .16*** 0.25  (0.05)   

  Conscientiousness  .03  0.04  (0.05)   

  Emotional Stability  ‐.03  ‐0.04  (0.05)   

  Autonomy  .09*  0.13  (0.06)   

Personality Adolescent        .05***

  Extraversion  .11**  0.14  (0.04)   

  Benevolence  .18*** 0.26  (0.05)   

  Conscientiousness  ‐.04  ‐0.04  (0.04)   

  Emotional Stability  ‐.10**  ‐0.10  (0.04)   

  Imagination  .08*  0.10  (0.04)   

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 

 

7.4. Discussion 

In this study, the comparative longitudinal impact of parental and adolescent 

personality characteristics was examined for one of the most central tasks many 

adults are faced with, parenting behaviour (overreactivity and warmth). Further, 

it was explored whether patterns of associations between parental personality 
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and the two types of parenting behaviours differed for parents of ‘easy’ versus 

‘difficult’ adolescents, or for mothers and fathers parenting sons and daughters. 

Using the comprehensive and systematic Big Five approach to the measurement 

of personality, allowed for a detailed picture of which personality characteristics 

of parents and of adolescents affect parenting when personality characteristics of 

the other member of the dyad are also taken into account. Moreover, using the 

Big Five facilitates comparison of research findings (Belsky & Barends, 2002). 

Overall, parents’ own personality was more relevant than adolescent 

personality for the explanation of overreactivity. In contrast, a similar amount of 

variance in warmth was explained by adolescent personality as by parental 

personality. Further, associations between parental personality and parenting 

were similar for parents of easy versus difficult adolescents and for mothers and 

fathers, parenting daughters and sons. Thus, if the impact of personality is taken 

into account, it may be personality characteristics themselves and not the 

combination between parental and adolescent personality characteristics that 

shape parenting behaviours. This study refines the hypothesis that parental 

characteristics are more important than child characteristics (Belsky, 1984; Belsky 

& Barends, 2002), by showing that, when considering the impact of personality, it 

depends on the type of parenting behaviour.  

When taking into account the impact of all Big Five personality 

characteristics of both parents and adolescents, parental and adolescent 

Agreeableness (Benevolence) was consistently related to parenting. Further, 

extraverted adolescents elicited more warmth, but also more overreactive 

discipline. More emotionally stable parents displayed less overreactive discipline. 

Parents of more emotionally stable adolescents exhibited lower levels of warmth. 

More autonomous (open to experience) parents showed more warmth, and more 

imaginative (open to experience) adolescents elicited more warmth. Together, 

these findings show how important (adolescent) Extraversion and (parental and 

adolescent) Agreeableness (Benevolence) are for the prediction of one of the most 

important developmental tasks, parenting. Within the Five Factor structure of 

personality, both Extraversion and Agreeableness concern an individual’s 
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behavioural tendencies in social interactions (Caspi et al., 2005), although 

Extraversion and Agreeableness do have different connotations regarding social 

interactions (Goldberg, 1990; Hendriks et al., 1999a, 1999b; Caspi, Roberts, & 

Shiner, 2005). Whereas Extraversion reflects an individual’s capacity to enjoy 

social interactions and one’s optimism, but also one’s dominance in social 

relations, Agreeableness involves one’s motives to maintain positive social 

relations and has been found to relate to one’s regulation of emotions during 

social interactions (Tobin, Graziano, Vanman, & Tassinary, 2000). Therefore, the 

impact of these two dimensions on parenting may operate in somewhat different 

ways, which may be especially true for adolescent Extraversion, which 

encompasses two dual aspects. At the one hand, extraverted adolescents may 

have, over the years, provided their parents with (implicit or explicit) feedback 

that they appreciate their parents’ affective and concerned behaviours, because of 

which their parents are more likely to display more warmth. However, 

extraverted adolescents’ social dominance may challenge the parent’s authority 

which may frustrate parents and because of which, parents’ disciplinary 

behaviours may become more overreactive. Extraverted adolescents also tend to 

be more sociable with peers and thus spend a lot of time engaging in activities 

with friends and romantic partners. Parents of these adolescents may fear, or 

have experienced, that their children engage in more risk-taking and delinquency 

behaviour in these peer group settings, and thus are making every effort to 

control their adolescent’s behaviour (cf. Stattin & Kerr, 2001). Agreeableness 

entails a tendency towards cooperation, rather than antagonism, in social 

relations, and agreeable persons are generally cheerful, easy-going and 

compliant. All of these characteristics make it more likely that the parent-

adolescent relationship of agreeable individuals is characterized by more support 

and less overreactive discipline (cf. Denissen et al., 2009; O’Connor & Dvorak, 

2001; Prinzie et al, 2004; 2009). Thus, parental and adolescent Extraversion and 

Agreeableness (Benevolence) were shown to remain important for the parenting 

of both mothers and fathers above and beyond the impact of the other 

personality dimensions. The findings extend the results of studies in which the 



Chapter 7 

183 

impact of only parental or adolescent personality on parenting was examined 

and in which associations between personality and parenting were examined 

contemporaneously. It was demonstrated that the links exist above and beyond 

the impact of the other personality characteristics, both of parents self and of 

adolescents and that linkages remain across an extensive period of time. 

Additionally, it was found that more emotionally stable parents showed 

less overreactivity and parents of less emotionally stable adolescents showed 

more warmth (cf. Clark et al., 2000, Prinzie et al., 2004; Smith et al., 2007). 

Emotionally stable parents are less prone to anxiousness and thus may be better 

able to stay calm and composed under stressful times, such as when adolescents 

display problematic behaviours. Additionally, parents of less emotionally stable 

adolescents showed more warmth two years later. As the bivariate correlation 

between adolescent Emotional Stability and warmth was not significant, the 

significant path between Emotional Stability and warmth may be a suppressor 

effect, only appearing when the impact of the other dimensions is taken into 

account. Emotionally stable adolescents may be perceived as being more self-

reliant and parents of such adolescents may feel that they do not need to show 

that much affect or attention. At the other hand, emotionally instable adolescents 

may be more anxious and insecure which may elicit displays of empathy and 

affect in parents. Results further suggest that more autonomous parents and 

parents of more imaginative adolescents display more warmth. Autonomy (or 

openness, imagination) has been related to displays of positive affect (Losoya et 

al., 1997). Further, autonomous parents may be more eager to learn about the 

changes that take place in the child’s life during adolescence and are likely more 

open to the perspective and feelings of their adolescents (Belsky & Jaffee, 2006; 

Clark et al., 1997; Prinzie et al., 2009). As such, autonomous parents may be more 

affective and emphatic towards their adolescents. Imaginative children, who are 

curious and open-minded, may be better able to adjust to adolescence, a 

developmental phase which is characterized by exploring new physical, 

cognitive, and social potentials and because of through this easier adjustment, 

elicit more warm parenting. Overall, findings suggest that, whereas parental 
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personality was more important in predicting overreactive discipline, both 

parental and adolescent personality were similarly important in predicting 

warmth. Moreover, personality dimensions that are most strongly related to 

interpersonal relationships, that is, Extraversion and Agreeableness 

(Benevolence), were most strongly related to both types of parenting. Finally, the 

findings that more extraverted adolescents received more overreactive discipline 

and that less emotionally stable adolescents received more warm parenting 

indicates that if all adolescent Big Five dimensions are taken into account and 

parental personality is also controlled for, adaptive parenting is not only reserved 

for ‘less difficult’ adolescents. 

 

Limitations and Future Research 

Several methodological limitations warrant caution in the interpretation of 

results. First, this study examined statistical prediction of levels of parenting by 

previous levels of personality characteristics, and future research could employ a 

repeated-measures design to gain more knowledge about dynamic and 

longitudinal associations between personality and parenting. Further, although 

this study offered insight on which personality characteristics of parents and 

adolescents are related to later parenting, the results do not explain why 

personality is related to this social behaviour. A possible mechanism that 

underlies the linkages between parental personality and parenting may be 

cognitions and evaluations, such as self-efficacy or perceived parenting 

competence (e.g., Bandura, 1989; Bornstein et al., 2003) or, as proposed in the 

process model of parenting (Belsky, 1984; Belsky & Barends, 2002), the wider 

societal context. A plausible explaining mechanism between adolescent 

personality and parenting may be problematic adolescent behaviours, which has 

been found to be predicted by child characteristics (e.g., Prinzie et al., 2004; also, 

see Shiner & Caspi, 2003). For example, low Benevolence (Agreeableness) has 

been related to higher externalizing behaviours. Possibly then, children who are 

low in Benevolence may, through their elevated problem behaviours, demand 

more overreactive discipline. Research that investigates explaining mechanisms 
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for the associations between child personality and parenting may be particularly 

fruitful if it includes certain lower order traits of the personality dimensions that 

were shown to affect parenting. For example, research that examines facets 

belonging to Extraversion (optimism, shyness) or to Benevolence (irritability, 

egocentrism), and investigates linkages between these lower order facets, child 

problem behaviours, and parenting, could provide detailed knowledge on why 

child personality is related to parenting.  

 

General Conclusions 

Together, results from this study show that in a close and long-lasting dyadic 

relationship such as the parent-child relationship, individual characteristics of 

both members of the dyad substantially affect the relationship quality. Moreover, 

it was shown that in addition to parents’ own characteristics, also the 

characteristics of the adolescent elicit certain behaviours. Last, if characteristics of 

both individuals in a dyad are taken into account, parents’ characteristics are 

similarly related for parents of easier or more difficult adolescents, and for 

mothers and fathers, parenting sons and daughters. Results further suggest that 

supportive behaviours are equally well predicted by the adolescent’s personality 

as by a parent’s own personality, whereas more ‘negative’ overreactive parenting 

is more strongly affected by the parent’s own characteristics. Further, adolescent 

Extraversion and parental and adolescent Agreeableness (Benevolence) affected 

parenting in important ways. These results indicate that the two Big Five 

characteristics that are most closely related to interpersonal behaviours are also 

important for one of the most affectively challenged and possibly most central 

tasks that most adults are faced with; that of being a parent.   
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Abstract 

This prospective longitudinal study addressed three key questions regarding the 

processes of parenting in a large community sample of mothers (N = 589) and 

fathers (N = 518). First, the collective impact of parental Big Five personality 

dimensions on overreactive and warm parenting, assessed six years later by 

adolescents, was examined. Second, mediation of these associations by sense of 

competence in the parenting role was addressed. Third, it was explored to what 

extent associations were similar for mothers and fathers. Agreeableness and 

Extraversion were related to lower levels of overreactivity, and higher levels of 

warmth. Sense of competence completely mediated relations between personality 

and overreactivity, and partially mediated relations between personality and 

warmth. The associations were found to be similar for mothers and fathers. 

Overall, sense of competence was shown to be an important mechanism that can 

explain the link between personality and parenting. 
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8.1. Introduction 

Linkages between parenting and children’s developmental outcomes have been 

widely studied. Research has provided ample evidence of detrimental effects of 

negative parenting, such as rejection or overreactivity, on both externalizing 

(Dishion & Patterson, 2006; Snyder, Cramer, Afrank, & Patterson, 2005) and 

internalizing behaviours (Wood, McLeod, Sigman, Hwang, & Chu, 2003). 

Conversely, positive parenting, such as warmth and involvement, have been 

found to relate negatively to externalizing (Denham et al., 2001) and internalizing 

behaviours (Barrera et al., 2002), and to promote children’s social competence 

(Brody, McBride-Murry, Kim, & Brown, 2002). In contrast to the well-established 

links between parenting and children’s development, less is known about 

individual antecedents of parenting (Belsky & Barends, 2002). The current study 

aims to increase the relatively limited knowledge base on the antecedents of 

parenting, by examining the extent to which parental personality is 

longitudinally related to parenting behaviours, by determining the extent to 

which these associations are mediated by parental sense of competence, and by 

exploring whether these associations are similar for mothers and fathers.  

 

Parental Personality and Parenting Behaviours: The Role of the Big Five 

From previous theoretical and empirical work, Belsky (1984) distilled three 

general sources of influence on parental functioning in his process model of 

parenting: parents’ personal psychological resources, children’s characteristics, 

and contextual sources of stress and support. Empirical research supports his 

notion that children’s characteristics (e.g., temperament), and contextual sources 

of stress and support (e.g., work, social relations) impact parenting (for an 

overview, see Belsky & Jaffee, 2006). Parental personality has, however, been 

relatively neglected in research addressing the question “why parents parent the 

way they do” (Belsky, 1984, p. 83; Belsky & Barends, 2002; Caspi, Roberts, & 

Shiner, 2005). This is surprising, since Belsky (1984) himself suggested that 

parents’ personality should be considered the most important. Parental 



Parent Personality, Sense of Competence, and Parenting 

190 

personality not only directly shapes their parenting, but also indirectly, by 

influencing the broader context in which parent-child relationships exist. 

Existing work shows that personality shapes how people experience and 

respond to a wide variety of developmental tasks (Ozer & Benet-Martínez, 2008). 

Research on the relations between personality and parenting has, however, 

lacked a systematic approach to the measurement of personality. Researchers 

have usually arbitrarily focused on one or two aspects of adult psychological 

functioning, especially adult psychopathology (e.g., depression), and examined 

links with parenting. To facilitate comparison of research findings, Belsky and 

Barends (2002) urged researchers to utilize a systematic, comprehensive approach 

to the measurement of personality. The repeated identification of the Big Five 

factors in personality ratings has led to the view that most personality traits can 

be captured by five broad content domains. The Big Five (or Five Factor Model) 

personality dimensions have traditionally been numbered and labelled as 

follows: (I) Extraversion (Surgency, Positive Affectivity), (II) Agreeableness 

(versus Antagonism), (III) Conscientiousness (Constraint Dependability), (IV) 

Emotional Stability (versus Neuroticism), and (V) Openness to Experience 

(Autonomy, Intellect) (Caspi, 1998; Goldberg, 1990; Hendriks, Hofstee, & De 

Raad, 1999a, 1999b; McCrae & Costa, 1999).  

A recent meta-analysis (Prinzie, Stams, Deković, Reijntjes, & Belsky, 2009) 

examined relations between the Big Five dimensions, considered separately, and 

three dimensions of parenting; warmth/supportiveness (versus rejection), 

behavioural control/structure (versus chaos), and autonomy support (versus 

coercion). All Big Five dimensions were found to be positively related to warm 

and structured parenting, and Agreeableness and Emotional Stability were 

positively related to autonomy support. The associations were similar for 

mothers and fathers, and were not moderated by type of assessment of parenting 

(self-report or observations). The authors suggested that existing knowledge 

should be further extended by examining (a) how much personality affects 

parenting when all Big Five dimensions are considered together, (b) prospective 
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rather than cross-sectional relations between personality and parenting, and (c) 

why personality and parenting are related (Prinzie et al., 2009).  

It appears that some of the associations between the Big Five dimensions 

and parenting become redundant in the context of the other dimensions (Dunlap 

& Landis, 1998). Studies that took into account all Big Five dimensions found 

nonsignificant associations between warmth, Emotional Stability (Smith et al., 

2007), and Openness (Clark, Kochanska, & Ready, 2000). When assessed 

individually in contrast, these dimensions were significantly related to warmth 

(Belsky et al., 1995; Losoya, Callor, Rowe, & Goldsmith, 1997). Nonsignificant 

cross-sectional associations have been found between overreactivity, 

Conscientiousness, and Emotional Stability (Prinzie et al., 2004, 2005; Smith et al., 

2007). Significant associations between these personality dimensions and 

overreactivity were, however, found in research that did not examine all Big Five 

dimensions simultaneously (Olsen, Martin, & Halverson, 1999). Although the 

personality dimensions are assumed to be orthogonal (i.e., uncorrelated), these 

diverging results suggest otherwise.  

Even among studies that did employ a longitudinal design, the period of 

time over which the measures were assessed was usually not very long. 

Personality dimensions are, however, conceptualized as having enduring effects 

over time (Clark et al., 2000). Empirical support for this conceptualization is 

offered by findings of Kochanska and colleagues (2004), which showed that 

associations between maternal personality and the quality of the mother-child 

relationship seemed to grow stronger with the passage of time, as the dyadic 

relationship pattern coalesced. Moreover, if the period of time between 

assessments is only small, then the ease of maintaining consistency between 

measures may bias correlations upwards (Krathwohl, 1993). The assessments of 

personality before the assessment of parenting also satisfies one of the three 

demands for showing causality, that is, temporal precedence. Therefore, our first 

aim is to examine prospective longitudinal associations between all parental Big 

Five dimensions and parenting assessed six years later. In this way, it is possible 
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to assess the collective impact of the Big Five over time, and the relative impact of 

each of the dimensions in the context of the other dimensions.  

 

Why is Personality Linked to Parenting: Mediation by Competence  

It is, as Belsky and Barends (2002, p. 431) signalled, one thing to observe that 

“parents’ personality is predictive of their parenting; it is quite another to 

understand the mechanisms responsible for this relation”. The influence of 

personality on parenting may operate through multiple psychological 

mechanisms. Belsky and colleagues (1995) for example, found that daily hassles 

and transient mood (partly) mediated relations between Neuroticism, 

Agreeableness, and parenting. The authors argued that, because the direct 

relations between personality and parenting were not always, and never strongly 

mediated by mood and hassles, other possible mediators should be explored.  

A plausible possibility that has not yet been investigated is that parents’ 

personality impacts their parental sense of competence, and their sense of 

competence in turn impacts their parenting. Parental sense of competence (i.e., 

the belief of parents that they can effectively manage parenting tasks) is believed 

to motivate and shape behaviours, and thus may be critical to understanding 

parenting behaviours (Coleman & Karraker, 1997; Goodnow & Collins, 1990; 

McGillicuddy-DeLisi & Sigel, 1995). Parental sense of competence is closely 

related to the construct of self-efficacy. The two constructs are often used 

interchangeably, which is apparent from the definition of parental self-efficacy as 

“parents’ self-referent estimations of competence in the parental role” (Coleman 

& Karraker, 2003, p. 128). Our overview of the literature includes both constructs, 

although we employ the term ‘sense of competence’ for the sake of consistency. 

Furthermore, to our knowledge, no studies investigated either determinants or 

consequences of fathers’ sense of competence, thus this overview is limited to 

research among mothers.  

Existing work shows that maternal sense of competence is an important 

predictor of mothers’ capacity to provide an adaptive, stimulating, and nurturing 

child-rearing environment (Locke & Prinz, 2002). Sense of competence has been 
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found to relate positively to maternal responsiveness (Donovan, Leavitt, & 

Walsh, 1990). Conversely, sense of competence has been reported to relate 

negatively to defensive behaviours (Donovan et al., 1990), and to displays of 

negative affect and use of punitive disciplinary techniques (Bugental, Blue, & 

Cruzcosa, 1989; Bugental & Cortez, 1988). Drawing from self-efficacy theory 

(Bandura, 1989; Coleman & Karraker, 1997; Jones & Prinz, 2005), several 

explanations can be given on why sense of competence should be related to 

parenting. Parents who feel that they have little influence over their children’s 

behaviours may feel a sense of hopelessness. This feeling of hopelessness may 

lead parents to derive less enjoyment from interactions with their children which, 

in turn, is related to lower levels of warmth (Gondoli & Silverberg, 1997). In 

addition, individuals with a low sense of competence tend to shy away from 

setting specific goals (Schunk, 1990). Personal goals provide a framework for 

behaviour, and the failure to develop clear goals is likely to be related to erratic, 

overreactive parenting (Coleman & Karraker, 1997). Sense of competence also 

impacts the actual motivation to select or engage in challenging tasks (Sexton & 

Tuckman, 1991). In the parental domain, avoidance of challenging tasks may 

translate into avoidance of more effortful disciplinary techniques, with parents 

who feel less competent opting instead to control child behaviours with 

overreactive tactics (Coleman & Karraker, 1997).  

