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Parental mind-mindedness (MM)—defined as the propensity to view children as mental agents with their own
thoughts, feelings, and intentions—is thought to shape parental behavior and affect, which are also impacted
by family adversity. However, little is known about whether associations betweenMM, parenting, and family
adversity generalize across cultural contexts. This study aimed to both address this question, and to also
consider whether parental MM attenuates associations between family adversity and parenting behavior/
affect. Across three sites (England, Hong Kong, mainland China), 832 parent–child dyads (Mchild age =
5.18 years; SD= 0.52) were observed remotely in a shared drawing task, with video-footage coded for parental
behavior and affect. Parental MM was assessed from transcripts of parents’ descriptions of their child. Our
index of family adversity comprised indicators of socioeconomic status, parental mental health, negative life
events, and COVID-19 related stress. Using a single-study meta-analysis design, we found across-site
generalizability of associations between parenting aspects and (a) MM (summary estimate = 0.13) and (b)
family adversity (summary estimate = −0.16). By contrast, the predicted effect of MM in attenuating
associations between family adversity and parenting was only partially supported. That is, the association
between family adversity and parental negative affect was attenuated in the context of high MM in mainland
China (but not in England or Hong Kong). For parenting behavior and affect, findings indicate both cultural
similarities and contrasts and are discussed within the framework of “universality without uniformity”models.
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Mind-mindedness (MM), namely parents’ propensity to view
children as mental agents with their own thoughts, feelings, and
intentions (Meins et al., 1998), is an important part of parental
mentalizing. MM provides an index of parents’ sensitivity to
attunement with their children’s mental states (Garon-Bissonnette
et al., 2025) and can be assessed via ratings of attuned mentalistic

comments during caregiver–infant interactions (Meins et al., 2003) or
via transcripts of parents describing their child (Meins & Fernyhough,
2015). Cross-cultural studies have indicated significant differences in
average levels of both interactive MM (parents’ attuned mentalistic
comments during caregiver–child interactions; Dai et al., 2020) and
representational MM (parents’ mental descriptions of their child;
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Fujita & Hughes, 2021; Hughes et al., 2018). For each of these
measures, however, it is not clear whether the associationwith aspects
of parenting is similar across cultures.
To address this gap, the present study draws on literature related to

the 5-min speech sample (FMSS; Magaña et al., 1986), which de-
monstrates that, across different age groups, ratings of expressed
emotion in parental descriptions of their child are consistently related
to the affective quality of parent–child interactions (for a systematic
review, see Weston et al., 2017). Although these studies do not
directly assess links between mentalizing and parenting behaviors,
findings from studies utilizing the “mind-mindedness interview”
(Meins et al., 1998) suggest that parents’ free-form descriptions of
their child can be used to index mentalizing (e.g., Devine & Hughes,
2019). A key aim of this study was to counter the lack of cultural
diversity within existing study samples (88% studies cited byWeston
and colleagues involved Western, White families) by examining
mentalizingwithin the FMSS in relation to remotely observed parent–
child interactions across three culturally distinct sites—England,
Hong Kong, and mainland China. Notably, while Hong Kong
remains deeply rooted in Confucian traditions shared with mainland
China, it is more westernized than many of its geographical
neighbors, not least because the 1984 Sino-British agreement
enshrined the 50-year preservation of British-style economic and
social systems.
Parenting is a complex construct, shaped by multiple factors

in the family ecological context. These include distal factors, such as
parental income, education, occupation, and social status, as well
as proximal factors, such as parental mental health/well-being,
and knowledge/beliefs (Roubinov & Boyce, 2017). Family
adversities such as low socioeconomic status (SES) and poor
parental mental health/well-being impacts family functioning and
parenting quality, leading to heightened stress and conflict,
hostile and harsh parenting and compromised child outcomes
(Bornstein et al., 2018). Capitalizing on our large sample size

(n = 832), our second study goal was to assess the across-site
consistency in associations between family adversity and observed
parenting.

Positive parenting practices have been shown to attenuate asso-
ciations between risk factors and negative child outcomes (Lansford,
2022). As such, a central challenge within intervention science is to
elucidate exactly how parentingmightmitigate the effects of exposure
to family adversity. Previous work has shown that changing how
parents view their child provides an effective means of promoting
optimal parenting practices (Bornstein et al., 2018). Thus, our third
study goal was to investigate whether high parental MM attenuates
the expected association between family adversity and negative
parenting behavior and affect. Note that these two key elements of
observed parenting quality capture distinct but related dimensions
reflected in daily parent–child interactions. Below, we provide the
background to our three study goals.

Are Links Between Parental MM and Observed
Parenting Similar Across Sites?

