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Abstract: Research has clearly indicated that the development of serious behavioral problems in
children and adolescents is influenced by parenting. However, recent research has refined the role
of parenting by showing the importance of distinguishing between different types of parenting and
in considering the role of callous–unemotional traits (CU traits) and conduct problems (CP) of the
children. In the current study, we advance this research by distinguishing between emotional (e.g.,
parental warmth; parental hostility) and behavioral (e.g., use of positive reinforcement; inconsistent
discipline/harsh discipline) aspects of parenting and by considering the way parents respond to chil-
dren’s emotions (i.e., coaching and dismissing). The sample consisted of 136 mothers (M = 38.09 years,
SD = 4.51 years, 45.41% high school degree) with a child (age range 3–5 years) enrolled in kindergarten
in central Italy. Multiple regression analyses indicated that, after controlling for level of CP, use of
positive reinforcement (β = −0.31, p < 0.001) and warm feelings (β = −0.22, p < 0.05), remained asso-
ciated with CU traits and punitive parenting was no longer significant. Consistent with predictions,
use of positive reinforcement was no longer associated with conduct problems when controlling for
CU traits and the positive associations with punitive parenting (β = 0.24, p < 0.05) and negativity
(β = 0.36, p < 0.001) remained significant. These findings support the need for continued research that
considers both the emotional and behavioral aspects of parenting and disentangles their associations
with conduct problems and CU traits. Such research could not only advance causal theories for
children with conduct problems but also help to guide more effective treatments, especially for those
with elevated CU traits who often leave treatment with significant conduct problems remaining.

Keywords: parenting; callous–unemotional traits; conduct problems

1. Introduction

Parenting is critical to most major theories of how children and adolescents develop
serious conduct problems [1]. Further, changing parents’ parenting behaviors has been a
crucial component of the most effective interventions for preventing and treating conduct
problems in young children [2]. Recently, there has been an increasing focus on the role that
children’s callous–unemotional (CU) traits may play in both theories for how parenting
may be related to conduct problems [3] and how to best intervene in the parent–child
relationship for children with behavioral problems [4]. CU traits are defined largely by
deficits in prosocial emotions (i.e., lack of remorse or guilt, callousness or lack of empathy,
unconcern about performance in important activities, and shallow or constricted affect [5]).
Research has shown that children and adolescents with serious conduct problems who
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also show elevated CU traits exhibit different genetic, cognitive, emotional, personality,
and social characteristics compared to those who show normative levels of CU traits [6]
and those with elevated CU traits tend to enter treatment with more severe behavior
problems and, despite improving with treatment, they often leave traditional mental health
treatments with more severe behavior problems [7]. As a result of this research, CU
traits have recently been included as a specifier for mental health diagnoses for children
and adolescents with severe behavior problems in the major classification systems used
worldwide [8,9].

Research has suggested that the associations between parenting and conduct problems
may differ depending on the presence of CU traits and these differences may play a role
in the reduced effectiveness of interventions for children with these traits. Specifically,
several studies have suggested that harsh and inconsistent parenting may be more related
to conduct problems in those who do not show elevated CU traits, whereas warm and
responsive parenting may be more related to conduct problems in children and adolescents
elevated on CU traits [10–12]. Further, most parenting interventions used to treat conduct
problems in young children often focus largely on reducing harsh and inconsistent parent-
ing, with less attention paid to increasing parental warmth [2]. However, when parenting
interventions are modified to include a greater focus on enhancing parental warmth, they
have resulted in better outcomes for children with elevated CU trait [4,13].

Based on this research, it is critical to consider harsh/inconsistent parenting and
warm/responsive parenting separately and to consider the separate effects of each of these
dimensions on conduct problems and CU traits (see [14]). However, even this distinction
between negative and positive parenting may not be specific enough to detect important
differences in their associations with conduct problems and CU traits. That is, each of
these dimensions can include both parenting feelings towards their child (i.e., hostile vs.
warm feelings), as well as parental behaviors (i.e., inconsistent/harsh discipline vs. use of
positive reinforcement). Developmental research has suggested that the emotional climate
provided by the parent and the parenting behaviors can have separate effects on child
development [15]. Specifically related to CU traits, Clark and Frick [16], reported that,
in a sample of kindergarten students, parental use of positive reinforcement was more
strongly (i.e., negatively) related to conduct problems in those high on CU traits, whereas
warm feelings towards their child was more related to the CU traits themselves. These
findings would be consistent with developmental theories suggesting that children develop
prosocial emotions through a warm parent–child relationship, in which they learn how to
recognize emotions in others and are motivated to be responsive to the feelings of others
through this warm and mutually cooperative relationship between the parent and child [17].
Unfortunately, only limited research to date has systematically separated the emotional
and behavioral aspects of parenting in testing their associations with conduct problems
and CU traits.