The one study that, to our knowledge, has examined cross-sectional 

relations between personality traits (Emotional Stability, Openness) and maternal 

sense of competence, found that Emotional Stability was positively related to 

maternal sense of competence (Bornstein et al., 2003). Within vocational 

psychology, positive relations have been found between the Big Five dimensions 

and individuals’ career sense of competence (Nauta, 2004), and sense of 

competence in the leadership role (Chan & Drasgow, 2001; Hendricks & Payne, 

2007). Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT) provides vocational psychologists a 

framework that links personality with sense of competence (Lent, Brown, & 

Hackett, 1994), and from which we draw some cautious expectations. According 

to SCCT, personality plays a role in one’s sense of competence by impacting the 



Parent Personality, Sense of Competence, and Parenting 

194 

kinds of learning experiences people acquire. Parents high in Extraversion, with 

its connotation of optimism and enjoying social interactions, may be more 

inclined to emphasize positive experiences with their children, and may thereby 

feel more competent as parents. Individuals high in Agreeableness, with its 

emphasis on motives to maintain positive social relations, may feel more 

competent as parents because their easygoing interpersonal tendencies have 

resulted in (implicit) feedback from their children that they are doing a good job 

as a parent (Lent et al, 1994; Nauta, 2004). Parents high in Emotional Stability, 

who are described as being calm, relaxed, and stable (as opposed to being 

anxious and insecure), likely emphasize those instances when their parenting led 

to the desired outcome, and thereby feel more efficacious as parents. Highly 

conscientious individuals, who are more organized and practical, may feel less 

overwhelmed by the tasks at hand, and thereby feel more competent as a parent. 

Parents scoring high on Openness, which comprises being creative and 

imaginative, may feel they have a wider range of options to guide their child in 

the desired direction and, through this perceived choice of options, feel more 

competent. The extent to which all Big Five dimensions are longitudinally related 

to parenting sense of competence is a question that remains to be addressed 

(Bornstein et al., 2003; Coleman & Karraker, 1997).  

Sense of competence has previously been identified as a mediator between 

adaptive and dysfunctional parenting, and several historically recognized 

correlates of parenting. Maternal competence beliefs have been found to mediate 

cross-sectional relations between maternal depression, perceptions of infant 

difficulty, social-marital support, and observed warm/stimulating parenting 

(Teti & Gelfand, 1991), and between emotional distress and parental acceptance 

and psychological autonomy promotion (Gondoli & Silverberg, 1997). Gerdes 

and colleagues (2007) found, among mothers of children with ADHD, that sense 

of competence mediated cross-sectional relations between depressive 

symptomatology and overreactivity.  

To our knowledge, no research to date has examined the mediating role of 

sense of competence in longitudinal relations between all Big Five dimensions 
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and parenting. This is surprising, since personality, sense of competence and 

parenting have been found to be interrelated in meaningful ways. Therefore, a 

second aim of this study is to examine the mediating role of parental sense of 

competence in longitudinal relations between parental Big Five dimensions and 

parenting.  

Furthermore, empirical research on the relations between personality and 

parenting has largely neglected fathers, despite the growing acknowledgement 

that fathers play an important role in child development. Although mothers and 

fathers have been found to differ in parenting behaviours (e.g., Kendler & Baker, 

1997; Metsäpelto & Pulkkinen, 2003), differences in mean levels do not 

necessarily translate into differences in associations. Results from several studies 

support the possibility that associations between personality and parenting are 

similar for mothers and fathers, but the knowledge is limited and not entirely 

consistent. Belsky and colleagues (1995), for example, found that Extraversion 

was more strongly related to fathers’ parenting, and that Agreeableness was 

more strongly related to mothers’ parenting. Kochanska and colleagues (2004) 

showed that parental Agreeableness and Openness had differential effects on 

maternal and paternal positive affect, although these researchers emphasized that 

the differences were small and needed to be replicated. Other work has found 

that relations between personality and several parenting behaviours (warmth, 

nurturance, restrictiveness) were similar for mothers and fathers (Metsäpelto & 

Pulkinnen, 2003; Verhoeven, Junger, Van Aken, Deković, & Van Aken, 2007). 

Therefore, a third aim of this study is to explore the extent to which longitudinal 

associations between personality, sense of competence, and parenting are similar 

for mothers and fathers.  

Based on the results of a recent meta-analysis (Prinzie et al., 2009), all Big 

Five dimensions are expected to be positively related to warmth, and negatively 

to overreactivity. Based on work done in the field of vocational psychology, and 

on SCCT, we expect that all Big Five dimensions relate to a higher level of 

perceived competence. Furthermore, maternal sense of competence is expected to 

mediate relations between maternal personality and parenting (Figure 8.1). 
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Maternal sense of competence is expected to relate positively to warm parenting, 

and negatively to overreactive parenting. The dearth of research examining sense 

of competence among fathers precludes us from formulating expectations about 

associations between fathers’ sense of competence, personality, and parenting. 

Because of the limited and inconsistent results regarding possible moderation of 

the associations by parental gender, our examination of the extent to which 

associations are similar for mothers and fathers is exploratory.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.1. Conceptual Model. Path a = First stage effect, Path b = Second stage effect, 

Path c = Direct effect.  

 

8.2. Method 

 

Procedure and Participants 

This study is part of the longitudinal Flemish Study on Parenting, Personality, 

and Development (FSPPD), which started in 1999 (for a description of the 

recruitment of participants, see, e.g., Prinzie et al., 2004, 2005). If our results 

replicate findings of previous work on associations between personality and 

parenting among American mothers, it would provide further support for the 

generalizability of these findings (Belsky & Barends, 2002). Parents rated their 

own personality at Time 1 (2001) and their sense of parental competence at Time 

2, six years later. Adolescents rated their mothers’ and fathers’ 

warmth/involvement and overreactivity at Time 2. Using adolescents’ ratings of 

parenting is consistent with the view that the impact of parenting on adolescent 
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adjustment is mediated by how adolescents perceive their parents’ behaviours 

(Neiderhiser, Pike, Hetherington, & Reiss, 1998; Powers, Welsh, & Wright, 1994), 

and eliminates the risk of shared method variance.  

At Time 1, participants were 599 families with an elementary school-aged 

child (301 girls and 298 boys). The mean age of the children was 7 years 6 months 

(range 5 years, 0 months – 10 years 10 months). Of these 599 families, 541 families 

(90.1%) were a two-parent household, and 50 families were a one-parent 

household. Eight families (1.7%) did not supply information about their 

household composition. Regardless of household composition, from 545 families 

(92.7%), both parents provided data. From 39 children only the mother (N = 594) 

and from five children only the father (N = 550) completed the questionnaires. All 

parents had the Belgian nationality. The mean age of the mothers was 36 years 11 

months (range 27 years 1 month – 52 years) and of the fathers 39 years (range 27 

years 11 months – 61 years 10 months). Percentages of mothers (M) and fathers 

(F) with various educational levels were as follows: elementary school (M 0.9%, F 

3.0%), secondary education (M 41.1%, F 43.3%), non-university higher education 

(M 45.2%, F 34.4%), and university (M 12.8%, F 19.2%). At Time 2, participants 

were 480 families. Of these 480 families, 452 (94.2%) were a two-parent 

household, and 26 (5.4%) were a one-parent household; all of these families were 

divorced. Two families did not supply information about their household 

composition. From the families that indicated that the other parent was no longer 

present at Time 2 (n = 5 and n = 38 for mothers and fathers, respectively), the 

respective parent was excluded from subsequent analyses. Regardless of 

household composition, from 414 families (86.3%), both parents provided data. 

From 52 families only the mother (N = 466), and from 12 families only the father 

(N = 426) completed the questionnaires. From 430 families, adolescents rated the 

parenting behaviours of both their parents. From 34 families, adolescents rated 

only their mother’s parenting (N = 464), and from 3 families adolescents rated 

only their father’s parenting (N = 433).  

For both mothers and fathers, missing values were missing completely at 

random. For mothers: Little’s MCAR test: χ² (18, N = 589) = 22.08, p = .23, and for 
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fathers: Little’s MCAR test: χ² (18, N = 518) = 21.65, p = .25. To maximize sample 

size, missing values were imputed for mothers and fathers separately, with the 

Expected-Maximization (EM) algorithm (Schafer & Graham, 2002). In this way, 

data from all mothers and fathers for who scores regarding their personality 

dimensions were available at Time 1 could be included in the analyses (N = 589 

and N = 518, respectively).  

 

Measures 

 

Parental  Personality. Mothers and fathers described their personality 

characteristics using the Five Factor Personality Inventory (FFPI) (Hendriks, et 

al., 1999a, 1999b; Hendriks, Hofstee, & De Raad, 2002). The FFPI comprises 100 

brief non-dispositional items assessing individual differences in behaviour. 

Parents rated the items on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = not at all applicable 

to 5 = entirely applicable. In the normal population, the FFPI scale and factor scores 

show high internal consistencies, substantial stabilities, and good construct 

validity (Hendriks et al., 1999a, 1999b, 2002). Factor weights, established in a 

large (N = 2494) Dutch normative sample (Hendriks et al., 2002), were used to 

produce uncorrelated factor scores. Core items for each of the personality 

dimensions (Hendriks et al., 2002), and Cronbach’s alphas for mothers and 

fathers in this study were, respectively: Extraversion: “Loves to chat” (.90, .91); 

Agreeableness “Respects others’ feelings” (.89, .89); Conscientiousness: “Does 

things according to a plan” (.89, .89); Emotional Stability: “Can take his/her mind 

of his/her problems” (.90, .88); and Autonomy: “Wants to form his/her own 

opinions” (.85, .87). The labelling and content of the fifth factor differs somewhat 

across measures. In the FFPI, the fifth factor entails (Intellectual) Autonomy, 

which describes an individual’s capability to take independent decisions, to 

maintain an independent opinion, and not be influenced by social pressures to 

conform (Hendriks, et al. 1999b, 2002; Hofstee, De Raad, & Goldberg, 1992). 

Autonomy is related to, but different from Openness, which describes an 

individual’s unconventionality in addition to nonconformity (Ashton, Lee, & 
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Goldberg, 2004), and from Intellect (De Fruyt, McCrae, Szirmak, & Nagy, 2004), 

which includes unconventionality, behavioural flexibility, and imagination. We 

refer to the fifth factor by the label used in the FFPI, that is, Autonomy. 

Overreactivity. Adolescents rated their mothers’ and fathers’ overreactivity 

using the Parenting Scale (Arnold, O’Leary, Wolff, & Acker, 1993; Prinzie, 

Onghena, & Hellinckx, 2007). Overreactivity consists of nine items and measures 

parents’ tendency to respond with anger, frustration, meanness and irritation, 

impatiently and aversively to problematic behaviour of their children. Items 

present discipline encounters followed by two options that act as opposite anchor 

points for a seven-point scale where 1 indicates a high probability of using an 

effective discipline strategy (e.g., “When I misbehave…”  “My mother speaks to 

me calmly”) and 7 indicates a high probability of making a discipline mistake 

(“She raises her voice or yells”). The instrument has adequate test-retest 

reliability, distinguishes clinical from nonclinical samples, and has been validated 

against behavioural observations of parenting (Arnold et al., 1993; Locke & Prinz, 

2002). In this study, Cronbach’s alphas for adolescents’ ratings of their mothers’ 

and fathers’ overreactivity were .81, and .80, respectively.  

Warmth. Adolescents rated their parents’ warmth using the Parenting 

Practices Questionnaire (Robinson, Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 1995). This scale 

comprises eleven items and assesses the extent to which parents exhibit warm 

parenting and are involved in their children’s lives (e.g., “Expresses affection by 

hugging, kissing, and holding me”). Adolescents rated the items on a five-point 

scale ranging from 1 = never to 5 = always. In this study, Cronbach’s alphas for 

adolescents’ ratings of their mothers’ and fathers’ warmth were .87, and .87, 

respectively.  

Sense  of  Competence. Parents assessed their sense of competence in the 

parenting role using the Sense of Competence scale of the Parenting Stress Index 

(Abidin, 1990; Jones & Prinz, 2005). This scale consists of 13 items and measures 

parents’ perceptions of their competence in terms of generally handling 

difficulties, coping with daily demands, exercising control over child behaviour, 

etc. (e.g., “I feel that I am not very good at being a parent”). Parents rated the 
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items on a six-point scale ranging from 1 = disagree completely to 6 = agree 

completely. Cronbach’s alphas for fathers’ and mothers’ sense of competence in 

this study were .71 and .72, respectively.  

 

Overview of Analyses  

First, descriptive statistics of the measures and bivariate relationships among the 

measures were examined. Parents from the same family are assumed to resemble 

each other more than parents from different families. This resemblance can be 

because partners were similar when they paired together, because they influence 

each other’s personality and behaviours subsequently (Kenny, 1996), or because 

they parent the same child. Hence, the first aim of this study, regarding the 

impact of the Big Five dimensions in the context of the other dimensions, was 

addressed by conducting multilevel analyses for warmth and overreactivity 

separately, using MLwiN 2.0 (Rashbash, Steele, Brown, & Prosser, 2004). These 

analyses also allowed for identification of relevant variables for subsequent 

analyses. The relevance of variables was based on the criteria of Baron and Kenny 

(1986): (1) the predictor should be significantly related to the outcome variable in 

the model without the mediator, (2) the mediator should be significantly related 

to the predictors, and (3) the mediator should be significantly related to the 

outcome. 

In subsequent analyses, the second research aim regarding the mediational 

role of sense of competence, and the third aim regarding possible gender 

differences in the associations, were addressed using the framework for 

moderated mediation proposed by Edwards and Lambert (2007). In this 

framework, mediation is framed as a path model (Figure 1), and relationships 

among variables are expressed using regression equations. Edwards and 

Lambert’s combined model for moderation and mediation in reduced form 

equation is represented as: Y = b0 + bX1+ bM + bZ + bX1Z+ bMZ + e (Edwards & 

Lambert, 2007, p. 10), where Y denotes the outcome, X the predictor, M the 

mediator, and Z the moderator. The paths of the mediated model are as follows. 

Relations between predictors and mediator are first stage effects (path a), 
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relations between mediator and outcome are second stage effects (path b), and 

direct effects entail relations between predictor and outcome (path c). The 

approach of Edwards and Lambert (2007) overcomes several limitations of other 

procedures for combining moderation and mediation. It produces statistical tests 

for moderation of each of the three individual paths of the mediated model (paths 

a, b, and c). It also gives estimates of indirect (a * b) and total effects (a * b + c) for 

different values of the moderator (gender).  

 

8.3. Results 

 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analyses 

The means and standard deviations of the measures, and bivariate correlations 

between the measures are reported in Table 8.1. One-way ANOVAS indicate that 

mothers rate themselves significantly higher than fathers on Extraversion, F (1, 

916) = 18.85, p < .001, η² = .02, Agreeableness, F (1, 916) = 44.93, p < .001, η² = .03, 

and Conscientiousness, F (1, 916) = 8.30, p < .01, η² = .01. Mothers rate themselves 

significantly lower than fathers on Emotional Stability, F (1, 916) = 20.76, p < .001, 

η² = .02, and Autonomy, F (1, 916) = 19.44, p < .001, η² = .02. Adolescents rate 

mothers as significantly more warm than fathers, F (1, 916) = 190.82, p < .001,  η² = 

.14, and as significantly less overreactive than fathers, F (1, 916) = 3.95, p < .05,  η² 

= .00. Differences between mothers and fathers are around a quarter of Standard 

Deviation (SD) for Extraversion (d = 0.25), Emotional Stability, and Autonomy 

(both, d = -0.26). Mothers score 0.37 SD higher than fathers on Agreeableness, and 

0.17 SD higher than fathers on Conscientiousness. Mothers are rated over three-

quarters of a SD higher than fathers on warmth (d = 0.82), and 0.11 SD lower than 

fathers on overreactivity. Correlations between maternal and paternal personality 

characteristics are small to moderate, ranging between r = .16, p < .001, and r = 

.29, p < .0011. Maternal and paternal sense of competence, too, are related only 

                                                 
1 Additional testing showed that the differences between the model in which the intercorrelations 
between the measures were constrained to be equal for mothers and fathers, and the model in which the 
intercorrelations between measures were estimated freely for mothers and fathers, yielded a significant 
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moderately (r = .36, p < .001). Correlations between adolescent-reported maternal 

and paternal parenting are moderate to high (warmth: r = .34, p <.001, and 

overreactivity: r = .56, p < .001, respectively) (Cohen, 1988).  

 

Table 8.1. Correlations, Mean Scores, and Standard Deviations for the Measures 

Measure  1.  2.  3.  4.  5.  6.  7.  8.  9.  10.  M f  SDf 

1. Age    .09  ‐.05  ‐.02  .06  ‐.04  .11 ‐.06  .08  ‐.09  38.4  4.15 

2. Education  .12    ‐.08  ‐.17  ‐.03  .00  .21 .04  ‐.05  .04    3.9  1.35 

3. Extravert  ‐.12  ‐.13    ‐.03  .00  .15 ‐.24 .24  ‐.10 .11    0.9  1.08 

4. Agreeable  .10  ‐.02  ‐.12    .14 .17 .03  .14  ‐.10 .10    1.6  1.11 

5. Conscient  .01  .00  ‐.04  .14    .09 .16 .11  .01  ‐.01    1.0  1.02 

6. Stability  ‐.02  .05  .14  .07  ‐.02    ‐.13 .28  ‐.09 .04    1.1  0.89 

7. Autonomy  .16  .15  ‐.10  .17  .01  ‐.12   .08  ‐.06  .03    0.7  1.13 

8. Compet  ‐.02  ‐.04  .17  .15  .08  .34 .21   ‐.28 .18    3.2  0.61 

9. Overreact  ‐.03  ‐.07  .02  ‐.11  .03  ‐.14 ‐.05  ‐.31    ‐.40    3.4  1.00 

10. Warmth  ‐.01  .03  .15  .12  .11  ‐.04  .13 .24  ‐.36     3.1  0.73 

Mm  36.4  3.8  1.1  2.0  1.2  0.9  0.4  3.1  3.2  3.6     

SDm    3.6  1.2  1.0  1.1  1.0  1.0  1.0  0.6  0.9  0.6     

Note: Results regarding mothers are presented below the diagonal, regarding fathers are 

presented above the diagonal. Correlations in bold are significant at p < .05. 