Originally developed for use in clinical studies (Magaña et al.,
1986), the FMSS paradigm has become widely used within family
research. It provides a simple and effective means of capturing
parents’ thoughts and feelings about their children (for a review, see
Sher-Censor, 2015). As noted earlier, developmentally stable as-
sociations between FMSS measures of parents’ expressed emotion
and direct observational ratings of parent–child interaction quality
support the validity of this approach. Following the adoption of the
FMSS within the developmental literature, researchers have gone
beyond the original focus on the affective quality of parent–child
relationships to apply parental descriptions of children to evaluate
narrative coherence (e.g., Sher-Censor & Yates, 2015), family
affective attitudes (Bullock & Dishion, 2007), and of particular
relevance to the present study, aspects of parental mentalizing (e.g.,
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reflective functioning, Adkins et al., 2018; mind-mindedness,
Hughes et al., 2018).
Using the mind-mindedness interview (Meins et al, 1998) and

modified versions of Meins & Fernyhough, 2015 coding scheme,
studies with 4-year-olds conducted in the United States and Australia
have reported positive associations between representational MMand
parents’ sensitivity (McMahon & Meins, 2012), interactional
attunement (Lundy, 2013), autonomy support (Lundy & Fyfe, 2016),
and reduced observed hostility (Lok & McMahon, 2006). However,
in a recent study of Danish 6-year-olds, representational MM—

indexed by parents’ free-text descriptions of children (coded ac-
cording to Meins & Fernyhough, 2015), was unrelated to parents’
acknowledging behaviors and was only associated with parents’ use
of mental state talk amongmore educated parents (Svane et al., 2024).
This contrast suggests that relations between representational MM
and parenting behaviors may be culturally specific, confirming the
need (identified in a review of this field conducted by McMahon &
Bernier, 2017) for researchers to expand the geographical and cultural
scope of MM research.
Further to this, parenting can take on different forms and func-

tions across distinct cultural contexts—and different forms can also
serve the same function (Lansford, 2022). Consistent with a
“universality without uniformity” model of parenting (Bornstein,
2012), key psychological processes appear to have both universal
and context-specific features. For example, a survey of 751 mothers
from 26 cultural groups in 15 countries (with children aged 6months
to 6 years) demonstrated that while sensitivity and responsiveness
are universally viewed as ideal parental qualities, the strength of this
belief varied with contextual factors (e.g., parental education, rural
vs. urban residence; Mesman et al, 2016). Likewise, although ex-
periences of autonomy and relatedness hold similar functional
importance for child development across contexts, the nature of
parental support for children’s autonomy and relatedness may vary
in expression across sites (Soenens et al., 2015).
Given the culturally embedded processes of parenting and the

importance of capturing how such processes unfold in real time, our use
of a novel online observational tool to capture parent–child interaction
during a goal-directed drawing task (the Etch-a-Sketch Online; Oliver
& Pike, 2021) is notable for two reasons. First, direct observations
circumvent well-documented limitations of self-report/questionnaire
measures of parenting quality, such as social desirability bias and the
inability of such measures to capture nonconscious processes or
moment-to-moment dynamics (King & Bruner, 2000). As highlighted
above, this is particularly salient when examining parenting across
cultural contexts, as normative practices may differ substantially and
yet not be fully articulated or endorsed by parents themselves
(Lansford, 2022). Second, although widely regarded as the “gold
standard” assessment of parent–child interactions, logistical demands
(e.g., travel for lab/home visits) make it difficult to apply observational
methods at scale. By obviating these challenges, the online interaction
drawing task enabled us to assess whether representational MM
showed similar associations with direct observational ratings of par-
enting behavior/affect across three culturally distinct sites.

Family Adversity and Parenting: Are Associations
Similar Across Sites?

Existing literature supports the need to consider multiple di-
mensions of family adversity in relation to parenting. For example,

findings from large national studies such as the Millennium Cohort
Study challenge traditional deficit-based views of the association
between family income and parenting (Cooper, 2021). Rather than
forming a discrete group characterized by economic disadvantage
and poor parenting, responses from 14,595 parents of 5-year-olds
indicated that parenting behaviors varied across a broad socio-
economic gradient, with some low-income mothers demonstrating
more positive parenting practices than their middle-income coun-
terparts. A related strand of research shows that caregiving quality
moderates the association between poverty and child outcomes
(Smith & Mazure, 2021) and is often shaped by parental mental
health and access to social support. While parenting under condi-
tions of stress or scarcity may affect children’s development, risks
can be mitigated by protective factors like social networks or
parental education. A large-scale survey study in Uganda involving
4,874 mother–child dyads (Mage = 47.7 months) demonstrated
positive causal effects of maternal education on parenting quality,
with increased schooling linked to greater maternal involvement in
home learning activities and reduced use of harsh discipline
(Cuartas, 2022).