Another potentially important avenue for advancing this important area of research
is focusing on how parents respond to emotions in their child. That is, most parenting
measures focus on how parents respond to the child’s behavior (e.g., [18]). However,
developmental research has suggested that how parents respond to a child’s emotions
could be critical for their development of appropriate levels of emotional regulation. That is,
parent responses that encourage appropriate emotional expression (i.e., emotional coaching)
result in children developing better emotional regulation and more appropriate prosocial
emotions towards others, as compared to parents who discourage emotional expression
(i.e., dismissive responses) [19]. Further, another way that parenting interventions have
been modified to be more effective for children with elevated CU traits has been to add
a component that helps parents learn and practice emotional coaching techniques, in
addition to other changes in their expression of emotions towards and use of discipline
with their child [4,13]. Unfortunately, to date, parental responses to emotions have not
been consistently studied in relation to CU traits and conduct problems, which could be
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important for advancing both causal theories on the development of conduct problems and
for enhancing parenting interventions even further for children with elevated CU traits.

The Current Study

Based on this research, the current study provides a further investigation into the
associations between various dimensions of parenting and conduct problems in children.
Based on extensive past research, we considered the potential role of CU traits in this asso-
ciation. That is, based on past research (e.g., [14]), we predicated that positive dimensions
of parenting would be more related to conduct problems in those elevated on the CU traits
scale, whereas harsh and inconsistent parenting would be more related to conduct problems
in those lower on the CU traits scale. Further based on past research [16], we predicated
that within the positive dimension of parenting, parental use of positive reinforcement
would be more related (negatively) to conduct problems in those elevated on the CU traits
scale, whereas warm feelings towards the child would be more related to the CU traits
themselves (again, negatively). Finally, we tested a novel hypothesis that the parental use
of an emotional coaching style would be negatively related to CU traits, whereas the use of
dismissive reactions to emotions would be positively related to these traits.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants and Procedures

Participants (n = 163) were recruited from kindergartens in central Italy (October-
November/2021). Children ranged in age from 3 to 5 years (41.7% attending the class of the
“youngest”—3 years old) that for the Italian educational system is the age range at which
children can attend kindergartens. Mothers ranged in age from 26 to 49 years (M = 38.09,
SD = 4.51). In terms of education, only 6.71% of the sample reported have less than a high
school education, 45.41% have a high school degree, 35,01% have a college degree, and
12.87% have also attended post-graduate courses. Most mothers reported being Italian
(91.87%).

Three scholastic institutions approved and collaborated with all procedures. Moth-
ers were presented with a description of the study that was developed in collaboration
with scholastic institutions and teachers, followed by a request for informed consent to
participate and to then complete an internet survey about their child, with demographic
information and details about the parents (e.g., school degree, family composition). Study
measures were presented in a Google Form survey session, with no time restriction to
complete the survey.

2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Parenting Behaviors

The Alabama Parenting Questionnaire (APQ; [18]) preschool version (APQ-Pr; [20])
is a 32 item measure developed by taking the subset of items that are relevant for young
children. Consistent with past uses of the APQ-Pr [20], we used the 7 item Inconsistent
Parenting subscale, which measures a lack of follow-through with discipline (e.g., “You
threaten to punish your child and then do not actually punish him/her”), the 5 item
Punitive Parenting subscale, which assesses how often a parent engages in corporal or harsh
discipline (e.g., “You spank your child with your hand when he/she has done something
wrong”), and the 12 Positive Parenting subscale, which assesses parental use of positive
reinforcement and parental involvement (e.g., “You let your child know when he/she is
doing a good job with something”). In the present study, we used the Italian version of
the APQ-Pr [21]. The internal consistencies for the current sample were acceptable for the
Positive Parenting scale (α = 0.76) and modest for the Inconsistent Parenting scale (α = 0.67)
and Punitive Parenting scale (α = 0.60).
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2.2.2. Maternal Emotional Style