 

Intercorrelations indicate that for both mothers and fathers, Agreeableness, 

Emotional Stability, and sense of competence are related to lower levels of 

overreactivity. For fathers but not mothers, Extraversion is also related to lower 

levels of overreactivity. Mothers’ and fathers’ Extraversion, Agreeableness, and 

sense of competence are related to higher levels of warmth. For mothers but not 

fathers, Autonomy is also related to higher levels of warmth. Both fathers’ and 

mothers’ Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Emotional Stability, are related to a 

higher sense of competence. For mothers, Autonomy is also related to a higher 

sense of competence, and for fathers, Conscientiousness is also related to a higher 

                                                                                                                                                  
improvement in model fit, Δχ² (39) 80.43, p < .001. These results suggest that the intercorrelations 
between the measures were not equal for mothers and fathers. 
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sense of competence. A more stringent test of the relative impact of each of the 

personality dimensions on sense of competence and parenting is provided by the 

multilevel analyses, in which the contribution of all five personality dimensions is 

taken into account.  

 

Prediction of Parenting from Personality and Sense of Competence   

To examine the relative impact of the personality dimensions and to identify 

variables for the test of moderated mediation, in the first step, the contribution of 

the personality dimensions and of sense of competence is examined in predicting 

overreactivity and warmth separately. Each multilevel analysis consists of four 

models. The first model concerns an intercept-only model. Second, the 

background variables (parental age and educational level) and the moderator 

(gender) are included. Third, personality or sense of competence are added. 

Fourth, the interactions between gender and the predictors are included (Table 

8.2). By conducting the analyses in several steps, an estimate of the explained 

variance on the individual level can be obtained that can be interpreted like an 

ordinary R2. One should, however, keep in mind that the measure is conditioned 

on the variance to be explained that is not already explained by differences 

between families (Hayes, 2006). The values of the continuous independent 

variables were standardized (z-scores) before creating interaction variables 

(Aiken & West, 1991) to reduce multicollinearity between the main effects and the 

interaction terms. Collinearity diagnostics showed that all the Variance Inflation 

Factors (VIF’s) were < 1.06, and all the tolerance values were > .94, suggesting 

there are no multicollinearity problems (Stevens, 2002, pp. 92-93).  

Table 8.2 shows that extraverted and agreeable parents show lower levels 

of overreactivity and higher levels of warmth. The differences in the sizes of 

coefficients between the two personality dimensions, overreactivity, and warmth 

are negligible. Personality explains 2% of the individual-level variance in 

overreactivity and 3% of the variance in warmth. Although parental gender 

appeared as a significant predictor of both parenting behaviours, none of the 

interactions with parental gender are significant for either behaviour, and the 
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interactions explain no variance in overreactivity or warmth (0% and 1%, 

respectively). These results suggest that, although mothers and fathers display 

different levels of warmth and overreactivity, associations between personality 

and parenting are similar for mothers and fathers.  

 

Table 8.2. Predicting Parenting and Sense of Competence from Personality 

  Overreactivity  Warmth  S. of Competence 

Predictors  B  SE  β  R2  B  SE  β  R2    B  SE  β  R2 

0.Intercept  3.08  0.32      3.33  0.22     3.37  0.19     

1. Background       .07       .15       .01

  Age  0.01  0.01  .05    ‐0.01  0.01 ‐.05    ‐0.01  0.00  ‐.04   

 Education  ‐0.05  0.03  ‐.07    0.03  0.02 .05    0.02  0.01  .03   

 Gendera  ‐0.10  0.06  ‐.05    0.50***  0.03 .34    ‐0.07*  0.03  .06   

2. Personality      .02       .03       .18

 EX            ‐0.10*  0.04  ‐.10    0.08**  0.03 .10    0.16***  0.02  .25   

 AG         ‐0.10*  0.04  ‐.10    0.08**  0.03 .11    0.06*  0.03  .10   

 CO    0.05  0.04  .05    ‐0.04  0.03 .05    0.03  0.02  .05   

 ES   ‐0.09  0.04  ‐.09    0.00  0.03 .00    0.14***  0.03  .23   

 AU   ‐0.07  0.04  ‐.07    0.02  0.03 .02    0.08***  0.02  .13   

3. Personal x Gender    .00       .01       .01

  EX  0.10  0.06  .07    0.02  0.04 .03    ‐0.05  0.03  .06   

  AG   0.01  0.06  .01    ‐0.03  0.04 .04    0.00  0.03  .00   

  CO   0.01  0.06  .01    0.07  0.04 .09    0.00  0.03  .00   

  ES   ‐0.05  0.06  ‐.04    ‐0.04  0.04 .06    0.06  0.03  .07   

  AU   0.02  0.06  .02    0.04  0.04 .06    0.06  0.03  .07   

a Gender was coded as: Fathers = 0, Mothers = 1. EX = Extraversion, AG = Agreeableness; CO = 

Conscientiousness; ES = Emotional Stability; AU = Autonomy. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 

 

Structure coefficients for each of the personality dimensions were computed 

(results can be obtained by author upon request), to examine whether the other 

dimensions also explained variance in the parenting measures. From these 

analyses, it appeared that Emotional Stability, too, was related to maternal 

overreactivity. Its insignificant association with overreactivity in the multivariate 
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analyses, however, suggests that its contribution is redundant in the context of 

the other dimensions (Dunlap & Landis, 1998).  

 

Table 8.3. Predicting Overreactive and Warm Parenting from Sense of Competence  

  Overreactive Parenting    Warmth 

Predictors  B  SE  β  ΔR2    B  SE  β  ΔR2 

0. Intercept  3.22***  0.31      3.30***  0.20     

1. Background         .01        .15 

    Age  0.01  0.01  .03    ‐0.02  0.01  .04   

    Educational Level  ‐0.04  0.02  .06    ‐0.02  0.02  .03   

    Gendera  ‐0.13*  0.05  .07    0.56***  0.03  .38   

2. Competence  ‐0.27***  0.04  .28  .08  0.12***  0.03  .16  .04 

3. Compet. x gender  0.03  0.05  .02  .00  ‐0.01  0.03  .01  .00 

a Gender was coded as: Fathers = 0, Mothers = 1. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.  

 

To test whether the theoretically chosen mediator, sense of competence, should 

be included in the models, multilevel analyses were conducted for the prediction 

of sense of competence from personality (Table 8.2), and for the prediction of 

overreactivity and warmth from sense of competence (Table 8.3). Table 8.2 shows 

that more extraverted, agreeable, emotionally stable, and autonomous parents 

have a higher sense of competence. Parental personality explains 18% of the 

variance in sense of competence. Although gender is a significant predictor of 

sense of competence, the interactions of gender with the personality dimensions 

are not significant. The associations thus appear to be similar for mothers and 

fathers. Parents who have a higher sense of competence exhibit lower levels of 

overreactivity, and higher levels of warmth (Table 8.3). Sense of competence 

explains 8% of the variance in overreactivity, and 4% of the variance in warmth. 

The interactions of sense of competence with parental gender for overreactivity 

and warmth are nonsignificant, and they explain 0% of the variance in either 

parenting behaviour (Table 8.3). These results again indicate that the associations 

are similar for mothers and fathers.  
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To summarize, when all personality dimensions are taken into account, 

Extraversion and Agreeableness are related to sense of competence, to 

overreactivity, and to warmth. Sense of competence, too, is related to 

overreactivity and warmth. Based on these findings, Extraversion and 

Agreeableness are selected for the moderated mediation analyses.  

 

Moderated Mediation Analyses 

Because the model as described by Edwards and Lambert (2007) includes one 

predictor at a time, their model was extended. The reduced form of the equations 

for overreactivity or warmth, regressed on two personality dimensions, can be 

presented as: Y = b0 + bX1+ bX2 + bM + bZ+ bX1Z + bX2Z + bMZ  + e.  

The test of the model starts from two series of regression analyses. In the 

first series, the mediator is regressed on the relevant predictors, the moderator, 

and the interaction term between predictors and moderator (Table 8.4). The 

results show that, although the main effects of Extraversion, Agreeableness, and 

gender on sense of competence are significant, the interaction terms between 

these measures are not. In the second series of analyses, the outcome variables are 

each regressed on the predictors (Extraversion and Agreeableness), the mediator, 

the moderator, the interaction of predictors and moderator, and the interaction of 

mediator and moderator (Table 8.5). The main effects of Extraversion, 

Agreeableness, and sense of competence on warmth are significant, and the main 

effect of gender on both overreactivity and warmth is significant. However, the 

interaction terms between gender and the other measures are not.  

The significance of expressions involving products of coefficients (i.e., 

differences across levels of the moderator variable) are tested with confidence 

intervals using coefficients from 1,000 bootstrap samples, using Constrained Non 

Linear Regression (for details regarding this procedure, see Edwards & Lambert, 

2007, pp. 12-13). In other words, tests of gender differences are equivalents to 

tests of interactions reported in Tables 8.4 and 8.5, but are now based on bias-

corrected confidence intervals derived from 1,000 bootstrap estimates. 
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Table 8.4. Test of the Paths from Predictors to Sense of Competence (Path a) 

  Sense of Competence 

Predictors  B  SE  β  ΔR2 

Intercept  3.20***  0.03     

Gender a  ‐0.15***  0.03  ‐.12  .07 

Extraversion  0.16***  0.03  .21   

Agreeableness  0.08***  0.03  .13   

Extraversion x Gender  ‐0.04  0.04  ‐.04   

Agreeable x Gender  0.02  0.04  .02   

 

Table 8.5. Test of the Paths from Predictors and Mediator to Outcomes (Paths b and c)  

  Overreactive Discipline    Warmth 

Predictors  B  SE  β  ΔR2    B  SE  β  ΔR2 

Intercept  3.35***  0.04      3.07***  0.03     

Gender a  ‐0.12*  0.05  ‐.06  .19  0.54***  0.03  .36  .09 

Extraversion  ‐0.03  0.04  ‐.04    0.05*  0.03  .06   

Agreeableness  ‐0.06  0.04  ‐.06    0.06*  0.03  .08   

Competence  ‐0.26***  0.05  ‐.27    0.10***  0.03  .14   

Extraversion x Gender  0.07  0.06  .05    0.03  0.04  .03   

Agreeable x Gender  0.01  0.06  .01    ‐0.01  0.04  ‐.01   

Competence x Gender  0.02  0.06  .02    ‐0.01  0.03  .01   

a Gender was coded as: Fathers = 0, Mothers = 1. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.  

 

Tables 8.6 and 8.7 shows the coefficients for fathers and mothers 

separately, for each stage of the model and for direct, indirect, and total effects. 

For illustrative purposes, the results for Extraversion are depicted in Figure 8.2. 

As can be seen in Table 8.6, none of the direct associations between the 

personality dimensions and overreactivity are significant for mothers or fathers 

when sense of competence is included in the model. Apparently, relations 

between maternal and paternal Extraversion, Agreeableness, and overreactivity 

are transmitted through sense of competence. Comparison of path coefficients 

indicate that all of the associations are similar (i.e., not statistically different) for 

mothers and fathers.  
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Table 8.6. Moderation by Parental Gender of the Mediated Model for Overreactivity  

  Overreactive Discipline 

  1st Stage (a)  2nd Stage (b)  Direct (c)  Indirect  Total 

Extraversion           

  Fathers  0.23***  ‐0.28***  ‐0.03  ‐0.06***  ‐0.10* 

  Mothers  0.21***  ‐0.28***  0.07  ‐0.06***  0.01 

  Difference   ‐0.02    0.00  0.10  0.00  0.11 

Agreeableness           

  Fathers  0.15***  ‐0.28***  ‐0.07  ‐0.04***  ‐0.11** 

  Mothers  0.18***  ‐0.28***  ‐0.05  ‐0.05***  ‐0.10** 

  Difference  0.04   0.00  0.02  ‐0.01  0.01 

 

Table 8.7. Moderation by Parental Gender of the Mediated Models for Warmth 

  Warmth 

  1st Stage (a)  2nd Stage (b)  Direct (c)  Indirect  Total 

Extraversion           

  Fathers  0.23***  0.11***  0.05  0.03***  0.08** 

  Mothers  0.21***  0.13***  0.09***  0.03***  0.11*** 

  Difference  ‐0.02  0.02  0.03  0.00  0.03 

Agreeableness           

  Fathers  0.15***  0.11***  0.06*  0.02***  0.08** 

  Mothers  0.18***  0.13***  0.07*  0.02***  0.09*** 

  Difference  0.04  0.02  0.01  0.01  0.01 

Note: Effects involving products of coefficients (indirect effects, total effects) were tested using 

confidence intervals derived from bootstrapping. * p < .05. ** p < .01. ***p <.001. 

 

Comparison of path coefficients for warmth of mothers and fathers (Table 8.7) 

indicate that for mothers, but not fathers, the direct association of Extraversion 

remains significant when sense of competence is included in the model (Figure 

8.2), although the difference between mothers and fathers does not reach 

significance. In addition, for mothers and fathers, the direct association between 

Agreeableness and warmth remains significant when sense of competence is 

included in the model. Thus, maternal Extraversion, and paternal and maternal 
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Agreeableness are related to warmth above and beyond the indirect association 

through sense of competence.  

To summarize, Extraversion and Agreeableness are related to 

overreactivity and warmth. These personality dimensions are equally important 

in the prediction of overreactivity and warmth six years later. Furthermore, 

relations between parental personality and overreactivity are completely 

mediated by sense of competence. For warmth in contrast, maternal Extraversion, 

and paternal and maternal Agreeableness have direct associations above and 

beyond the indirect effects through sense of competence. All associations are 

similar for mothers and fathers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.2. Moderated Mediation Models for Overreactivity (OVR) and Warmth (WR).  

EX = Extraversion, COM = Sense of Competence. 
 

8.4. Discussion 

In this study, associations between parental personality assessed by parents, and 

parenting assessed six years later by adolescents, were examined in a large 

community sample of European mothers and fathers. Our measurement of 

personality is in accordance with the comprehensive Big Five model of 

personality, which facilitates comparison of research findings (Belsky & Barends, 

2002). The inclusion of all Big Five dimensions allows for an examination of how 

personality relates to parenting over time when all dimensions are taken into 
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account (Prinzie et al., 2009), and of the impact of each of the dimensions in the 

context of the other dimensions. The extensive period of time between 

assessments is based on the conceptualization of personality as a set of 

dispositions that have enduring effects over time (Clark et al., 2000), and the use 

of independent assessments of personality and parenting eliminates the risk of 

shared method variance. 

Results suggest that more extraverted and agreeable parents show lower 

levels of overreactivity, and higher levels of warmth. The associations are in line 

with our expectations, and they are consistent with previous research (Clark et 

al., 2000; Losoya et al., 1997; Prinzie et al., 2005; Smith et al., 2007). Within the 

Five Factor structure of personality, both Extraversion and Agreeableness 

concern an individual’s behavioural tendencies in social interactions (Caspi et al., 

2005). Results from this study show that these two dimensions are also important 

for parents’ interpersonal behaviours towards their children. Extraversion and 

Agreeableness have somewhat different connotations regarding social 

interactions (Goldberg, 1990; Hendriks et al., 1999a, 1999b; Caspi et al., 2005). 

Extraversion reflects an individual’s capacity to enjoy social interactions, and 

one’s optimism and dominance in social relations. Agreeableness reflects one’s 

motives to maintain positive social relations, and has been found to relate to one’s 

regulation of emotions during social interactions (Tobin, Graziano, Vanman, & 

Tassinary, 2000). Therefore, the impact of these two dimensions on parenting 

may operate in somewhat different ways. Nevertheless, Extraversion and 

Agreeableness were shown to remain important for the parenting of both 

mothers and fathers above and beyond the impact of the other personality 

dimensions. The findings extend the results of studies in which the links between 

personality and parenting were examined contemporaneously, and in which both 

constructs were assessed by self-report. It was demonstrated that the links remain 

even across an extensive period of time, and are not due to shared method 

variance.  

In this study, Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability, and Autonomy are 

not significantly related to parenting in the multivariate analyses, although the 
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bivariate correlations between these personality dimensions and parenting are 

significant, and the structure coefficient of Emotional Stability with overreactive 

parenting is considerable. These findings are consistent with previous research 

that also took all Big Five dimensions into account (e.g., Smith et al., 2007). Taken 

together, these results suggest that the impact of Conscientiousness, Emotional 

Stability, and Autonomy on parenting is not unique from the impact of 

Extraversion and Agreeableness (Dunlap & Landis, 1998).  

Although previous work has examined relations between parental 

personality and parenting, few studies have examined why they are related. That 

parental sense of competence is a psychological mechanism which explains why 

personality is important for parenting, is an important contribution of this study. 

More specifically, Extraversion and Agreeableness predispose individuals to a 

higher sense of competence, which in turn is related to higher levels of warmth, 

and lower levels of overreactivity. We added to existing research by showing that 

sense of competence is not only an important mediator between psychosocial and 

contextual factors and parenting (e.g., Gondoli & Silverberg, 1997; Teti & Gelfand, 

1991), but also between dispositional factors and parenting. Moreover, this is, to 

our knowledge, the first study to examine the correlates of sense of competence 

among fathers.  

Importantly, the direct associations between Extraversion, Agreeableness, 

and overreactivity became insignificant when sense of competence was included 

in the model, whereas the direct associations between these dimensions and 

warmth remained significant. Parents with a lower sense of competence, who feel 

they cannot change their child’s (negative, problematic) behaviours, may avoid 

the challenging task of disciplining their child in an effortful way (e.g., by 

induction). Instead, they are more likely to unintentionally use overreactive 

techniques (e.g., yelling, screaming) to discipline their child. Warmth on the other 

hand, can be seen as to be related to how parents think they should parent their 

children. Analogous to other social relations, parents differ on the amount of 

warmth they deem appropriate to show in interactions with their children. Both 

Extraversion and Agreeableness, with their connotations of enjoying social 
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interactions, and wanting to maintain positive social relations, thus may affect 

parents’ warmth, but not their overreactivity, above and beyond the indirect 

effect through sense of competence.  

Another possibility for these differential outcomes comes from 

behavioural-genetic research. Personality is substantially influenced by genetics, 

with heritability estimates ranging from .40 to .60 (Bouchard, 2004; Bouchard & 

Loehlin, 2001). With respect to parenting, behavioural-genetic studies have 

suggested evidence for the heritability of warmth, but not of overreactivity 

(Kendler, 1996; Kendler & Baker, 2007). The differential associations found for 

overreactivity and warmth may thus have arisen because warmth is affected by 

genetics, as is parental personality, whereas overreactivity is less genetically 

influenced (Kendler & Baker, 2007; Prinzie et al., 2009). Given the design of this 

study the argument of genetic influence is, of course, speculative, and future 

research could assess this possibility using a genetically informed design.  