Contemporary evidence also implicates a wide range of psycho-
social and situational influences on parenting. In particular, the
COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the impact of chronic stress on
family functioning (Achterberg et al., 2021). Recent work linked
increased parental stress, economic hardship, and social isolation to a
heightened risk of harsh parenting across different countries and
contexts (Calvano et al., 2022). Drawing on family stress theory
(Patterson, 2002), pandemic-related disruptions have been concep-
tualized as part of a cascading risk process in which demands exceed
available resources, contributing to the accumulation of stress across
family systems. Taken together, these findings emphasize the need to
examine influences on parenting within a broader ecological frame-
work. The present study built on this work by examining parenting
within the context of both structural and situational stressors, including
those linked to the COVID-19 pandemic. We constructed a multi-
dimensional family adversity index including parent education,
subjective social standing, psychological distress, depression, anxiety,
negative life events, and COVID-related stress. Our second goal was
to examine the across-site universality of an aggregate of distal and
proximal influences on parenting behavior and affect.

Does MM Attenuate the Association Between Family
Adversity and Parenting?

Despite evidence that MM underpins sensitive caregiving
(McMahon & Bernier, 2017), relatively few studies have examined
MM as a potential moderator of the link between family adversity
and observed parenting. This is a critical omission, as studies of
young children exposed to early life adversity show that greater
caregiving sensitivity leads to improved child outcomes (Miller-
Graff et al., 2020). Further, parental stress is consistently linked to
lower levels of parenting sensitivity (McMahon & Meins, 2012).
Importantly, even in the absence of overtly negative parenting
behaviors, heightened stress can influence children indirectly, via
the emotional climate of the home or through children’s observation
of parents’ dysregulated affect (Morris et al., 2017). These findings
suggest that both distal and proximal family risk factors, such as low
SES and parental depression, increase the likelihood that children
may be exposed to forms of threat to their development or
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deprivation of resources, while sensitive caregiving may mitigate
these risks.
Empirical support for this theoretical model of MM as a mod-

erator comes from longitudinal studies of MM, which have shown
significant buffering effects in the context of family adversity. In a
study of 171 families, maternal MM in infancy predicted fewer child
behavioral difficulties at ages 3 and 5, with effects particularly
evident in families experiencing low SES (Meins et al., 2013). In a
British sample of 206 families, appropriate mind-related comments
at 8 months predicted children’s reading and mathematics attain-
ment at ages 7 and 11, but only among families from low-SES
backgrounds (Meins et al., 2019). In another British sample of 116
children tracked from ages 6 to 12, maternal MM predicted reduced
disruptive behavior in preadolescence, even after accounting for
maternal positivity and family adversity (Hughes et al., 2017). Yet
few studies have examined whether MM moderates the effect of
adversity on observable parenting behavior and affect during
parent–child interactions—this was the third aim of the pres-
ent study.

The Present Study

To our knowledge, the present study is the first to examine
parental speech samples alongside direct observations of parent–
child dyads across more than two sites. To go beyond the simple
east–west binary model that is prevalent in cross-cultural research,
we applied a single-paper meta-analytic design to compare the
magnitude of associations between representational MM and
observed parenting across three sites. This approach provides an
efficient means of summarizing information to examine cross-site
effects (McShane &Böckenholt, 2017).We hypothesized that direct
observational measures of parenting behavior/affect would, across
the three sites (England, Hong Kong, mainland China), show
similar: (a) positive associations with MM and (b) negative asso-
ciations with family adversity. We also hypothesized that the
association between family adversity and parenting behavior/affect
would be attenuated in the context of high parental MM.

Method

Participants

We report how we determined our sample size, all data exclusions
(if any), all manipulations, and all study measures. Participants were
recruited through the community, social media, and schools in
England, Hong Kong, and mainland China. A total of 895 parent–
dyads completed both the FMSS and the online interactive drawing
task.We excluded 63 parent–child dyads from our final analyses based
on predetermined criteria. This included confirmed or suspected
developmental delay (n = 27) or inconsistent parent participation (n =
28). Parent–child dyads were also excluded on the basis of task dis-
ruptions due to either technical difficulties (n = 2) or human inter-
ference (n = 6; e.g., interruption by another sibling or family member
during tasks). The final sample size was 832, including 245 English
parent–child dyads, 256 Hong Kong dyads, and 331 mainland Chinese
dyads (for full demographic information, see Table 1). The three
subsamples were matched in child gender composition, χ2(2) = 1.48,
p = .478; but differed in child age, F(2, 807) = 38.48, p < .001; parent
age, F(2, 792) = 58.99, p < .001; and parent gender composition,

χ2(2) = 9.18, p = .010. Child and parent demographics (age and
gender) were therefore included as covariates in our analyses.

Procedure

The study design was preregistered (https://osf.io/4tg5a; Heng et
al., 2025). Data were drawn from a larger research project in which
remote visits (via Zoom or Tencent Meeting) took place between
June 2021 and December 2022 in England, Hong Kong, and
mainland China. Using collaborative and iterative translation
methods to maintain conceptual equivalence, bilingual researchers
translated the study measures into Cantonese and Mandarin
Chinese. All procedures received approval from the Research Ethics
Committees at the University of Cambridge, University of
Birmingham, and Tsinghua University. During an initial interview,
parental consent was obtained, and parents completed the FMSS
(Magaña et al., 1986) and a demographic survey. All interviews
were recorded for later transcription and coding. In a second session,
parents and children completed the online interactive drawing task
(Oliver & Pike, 2021) and other assessments of children’s cognitive,
behavioral, and social skills (not reported in the present study),
lasting 45–60 min. Recordings of the drawing task were double-
coded for parenting behavior and affect by graduate researchers
trained in the parent–child interaction system (Deater-Deckard et
al., 1997).