The Maternal Emotional Styles Questionnaire (MESQ; [22]) contains 14 items assessing
maternal emotional coaching (EC) and maternal emotional dismissing (ED) parenting styles
using 7 items each. Mothers are asked to express their level of agreement with each of the
14 items, on a 5 point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
The items assess the degree to which the mother agrees with different ways of responding
to various emotions in their child. For example, a sample EC item is “When my child is
angry, I take some time to experience this feeling with him/her” and a sample ED item is
“When my child is angry, my goal is to make him/her stop”. The MESQ was translated
into Italian by Ciucci and Menesini [23].

We ran an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) with the IBM SPSS Statistics 28 pro-
gram [24] adopting the principal axis method and a Promax rotation. The results from
our dataset indicated an acceptable KMO index of 0.80 and Bartlett’s sphericity test was
χ2 = 612.04, df = 91, p < 0.001. There were two factors with eigenvalues greater than
1.00 and they explained 45.33% of the variance in the items. An item (“When my child
is angry, I want to know what he/she is thinking”) failed to load (i.e., a factor loading
greater than |.40|, with a gap > |.10| between the two factor loadings) on any factor
and was excluded from subsequent analyses. Another item (“When my child is angry, it’s
time to solve his/her problem”) reached the retention criteria but it was not considered in
the subsequent analyses because of a factor loading that was inconsistent with the theory
guiding scale development (i.e., loading on coaching instead of dismissing), probably due
to the Italian translation. To summarize, the first factor accounted for 27.50% of the variance
in the items and its rotated factor loadings ranged from 0.42 to 0.69. The items loading on
this factor were the 7 items reflecting the ED parenting style and the Cronbach’s alpha for
this subscale was 0.81. The second factor accounted for 17.83% of the variance in items and
the rotated factor loadings ranged from 0.47 to 0.61. The 5 items on this factor were items
reflecting the EC parenting style and the Cronbach’s alpha was 0.66 for this subscale.

2.2.3. Parental Feelings

The Parent Feelings Questionnaire (PFQ; [25]) is a 24 item measure that assesses both
positive and negative parental feelings toward their children and it is widely used in
preschool samples [26]. The measure includes statements about feelings that are rated on
a 5 point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (completely agree) to 5 (completely disagree).
The measure includes two subscales; the Parental Warmth subscale comprises 11 items
assessing positive parental feelings (e.g., “When I think about this child, it usually gives
me warm feelings”) and the Negativity subscale comprises 13 items assessing negative
parental feelings (e.g., “Sometimes I am not happy about my relationship with this child”).

An EFA of these 24 items resulted in an acceptable KMO index of 0.84 and the Bartlett’s
sphericity test was χ2 = 1403.01, df = 276, p < 0.001. Consistent with past uses of the scale,
two factors emerged with eigenvalues greater than 1.00 and they explained 37.84% of the
variance in the item sets. However, 4 items resulted in factor loadings lower than 0.40 and
were excluded from subsequent analyses. Factor 1 included the 14 items reflecting the
negative feelings “negativity”. It accounted for 28.10% of the variance in the items and
its factor loadings ranged from 0.44 to 0.74. The Cronbach’s alpha for this subscale was
0.90. Factor 2 included 6 items related to “warm feelings” and it accounted for 9.73% of
the variance in the items. Its factor loadings ranged from 0.42 to 0.63 and resulted in a
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.60.

2.2.4. Callous–Unemotional Traits

To measure callous–unemotional traits, we used the parent report version of the
Inventory of Callous–Unemotional traits (ICU, [27]), that was translated into Italian and
validated by Ciucci and colleagues [28]. We used the preschool version of the ICU, a 24-item
scale (e.g., “my child is concerned about the feelings of others”—reversed) that slightly



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2024, 21, 779 5 of 11

modifies two items to be more appropriate for young children [29]. The Cronbach’s alpha
in the present sample was 0.80 for the ICU total score.

2.2.5. Conduct Problems

Conduct problems were measured using the conduct problems subscale of the Strengths
and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ [30], which was translated and validated in Italian by
Tobia and Marzocchi [31]. The SDQ is one of the most widely used measures of child emotional
and behavioral adjustment. The 5 item conduct problem scale was used in the current study
(e.g., “Often lies or cheats”). Each item is rated on a three-point Likert scale ranging from
0 = “not true” to 2 = “certainly true”. Cronbach’s alpha of this subscale in the current sample
was 0.60.