Personality explained only a small portion of individual-level variance in 

overreactivity and warmth (2% and 3%, respectively), and a substantial portion of 

individual-level variance in parental sense of competence (18%). Furthermore, 

standardized beta coefficients were in the small range. These results suggest that 

the effect sizes of personality are small, however, their impact on parenting 

behaviours should not be understated. Because the effects of personality (as well 

as of parenting) accumulate over a child’s lifetime, a focus on a single parenting 

behaviour measured at a single point in time may underestimate the contribution 

of personality to parenting and to children’s development. 

Relations between personality, sense of competence, and parenting were 

found to be similar for mothers and fathers, which in line with studies that also 

employed a stringent (statistical) test to assess possible gender differences (e.g., 

Metsäppelto & Pulkkinen, 2003; Verhoeven et al., 2007). Gender may become less 

important for parenting when the influence of other individual factors is taken 

into account (i.e., personality, age, educational level). Likely then, there are 

gender differences in the bivariate correlations, but these differences “wash out” 

in more complex models. This study showed that the similarities hold, too, for the 
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mediating role of sense of competence, a finding that to our knowledge has not 

been assessed in previous work.  

 

Limitations and Future Research 

Some limitations of the current study should be mentioned. First, sense of 

competence and parenting were assessed concurrently, and conclusions about 

causal relationships can thus not be made. In other words, it is possible that 

parents’ parenting behaviours lead to a higher or lower level of sense of 

competence, instead of the other way around.  

Second, we predicted parenting from previous level of personality. 

Although such a model provides a useful framework for predicting the outcome 

over an extensive period of time, it does not address changes in these constructs. 

Although stability of the personality dimensions at Time 2 could not be assessed, 

additional analyses suggest that there was more stability than change between 

2001 and 2004 (results can be obtained by first author upon request). Rank-order 

stability (the relative placement of each respondent compared to the other 

respondents) was moderate to high for mothers, and moderate for fathers (for 

mothers, rs > .5, and for fathers, .4 < rs < .5). It could be the case that although 

one’s Emotional Stability measured at a single point in time does not uniquely 

predict parenting, a (large) change in one’s Emotional Stability score does. 

Therefore, we urge researchers to explore how changes over time in the Big Five 

personality dimensions affect parenting, and vice versa.  

Due to the large sample size, all the measures were assessed by 

questionnaires. Fortunately, we were able to use the adolescent ratings of 

parental behaviours, which eliminates the risk of shared method variance, and 

emphasizes the importance of adolescents’ perceptions of their parents’ 

behaviours for their own adjustment. Relations between adolescents’ assessments 

and observed parenting are, however, suggested to be moderate (Smetana, 

Campione-Barr, & Metzger, 2006), and future research should include both 

observed and self- or other-reported measures of parenting.  
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We analyzed a population based sample, thus our results should not be 

extended to clinical populations. For example, among parents who show very 

low levels of Emotional Stability, this dimension may remain to play an 

important role in their parenting, even when one analyzes all Big Five 

dimensions simultaneously. Indeed, research specifically assessing Emotional 

Stability in clinical samples, consistently shows linkages between this factor and 

parenting (Belsky & Barends, 2002). Notwithstanding these findings, our results 

show that in nonclinical samples and within the framework of the Big Five, 

parental Emotional Stability does not uniquely impact parenting in the context of 

the other dimensions. Future research should assess whether our results replicate 

in clinical samples. Moreover, we suggest researchers to assess the impact of all 

Big Five dimensions simultaneously, when examining the impact of personality 

on interpersonal relations in both clinical and nonclinical samples.  

Parental sense of competence is thought to impact parenting through a 

complex interplay between affective, motivational, cognitive, and behavioural 

pathways (Bandura, 1989; Coleman & Karraker, 1997; McGillicuddy-DeLisi & 

Sigel, 1995; Teti & Candaleria, 2002), in addition to having a direct impact on 

parenting. Future research should extend and qualify the results of this study by 

examining specifically which of these (or other) pathways play a role in linking 

parental sense of competence with parenting, and whether these pathways are 

similar or different for each of the Big Five dimensions. 

Although no gender differences were found in the associations between 

personality, sense of competence, and parenting, we did find mean-level gender 

differences in these constructs. These results are consistent with existing work 

(Smetana et al., 2006). Differences between mothers’ and fathers’ parenting 

behaviours have been shown to be associated with marital discord and poorer 

child functioning (Block, Block, & Morrison, 1981; Harvey, 2000). An important 

issue that could be assessed by future research regards the extent to which 

discrepancies between parents in their personality are related to differences in 

parenting, and how these discrepancies are related to interparental conflict. 
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In the current study, the focus was on intra-individual mechanisms that 

explain linkages between personality and parenting, but the proposed model is 

not exhaustive. Indeed, Belsky (1984) theorized that parental personality also 

shapes parenting behaviours by influencing the broader context (e.g., work, social 

relations). The importance of mechanisms underlying the relations between 

personality and parenting should not be understated and, for a more complete 

understanding of the associations between personality and parenting, other 

psychological and contextual mediators need to be examined.  

 

General Conclusions and Implications 

The present study made an important contribution to the knowledge base on 

“why parents parent the way they do” (Belsky, 1984, p. 83). In addition to 

showing that maternal and paternal Extraversion and Agreeableness were related 

to lower levels of overreactivity and higher levels of warmth six years later, it 

found that sense of competence was an important mediating mechanism in the 

associations. Sense of competence was strongly related to lower overreactivity, 

and to higher warmth. Unlike personality, sense of competence is relatively 

changeable. As Coleman and Karraker (1997, p. 97) suggested, “to optimize 

parenting quality, mothers and fathers need to learn to have faith in their own 

abilities”. Including sense of competence in treatment programs designed to 

diminish overreactive, and promote warm parenting, and taking into account 

why parents feel they feel they cannot effectively manage parenting tasks, may 

considerably increase the efficacy of such programs.  
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Abstract 

In this study, the model proposing that sense of parenting competence underlies 

relations between maternal Big Five personality characteristics and maternal 

parenting behaviours, falling into the dimensions of ineffective control and 

support, was tested in two independent samples. Data from the Flemish Study on 

Parenting, Personality, and Development (N=465) and from the South-Korean 

Study on Personality and Parenting (N=138) were used.  

Path analyses showed that in both studies, higher Emotional Stability and 

sense of parenting competence were related to less ineffective control, whereas 

higher Extraversion and sense of competence were related to more support. 

Mediation analyses indicated that sense of parenting competence mediated 

relations between Agreeableness, Emotional Stability and ineffective control and 

support. Results suggest that sense of parenting competence is an important 

mechanism that explains linkages between personality and parenting, regardless 

of the societal context.  

Results from this study indicate that parenting interventions which 

enhance mothers’ sense of parenting competence may substantially improve 

parenting practices, and that parenting interventions that specifically take into 

account maternal personality differences may be especially effective in 

improving maternal sense of competence. 
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9.1. Introduction 

Although much is known about the importance of parenting for the development 

of children and adolescents (see e.g., Dishion & Patterson, 2006; Rothbaum & 

Weisz, 1994), much less is known about antecedents of parenting (Belsky & 

Barends, 2002). Moreover, there is a paucity of research examining antecedents of 

parenting in societies outside the United States, let alone in non-Western 

societies. This study aims to increase knowledge on parenting by examining the 

mediating role of maternal sense of parenting competence in relations between 

maternal Big Five personality characteristics and parenting behaviours. Further, 

generalizability of this mediation model is offered through examination of two 

independent studies of mothers of children who differ widely in ages 

(adolescents versus toddlers) and who live in highly diverging societies (Belgium 

versus South Korea). 

Personality shapes how people experience and respond to a wide variety 

of developmental tasks (Ozer & Benet-Martínez, 2008). Belsky (1984) in fact 

placed parental personality at the center of his parenting model, in addition to 

child characteristics and contextual sources of stress and support. A systematic, 

comprehensive approach to the measurement of personality that facilitates 

comparison of research findings is the Big Five, or Five Factor Model (Belsky & 

Barends, 2002). The Big Five personality characteristics are numbered and labeled 

as: (I) Extraversion, (II) Agreeableness, (III) Conscientiousness, (IV) Emotional 

Stability (vs. Neuroticism), and (V) Openness to Experience (Autonomy) 

(Goldberg, 1990; Hendriks, Hofstee, & De Raad, 1999). This five-factor structure 

has been replicated across very diverse cultures (Hendriks et al., 2003; McCrae & 

Costa, 1997), which indicates that the Big Five personality trait structure may be a 

“human universal” (McCrae & Costa, 1997, p. 509).  

A meta-analysis has recently evidenced the importance of the Big Five for 

parenting in Western, individualistic societies (Prinzie, Stams, Deković, Reijntjes, 

& Belsky, 2009). The authors found that, when considered separately, all Big Five 

characteristics were positively moderately related to two types of adaptive 

parenting, effective control and support. Work that examined all Big Five 
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simultaneously suggests that some of the associations between the Big Five and 

parenting may however be partly overlapping (Clark, Kochanska, & Ready, 2000; 

Prinzie et al., 2004; Smith et al., 2007). These diverging results suggest the 

importance of examining how much personality affects parenting when all Big 

Five characteristics are considered together (cf. Prinzie et al., 2009), which also 

allows for an examination of the extent to which each of the characteristics is 

related to parenting in the context of the other characteristics. Therefore, in this 

study, the impact of all Big Five on parenting is assessed simultaneously.  

Researchers consistently use the dimensions of control and support to 

describe parenting (O’Connor, 2002, Paulussen-Hoogenboom, Stams, Hermanns, 

& Peetsma, 2007). The control dimension comprises behaviours with which 

parents try to influence children’s behaviours. This can take many different 

forms, but the most studied aspect is ineffective behavioural control. This type of 

control is characterized by power assertion, intrusiveness, overcontrolling, or 

overreactive behaviours, and has been linked consistently to negative 

developmental outcomes such as externalizing behaviours (see Dishion & 

Patterson, 2006). Support comprises behaviours that make the child feel 

comfortable in the relationship with his parent and relates to an assortment of 

affective, nurturing types of behaviours. Support is considered indispensable for 

positive developmental outcomes (see e.g., O’Connor, 2002), whereas lack of 

support may contribute to behaviour problems (Rothbaum & Weisz, 1994). The 

constructs of control and support have been replicated across diverse cultures, 

including a collectivistic (China) and individualistic culture (U.S.; Wu et al., 

2002). Because we examined two parenting behaviours that fit in this typology, 

results of this study can be meaningfully compared to existing work. Regarding 

ineffective control, overreactive and overcontrolling behaviours were addressed. 

Regarding support, warmth and responsiveness were examined.  

In addition to knowing which personality characteristics are related to 

parenting behaviours, an important issue is to understand the mechanisms 

responsible for this relation (Belsky & Barends, 2002). We hypothesized that 

mothers’ sense of competence, which entails mothers’ self-perceptions of their 
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abilities to positively affect children’s behaviours and development (Coleman & 

Karraker, 1997), is one possible mechanism that explains the impact of 

personality on parenting for the following reasons.  

First, within vocational psychology, Social Cognitive Career Theory 

(SCCT; Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994) suggests that personality may be 

important for one’s perception of competence by impacting the kinds of learning 

experiences one acquires. Within developmental psychology too, there is some 

empirical support for relations between the Big Five and parental sense of 

competence (Bornstein et al., 2007; De Haan, Prinzie, & Deković, 2009). 

Extraverted parents, who are optimistic and enjoy social interactions, may be 

more inclined to emphasize positive experiences with their children. The 

easygoing interpersonal tendencies of agreeable parents may have resulted in 

(implicit) feedback from their children that they are doing a good job as a parent. 

Emotionally stable parents, who are calm and relaxed, likely emphasize those 

instances when their parenting led to the desired outcome. Conscientious parents 

may feel less overwhelmed by the tasks at hand because of their organized and 

practical nature. Parents high in Openness/Autonomy, who are more creative 

and imaginative, may feel they have a wider range of options to guide their child 

in the desired direction.  

Further, sense of competence motivates and shapes behaviours and as 

such, may be critical to parenting (Coleman & Karraker, 1997; Goodnow & 

Collins, 1990). Drawing from self-efficacy theory (Bandura, 1989), several 

explanations for relations between sense of competence and parenting can be 

formulated. Parents who feel less competent may derive less joy from 

interactions with their children, which is related to less support (Coleman & 

Karraker, 1997; Gondoli & Silverberg, 1997; Jones & Prinz, 2005). Further, 

individuals who feel less competent tend to avoid setting specific goals (Schunk, 

1990), whereas goals provide a frame of reference for behaviours. Individuals 

who do not develop clear goals tend to display ineffective controlling behaviours. 

Sense of competence also affects one’s motivation to engage in challenging tasks 

(Sexton & Tuckman, 1991). Evasion of challenging tasks is likely related to 
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avoidance of effortful disciplinary techniques, and instead opting for ineffective 

control (Coleman & Karraker, 1997). Empirical studies have found that sense of 

competence is positively related to support (Ahn & Park, 2002; Donovan, Leavitt, 

& Walsh, 1990; Park, 2005) and negatively to ineffective control (Ahn & Park, 

2002; Bugental, Blue, & Cruzcosa, 1989; Donovan et al., 1990). In an intervention 

study of the Home-Start parenting support program, an increase in sense of 

competence was accompanied by enhanced maternal sensitivity and consistency 

(Asscher, Hermanns, & Deković, 2008). Moreover, the construct of sense of 

competence has been replicated across seven countries, including ‘individualistic’ 

and ‘collectivistic’ cultures, which suggests that this construct may matter for 

parents across the world (Bornstein et al., 2002).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9.1. Hypothesized Model on the Mediational Role of Maternal Sense of 

Competence in Relations between Maternal Personality and Parenting. 

 

Although personality has been linked to sense of competence and sense of 

competence has been related to parenting, evidence on the mediating role of 
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accumulating evidence for the importance of sense of competence for 

associations between maternal characteristics and parenting. The aim of this 

study is to provide further generalization of the mediating role of sense of 

competence in relations between personality Big Five characteristics and 

parenting (Figure 9.1).  

An important consideration in the study of parental socialization practices 

are the broader economic, institutional and cultural contexts. Contexts are 

important for human behaviour and childrearing strategies may reflect 

adaptations by parents to help prepare children in the culture (e.g., 

Bronfenbrenner, 1986). A theoretical and empirical contrast that is useful to 

describe, explain, and predict differences in attitudes, values, behaviours, self-

concept and socialization, is between so-called individualist and collectivist 

cultures (Hofstede, 1991; Kagıtcıbası, 1997). Generally speaking, individualism–

collectivism describes the balance between the individual and the collectivity that 

predominates in a given culture. Individualism and collectivism are complex 

constructs and have both been defined in numerous ways (e.g., Hofstede, 1991; 

Kagıtcıbası, 1997; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). In general, however, individualist 

cultures tend to stress independence, autonomy in choice and action, self-

reliance, uniqueness, achievement orientation and competition. Collectivist 

cultures tend to emphasize social interdependence, a sense of duty toward one’s 

group, connectedness, a desire for social harmony, conformity with group norms 

and mutual deference. Although these cultural differences may be reflected in 

childrearing practices, relations between personality and parenting in collectivist 

cultures have been scarcely studied (see, e.g., Prinzie et al., 2009). In Hofstede’s 

(1991) seminal work on cultural characteristics of societies, South-Korea and 

Belgium scored 18 and 75 points, respectively, on a bipolar individualism–

collectivism scale that ranged from close to 0 for the most collectivistic country to 

close to 100 for the most individualist country. Belgium and South-Korea can 

thus be seen as divergent on the individualistic-collectivistic continuum and they 

can be considered as fairly representative of their respective regions, as neither 

country scores in the extreme ends of the continuum. Because of their different 
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positions on this continuum, several differences in parenting may be expected 

between Belgium and South Korea. In Belgium parenting is individually 

fashioned and children are reared in a nuclear family setting, whereas in South-

Korea parenting is determined more by societal rules, and mothers rear their 

infants in an extended family or at least in a highly social environment (see, e.g., 

Choi, 1995). There is limited evidence that in the South-Korean context, too, 

maternal personality affects parenting. Extraversion has been found to be 

positively related to supportive parenting (Jeon & Park, 1999) and Emotional 

Stability has been shown to be negatively related to ineffective control (Park, Jun, 

& Han, 1996). A multinational study examined associations between maternal 

personality characteristics and maternal sense of competence, and found the 

patterns of associations differed across ‘individualistic’ and ‘collectivistic’ 

cultures (Bornstein et al., 2002). Extraversion and Neuroticism were only related 

to a lower sense of maternal competence for mothers in individualistic, but not 

collectivistic cultures and Agreeableness was significantly stronger related to 

sense of competence for mothers in individualistic than in collectivistic cultures. 

Conscientiousness in contrast, was only related to a higher sense of competence 

for mothers of collectivistic, but not individualistic cultures. Autonomy was not 

related to sense of competence for mothers of either individualistic or 

collectivistic cultures. These results thus suggest that maternal personality may 

affect sense of competence, and through sense of competence ultimately also 

parenting behaviours, differently in individualistic and collectivistic societies. A 

comparative study that examines associations between maternal personality 

characteristics, sense of competence, and parenting for mothers in an 

individualistic and in a collectivistic society would yield a (tentative) picture of 

how sense of competence may explain linkages between maternal personality 

and parenting across considerably different societal contexts. In this study we 

aim to offer further evidence of the generalizability of relations between Big Five 

characteristics and parenting, by assessing and comparing these associations 

among mothers who raise their children in an individualistic and in a 

collectivistic society.  
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All Big Five characteristics are expected to relate negatively to ineffective 

control and positively to support (Belsky, 1984; Prinzie et al., 2009). Further, all 

Big Five are expected to relate positively to sense of competence (Bornstein et al., 

2007; Lent et al., 1994). Sense of competence in turn, is expected to relate 

negatively to ineffective control and positively to support (Coleman & Karraker, 

1997; Jones & Prinz, 2005). Second, sense of competence is expected to mediate 

associations between maternal personality and parenting.  

The questions are addressed through analysis of two independent studies 

on maternal personality, sense of competence, and parenting, which were 

conducted in an individualistic (Belgium) and a collectivistic (South Korea) 

society (Hofstede, 1991). In addition to the differing cultural backgrounds, the 

parenting behaviours for mothers of children of diverging age ranges 

(adolescents and toddlers, respectively) were investigated and the measurement 

of parenting was approached differently (adolescent-reports and maternal self-

reports, respectively). Given that the mothers from these two studies thus may 

have widely diverging socialization goals, needs and values, a replication of the 

proposed model across the two studies would offer robust evidence on the 

generalizability of the relations between personality, sense of competence and 

parenting 

 

9.2. Method 

 

Samples 

The Belgian study is part of the longitudinal Flemish Study on Parenting, 

Personality, and Development (FSPPD) that started in 1999. In 1999, a 

proportional stratified sample of elementary-school-aged children (aged 3 – 8 

years) attending regular schools was randomly selected (Prinzie et al., 2004). 