Measures

Parental Mind-Mindedness

Parents were given 5 min to describe their child and how they get
along, using their native language. Specifically, parents were told

I’d like to hear your thoughts and feelings about [CHILD], in your own
words. When I ask you to begin, I’d like you to speak for five minutes,
tellingmewhat kind of a person [CHILD] is and how the both of you get
along. I won’t interrupt you except to tell you when time is up.

If parents stopped speaking before the 5-min point, they were given
a standardized prompt: “You have another X minutes. Can you say
anything else about [CHILD]?” Across sites, these speech samples
were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, anonymized, and coded
for MM (Meins & Fernyhough, 2015). This protocol differs in a
minor respect from the MM interview coding procedure, in which
this standardized prompt is omitted in the parent has already pro-
vided an extensive answer. To verify that this deviation did not lead
to inflated scores, we reviewed 20% (n = 170) and showed that only
a minority of these (n = 38) elicited further speech from parents;
parents typically reported nothing further to say, and just three tran-
scripts included postpromptmentalistic descriptions. Coding ruleswere
identical across sites and conducted by researchers who were native
speakers of each language. Then, all child-focused attributes were
coded as either mental (e.g., including cognitions, emotions, desires,
such as “she is a joyful child” or “he loves solving puzzles”) or
nonmental (e.g., including general descriptors or physical and
behavioral attributes such as “she’s very tall” or “he’s 5 years old”).
Exact repetitions were counted only once toward the frequency of
mental or nonmental attributes. To control for variation in parental
fluency or verbosity, we calculated proportion scores by dividing the
number of mental attributes by the total number of child-focused
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attributes. The proportion scores in this study resemble those reported
by previous empirical work using the FMSS (e.g., Fujita & Hughes,
2021; McMahon & Meins, 2012). Across all sites, we established
interrater reliability by double-coding a random subset of 20% of the
English transcripts (n = 49) and 30% of transcripts from the Hong
Kong (n = 77) and mainland Chinese samples (n = 100; the higher
percentage in the latter two sites was for training purposes). Intraclass
correlations (ICC) were significant, all ps < .001, indicating good
interrater reliability (England: ICCmental > .70; ICCnonmental > .70;
Hong Kong: ICCmental > .90, ICCnonmental > .90; mainland China:
ICCmental > .80, ICCnonmental > .80).

Observed Parenting

Parents were observed interacting with their children using an
online drawing task (Etch-a-Sketch Online; Oliver & Pike, 2021),
which has been previously examined for face, convergent and
predictive validity with a similar age group.Mirroring the traditional
interface of the Etch-a-Sketch task where one controls a dial to draw
horizontal lines and another dial for vertical lines, the online version
requires players to press the keyboard buttons “A” (to go left) and
“D” (to go right) to draw horizontal lines, and “O” (upwards) and
“M” (downwards) to draw vertical lines. Dyads were given 5 min to
copy a drawing that was shown onscreen (e.g., an envelope or a
house), where each player could only touch the keys controlling
either the horizontal lines or the vertical lines. Recordings were
coded according to the parent–child interaction system (Deater-
Deckard et al., 1997) on a 7-point scale from 1 (no occurrence) to 7
(continual occurrence). The codes used reflect parental positive
control (use of praise, explanation, and open-ended questions),
negative control (use of physical control and criticism), positive
affect (verbal and nonverbal expressions of happiness such as
smiling, affection), and negative affect (frowning, using a cold or
harsh tone). The lead authors acted as senior coders and trained a
group of graduate researchers. Each video was double coded,
including at least one senior coder. Across sites, interclass corre-
lations for each code were high (.80–.97).

Family Adversity

To capture diverse aspects of family adversity, we used a data-
driven approach to create a seven-measure index by aggregating
dummy-coded variables (parent education, social standing, family
stress, negative life events, nonspecific psychological distress,
depression, and anxiety) based on site-specific lower and upper
quartiles. Internal consistency was acceptable, Cronbach’s αs =
.66–.73. Supplemental Table S1 presents descriptive statistics for