2.3. Data Analyses

All the analyses were conducted using SPSS version 28 [24]. Prior to testing the main
study hypotheses, descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations among the main study
variables were computed. Then, to test the unique and interactive associations with CU
traits and CP, we ran seven hierarchical multiple regression analyses with each parenting
measure as a dependent variable. CU traits were entered in the first step and then CP
was added at step 2. In a third step, we added the interaction between CU traits and CP
to determine if any interaction modified the main effects of these two variables. Before
performing multiple regression analysis, all the continuous variables were centered by
subtracting the sample mean from scores. We also tested the possible role of maternal age,
maternal education, and child school grade and we found no significant correlations with
the study variables; for this reason, we did not include them in the main analyses.

3. Results

The distribution of main study variables and zero-order correlations among the main
study variables are provided in Table 1. As expected, there were significant positive
correlations between CU traits and conduct problems (r = 0.49, p < 0.001). In addition,
there were modest-to-moderate correlations between the parenting variables and both
CU traits and conduct problems. Specifically, both CU traits and conduct problems were
positively associated with positive parenting and warmth feelings and were negatively
correlated with inconsistent parenting, punitive parenting, and negativity. None of the
correlations testing the associations between emotional coaching and dismissing parenting
were significantly correlated with either CU traits or conduct problems.

Table 1. Distribution of main study variables and zero-order correlations (Pearson’s r).

Variable M SD Skew Kurt 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1 ICU Pr–total score 0.65 0.33 0.46 −0.25 / 0.49 *** −0.33 *** 0.23 ** 0.16 * −0.31 *** 0.35 *** −0.06 −0.05
2 SDQ–Conduct Problems 1.33 0.31 0.95 0.57 / −0.18 * 0.22 ** 0.26 *** −0.29 *** 0.46 *** −0.11 −0.07

3 APQ–Positive Parenting 4.53 0.35 −0.92 0.57 / −0.01 −0.04 0.33 *** −0.35
*** 0.16 * 0.20 *

4 APQ–Inconsistent Parenting 2.55 0.71 0.11 −0.31 / 0.16 * −0.20 ** 0.22 ** −0.10 0.39 ***
5 APQ–Punitive Parenting 2.17 0.63 0.60 0.52 / −0.43 *** 0.34 *** −0.11 0.16 *

6 PFQ–Warmth feelings 4.68 0.39 −1.90 4.02 / −0.34 *** 0.28 *** −0.10
7 PFQ–Negativity 2.31 0.80 0.40 −0.61 / −0.10 −0.18 *
8 MESQ–Coaching 4.43 0.58 −1.19 1.50 / −0.06

9 MESQ–Dismissing 3.30 0.82 0.03 −0.67 /

Notes: ICU Pr: Inventory of Callous–Unemotional Traits Preschool Version; SDQ: Strengths and Difficulties Ques-
tionnaire, MESQ: Maternal Emotional Style Questionnaire; PFQ: Parent Feeling Questionnaire; APQ: Alabama
Parenting Questionnaire. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

The results of the hierarchical multiple regression analyses are provided in Table 2.
Consistent with predictions, positive parenting (β = −0.31, p < 0.001) and warmth feelings
(β = −0.22, p < 0.05) remained associated with CU traits and the association between CU
traits and punitive parenting was no longer significant, after controlling for level of conduct
problems. However, contrary to predictions, inconsistent parenting (β = 0.21, p < 0.05)
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and negativity (β = 0.19, p < 0.05) remained significantly associated with CU traits after
controlling for conduct problems. Consistent with predictions, positive parenting was no
longer associated with conduct problems when controlling for CU traits and the positive
associations with punitive parenting (β = 0.24, p < 0.05) and negativity (β = 0.36, p < 0.001)
remained significant. However, contrary to predictions, parental warmth (β = −0.18,
p < 0.05) remained significantly associated with conduct problems after controlling for
CU traits.

Table 2. Hierarchical Regression Analyses on parenting variables.