Strata were constructed according to geographical location, sex and age. From 

the longitudinal study Flemish study, cross-sectional data from 2007 were used 

to have better comparable data to the cross-sectional South Korean study. At this 

measurement wave, a total of 475 mothers aged 33 – 58 years (M = 42 years 7 
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months), participated. Additionally, 465 adolescents, aged 11 – 16 years (M = 13 

years 6 months) participated, of whom 52% were girls. The majority of mothers 

(n = 403) lived in a two-parent household, 51 mothers were divorced, and of four 

families the father had passed away. Percentages of mothers with educational 

levels were: elementary school (0.5%), secondary education (37.7%), non-

university higher education (48.7%), and university (13.1%). Ten adolescents 

(2.1%) did not provide information about their mothers’ parenting and data from 

these participants was excluded from the analyses. There were no missing values 

regarding mothers’ personality or sense of competence scores. The attrition rate 

was 22% (N1999 = 599; N2007 = 465). We compared respondents who participated in 

2007 with the original sample regarding maternal age and educational level and 

child age and gender (no information regarding maternal personality, sense of 

competence or parenting was collected in 1999). Mothers who participated in 

2007 were significantly higher educated (M = 2.74, range = 1-4) than mothers who 

did not participate at that measurement wave (M= 2.52; F (1, 590) = 14.89, p < 

.001). No other significant differences between the original sample and the 

participating mothers in this study were found.  

In the cross-sectional South-Korean Study on Personality and Parenting 

(SKSPP), 138 mothers aged 22 – 44 years (M = 33 years, 2 months) participated. 

Children’s ages averaged 2 years, 4 months (range: 1 year 6 months – 3 years 0 

months), 55.1% were girls. The majority of the mothers (n = 132) lived in a two-

parent household, 6 mothers were separated. Percentages of mothers with 

various educational levels were: secondary education (39.1%), non-university 

higher education (26.1%), and university/higher (30.4%). Of six mothers no 

information regarding educational level was available. All constructs were self-

reports and scale averages, there were no missing values. 

 

Measures 

 

Personality. In the Belgian study, personality was measured by maternal self-

reports of the Five Factor Personality Inventory (FFPI; Hendriks et al., 1999; 
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Hendriks, Hofstee, & De Raad, 2002). The FFPI comprises 100 brief non-

dispositional items assessing behaviour. Mothers rated the items on a five-point 

scale ranging from 1 = not at all applicable to 5 = entirely applicable. The FFPI scores 

show high internal consistencies, substantial stabilities, and good construct 

validity (Hendriks et al., 1999, 2002). Core items for each of the dimensions and 

Cronbach’s alphas were: Extraversion “Love to chat” (.90); Agreeableness 

“Respect others’ feelings” (.89); Conscientiousness “Do things according to a 

plan” (.89); Emotional Stability “Can take my mind of my problems” (.90); and 

Autonomy “Want to form my own opinion” (.85). 

In the South Korean study, personality characteristics were assessed with 

the 50-item International Personality Item Pool (IPIP; Goldberg, 1999) 

representation of the domain constructs of the Five Factor Model, as expressed in 

the revised NEO personality inventory (NEO-PI-R; McCrae & Costa, 1999). The 

scales in the IPIP correlate highly with the NEO-PI-R scores, with correlations 

ranging between .85 and .92 (Goldberg, 1999). Each dimension is assessed by ten 

items, which are scored on a five-point scale, ranging from 1 = very inaccurate to 5 

= very accurate. Example items and Cronbach’s alphas were: Extraversion “Am 

the life of the party” (.73); Agreeableness “Sympathize with others’ feelings” 

(.67); Conscientiousness “Follow a schedule” (.77); Emotional Stability “Am 

relaxed most of the time” (.88); and Openness (Autonomy) “Spend time reflecting 

on things” (.70). 

Parenting. In the Belgian study, children rated maternal ineffective control 

with the overreactivity subscale of the Parenting Scale (Arnold, O’Leary, Wolff, & 

Acker, 1993; Prinzie, Onghena, & Hellinckx, 2007). Overreactivity consists of nine 

items (α = .81) and measures mothers’ tendency to respond with anger, 

frustration, meanness and irritation to problematic child behaviour. Items 

present encounters followed by two options that act as opposite anchor points for 

a seven-point scale ranging from a high probability of using an effective 

discipline strategy (e.g., “When I misbehave…”  “My mother speaks to me 

calmly”) to a high probability of making a discipline mistake (“She raises her 

voice or yells”). The instrument distinguishes clinical from nonclinical samples 



Comparison of European and Asian Mothers 

228 

and has been validated against observations of parenting (Arnold et al., 1993; 

Locke & Prinz, 2002). Further, maternal support was measured by child ratings of 

the warmth subscale of the Parenting Practices Questionnaire (Robinson, 

Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 1995). This scale comprises eleven items (α = .87) and 

assesses the extent to which mothers show warmth and are involved in their 

children’s lives (e.g., [My mother] “shows empathy when I feel hurt or 

frustrated”). Items are rated on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = never to 5 = 

always.  

In the South Korean study, ineffective control and support were measured 

using the overcontrolling discipline and responsiveness subscales of a parenting 

measure that has been developed by Ahn and Park (2002) and which is based on 

adjusted 40-item questionnaire measure of the Child-Rearing Practices Report 

(Block, 1965; Roberts, Block, & Block, 1984) as well as several additional items 

from a parenting measure developed by Park and Ko (2004). Responsiveness was 

measured by five items and represents the extent to which mothers show 

affection, acceptance, and responsiveness to the children’s needs (“I know what 

my child wants and respond to it”). Overcontrolling discipline was measured by 

six items and describes a high degree of control, endorsement of strict rules, 

requirements, and restrictions (“I often give my child directions to correct his 

behaviour”). Items were scored on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = strongly 

disagree to 5 = strongly agree. In this study, Cronbach’s alphas for responsiveness 

and overcontrolling scales were .79, and .78, respectively. 

Sense of competence. Belgian mothers rated their sense of competence with 

the Sense of Competence scale of the Parenting Stress Index (Abidin, 1990; Jones 

& Prinz, 2005). This scale consists of 13 items (α = .71) and measures mothers’ 

perceptions of competence regarding handling difficulties, coping with daily 

demands and exercising control over child behaviour (e.g., “I am usually 

successful in telling my child what to do”). Items are rated on a six-point scale 

ranging from 1 = disagree completely to 6 = agree completely. 

South Korean mothers assessed their sense of maternal competence with 

the maternal competence subscale of the Self-Perceptions of the Parental Role 
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(SPPR; MacPhee, Benson, & Bullock, 1986). The SPPR has good internal reliability 

and correlates negatively with difficult child behaviours and the use of 

inconsistent or harsh disciplinary techniques (MacPhee et al., 1986). Sense of 

competence indicates the extent to which mothers feel competent as a parent and 

is originally measured by six items (e.g., “I feel that I am doing a good job of 

providing for my children’s needs”), which are scored on a five-point scale 

ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. Due to low 

intercorrelations with the other items, one item was deleted from the scale (“I 

often worry about how I am doing as a parent”). After this adjustment, 

Cronbach’s alpha for sense of competence was .70. 

 

Analytic Approach 

Because the studies differed in measurement strategies, sampling frame, and 

developmental focus, we could not pool the data. Instead, we tested the 

hypotheses across studies. First, descriptives presented. Then, results of path 

analyses conducted in MPlus 4.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 2006) are shown. Third, 

mediation was addressed. The paths of the mediated model are as follows (see 

Figure 1). Relations between the independent variables and the mediator are first 

stage effects, relations between the mediator and the outcome variables are second 

stage effects. Indirect effects are the products of the coefficients of the first and 

second stage effects (i.e., ab). Direct effects entail relations between the 

independent and the outcome variables while controlling for the accompanying 

indirect effects. To address mediation, the product of coefficient strategy 

(Preacher & Hayes, 2008) was employed, which estimates significance of indirect 

effects by using bootstrap estimates. Bootstrapping is a nonparametric 

resampling procedure, which does not impose the assumption of normality of the 

sampling distribution. Bootstrapping involves repeatedly sampling from the data 

set and estimating the indirect effect in each resampled data set. As such, an 

empirical approximation of the sampling distribution of the indirect effect ab is 

built and used to construct confidence intervals for the indirect effect. 

Bootstrapping the indirect effect has been found to be superior to other 
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approaches, both in terms of power and of Type I error rates (Preacher & Hayes, 

2008). Because maternal age, educational level, living in a one-parent household, 

and child age and gender have all been found to be related to maternal parenting, 

we controlled for these characteristics by including them as predictor variables1.  

 

Table 9.1. Bivariate Intercorrelations, Mean Scores and Standard Deviations for 

Measures of Personality, Sense of Competence and Parenting  

  1.  2.  3.  4.  5.  6.  7.  8.  MSKSPP  SDSKSPP 

1. Extraversion    .58  .30  .26  .31  .25  ‐.20  .30  3.32  0.59 

2. Agreeable  .09    .44  .30  .37  .36  ‐.31  .28  3.43  0.40 

3. Conscient  .11  .35    .06  .30  .12  ‐.26  .29  3.66  0.50 

4. Stability  .51  .20  .16    .02  .31  ‐.29  .11  2.12  0.66 

5. Autonomy  .53  .01  .08  .63    .24  ‐.24  .27  3.13  0.40 

6. Compet  .44  .15  .19  .59  .47    ‐.47  .27  3.44  0.59 

7. Control  ‐.10  ‐.14  ‐.07  ‐.23  ‐.12  ‐.29    ‐.32  2.79  0.62 

8. Support  .18  .12  .11  .07  .11  .24  ‐.36    3.66  0.62 

MFSPPD  3.67  4.14  3.86  3.71  3.46  3.08  3.24  3.62     

SDFSPPD  0.49  0.37  0.39  0.52  0.43  0.70  1.04  0.71     

Note: Results regarding the Belgian sample (FSPPD) are presented below the diagonal; regarding the 

South‐Korean sample (SKSPP) above the diagonal. Correlations in bold are significant at p < .05. 

 

9.3. Results 

 

Descriptives and Correlation Analyses  

Table 9.1 shows that among Belgian mothers, all Big Five were positively related 

to sense of competence. Higher Agreeableness and Emotional Stability were 

related to less overreactivity and higher Extraversion, Agreeableness and 

Conscientiousness were related to more warmth. Higher competence was related 

to less overreactivity and to more warmth.  
                                                 
1 In preliminary analyses, possible differences in the bivariate correlations between mothers of boys 
versus girls were tested. No significant differences in the correlation matrices of mothers of boys versus 
girls were found in the Belgian sample, Δχ² (28) = 37.90, p = .10, or in the South Korean sample, Δχ² (28) = 
29.75, p = .38. Therefore, no distinction was made between mothers of boys and girls.  
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For South Korean mothers, bivariate intercorrelations indicate that higher 

Extraversion, Agreeableness, Emotional Stability and Openness were related to a 

higher sense of competence. All Big Five dimensions were negatively related to 

overcontrolling parenting, and higher Extraversion, Agreeableness, 

Conscientiousness, and Autonomy were related to more responsiveness. A 

higher sense of competence was related to less overcontrolling parenting and to 

more responsiveness. A more stringent test of the relative impact of each 

dimension is, however, provided by the path analyses, in which the impact of all 

dimensions is taken into account. 

 

Table 9.2. Results of the Path Analyses in the Belgian and the South Korean Samples 

  Belgian Sample    South Korean Sample 

  Control  Support    Control  Support 

Background Variables           

  Maternal age  ‐0.01  0.01    0.001  0.01 

  Maternal education  ‐0.07  0.04    ‐0.11*  ‐0.03 

  Child age  0.05  ‐0.15***    0.01  0.01 

  Child gender  0.04  0.12    0.14  ‐0.05 

  One‐Parent household  0.08  ‐0.001    ‐0.002  0.08 

Personality Characteristics           

  Extraversion  ‐0.001  0.16**    0.01  0.19* 

  Agreeableness  ‐0.12**  0.12*    ‐0.07  ‐0.03 

  Conscientiousness  0.01  0.07    ‐0.05  0.29*** 

  Emotional Stability  ‐0.21***  ‐0.11    ‐0.35***  0.05 

  Autonomy  0.01  0.07    ‐0.001  0.16 

Note: Coefficients between background variables and parenting are unstandardized; coefficients 

between personality dimensions and parenting are standardized beta coefficients.  

* p < .05. ** p < .01. ***p <.001. 

 

Path Analyses  

Results from the path analyses (Table 9.2) show that for Belgian mothers, and 

also when all Big Five factors are taken into account, higher Agreeableness and 
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Emotional Stability were related to lower levels of overreactivity and higher 

Extraversion and Agreeableness were related to higher levels of warmth. Of the 

background variables, only child age was significantly related to warmth (b = -

.01, p < .01), such that older adolescents reported lower warmth. Personality 

explained 7% of overreactivity and 12% of warmth.  

In the mediation model (Table 9.3), significant indirect effects through sense 

of competence were found between Extraversion, Agreeableness, Emotional 

Stability, Autonomy and both overreactive and warm parenting. More 

extraverted, agreeable, emotionally stable and autonomous mothers perceived 

themselves as more competent as mothers and, in turn, reported less 

overreactivity and more warmth. Furthermore, mothers of girls reported a higher 

sense of competence (b = 0.15, p < .01). Additionally, significant direct effects 

were found above and beyond indirect effects through sense of competence. 

Specifically, higher Agreeableness remained directly related to less overreactivity 

and higher Extraversion and Agreeableness remained directly related to higher 

levels of warmth. Comparison of the path coefficients in the mediation model 

with the bivariate intercorrelations suggests that most coefficients decreased 

moderately in size, which suggests that the impact of personality on parenting is 

partly overlapping.  

A suppression effect was found for Emotional Stability. Whereas Emotional 

Stability was not significantly correlated with warmth and no significant path 

was found between Emotional Stability and warmth in the model without 

mediation, a significant direct effect was found between Emotional Stability and 

warmth in the mediated model. When controlling for the mediation effect 

through sense of competence, more emotionally stable mothers were found to 

show less warmth. Personality explained 39% of sense of competence. 

Personality and sense of competence together explained 12% of overreactivity 

and 16% of warmth.  
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Table 9.3. Results of the Mediation Analyses in the Belgian Sample 

  Ineffective Control  Support 

 

Predictor 

1st  

Stage  

2nd 

 Stage  

Direct

Effect 

Indirect 

Effect  

1st  

Stage 

2nd  

Stage 

Direct 

Effect 

Indirect 

Effect 

Extraversion  .24***  ‐.27***  .04  ‐.08*** .24***  .25***  .09*  .05*** 

Agreeable  .09**  ‐.27***  ‐.11*  ‐.03*  .09**  .25***  .15**  .02* 

Conscientious  .07  ‐.27***  .02  ‐.02  .07  .25***  .05  .01 

Stability  .44***  ‐.27***  ‐.07  ‐.13*** .44***  .25***  ‐.16**  .08*** 

Autonomy  .23***  ‐.27***  .02  ‐.07*** .23***  .25***  .01  .05*** 

Note: Indirect effects were tested using confidence intervals derived from bootstrapping (n = 

5,000). All coefficients are standardized. * p < .05. ** p < .01. ***p <.001. 

 

Table 9.4. Results of the Mediation Analyses in the South Korean Sample 

  Ineffective Control  Support 

 

Predictor 

1st 

Stage  

2nd  

Stage  

Direct 

Effect 

Indirect 

Effect 

1st 

Stage  

2nd  

Stage  

Direct 

Effect 

Indirect 

Effect 

Extraversion  ‐.08    ‐.23***  .01  ‐.02  ‐.08    .22*  .21**  ‐.02 

Agreeable  .28**  ‐.23***  ‐.01  ‐.07*  .28** .22*  ‐.10  .06+ 

Conscientious  ‐.02  ‐.23***  ‐.05  .00  ‐.02  .22*  .30***  ‐.00 

 Stability  .24**  ‐.23***  ‐.30*  ‐.06*  .24** .22*  .00  .05+ 

Autonomy  .11  ‐.23***  .02  ‐.03  .11  .22*  .13  .02 

Note: Indirect effects were tested using confidence intervals derived from bootstrapping. All 

coefficients are standardized. + p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. ***p <.001. 

 

For South Korean mothers, only higher Emotional Stability was related to less 

overcontrolling parenting, and only higher Extraversion and Conscientiousness 

were associated with higher responsiveness. None of the background variables 

were significantly related to either ineffective control or warmth. Personality 

explained 21% of the variance in overcontrolling parenting and 22% of 

responsiveness.  

In the mediation model (Table 9.4), indirect effects were found between 

Agreeableness, Emotional Stability and overcontrolling parenting. Further, a 

trend (p < .10) was found for the indirect effect between Agreeableness, 
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Emotional Stability, and responsive parenting. More agreeable and emotionally 

stable mothers perceived themselves as being more competent and, through this 

higher sense of competence, reported less overcontrolling parenting and 

marginally more responsiveness. Further, higher educated mothers perceived 

themselves as more competent (b = 0.10, p < .05), and older mothers reported 

feeling less competent (b = -0.02, p < .05). Additionally, Emotional Stability was 

directly related to less overcontrolling parenting, and Extraversion and 

Conscientiousness were directly related to higher responsiveness. The beta 

coefficients of the mediated model were substantively smaller than the bivariate 

intercorrelations, a finding which suggests that the impact of the personality 

dimensions on parenting is partly overlapping. Maternal personality explained 

27% of sense of competence, and personality and sense of competence together 

explained 25% of overcontrolling parenting and 26% of responsiveness. 

 

9.4. Discussion  

The current study examined the mediating role of maternal sense of competence 

in associations between maternal Big Five characteristics, ineffective control and 

supportive parenting. These questions were examined in two independent 

studies with heterogeneous samples and measures. Common findings in the two 

studies offer strong generalizability of associations between maternal personality, 

sense of competence, and parenting. 

First, results from the preliminary path analyses indicate that, in both 

samples, Extraversion was positively related with support, but not with 

ineffective control and conversely, Emotional Stability was negatively related 

with ineffective control, but not with support. Extraverted mothers, who tend to 

enjoy social interactions and to experience more positive emotions, thus report 

more supportive parenting during interactions with their children (cf. Jeon & 

Park, 1999; Metsäpelto & Pullkinen, 2003; Smith et al., 2007). Emotionally instable 

mothers, who are more anxious and distressed and who tend to experience 

higher negative affect are, in contrast, more likely to display higher ineffective 
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disciplinary techniques. These results offer additional support for the importance 

of parental personality for parenting (Belsky, 1984; Belsky & Barends, 2002) 

across societal context and regardless of the age range of the children. 