each of the seven measures. Parental education was dummy coded
as 1 = for risk (no degree-level education) and 0 = for no risk
(undergraduate degree or higher). Parental social standing was
measured using the ladder of subjective social status (Singh-
Manoux et al., 2003), a 10-rung ladder denoting the lowest to
highest levels of perceived educational qualification, employment,
and income status. Ratings below the lower quartile in each site were
coded as 1 = for risk and 0 = for no risk. Parents’ experience
of family stress during the pandemic was measured using the
COVID-19 Family Stressor Scale (Prime et al., 2021), with 24 items
rated on a 3-point scale (1 = not true, 2 = somewhat true, 3 = very
true). Item scores were summed to generate a total score, with higher
values indicating greater COVID-19-related family stress; total
scores above the upper quartile in each site were coded as 1 = for
risk and 0 = for no risk. Parents’ experience of negative life events
over the past year was measured using 18 selected items from the
Recent Life Events Questionnaire (Brugha et al., 1985), where each
item was rated as 0 = no or 1 = yes. Item scores were summed, with
higher values indicating greater exposure to negative life events;
total scores above the upper quartile in each site were coded as 1 =
for risk and 0 = for no risk. Parental nonspecific psychological
distress was measured using the 10-item Kessler Psychological
Distress Scale (Kessler et al., 2002), with items rated on a 5-point
scale (0 = none of the time, 4 = all the time); total scores above the
upper quartile in each site were coded as 1 = for risk and 0 = for no
risk. Depressive symptoms over the past 2 weeks were measured
using the nine-item Patient Health Questionnaire (Kroenke et al.,
2010), and anxiety symptoms over the past 2 weeks via the seven-
item Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale (Spitzer et al., 2006); both
were rated on a 4-point scale (0 = not at all, 3 = nearly every day).
For each of these three mental health measures, total scores above
the upper quartile in each site were coded as 1 = for risk and 0 = for
no risk.

Analytic Plan

Following initial screening of the data, zero-order and partial
correlations were computed to examine associations among main
study constructs. To explore convergence in the associations
between observed parenting, MM, and family adversity, we em-
ployed the single-paper meta-analysis (McShane & Böckenholt,
2017) with a random-effects model using R packages robumeta
(Fisher & Tipton, 2015), metafor (Viechtbauer, 2010), and dplyr
(Wickham et al., 2019). Finally, we performed moderation analyses
and tests of simple slope using R packages rempsyc (Thériault,
2023) and interactions (Long, 2024).

Table 1
Participant Demographic Information

Participant characteristic ENG (n = 245) HK (n = 256) MC (n = 331) Effect size for group difference

Child
Age (M, SD) 5.26 (0.35) 4.95 (0.36) 5.29 (0.64) η2 = 0.09
Gender (% female) 126 (51%) 119 (47%) 156 (47%) Cramér’s V = 0.04

Parent
Age (M, SD) 38.35 (4.42) 37.87 (3.93) 34.93 (3.93) η2 = 0.13
Gender (% female) 230 (94%) 226 (88%) 313 (95%) Cramér’s V = 0.11

Note. ENG = England; HK = Hong Kong; MC = mainland China.
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Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics for the key study
measures obtained from parental speech samples and the parent–
child interactional drawing task respectively. English parents pro-
vided a greater total number of child attributes (including both
mental and nonmental descriptions) than Chinese parents, but MM
proportion scores were comparable across sites. English parents also
displayed higher levels of positive control and positive affect toward
their child than parents in Hong Kong or mainland China. All three
groups showed similarly low average levels of negative control and
negative affect. These patterns held when child and parent char-
acteristics (age and gender), and family adversity were considered.

Does Observed Parenting Show Similar Associations
With MM and Family Adversity Across Sites?

Figure 1 presents a heatmap correlation matrix of the main study
constructs in each site (for full bivariate correlations with corre-
sponding statistical inferences, see Supplemental Table S2). With
respect to parenting affect, negative affect was significantly cor-
related with MM only in mainland China, r(331) = −.14, p = .013,
although the correlations in England and Hong Kong were in the
expected direction, rs = −.06, ps > .05. With respect to parenting
behavior, positive control was significantly and positively correlated
with MM in both England, r(245) = .19, p = .003, and Hong Kong,
r(256) = .13, p = .043. In mainland China, the correlation was
marginally significant, r(331) = .10, p = .084. When child and parent
demographics (age and gender) were taken into account, these positive
associations remained significant in England, partial correlation,
pr(216)= .18, p= .006, andmarginally significant in both HongKong,
pr(238) = .11, p = .093, and mainland China pr(316) = .10, p = .079.
Moreover, parental positive control was significantly and negatively
correlated with family adversity in mainland China, r(329)=−.22, p<
.001. The negative correlations were marginally significant in England,
r(235) = −.12, p = .072, and in Hong Kong, r(250) = −.12, p = .069.
These associations held after controlling for child and parent

demographics (age and gender), with partial correlations of pr(216) =
−.12, p = .081 in England; pr(238) = −.11, p = .085 in Hong Kong;
and pr(316) = −.24, p < .001 in mainland China.

To evaluate the universality and consistency of the associations
between parental positive control, MM, and family adversity, we
conducted single-paper meta-analyses (SPM). As shown in Figure 2,
the SPM indicated that partial correlations between parental positive
control and MM were largely homogeneous across sites, Q(2) = 1.06,
p = .590, I2 = 0%, suggesting that the observed variability in estimates
is likely due to sampling/measurement errors rather than true hetero-
geneity. The SPM further demonstrated that this statistically significant
positive association was highly consistent in each site, with a summary
estimate of 0.13, p = .001, 95% CI [0.06, 0.20].