Several associations were, however, found to be specific for the two 

contexts. First, for Belgian mothers, but not South Korean mothers, 

Agreeableness was related to less ineffective control and to more support. The 

finding that the bivariate correlations between Agreeableness and the parenting 

behaviours were significant in both contexts indicates that for South Korean 

mothers of toddlers, the impact of Agreeableness may be overlapping with the 

other personality characteristics (Belsky & Barends, 2002; Dunlap & Landis, 1998; 

Prinzie et al., 2009), whereas for Belgian mothers of adolescents, being easygoing 

and harmonious in interpersonal relations remains important even in the context 

of the other personality characteristics. We propose that these differential 

findings are due to the different age ranges of the children. Being easygoing, 

which is a defining aspect of Agreeableness, may affect maternal behaviour 

towards adolescents more strongly than towards toddlers, because adolescents, 

in their striving for autonomy, are generally more ‘difficult’ to parent. Second, 

Conscientiousness was found to be related to higher support for South Korean 

mothers, but not Belgian mothers. Collectivistic societies, which have a stronger 

focus on conformity with group norms and a sense of duty towards one’s group, 

may have a higher regard for the defining aspects of Conscientiousness, which 

describes people who are orderly and tend to follow conventions. Because these 

characteristics are regarded more highly, being conscientious may then be related 

more strongly to positive parenting behaviours for mothers in collectivistic 

cultures than for mothers in individualistic cultures. Other explanations should 

also be acknowledged and here, we name two. First, for mothers of toddlers the 

parenting experience is still relatively new and possibly perceived as more 

chaotic. For conscientious mothers, who are orderly and systematic, it may be 

easier to transition to this new role and therefore, to display more positive 

parenting behaviours. However, the significant association in the South Korean 

sample may also be due to the sole reliance on self-reports in this sample. Thus, 
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more conscientious mothers may perceive themselves to be more supportive 

towards children, whereas children (or, in this case adolescents) may not share 

this perception. 

Results from the mediation analyses suggest that, in both contexts, more 

agreeable and emotionally stable mothers perceived themselves as being more 

competent and, through this enhanced sense of competence, reported less 

ineffective control and more supportive parenting. These results are in 

accordance with the one study that, to our knowledge, has examined the 

mediating role of sense of competence on associations between personality and 

ineffective control (De Haan et al., 2009), and with work that examined mediation 

of associations between psychosocial factors and parenting by sense of 

competence (Teti & Gelfand, 1991; Gondoli & Silverberg, 1997). These results 

point to one possible answer on the question why parental characteristics are 

related to parenting (Belsky & Barends, 2002). Agreeable mothers’ easygoing 

interpersonal tendencies may have resulted in (implicit) feedback from their 

children that they are doing a good job as a parent (Lent et al., 1994). Emotionally 

stable mothers may emphasize those instances when their parenting led to the 

desired outcome, or conversely, de-emphasize those situations when they could 

not easily control their child’s behaviours (Bornstein et al., 2007; Lent et al., 1994). 

Second, mothers who feel more competent may derive more joy from interactions 

with their child, which in turn is related to more supportive parenting (Gondoli 

& Silverberg, 1997). Further, individuals who perceive they have little 

competence tend to avoid setting specific goals (Schunk, 1990), and are inclined 

to evade engagement in challenging tasks (Sexton & Tuckman, 1991). The failure 

to develop clear goals is related to inconsistent, ineffective control and the 

evasion of challenging tasks is likely related to opting for ineffective control 

(Coleman & Karraker, 1997). These results once again indicate that sense of 

competence is critical to understanding parenting behaviours (Coleman & 

Karraker, 1997; Jones & Prinz, 2005). 

In both contexts, no support was found for mediation of associations 

between Conscientiousness and ineffective control or support through sense of 
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competence. The possibility that part of the impact of Conscientiousness on sense 

of competence is overlapping with effects of the other personality characteristics 

is not very likely given the small (and in the South Korean, non-significant) 

bivariate intercorrelations between Conscientiousness and sense of competence. 

It is more likely that being orderly, systematic and ambitious is not that much 

relevant for one’s feelings of competence regarding close interpersonal 

relationship, such as the mother-child relationship but in contrast, matters more 

(or only) for feelings of competence in school- and/or work-like situations.   

In the mediation model, too, several associations were found only in one 

of the samples. First, sense of competence mediated relations between 

Extraversion, Autonomy and ineffective control and support for Belgian, but not 

South Korean mothers. Comparably large bivariate interrelations between 

Extraversion/Autonomy and sense of competence were, however, found across 

contexts. Together, these findings suggest that for South Korean mothers, the 

impact of Extraversion and Autonomy on sense of competence may be 

overlapping with the other personality characteristics. For Belgian mothers, these 

characteristics remained relevant also when the effects of the other Big Five 

characteristics were controlled for. One explanation may be that Extraversion 

(social dominance) and Autonomy (forming one’s own ideas and opinions) 

comprise characteristics that are appreciated more in an individualistic culture in 

which more importance is placed on individuating rather than belonging. 

Another plausible explanation relates to the different age ranges of the children. 

Likely, mothers do not need to tap into their social dominance and autonomy 

when children are young and tend to comply more easily with their mothers’ 

demands, whereas these characteristics become more prominent in adolescence, 

when children strive for autonomy from their parents and the parent-child 

relation becomes less hierarchical. 

Although this study offers evidence for the importance of maternal sense 

of competence for associations between personality and parenting, other 

mediators should not be neglected. The need to consider different mediators is 

for example demonstrated by the suppression effect that was found between 
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Emotional Stability and warmth. Specifically, a negative relation between 

Emotional Stability and warmth was found above and beyond a significant and 

positive indirect effect through sense of competence, although no direct 

association was found in the model without mediation. Mothers who rated 

themselves as more emotionally stable reported feeling more competent and, 

through this enhanced feeling of competence, showed more warmth (as 

perceived by adolescents). The negative direct effect suggests that other 

mediators may be responsible for more emotionally stable mothers also 

displaying less warmth. For example, mothers who are more emotionally stable 

are less anxious and distressed and may be less inclined to be involved in their 

adolescents’ lives because they worry less about their adolescents.  

Another indicator for the possible responsibility of other mechanisms for 

relations between personality and parenting is the finding that the direct 

association between Extraversion and supportive parenting remained significant 

in the mediated model. Extraversion, which involves sociability and positive 

affect, may for example affect one’s attributions of behaviours (Belsky & Barends, 

2002). More extraverted mothers may thus attribute less hostile cues to their 

child’s behaviours, through which they may display more supportive parenting. 

We suggest future research to include other possible mediators to further 

examine the mechanisms underlying the associations between parental 

personality and parenting. 

Moreover, although in the literature several explanations have been 

proposed for the relations between sense of competence and parenting (Coleman 

& Karraker, 1997; Gondoli & Silverberg, 1997; Jones & Prinz, 2005; Schunk, 1990; 

Sexton & Tuckman, 1991), the competing explanatory power of these 

mechanisms has yet to be empirically tested. If a model that includes multiple 

mediating mechanisms between competence and parenting were to be addressed 

in various cultures that differ specifically on such mechanisms, more thorough 

and culturally sensitive knowledge may be gained about why parental sense of 

competence is critical for parenting. 
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To summarize, if all Big Five characteristics are taken into account, 

particularly Agreeableness and Emotional Stability may affect maternal sense of 

competence and through this enhanced sense of competence, impact maternal 

ineffective control and support. Conscientiousness in contrast, may not matter for 

maternal sense of competence and thus not for parenting behaviours in the 

context of the other personality dimensions. The differential findings for 

Extraversion and Autonomy suggest that context-specific or age-specific factors 

may explain why, or why not, these personality dimensions matter above and 

beyond the impact of the other Big Five characteristics. Overall, the results that 

were similar in two independent studies that differed in samples, measures and 

cultural backgrounds, suggest that the proposed model in which sense of 

competence mediates associations between maternal personality characteristics 

and parenting, is for a large extent generalizable for mothers parenting children 

of different ages and within different societal contexts.  

 

Limitations  

Several methodological limitations warrant caution in the interpretation of 

results. Both studies relied on questionnaires and, given the fact that many 

measures were assessed by maternal self-reports, the possible confounding factor 

of mothers answering in a socially desirable fashion could not be controlled for. 

Therefore, researchers are urged to employ multi-method measurement 

strategies. In the Belgian study, however, child reports of parenting were used, 

thus ruling out shared method variance in the results. The fact that similar 

significant associations were found in the Belgian as in the South-Korean study 

(which only employed self-report questionnaires) offer support for the contention 

that found associations are not due to shared method variance (alone). Further, in 

the Belgian sample sense of competence and parenting were assessed 

concurrently, and the South-Korean study employed a cross-sectional design. 

Conclusions about causal relationships can thus not be made. It may be possible 

that mothers’ parenting leads to a higher or lower level of sense of competence, 

instead of the other way around. More research is needed to examine the 
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direction of effects more closely. Moreover, the two samples differed on several 

aspects (societal context, age of the children, design) and differential findings can 

be due to either of these differences between the two studies. In contrast, the 

findings that were similar for the Belgian and the South Korean samples offer 

strong evidence of the validity of the proposed model.  

 

General Conclusions 

Notwithstanding these limitations, the findings of this study offer evidence for 

the proposed model in which sense of competence is a mechanism that underlies 

linkages between personality and parenting. For both South-Korean and Belgian 

mothers, being agreeable and emotionally stable was related to a higher sense of 

competence and through this, to less ineffective control and more support. This 

study is the first to offer generalizability of the importance of personality for 

sense of competence and parenting, and of sense of competence for parenting 

within diverse societies. These results suggest that parenting interventions aimed 

at enhancing sense of competence, by helping mothers understand how their 

behaviours affect their children’s development and by helping mothers realize 

that they can effectively change child behaviours, may substantially improve 

parenting practices. Moreover, as maternal personality characteristics were 

closely related to sense of competence, parenting interventions that take into 

account individual personality differences may be especially effective in 

improving sense of competence. 
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The aim of this dissertation was to examine how aggressive/rule-breaking 

behaviours develop between ages 6 and 17 years, to what extent individual-level 

factors (child personality) and proximal contextual factors (parent personality, 

parenting behaviour) may help to explain their development, and how the 

development of these risk factors can be described and explained. The 

investigation of the associations between externalizing behaviour, parenting, and 

child and parent personality was guided by three general issues: (1) The 

interrelated development of externalizing behaviours and of parenting from 

childhood to adolescence; (2) The role of child personality in externalizing 

behaviours and; (3) Child-driven and parent-driven effects in the explanation of 

parenting. Across the issues, we paid special consideration to developmental 

dynamics, to mediation (“why?”), to moderation (“for whom?”) and to 

interindividual and cross-gender differences. 

In this concluding chapter the results regarding these key issues will be 

presented and discussed. Additionally, we reflect on the limitations of the studies 

presented in this thesis and offer recommendations for future research. We end 

with some concluding remarks. 

 

10.1 Interrelated Development of Externalizing Behaviours and 

of Parenting from Childhood to Adolescence 

A main goal of developmental psychopathology is to understand the processes 

underlying developmental adaptation or dysfunction as residing in the 

compatibility of the relationship between individual and context (Sameroff & 

MacKenzie, 2003). Moreover, from a developmental psychopathological 

perspective, it is acknowledged that both individual and context change and, as 

such, consideration should be paid to the interrelatedness of the development of 

externalizing behaviour and of parenting. Although developmental trajectories in 

child behaviour and in parent behaviour are thought to be interrelated, few 

studies have examined how and why externalizing and parenting behaviours 

affect each other over time.  
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In this thesis we examined, for the transitional period from childhood to 

adolescence, how children’s externalizing behaviours change (Chapter 4: 6-15 

years; Chapter 2: 9-17 years) and how an important aspect of the child’s context, 

parenting, changes (Chapter 2: 9-17 years). In Chapter 2, we further investigated 

whether the development of externalizing behaviours and the development of 

parenting are interrelated.  

Results  (Figure  10.1):  Children  decrease  in  aggression  and  increase  in  rule‐

breaking  behaviours.  Parents  decrease  in  overreactive  and  warm  parenting.  The 

development  of  externalizing  and  of  parenting  behaviours  between  childhood  and 

adolescence  are  interrelated,  and  are  attributable  to  both  parent‐driven  and  child‐

driven effects.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10.1. Development of externalizing behaviours (Chapters 2 and 4); Development 

of parenting (Chapter 2); Interrelations in the development of externalizing behaviours 

and of parenting (Chapter 2). 

 

Development of Externalizing Behaviour  

Using multivariate latent growth modelling (e.g., Duncan et al., 2006), we 

showed that children’s aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours changed 

throughout childhood and adolescence (ages 6-17 years) and also, that children 

differed in their rates of changes. In both chapters we found that, although girls 

displayed less aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours at the first measurement 

waves than boys did, boys and girls changed similarly in both externalizing 

behaviours. On average, children decreased in aggression from age 6 to 17 years 
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(Prinzie et al., 2006; Stanger et al., 2004). Although children on average showed 

stability (i.e., non-significant change) in rule-breaking behaviours between 6-15 

years, rule-breaking behaviours increased between 9-17 years (Bongers et al., 

2003; 2004; Stanger et al., 2004). Although these findings for rule-breaking 

behaviour may appear inconsistent across the two chapters, we suggest indicate 

that these results indicate that, although a small minority of children starts to 

show more rule-breaking behaviours already from age 6 years onwards (and 

these children do not ‘show up’ in the average change because of their small 

number), most children who increase in rule-breaking behaviour only do so after 

age 9 years (which then is reflected in the average change in rule-breaking 

behaviours). An important extension to current knowledge about the 

development of externalizing behaviours regards our findings that part of the 

variability between children in rates of changes in both externalizing behaviours 

was explained by their initial levels. That is,  children who initially (at age 6 or 9 

years) were more aggressive decreased less in aggression between ages 6-17 

years, and  children who at age 6 years showed more rule-breaking behaviours 

were more likely to increase in rule-breaking behaviours between ages 6-15 

years. Moreover, part of the variability between children in their rates of change 

in one type of externalizing behaviour could be explained by their initial levels in 

the other type of externalizing behaviour (Chapter 4). Specifically, children who 

were more aggressive at age 6 years, increased in rule-breaking behaviours over 

time and conversely, children who displayed more rule-breaking behaviours at 

age 6 years, decreased less in aggression.  

Together, results from this dissertation offer further support for the 

notion that aggressive behaviours decline, whereas rule-breaking behaviours 

increase as children transition from childhood to adolescence (Bongers et al., 

2003, 2004; Stanger et al., 1997). Moreover, by modelling initial levels as well as 

changes, we were able to show that girls and boys develop similarly in 

externalizing behaviours. Furthermore, children who are at risk at young age are 

also more likely to remain at risk as they transition to adolescence. 
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Development of Parenting 

Multivariate latent growth modelling was also used to examine changes in an 

important aspect of children’s context, parenting behaviours, from childhood to 

adolescence. In Chapter 2, we showed that parents on average decreased in 

warmth and overreactive discipline as their children grew older (cf. Loeber et al., 

2000; Smetana et al., 2006), but parents also differed in their rates of changes in 

both parenting behaviours. These findings were, to some extent, gender-specific. 

Mothers who were more overreactive at child age 9 years decreased less in 

overreactivity over time, whereas fathers who were warmer at child age 9 years 

decreased less in warmth over time. Mothers and fathers showed higher 

overreactivity and lower warmth towards boys than girls and, additionally, 

mothers decreased more in warmth towards boys than girls over time.  

These results offer further evidence for the assertion that both types of 

parenting, dysfunctional discipline (overreactivity, harsh discipline) (cf. Loeber et 

al,. 2000; Smetana et al., 2006; Van den Akker et al., 2010) and warm or 

supportive parenting (cf. Loeber et al., 2000; Smetana et al., 2006), decrease as 

children progress through childhood and adolescence. Moreover, our results add 

to current knowledge the finding that those parents who are high in overreactive 

discipline or in warmth at child age 9 years, remain more stable (decrease less) in 

levels of overreactivity and of warmth over time.  

Results from Chapters 2 and 4 together indicate that a developmental 

perspective that distinguishes between initial levels and changes over time and 

that is sensitive to interindividual differences in development may be the best 

way to describe the development of child and parenting behaviour. Such an 

approach offers extensive knowledge on several aspects of development. In our 

studies, we were able to show that children on average decreased in aggression 

and, between ages nine and seventeen, increased in rule-breaking behaviours 

and that parents on average decreased in overreactive and warm parenting. Not 

all parents and children however change to the same degree, or in other words, 

interindividual variability exists in initial levels and in changes over time, and 

moreover, interindividual variability in rates of change can be partly explained 
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by interindividual differences in the initial level of the respective behaviour. 

Together, our results are in line with the transactional perspective by showing 

that both individuals (children) and context (parents) change over time as 

children transition from childhood to adolescence. Given that the transactional 

perspective explicitly asserts that the development of individual and the 

development of context are interrelated, we now turn our attention to 

associations between the development of externalizing behaviours and the 

development of parenting.  

 

Interrelated Development of Externalizing Behaviours and Parenting  

We examined the interrelated development of externalizing behaviours and of 

parenting in two complementary ways (Chapter 2). First, we modelled 

multivariate latent growth models, in which changes in the one behaviour (e.g., 

aggression) can be related to changes in another behaviour (e.g., overreactive 

discipline), while controlling for initial levels in each behaviour. However, 

growth modelling does not yield information about whether interrelated change 

is parent-driven or child-driven. Therefore, we additionally conducted cross-

lagged modelling, which is another time-based approach that allows for an 

examination of direction of effects between externalizing and parenting 

behaviours.  

Multivariate latent growth modelling revealed that interrelations 

between the development of externalizing and of parenting were specific for 

combinations of adolescent and parental behaviours, but similar for mothers and 

fathers parenting boys and girls. Specifically, decreases in aggression were 

related with larger decreases in overreactivity and with smaller decreases in 

warmth, and increases in rule-breaking behaviours were associated with smaller 

decreases in overreactivity and with larger decreases in warmth. Cross-lagged 

modelling provided evidence of both parent-driven and of child-driven effects 

for both types of externalizing behaviours and overreactivity. However, no 

longitudinal (cross-lagged) effects were found between the externalizing 
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behaviours and warmth, above and beyond the stability in warmth and the 

concurrent relations between the externalizing behaviours and warmth.  

Together, these results offer empirical support for transactional relations 

between externalizing and parenting behaviours in which parents not only 

‘cause’ child behaviour, but parenting behaviours are also displayed in response 

to child behaviours (cf. Bell, 1968; Patterson et al., 1992). Moreover, we extend 

current knowledge by showing that, within a growth modelling framework, the 

development of aggression may be more strongly related to the development of 

parenting than the development of rule-breaking behaviours is. A second 

addition to current knowledge regards our finding that reciprocal parent- and 

child-driven effects may be more pronounced for dysfunctional (overreactive) 

parenting, whereas over-time effects between supportive (warm) parenting and 

externalizing may be less salient. Results are thus indicative of the importance of 

distinguishing between aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours and between 

different types of parenting behaviours. 

  

10.2.  The  Role  of  Child  Personality  in  the  Development  of 

Externalizing Behaviours from Childhood to Adolescence 

In addition to contextual risk factors, individual child characteristics may also 

importantly affect the development of externalizing behaviours (e.g., Shiner & 

Caspi, 2003; Tackett, 2006). In our examination of the role of child personality in 

the development of externalizing behaviours from childhood to adolescence, we 

adopted the comprehensive, systematic and descriptively accurate Big Five 

approach to the measurement of  child personality characteristics. We examined 

three models that may explain how and why child personality matters for 

externalizing behaviours. First, child personality may be directly related with 

externalizing behaviours (Chapters 3, 4, and 5). Second, child personality may 

evoke certain parenting behaviours and, though this environmental solicitation 

(Shiner & Caspi, 2003), child personality characteristics may be indirectly related 

to externalizing behaviours (mediation model: Chapter 3). Conversely, parenting 
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behaviours may be related to how children’s personality characteristics develop 

over time. In Chapter 5, we examined whether parenting behaviours at age 9 

years distinguish children who follow different developmental trajectories in 

personality characteristics. Third, child personality characteristics may make 

children differentially susceptible to the effects of parenting. For example, child 

personality characteristics may be related to how children construe, or interpret 

their parents’ behaviours (Coie & Dodge, 1998; Shiner & Caspi, 2003) and as such 

shape the effects of parenting on externalizing behaviours (Belsky, 1997). In 

Chapter 4, we examined whether child personality characteristics affect how 

parenting is related to the development of externalizing behaviour (moderation 

model: Chapter 4).  

Results (Figure 10.2): Levels of personality characteristics at age six were 

directly related to the development of externalizing behaviours between 6-15 

years, and personality development between 9-17 years was directly related to 

levels of externalizing behaviours at age seventeen. Conversely, parenting at 

child age nine years distinguished between children following different 

developmental personality trajectories between ages 9-17 years. Relations 

between child personality and externalizing behaviours were mediated by 

parenting. Associations between parenting and externalizing behaviours were 

moderated by child personality.  

 

Direct Relations between Child Personality and Externalizing Behaviours 

First, child personality was found to be directly related with externalizing 

behaviours. These findings are in line with the spectrum hypothesis, which posits 

that psychopathology, such as externalizing behaviours, and personality may 

both be ends of the same continuum (e.g., Widiger & Clark, 2000). Across studies, 

low Extraversion, high Benevolence (Chapters 3, 4, and 5) and high 

Conscientiousness (Chapters 4 and 5) were consistently related to less 

externalizing behaviours. 
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Figure 10.2. Child Personality and Externalizing Behaviours (Chapters 3‐5); Parenting and 

Personality Development (Chapter 5); Mediation of Relations between Child Personality 

and Externalizing Behaviours by Parenting (Chapter 3); Moderation of Relations between 

Parenting and Externalizing Behaviours by Child Personality (Chapter 4). 

 

Specifically, we found that low Extraversion and high Benevolence were directly 

related to lower levels of externalizing behaviors three years later, above and 

beyond their mediating effects through parenting (Chapter 3). In Chapter 4, we 

examined whether levels of child Big Five personality characteristics at age six 

were related to the development of externalizing between childhood and 

adolescence (6-15 years). Because we distinguished between initial levels and 

changes in problem behaviours, we were able to show that child personality may 

be related to concurrent levels of externalizing behaviours only (low 

Extraversion), to changes in externalizing behaviours only (Conscientiousness), 

or to both initial levels and changes in externalizing behaviours (Benevolence). In 

Chapter 5, we examined whether groups of children who displayed different 

personality development between childhood and adolescence (9-17 years) 

differed in externalizing behaviours at age 17. We found that children who 

followed lower, more decreasing trajectories of Extraversion or who were in 

higher, more stable trajectories of Benevolence and Conscientiousness between 

ages 9-17 years showed less externalizing behaviours at age 17.  
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Mediation  of  Relations  between  Child  Personality  and  Externalizing 

Behaviours by Parenting  

In Chapter 3, we examined whether child personality characteristics were related 

to externalizing behaviours through their relations with parenting. We showed 

that parents of more benevolent, conscientious, and emotionally stable children 

displayed less dysfunctional and more adaptive parenting. These parenting 

behaviours were, in turn, related with less externalizing behaviours. These 

results are in line with previous empirical evidence of interrelations between 

child personality characteristics and parenting (Manders et al., 2006; Prinzie et al., 

2003) and, moreover, offer support for the theoretical assertions (Belsky, 1984; 

Belsky & Barends, 2002; Shiner & Caspi, 2003) that individual child 

characteristics may evoke different reactions from the immediate environment, 

such as from parents.  

Conversely, parenting may also be related to how children’s personality 

characteristics develop between childhood and adolescence. Using Latent Class 

Growth Analyses, we distinguished several developmental trajectories for each 

of the Big Five dimensions. Thus, there are subgroups of children who follow 

distinctive developmental trajectories in each of the Big Five characteristics. In 

Chapter 5 we examined, to our knowledge for the first time, whether parenting 

behaviours distinguish children who follow different developmental trajectories. 

We found evidence for this assertion and showed that personality trajectory 

membership was related with levels of warmth and, to a lesser extent, of 

overreactivity, at child age nine years. Thus, although at the one hand child 

personality plays a role in evoking parenting, at the other, parenting also 

distinguishes between groups of children who show different developmental 

trajectories in personality over time.  
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Moderation of Relations between Parenting and Externalizing Behaviours 

by Child Personality 

In Chapter 4, we found empirical support for the theoretical assertion that 

individual child characteristics make children differentially susceptible to 

parenting (Belsky, 1997; Coie & Dodge, 1998). To the best of our knowledge, this 

study was the first to show that child personality characteristics, assessed by the 

comprehensive and systematic Big Five approach, affect relations between a type 

of dysfunctional discipline (overreactivity) and the development of externalizing 

behaviours from childhood into adolescence (6-15 years). Specifically, we found 

that relations between overreactive parenting and the development of 

externalizing behaviours were stronger for less extraverted, benevolent and 

conscientious children, and for more imaginative children.  

Together, results from these studies on the role of child personality in 

explaining externalizing behaviours (Chapters 3-5) extend and refine current 

knowledge in three important ways. First, we showed that levels of personality 

characteristics at age six affect the development of externalizing behaviours 

across an extended time period (6-15 years) and conversely, that developmental 

trajectories in personality characteristics (9-17 years) are related to levels of 

externalizing behaviours at age seventeen. Second, we showed that child 

personality characteristics are related to later parenting and through this, to 

externalizing behaviours (mediation model). Conversely, parenting was also 

related to how children’s personality characteristics develop. Thus, we found 

evidence of both child-driven and parent-driven effects in interrelations between 

child personality and parenting. Third, we showed that child personality is 

related to how parenting affects child development (moderation model). To our 

knowledge, our study is the first to provide empirical evidence of the notion that 

children’s Big Five personality characteristics may make them differential 

susceptible to dysfunctional parenting (Belsky, 1997), shaping how overreactivity 

is related to long-term development in externalizing behaviours (6-15 years). 

These studies (Chapters, 3, 4, and 5) provide robust empirical evidence of the 

lasting protective effects of (developmental trajectories in) child personality 
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characteristics, especially low Extraversion, high Benevolence and high 

Conscientiousness for (the development of) externalizing behaviours. Our results 

thus offer strong support for the assertion that “where problem behaviours are 

concerned, personality clearly matters” (Krueger et al., 2010). Moreover, we 

refine this assertion, by showing that the ways in which personality matters for 

problem behaviours goes beyond simple direct effects but instead, child 

personality characteristics interplay with parenting in affecting externalizing 

behaviours.  

 

10.3 Child‐Driven and Parent‐Driven Effects for the Explanation 

of Parenting  

Until now, the focus was on the explanation of externalizing behaviours. Given 

the importance of parenting for child development, we now turn our attention to 

the explanation of parenting. In our examination of why parents parent the way 

they do we consider both child-driven and parent-driven effects.  

Regarding child-driven effects we examined whether child (externalizing) 

behaviours and child (personality) characteristics are related to later parenting. In 

Chapter 6 we examined, from a self-determination perspective (Deci & Ryan, 

2000), whether child externalizing behaviours are related to parenting because of 

their adverse effect on parental needs satisfaction. 

Given the centrality of personality in shaping people’s experience of, and 

responses to developmental tasks (e.g., Shiner & Caspi, 2003), we also examined 

the possibility that child and parent personality characteristics are related to later 

parenting. In chapter 9, we examined whether personality characteristics are 

important in explaining parenting across the world, by comparing relations 

between parent personality and parenting for European mothers of adolescents 

versus Asian mothers of toddlers. In Chapter 7, we examined the relative 

importance of child and parent personality characteristics in explaining parenting 

(Belsky, 1984; Belsky & Barends, 2002). Further, given the proposition that 

individual differences are amplified under stress (Caspi & Moffitt, 1993), we 
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explored whether parental personality was related more strongly to parenting for 

parents of children with more ‘difficult’ personalities (Chapter 8) (see Koenig et 

al., 2010; Putnam et al., 2002).  

Further, although empirical work has found evidence of relations 

between parents’ personality and parenting, knowledge regarding underlying 

mechanisms that may be responsible for these associations is still very limited. In 

Chapters 8 and 9, we examined whether parental sense of competence (or self-

efficacy) mediated associations between parental personality and parenting. 

Chapter 8, we additionally explored whether the relations between parental 

personality, sense of competence and parenting were similar for mothers and 

fathers and in chapter 9, we examined whether relations between maternal 

personality, sense of competence and parenting were similar for European 

mothers parenting adolescents and Asian mothers parenting toddlers.  

Results (Figure 10.3). Parental psychological needs satisfaction was the 

connecting mechanism between externalizing behaviours and later parenting. 

Parent and child personality both predicted parenting. Two Big Five 

characteristics, Extraversion and Agreeableness, both of parents and of children, 

were particularly relevant for parenting. Sense of competence explained linkages 

between parent personality and parenting, regardless of the gender of the parent, 

the age of the child, or the cultural context. 

 

Child Externalizing Behaviours, Parental Needs Satisfaction, and Parenting 

In Chapter 6, we showed that child aggression was related to lower competence 

and closeness three years later, which in turn were related to more controlling 

(overreactivity, psychological control) parenting and to lower warmth. This 

study substantially extends current knowledge on child-on-parent effects. First, 

our results are in line with empirical work showing that parents display more 

negative (overreactive, psychologically) controlling parenting (Albrecht et al., 

2007; Pettit et al., 2001) and less supportive parenting (Scaramella et al., 2002; 

Stice & Barrera, 1995) when faced with child externalizing behaviours. As far as 

we know, this study was the first to examine, from a self-determination 
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perspective, the mediating role of processes of parental psychological needs 

satisfaction in longitudinal relations between externalizing behaviour and 

parenting. Our results add to current knowledge the finding that parents display 

more negative (or, less positive) parenting behaviours because children’s 

externalizing behaviours thwart parents’ feelings of parental competence and 

parents’ closeness towards their children.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10.3. Impact of Parent and Child Personality on Parenting (Chapter 7); Mediation 

of  Relations  between  Parent  Personality  and  Parenting  by  Sense  of  Competence 

(Chapters 8‐9); Mediation of Relations between Externalizing and Parenting by Parental 

Psychological Needs Satisfaction (Chapter 6). 

 

Parental and Adolescent Personality and Parenting  

The central importance of personality in shaping one’s experiences implies that 

personality characteristics should be related to parenting across the world. In 

Chapter 9, we examined this implication and found that maternal Extraversion 

and Emotional Stability were related to parenting for Belgian mothers of 

adolescents and South Korean mothers of toddlers alike. Maternal Agreeableness 

was related to parenting for Belgian mothers only, whereas Conscientiousness 

was related with support for South Korean mothers only. We thus found that 

maternal personality is related to parenting regardless of the societal context or 

the age of the child. 
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Further, several theoretical frameworks propose that individual 

characteristics of both parents and children should be related to parenting 

behaviour (Asendorpf, 2002; Belsky, 1984; Belsky & Barends, 2002) and, 

moreover, that parental personality is more important for parents’ behaviours 

than child personality is (Belsky, 1984; Belsky & Barends, 2002). In Chapter 7, we 

examined these theoretical assertions and showed that, whereas parental 

personality was more relevant than child personality for explaining 

overreactivity, parent and child personality were similarly relevant in explaining 

warmth. Moreover, associations between parental personality and parenting 

were similar for parents of ‘easy’ versus ‘difficult’ children. These findings 

suggest that it may be personality characteristics themselves, and not the 

combination between parent and child personality characteristics, which shape 

parenting. Regarding specific personality characteristics, we found that 

particularly parent and child Agreeableness and child Extraversion were 

important predictors of both types of parenting. Both Extraversion and 

Agreeableness concern individuals’ behavioural tendencies in social interactions 

(Caspi et al., 2005) but they have somewhat different connotations, which are 

reflected in their differential relationships with parenting. Parents of agreeable 

(benevolent) children showed more warmth and less overreactivity, and parents 

of more extraverted children showed more warmth, but also more overreactivity.  

In sum, our results are indicative of the importance of parents’ 

personality for parenting, showing that maternal personality is related to 

parenting across cultural contexts and age of the child. Second, we offer 

empirical support for the theoretical notion that parent and child personality 

characteristics are both important for the parent-child relationship. Further, our 

results refine existing knowledge by showing that the relative importance of 

parent versus child characteristics depends on the type of parenting behaviour 

under consideration, but not on the combination of parents’ and children’s 

personalities.  
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Sense  of  Competence  as  Explaining  Mechanism  for  Relations  between 

Parent Personality and Parenting 

The previous paragraph showed that parental personality characteristics are 

important in shaping parenting behaviours. In this paragraph we go beyond 

direct effects by examining why parent personality may be related to parenting. 

We proposed that sense of competence would underlie the relations between 

parent personality and parenting, because sense of competence is believed to 

motivate and shape behaviour (Coleman & Karraker, 1997; Goodnow & Collins, 

1990; McGillicuddy-DeLisi & Sigel, 1995) and, as such, may be critical for the 

understanding of parenting. 

 In chapters 8 and 9, we found that sense of parenting competence 

mediated associations between parental Extraversion, Agreeableness, Emotional 

Stability and parenting behaviours. These personality characteristics were 

positively related to parental sense of competence and as such, affected parental 

learning experiences. Agreeable parents may have received (implicit) feedback 

from children that parents are doing a ‘good job’ as a parent, and the relative ease 

with which extraverted parents discuss problems they face with their partner or 

with friends, may have resulted in experiencing feeling more supported by their 

social network. Emotionally stable parents (mothers) may de-emphasize those 

situations when they could not easily control their child’s behaviour.  

Sense of competence was, in turn, related to less ineffective control 

(overreactive or harsh discipline) and to more supportive parenting (warmth, 

responsiveness). The associations were similar across parental gender, child age, 

cultural context, and self-report versus child-reports of parenting. Parents who 

feel more competent may derive more joy from interactions with their child, 

which in turn is related to more supportive parenting (Gondoli & Silverberg, 

1997). Further, individuals who perceive they have little competence tend to 

avoid setting specific goals (Schunk, 1990) and are inclined to evade engagement 

in challenging tasks (Sexton & Tuckman, 1991). The failure to develop clear goals 

is related or inconsistent, ineffective controlling behaviours and the evasion of 
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challenging tasks is likely related to opting for ineffective control (Coleman & 

Karraker, 1997).  

Together, these studies show for the first time, that parental sense of 

competence is an important mechanism that may explain linkages between 

parent personality and parenting behaviours. Overall, these results offer strong 

support of the generalizability of the impact of parental feelings of competence 

on parenting behaviours. 

 

10.4. Limitations and Future Directions 

Although the presented studies have several strengths, such as the large-scale, 

longitudinal dataset and the use of multi-informant ratings, there are several 

limitations that should be mentioned. Because each chapter already addressed 

some specific limitations, we will focus on some general limitations here. A first 

general limitation regards our use of parent-reports for child and adolescent 

externalizing behaviours. Parents may become increasingly less knowledgeable 

of their children’s externalizing behaviours as children grow older. The use of 

parent reports may have particularly underestimated the degree to which 

children increase in rule-breaking behaviours over time. However, the relations 

between externalizing behaviour and parenting were consistent with theory and 

with empirical evidence of studies that used adolescent reports of externalizing 

behaviours (e.g., Galambos, Barker, & Almeida, 2003; Reitz, Deković, & Meijer, 

2006). Moreover, in the one study in which we were able to use adolescent 

reports of externalizing behaviours (Chapter 5), we found similar results for 

adolescent reports as for mother’s reports of externalizing behaviours. Given the 

fact that using parents’ reports of externalizing may underestimate the increase 

in rule-breaking behaviours also implies that the increase in rule-breaking 

behaviours that we found, as well as interrelations between externalizing and 

parenting are, if anything, conservative estimates. Nevertheless, we encourage 

researchers to use adolescent self-reports of externalizing behaviours or, to 

warrant the continued use of multi-informant data, researchers could use peer-

ratings of adolescent externalizing behaviours.  
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Second, in this dissertation we mostly focused on two types of parenting 

behaviours (but see Chapter 6), which fall into the typology of dysfunctional 

behavioural control (overreactivity) and support (warmth). However, researchers 

have suggested a third parenting dimension; psychological control and future 

research should include psychological control to offer a full understanding of 

relations between parenting and externalizing behaviours. Moreover, different 

parenting behaviours may interact and as such, together predict externalizing 

behaviours. For example, parental overreactivity may be related only to more 

externalizing behaviours if the overall family climate is unsupportive. Thus, 

researchers could include interactions between parenting behaviours in their 

explanation and prediction of child externalizing behaviour.  

Third, we examined the development of externalizing behaviours in a 

nonclinical sample of adolescents. The prevalence of externalizing behaviours is 

therefore, per definition, lower than in clinical samples and results from this 

study cannot be directly generalized to clinical populations. However, our results 

are applicable to the vast majority of children and adolescents and the study of a 

representative general population sample over time enables researchers to 

determine the typical course of childhood problems (Sroufe, 1997). Nevertheless, 

we urge researchers to consider how child personality and parenting may be 

related to externalizing behaviours in at-risk samples or in clinical samples. As 

such, inclusive and generalizable knowledge can be obtained about relations 

between child personality, parenting and externalizing behaviours.  

The fourth limitation concerns causality. Because we relied on 

correlational data, we cannot rule out the possibility that third variables affected 

interrelations between the constructs. The longitudinal design does satisfy one 

requisite for drawing causal conclusions, namely, temporal precedence. 

Nevertheless, we suggest that future research builds upon the work in this 

dissertation, by using an experimental approach to rigorously test directions of 

effects between personality, parenting and externalizing behaviours. 

Fifth, we examined relations between externalizing behaviours and 

individual (child personality) and contextual (parent personality, parenting 
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behaviours) risk factors. Other risk factors (e.g., genes, peers, neighbourhood, 

culture) are however also important for externalizing behaviours. Moreover, such 

risk factors may interact with child personality or parenting in the prediction of 

externalizing behaviours. We suggest that an especially fruitful approach to 

studying the development of externalizing behaviours combines risk factors from 

several levels.  