As shown in Figure 3, the SPM revealed low heterogeneity in
the strength of partial correlation between parental positive control
and family adversity after accounting for child and parent de-
mographics, Q(2) = 3.12, p = .210. However, a low-to-moderate
proportion (I2 = 37.52%) of the observed variability in estimates
might reflect true heterogeneity. Despite this, the SPM demon-
strated a statistically significant and consistent inverse association
across sites, with a summary estimate of −0.16, p < .001, 95% CI
[−0.25, −0.07].

Does MM Moderate the Link Between Family
Adversity and Parenting?

To examine how MM and family adversity interact in predicting
observed parenting behavior (positive control, negative control) and
affect (positive affect, negative affect) within each site, we con-
ducted separate linear regression analyses for each parenting out-
come. Each regression model included MM, family adversity, and
their interaction (MM × Adversity) as factors, while controlling for
variation in child and parent demographics (age and gender). Both
predictor variables were mean-centered before computing the
interaction term. Across all three sites, MM did not significantly
moderate the association between adversity and parental control (all
ps > .05; for full results, see Supplemental Table S3). However, as
shown in Figure 4, the analyses revealed a significant interaction

Table 2
Site Contrasts in Representational Mind-Mindedness and Observed Parenting

Context

ENG (n = 245) HK (n = 256) MC (n = 331)

F ratio p η2 Group comparisonM SD M SD M SD

Parental speech samples
Total attributesa 34.34 16.13 29.21 11.14 20.28 8.95 75.98 <.001 .163 ENG > HK > MC
Mental attributesa 13.85 8.18 11.36 6.37 8.16 4.62 42.60 <.001 .098 ENG > HK > MC
Nonmental attributesa 20.49 10.91 17.86 7.71 12.12 5.42 62.04 <.001 .137 ENG > HK > MC
Mind-mindednessb 0.40 0.15 0.38 0.15 0.39 0.12 0.71 .492 .002 ENG ≈ MC ≈ HK

Parent–child interactions
Positive control 4.47 1.31 4.02 1.26 2.34 1.11 189.84 <.001 .327 ENG > HK > MC
Negative control 1.37 0.64 1.55 0.87 1.52 0.89 2.32 .099 .006 HK ≈ MC ≈ ENG
Positive affect 4.07 1.49 3.71 1.43 2.54 1.03 85.96 <.001 .181 ENG > HK > MC
Negative affect 1.24 0.51 1.25 0.62 1.19 0.57 1.06 .349 .003 ENG ≈ HK ≈ MC

Note. Group comparison results are based on analyses of covariance, controlling for child covariates (age and gender), parent covariates (age and gender),
and family adversity. ENG = England; HK = Hong Kong; MC = mainland China.
a Amount. b Proportion.
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effect in the mainland Chinese subsample only, where MM mod-
erated the association between family adversity and parental neg-
ative affect, b = −0.12, t = 2.22, p= .027 (for full regression results,
see Supplemental Table S2). Follow-up simple slope analyses
indicated that family adversity was significantly associated with
increased parental negative affect only at low levels ofMM (−1 SD),
b = 0.19, t = 2.46, p = .015 (for full results, see Supplemental Table
S4). These findings highlight the moderating role of MM in this
cultural context, suggesting that parents with lower levels of MM

appeared more vulnerable to the negative emotional impact of
family adversity in their interactions with children in the mainland
Chinese subsample.

Discussion

The present study, involving 832 families from three distinct geo-
graphical sites, included measures of three core constructs: (a) parental
representationalMM, indexed by parental descriptions of their child; (b)

Figure 1
Heatmap Correlations Between Key Study Variables

Note. The color gradient legend on the right represents the strength and direction of correlation coefficients. Blue shades represent positive correlations; red
shades represent negative correlations. Deeper colors reflect stronger correlations, while lighter shades reflect weak or no correlation. Ellipses oriented toward
the right indicate positive correlations; those oriented toward the left indicate negative correlations. From left to right: Heatmap correlations correspond to
England, Hong Kong, and mainland China sites, respectively. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

Figure 2
Forest Plot Displaying Effect Sizes for the Association Between Observed Parental Positive
Control and Mind-Mindedness Across the Three Sites

Note. Bars represent 95% confidence intervals (CIs); square sizes reflect relative sample sizes; the
diamond represents the overall effect estimate under the random-effects model. See the online article for
the color version of this figure.
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parental control and affect, coded from remote observations of parent–
child interactions during an online interactive drawing task (Oliver &
Pike, 2021); and (c) family adversity, indexed by an aggregate of seven
indicators. Our results partially supported the first two hypotheses on

associations between positive parenting, MM and family adversity,
showing that across sites, positive parenting was consistently associated
(in the expected directions) with both MM and with family adversity.
Findings also partially supported our third hypothesis: high MM

Figure 3
Forest Plot of Partial Correlation Coefficients Linking Observed Parental Positive Control
and Family Adversity Across the Three Sites

Note. Bars represent 95% confidence intervals (CIs); square sizes reflect relative sample sizes; the
diamond represents the overall effect estimate under the random-effects model. See the online article for
the color version of this figure.