Last, the time periods between assessment in our study were rather long 

(2 to 3 years). Assessing people two to three years apart has the advantage that 

the risk of repetition effects is substantially reduced and allows for an 

examination of long-term longitudinal development. However, interrelations 

between child development and parenting are considered to be processes of 

continuously ongoing, bidirectional processes of interaction (e.g., Belsky, 1997; 

Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Granic & Patterson, 2006; Sameroff, 1995; Sameroff & 

MacKenzie, 2003). Future research could, for example, examine how child and 

parent personality characteristics affect their moment-to-moment interactions or 

investigate whether child personality characteristics moderate relations between 

such microsocial parent-child interactions and externalizing behaviours.  

 

10.6. General Conclusion 

The aim of this dissertation was to examine how aggressive and rule-breaking 

behaviours develop between ages 6 and 17 years, to what extent individual-level 

factors (child personality) and proximal contextual factors (parent personality, 

parenting behaviour) may help to explain their development, and how the 

development of these risk factors can be described and explained. At the end of 

this general discussion, we identify some important results.  

Our studies extend the knowledge on the development of externalizing 

behaviours and of parenting in three important ways. First, we disentangled 

initial levels from changes over time and were thus able to show that children 

who show higher initial levels of externalizing behaviours, are also likely to 

decrease less (/increase more) in externalizing behaviours between childhood 

and adolescence. Similarly, parents who showed higher overreactivity at child 
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age nine years decreased less in overreactivity over time, and parents who 

initially showed lower warmth decreased more in warmth over time. In other 

words, those children and parents who are at risk for externalizing behaviours or 

maladaptive parenting when children are still young, are also more likely to stay 

at risk when children transition to adolescence.  

Second, we highlight some results regarding the interrelated 

development of externalizing and of parenting. We repeatedly found evidence of 

detrimental effects of overreactive discipline and buffering effects of warmth on 

externalizing behaviours, thus indicating that overreactive discipline and warmth 

are important family-level risk and protective factors. These two types of 

parenting had lasting effects, shaping the ways in which children change in 

aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours across time-periods of up to ten years. 

These results suggest that targeting these two types of parenting from an early 

age on may have enduring positive effects on child and adolescent development. 

A third important finding of this dissertation entails the result that child 

personality is a crucial individual-level factor that shapes the development of 

externalizing behaviours. Levels of child personality characteristics were related 

to the development of externalizing behaviours across ten years and conversely, 

child personality development across nine years was related to levels of 

externalizing behaviours. Child personality was not only directly related to 

externalizing behaviours, but also shaped externalizing behaviours through their 

impact on parenting. Child personality further shaped the way in which 

parenting was related to externalizing behaviour. Our results thus show that 

taking into account both contextual and individual-level factors may 

substantially improve our understanding of the development of childhood and 

adolescence externalizing behaviours, and an individual-level factor that may be 

particularly important in our understanding of child development is child 

personality.  

A fourth issue we want to point out here regards the importance of child-

driven and parent-driven effects for the explanation of parenting. Parents’ own 

personality may be particularly important in explaining dysfunctional discipline, 
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but parents’ and children’s personality may be similarly important for warmth. 

The associations between parent and child personality characteristics and 

parenting were similar for mothers and fathers parenting sons and daughters, 

and for parents of ‘difficult’ versus ‘easy’ adolescents, which indicates that 

personality characteristics themselves are important for the explanation of  

parenting. 

A fifth finding that we want to stress here, regards the findings that child 

aggression was related to parental competence and closeness and parental 

personality was related to parental competence; competence and closeness were 

in turn related to parenting. These results together suggest that parent-child 

closeness and parental self-perceived competence are important mediating 

mechanisms which explain why child behaviour and parental personality are 

related to later parenting. These studies substantially increase the knowledge 

base on why parents parent the way they do. They show, likely for the first time, 

that parent-child closeness and parental sense of competence may be crucial in 

our understanding of parenting, and to understand why parents feel competent 

or close to their child, we need to take into account both child-driven and parent-

driven factors. 

In conclusion, this dissertation showed that children decrease in 

aggression and increase in rule-breaking behaviors, but they also showed that 

children differ in their rates of change. Differences between children are 

attributable to how parents’ behaviours change as children transition from 

childhood to adolescence and to fully understand the interrelated development 

of externalizing and of parenting, we need to consider both parent-driven and 

child-driven effects. Child personality has an essential role in the development of 

externalizing behaviours, by shaping child externalizing behaviours directly, but 

also by evoking parenting and by affecting how parenting is related to 

externalizing behaviours. In sum, this dissertation adds substantially to our 

understanding of how and why children change in externalizing behaviours 

during the transition from childhood to adolescence. 
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This dissertation examined how externalizing (aggressive, rule-breaking) 

behaviours develop from childhood to adolescence, to what extent individual-

level factors (child personality) and proximal contextual factors (parent 

personality, parenting behaviour) may help to explain their development, and 

how the development of these risk factors can be described and explained. Our 

discussion of the results is guided by three general issues: (1) The interrelated 

development of externalizing behaviours and of parenting from childhood to 

adolescence; (2) The role of child personality in externalizing behaviours, and; (3) 

Child-driven and parent-driven effects in the explanation of parenting. Across 

the chapters, special consideration was paid to dynamics of development, to 

mediation (“why?”), to moderation (“for whom?”), and to interindividual and 

cross-gender differences. 

 The results of this dissertation are based on a large-scale, longitudinal 

study about externalizing behaviours, parenting, and parent and child 

personality characteristics (Flemish Study on Parenting, Personality, and 

Development). Mothers, fathers, teachers, and children filled out questionnaire 

for up to six times (1999, 2000, 2001, 2004, 2007, and 2009). Further, data was used 

of a South Korean study, for which mothers of young children filled out 

questionnaires about their personality characteristics, parenting, and feelings of 

parental competence. 

 The results of the studies showed that children overall decrease in 

aggression and increase in rule-breaking behaviours as they grow older. Parents 

on average decreased in overreactive discipline and warmth as their children 

transitioned to adolescence. However, children and parents differed in their rates 

of changes in their behaviours, and the extent to which children and parents 

change could be partly explained by the initial levels in the respective behaviours 

when children were still young. More specifically, we found that if children or 

parents showed more externalizing behaviours or overreactive discipline, they 

decreased less in externalizing and overreactive behaviours over time. Parents, 

who exhibited less warmth initially, decreased more in warmth over time. In 

other words, our results suggest that children and parents who are at risk of 
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displaying maladaptive (externalizing or parenting) behaviours when children 

are still young, remain more at risk of displaying these behaviours as children 

grow older. 

 Further, we found that overreactive and warm parenting in childhood 

were related to changes in externalizing behaviours from childhood to 

adolescence. Interventions that target overreactivity and (low) warmth already in 

childhood may thus have lasting positive effects on children’s behaviours. 

 More than parenting, however, child personality characteristics may 

explain why children change in certain ways in their externalizing behaviours. 

First, personality was related directly to the development of externalizing 

behaviours across ten years. Second, personality of children was related to later 

parenting, which in turn was related to externalizing behaviours. Third, child 

personality characteristics shaped the ways in which overreactive discipline was 

related to the development of externalizing behaviours. These results indicate 

that taking into account both individual child characteristics and parenting 

behaviours may substantially improve our understanding of externalizing 

behaviors. Moreover, these results suggest that child personality characteristics 

may play a crucial role in the development of externalizing behaviours. 

 At the one hand, the aim of this dissertation was to gain better 

understanding of externalizing behaviours. At the other hand, we aimed to better 

understand parenting behaviours. The results showed that parents’ personality 

characteristics were more important for overreactive discipline than child 

characteristics were. However, parent and child personality characteristics were 

similarly important in explaining warmth. The ways in which parent personality 

characteristics were related to parenting was similar for mothers and fathers, 

parenting sons or daughters, and for South Korean mothers of toddlers and 

Belgian mothers of adolescents. These results together indicate that personality 

itself may best explain why parents parent the way they do. 

 Additionally, we found that child aggression and parent personality 

characteristics were related to parental feelings of competence and closeness to 

their child, which in turn were associated with overreactive and warm parenting. 
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Feelings of competence and closeness are suggested to be important mechanisms 

that explain why child behaviours and parent personality characteristics are 

related to parenting. Overall, these results indicate that to gain thorough 

knowledge of why parents parent the way they do, both child and parent effects 

should be taken into account. 

 To summarize, this dissertation showed that children decrease in 

aggression and increase in rule-breaking behaviours from childhood to 

adolescence, but also, that children differ in their rates of change. These 

differences between children can to a large extent be explained by the 

development of parenting behaviours as children transition into adolescence. 

Child personality characteristics play an essential role in the development of 

externalizing behaviours, both directly as in concert with parenting behaviours. 

These results add in important aspects to existing knowledge about how and 

why children change in aggressive and rule-breaking behaviours in the 

transitional period between childhood and adolescence. 
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In deze dissertatie is onderzocht hoe externaliserend (agressief en 

regeloverschrijdend) probleemgedrag zich ontwikkelt van de kindertijd tot in de 

adolescentie. Tevens is onderzocht in hoeverre individuele factoren 

(persoonlijkheidskenmerken van kinderen) en contextuele factoren 

(persoonlijkheid van ouder, opvoedgedrag) de ontwikkeling van externaliserend 

gedrag kunnen verklaren. Ten derde is bestudeerd hoe deze risicofactoren 

(persoonlijkheidskenmerken van kind en ouder, opvoedgedrag) zich 

ontwikkelen en verklaard kunnen worden. Onze resultaten zijn geordend aan de 

hand van drie algemene punten: (1) de gerelateerde ontwikkeling van 

externaliserend gedrag en opvoedgedrag; (2) de rol van persoonlijkheid van 

kinderen in externaliserend gedrag, en; (3) effecten van factoren in het kind en 

factoren in de ouder op opvoedgedrag. In het gehele proefschrift is tevens 

speciale aandacht besteed aan ontwikkelingsdynamiek, aan mediatie 

(“waarom?”), aan moderatie (“voor wie?”), en aan inter-individuele en 

sekseverschillen. 

In dit proefschrift is gebruik gemaakt van een grootschalige, langdurige 

studie over externaliserend gedrag, opvoedgedrag, en 

persoonlijkheidskenmerken van ouders en kinderen (Flemish Study on 

Parenting, Personality, and Development). In deze studie hebben moeders, 

vaders, leerkrachten, en kinderen gedurende tien jaar maximaal zes keer 

vragenlijsten ingevuld (1999, 2000, 2001, 2004, 2007, en 2009). Verder is gebruik 

gemaakt van data van een Zuid-Koreaanse studie, waarbij moeders van jonge 

kinderen vragenlijsten hebben ingevuld over hun persoonlijkheid, 

opvoedgedrag, en gevoelens van competentie. 

De resultaten van deze studies toonden aan dat kinderen in het algemeen 

minder agressief gedrag en meer regeloverschrijdend gedrag gaan vertonen 

wanneer zij ouder worden. Ouders vertonen over het algemeen minder 

overreactief opvoedgedrag en minder warmte naarmate hun kinderen ouder 

worden. De mate waarin kinderen en ouders veranderden was echter niet voor 

iedereen gelijk, en de mate waarin kinderen en ouders in hun gedrag veranderen 

werd deels verklaard door het gedrag dat kinderen en ouders vertonen wanneer 
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kinderen nog jong zijn. We vonden, meer specifiek, dat wanneer kinderen en 

ouders die op een eerste moment meer externaliserend gedrag of overreactiviteit 

vertoonden, zij minder daalden in externaliserend en overreactief gedrag door de 

tijd heen. Ouders die op een eerste moment minder warmte vertoonden daalden 

sterker in warmte door de tijd heen. Met andere woorden, onze resultaten 

suggereren dat kinderen en ouders die vroeg risico lopen op maladaptief 

(externaliserend of opvoed) gedrag, tevens verhoogd risico lopen deze 

gedragingen te blijven vertonen wanneer kinderen ouder worden. 

Verder vonden we dat overreactief en warm opvoedgedrag in de 

kindertijd gerelateerd waren aan de ontwikkeling van externaliserend gedrag 

tussen de kindertijd en de adolescentie. Interventies waarin overreactiviteit en 

warmte van ouders al tijdens de kindertijd worden behandeld, hebben mogelijk 

langdurig positieve effecten op het gedrag van kinderen.  

Echter, nog meer dan opvoedgedrag bleken persoonlijkheidskenmerken 

van kinderen te kunnen verklaren waarom kinderen op een bepaalde manier 

veranderen in externaliserend gedrag. Ten eerste was de persoonlijkheid van 

kinderen gerelateerd aan de ontwikkeling van externaliserend gedrag gedurende 

tien jaar. Ten tweede was de persoonlijkheid van kinderen gerelateerd aan later 

opvoedgedrag; dit opvoedgedrag was weer geassocieerd met externaliserend 

gedrag. Ten derde vormden de persoonlijkheidskenmerken van kinderen de 

manier waarop opvoedgedrag aan externaliserend gedrag was gerelateerd. Deze 

resultaten laten zien dat wanneer rekening wordt gehouden met zowel 

individuele kindkenmerken als opvoedgedrag, het begrip van externaliserend 

gedrag substantieel verbeterd kan worden. Meer in het algemeen laten deze 

resultaten zien dat persoonlijkheidskenmerken van kinderen een onmisbare rol 

spelen in de ontwikkeling van externaliserend gedrag. 

Dit proefschrift had enerzijds tot doel een beter begrip van externaliserend 

gedrag te verkrijgen. Anderzijds was het doel het begrip van opvoedgedrag te 

verbeteren. Resultaten lieten zien dat de persoonlijkheid van ouders belangrijker 

was dan de persoonlijkheid van kinderen voor overreactief opvoedgedrag. De 

persoonlijkheid van ouders en van kinderen waren echter ongeveer even 
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belangrijk voor warmte. De manier waarop de persoonlijkheid van ouders en 

kinderen gerelateerd waren aan opvoedgedrag was gelijk voor zowel moeders 

als vaders van zoons en dochters, en voor zowel Koreaanse moeders van jonge 

kinderen als voor Belgische moeders van adolescenten. Samen suggereren deze 

resultaten dat vooral persoonlijkheid zelf verklaart waarom ouders op een 

bepaalde manier opvoeden. 

Verder vonden we dat agressie van kinderen en de persoonlijkheid van 

ouders gerelateerd waren aan gevoelens van competentie en hechting bij ouders. 

Deze gevoelens van competentie en hechting waren weer gerelateerd aan 

overreactief en warm opvoedgedrag. Gevoelens van hechting en ouderlijke 

competentie lijken dus belangrijke mechanismen zijn die verklaren waarom 

gedrag van kinderen en de persoonlijkheid van ouders gerelateerd zijn aan 

opvoedgedrag. Meer in het algemeen suggereren deze resultaten dat een goed 

begrip van waarom ouders opvoeden zoals ze opvoeden, vereist dat we rekening 

houden met zowel effecten van kinderen als van ouders. 

Samenvattend laat dit proefschrift zien dat kinderen minder agressie en 

meer regeloverschrijdend gedrag vertonen vanaf de kindertijd tot in de 

adolescentie, maar ook, dat kinderen verschillen in de mate waarin zij 

veranderen. Deze verschillen tussen kinderen kunnen in belangrijke mate 

worden toegeschreven aan hoe opvoedgedrag verandert wanneer kinderen in de 

adolescentie komen. De persoonlijkheid van kinderen speelt een essentiële rol in 

de ontwikkeling van externaliserend gedrag, zowel direct als in samenspel met 

opvoeding. Deze resultaten dragen in belangrijke mate bij aan ons begrip van hoe 

en waarom kinderen veranderen in agressief en regeloverschrijdend gedrag in de 

overgangsperiode tussen de kindertijd en de adolescentie. 
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korte periode van correlaties naar een theoretisch sterk artikel zijn gegaan. Ik 

hoop dat we dit nog vaak mogen herhalen! 

Rick, I want to thank you and Simona for your hospitality during my 

working visit at UC, Davis. It was a special experience, to be abroad for four 

months in such a beautiful town and to be welcomed by such great people. 

Thanks for having me visit, and I hope that we will meet often in the future! 

 Janneke en Mette, lieve vriendinnen van me, ik ben zo blij met jullie. We 

hebben al veel samen meegemaakt! Mette, wij leerden elkaar ooit kennen toen jij 

en ik samen bij Keuzekamp werkten, maar al snel werden wij meer dan collega’s. 

Wat hebben we altijd veel lol, maar ook serieuze gesprekken. Dank je dat je mijn 

vriendin bent! 
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Janneke, met jou heb ik ooit de eerste stappen in de sociale wetenschappen 

gezet. Nu, alweer negen jaar later, doen we allebei onderzoek, hebben onze eigen 

huisjes, zijn helemaal volwassen. Met jou deel ik mijn liefde voor fotografie. Jij 

ook bedankt dat je altijd een luisterend oor biedt, en op de juiste momenten 

chocolade meeneemt...! 

 Markus, broer, dankjewel dat je altijd voor me klaarstaat. We hebben 

zoveel samen meegemaakt en ik vind het enorm bijzonder dat we ook nu we 

volwassen zijn deel zijn van elkaars leven. Ik ben zo blij met jou als broer en meer 

nog, als goede vriend! Harold en Corine, lieverds, ook met jullie ben ik zo blij! 

Harold, het valt me altijd weer op hoeveel wij toch op elkaar lijken, en het is 

geweldig te zien hoe jij de dingen in je leven aanpakt. Corine, je bent veel meer 

een zus dan een schoonzus voor mij. Ik ken je al meer dan de helft van mijn leven 

en je bent altijd zo lief, verstandig, en zorgzaam. Clarissa, lieve lieve zus van me, 

ook jou wil ik nog speciaal noemen. Toen jij uit huis ging was ik acht jaar, en ik 

weet nog altijd hoe je me verwende als ik bij je ging logeren, eerst in 

Leeuwarden, later in Duitsland, nog weer later in Almere. Je bent een geweldig 

mens, zo zorgzaam en lief en, heel anders dan ik, ook zo heerlijk rustig! Toen ik 

in Californië zat heb jij me daar opgezocht, onze vakantie toen was helemaal 

geweldig! Wat hebben we gerelaxt en genoten! 

Papa en mama, als laatste wil ik jullie bedanken. Papa, jouw goede 

adviezen en suggesties zal ik altijd bij me blijven dragen. Ik zal nooit vergeten 

hoe jij altijd zei dat je je kinderen niet zozeer wilde opvoeden, maar begeleiden 

naar de volwassenheid; het citaat in dit proefschrift komt van Anne Frank, maar 

is door jou geïnspireerd. Ik mis je en zal altijd van je blijven houden! Mama, 

bedankt dat je er altijd voor ons, je kinderen, bent. Zelfs op de moeilijkste 

momenten zet jij door, jouw doorzettingsvermogen is zo inspirerend! Je liefde en 

de manier waarop je je kinderen op de eerste plaats zet, zijn een groot voorbeeld 

en enorm bijzonder. Nu zijn je kinderen allemaal volwassen, maar nog steeds 

geef je ons meer dan ik dacht dat één persoon kon geven. Je jongste dochter gaat 

vandaag promoveren, en ik ben zo ontzettend blij dat jij er vandaag bij bent. 

Mama, dit proefschrift is ook jouw prestatie! 
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