Figure 4
Visual Representation of the Interaction Between MM and Family Adversity on Parental Negative
Affect in Mainland China

Note. Shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals. MM = mind-mindedness. See the online article for
the color version of this figure.
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attenuated the association between family adversity and parental neg-
ative affect in mainland China, but not in England or Hong Kong.
Below, we discuss these findings in turn.

Associations Between Parental Representational MM
and Parenting Behavior Are Universal

While our first hypothesis was only partially supported, our
findings strengthen the evidence for a robust association between
representational MM and positive control across diverse contexts. In
contrast, no consistent association emerged between MM and
parental affect, suggesting that affective expressions may be less
tightly linked to representational MM, or may be more influenced
by situational or temperamental factors.
This pattern of findings falls in line with the “universality without

uniformity” principle, wherein what parents say about their children
appears to show a culturally universal association with how parents
interact with their children (Shweder & Sullivan, 1993). This
conclusion aligns with the view that mindreading, or tuning in to
mental states, is a universally available resource, such that different
levels of implementing MM in social contexts are more context-
specific than culturally determined (Barrett & Saxe, 2021). Here, it
is worth noting that our study was relatively unusual in observing
parent–child interactions during a goal-directed shared drawing task
(as opposed to shared picture-book reading or unstructured inter-
actions). The problem-solving nature of this online shared drawing
task enabled us to simulate a teaching and learning scenario that
commonly occurs across cultures, offering an opportunity to assess
how parents collaborate with children and scaffold their learning in a
sensitive and responsive manner during a problem-solving task. In a
recent study of 101 Israeli 8-year-olds and their primary caregivers
that also involved a goal-direct context (homework), a parallel
measure of parental mentalizing (self-reported and interview-based
ratings of reflective functioning—Fonagy & Target, 1997) showed
associations with aspects of parenting that were distinct from those
associated with poor emotion regulation (Cohen et al., 2024).
Specifically, low mentalization was associated with controlling
behavior, while emotional dysregulation was linked with negative
and hostile parental behaviors—echoing the findings reported by
Weston et al. (2017). Our results confirm this specificity, as the
index of parental mentalizing (representational MM) showed sig-
nificant, similarly sized associations with positive control in all three
sites but was only significantly linked with negative affect in the
mainland Chinese subsample.

Family Adversity Is Associated With Parenting
Control but Not Affect Across Sites

In partial support of our second hypothesis, across all sites, family
adversity showed a modest but significant inverse association with
parental positive control (summary estimate = −0.16), but not
positive affect. We offer two possible interpretations for this null
finding. First, affective displays may be more resistant to contextual
stressors than behavioral control. For example, in line with “affect
contagion” theory (West &Mendes, 2023), parental affect may have
been particularly susceptible to children’s affect during the moment-
to-moment dynamics of the observed interactions. Second, our
observational context of a goal-directed task (copying a picture

onscreen) may have elicited more effortful regulation of affect than
of parental control, thereby masking potential associations.

Family adversity was indexed through a multidimensional lens,
incorporating parents’ educational attainment, perceived social
standing, mental health and well-being indicators, as well as
exposure to family stress and negative life events. Our findings align
with a substantial body of literature documenting the adverse impact
of contextual stressors on parenting quality (e.g., Lansford, 2022)
and support the ecological validity of our parenting measures.
Importantly, our study extends previous work by employing the
ladder of subjective social status (Singh-Manoux et al., 2003) in lieu
of conventional SES indicators such as household income or
occupational status. This measure offers a culturally grounded proxy
for families perceived relative position within their respective
societies, which is a particularly salient consideration in cross-
cultural work where material indices (e.g., income level) may not
directly reflect lived experience. By including COVID-19-related
family stress, we also captured the proximal effects of a global event
on family well-being. These findings highlight how both chronic
and acute adversity shape parenting, supporting models that view
caregiving as embedded in broader ecological systems (e.g.,
Bronfenbrenner, 1992). Similar cross-site associations linking
family adversity to parental control points to the potential univer-
sality of these processes and highlight culturally specific ways
families experience and interpret adversity, a topic we explore in our
final aim.

MM Moderates Associations Between Family Adversity
and Parental Affect in Mainland China

Partially supporting our third hypothesis, we found that MM
moderated the association between family adversity and parental
negative affect, but only in mainland China: Family adversity was
only associated with increased parental negative affect in the context
of low levels of MM (−1 SD). Drawing on the concept of “good
enough parenting” (Winnicott, 1958), there may be a threshold level
of MM that buffers the negative impact of adverse family experi-
ences on parenting affect; rather than needing to perfectly attune to
their children’s needs at all times, a moderate level of responsiveness
may be sufficient to support positive caregiving behaviors when
situated within a secure and trusting relationship.

The site-specific moderation effect may also reflect greater
variability in family adversity within the mainland Chinese sample.
Sociostructural conditions differ significantly across the sites in our
study. According to the Human Development Index (HDI), which
measures national levels of health, education, and income, both
Hong Kong (HDI = 0.956) and the United Kingdom (HDI = 0.940)
are classified as highly developed, whereas mainland China is rated
lower (HDI = 0.788; United Nations Development Programme,
2022). While not the central focus of our study, parents from the
mainland Chinese subsample reported lower perceived social
standing and greater exposure to negative life events relative to their
English and Hong Kong counterparts. These overarching socio-
economic disparities may partially explain why the effects of
adversity on parenting affect are more visible and thus more con-
tingent on individual resources like MM in settings where structural
supports are less readily available.

Further, within-site sociocultural dynamics may also contribute
to the discrepant results regarding cross-site differences in the
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moderation results. In mainland China, rapid economic develop-
ment and urbanization have led to a shift in parenting values and
expectations toward more autonomy-supportive and child-centered
approaches, and away from the hierarchical or obedience-focused
practices adopted by previous generations (Liu et al., 2020).
Aligning with Greenfield’s (2018) theory of social change, indi-
vidualistic skills such as autonomy, self-expression, and asser-
tiveness are crucial for adapting to this new “market-oriented”
environment characterized by opportunity and competition, par-
ticularly in urban contexts. This was reflected in a qualitative study
in which 28 out of 30 Chinese mothers reported prioritizing their
children’s psychological well-being more than their own parents
did, reflecting a growing attention toward children’s internal states,
over and above prioritizing social cohesion (Bian et al., 2022).
These rapid shifts may influence the salience of MM in its function
as a moderator in parenting as parents become more attuned to their
children’s mental and emotional lives. The current findings
underscore the need to understand MM as a skill set that may be
cultivated and expressed differently across contexts.
Note that our finding of comparable MM scores across sites

differs from contrasts reported in cross-cultural studies of maternal
MM (e.g., Fujita &Hughes, 2021; Hughes et al., 2018). Importantly,
data for these previous studies were collected over a decade ago in
2013, a period during which substantial changes in parenting
practices and values may have occurred. Increased globalization and
digital connectivity have facilitated the global dissemination of
parenting frameworks (e.g., through social media, international
schooling, and early childhood policy), potentially leading to a
convergence in parenting beliefs and practices, particularly in
urbanized contexts. While speculative, this “global convergence” of
ideologies align with emerging literature on evolving parental be-
liefs (Bian et al., 2022), which may explain the current diminished
cross-site differences in MM.

Practical Implications

Our findings have implications for intervention. A key challenge
of parenting programs is cross-cultural adaptability (Lee et al.,
2025). The universal link between MM and parenting practices
demonstrated here lays a foundation for adaptable programs tar-
geting parenting mentalization. Parental mentalization is recognized
as a factor that supports caregiving during adversity (Camoirano,
2017). For example, a home-visiting intervention (Minding the
Baby) showed effects on infant attachment, maternal sensitivity, and
mental health outcomes in high-risk families (Sadler et al., 2013).
Similar effects have been documented in families raising children
with neurodevelopmental disorders, where brief, relationship-
focused interventions enhanced parental reflective functioning
within a 12-week timeframe (Sealy & Glovinsky, 2016). These
studies support the notion that MM is both a measurable and
modifiable target for intervention.

Limitations and Future Directions

Reflecting the different measurement approaches for infants and
toddlers (e.g., direct observation) versus older children (e.g., parent
interviews), research on parental MM often focuses on specific
developmental periods. While this study supported a culturally
universal association between representational MM and positive

parenting during the school transition period, further longitudinal
work should explore how this link evolves across childhood. A
second limitation concerns our outcome measures, which focused
on parental behavior and affect. Future work should examine
children’s engagement and coconstructed dyadic interactions. The
study used a single observational paradigm to assess parenting
quality. Moreover, the remote design limited task selection to those
suitable for screen-based administration; screen-time concerns
further constrained session length, affecting children’s sustained
engagement. For a fuller assessment of parenting behavior and
affect across contexts, future studies should use multiple paradigms
(e.g., shared book reading, free play).

Conclusion

This study extended work on parental MM by examining its
associations with parenting behavior and affect across three cul-
turally distinct sites, using interview and observational data. As in
prior research, we found that higher levels of parental MM were
associated with more positive parenting practices, while family
adversity was related to lower parenting quality. The site-specific
moderation effect of MM in mainland China underscores the
importance of considering contextual and cultural variability in
mentalizing capacities and highlights the need for grounded as-
sessments of caregiving resources and challenges. Our findings
support the utility of interventions aimed at enhancing parental
mentalization, particularly in settings where structural stressors are
less buffered by external systems. Our multimethod, cross-cultural
approach contributes to a more nuanced understanding of how
parental mentalizing interacts with adversity and parenting practices
across diverse contexts.
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