APQ–Positive
Parenting

APQ–
Inconsistent

Parenting

APQ–Punitive
Parenting

PFQ–Warmth
Feelings

PFQ–
Negativity

MESQ–
Coaching

MESQ–
Dismissing

Step 1
F(1, 161) =
19.062 ***
R2= 0.10

F(1, 161) =
12.387 ***
R2 = 0.07

F (1, 161) =
4.387 *

R2= 0.02

F (1, 161) =
16.729 ***
R2= 0.09

F (1, 161) =
25.165 ***
R2= 0.13

F (1, 161) =
0.959

R2= 0.00

F (1, 161) =
0.630

R2 = 0.00

β β β β β β β
ICU-Pr −0.33 *** 0.27 *** 0.16 * −0.31 *** 0.37 *** −0.07 −0.06

Step 2

F(2, 161) =
9.541 ***

∆R2 = 0.01;
R2 = 0.09

F(2, 161) =
7.041 *** ∆R2 =

0.00;
R2 = 0.07

F(2, 161) =
6.098 ** ∆R2=

0.04 **;
R2= 0.06

F(2, 161) =
10.785

∆R2 = 0.02 *;
R2 = 0.11

F(2, 161) =
24.662

∆R2 = 0.10 ***;
R2 = 0.23

F(2, 161) =
1.052

∆R2 = 0.00;
R2 = 0.00

F(2, 161) =
0.519

∆R2 = 0.00;
R2 = 0.00

β β β β β β β
ICU-Pr −0.31 *** 0.21 * 0.04 −0.22 * 0.19 * −0.03 −0.03

SDQ-CP −0.03 0.11 0.24 ** −0.18 * 0.36 *** −0.10 −0.06

Notes: β = standardized beta coefficient; SDQ = Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire; CP = conduct problems;
MESQ: Maternal Emotional Style Questionnaire; PFQ: Parent Feeling Questionnaire; APQ: Alabama Parenting
Questionnaire. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

None of the significant interactions between CU traits and conduct problems reached
statistical significance.

4. Discussion

The present study investigated the associations between various dimensions of par-
enting and conduct problems in children, while considering the potential role of CU traits.
These tests were done within an Italian sample of mothers with children aged 3 to 5 years.
To advance past research, our analyses not only made a distinction between positive and
negative aspects of parenting, but also distinguished between parental feelings about their
child (e.g., warm vs harsh) and parenting behaviors designed to socialize their child (e.g.,
use of positive reinforcement and use of harsh and inconsistent parenting techniques).
Showing the importance of considering both the shared and independent associations of
parenting dimensions with conduct problems and CU traits [15], both the positive and
negative aspects of parenting and both parenting emotions and parenting behaviors were
significantly associated with CU traits and conduct problems in zero-order correlations.
However, some differential associations emerged in multiple regression analyses testing
the unique associations with each child characteristic.

Specifically, when controlling for conduct problems, positive parenting behaviors (i.e.,
parental involvement and use of positive reinforcement) were uniquely associated with CU
traits. These results would be consistent with research suggesting that children with CU
traits may be more sensitive to rewards than punishments [6] and this motivational set may
be why children with CU traits respond well to interventions that focus on helping parents
increase their use of positive reinforcement [13,14]. In contrast, when controlling for the
level of CU traits, use of harsh discipline was uniquely associated with conduct problems.
While our study was cross-sectional, the results are consistent with a longitudinal study
by Goulter and colleagues [32] who reported that parental harsh punishment assessed in
grades 1 and 2 was related to conduct problems but not CU traits in grade 6. Although
not tested in either the current study or by Goulter and colleagues [32], it is highly likely
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that this association between harsh parenting and conduct problems is bidirectional, with a
child’s conduct problems evoking more harsh parenting and the harsh parenting leading
to more conduct problems in an escalating coercive cycle [33]. Also, this finding that harsh
parenting is more related to conduct problems than CU traits is consistent with theories
specifying that youth with CU traits who experience harsh discipline are more likely to
exhibit higher rates of both emotional (i.e., anxiety) and behavioral (i.e., conduct problems
and aggression) problems [34].

Interestingly, and counter to our predictions, inconsistent parenting was significantly
related to CU traits but not conduct problems in multiple regression analyses. This un-
expected finding may be due to separating harsh and inconsistent parenting behaviors
into separate dimensions and may explain why past research using measures that combine
harsh and inconsistent parenting have resulted in inconsistent findings. For example,
Waller and colleagues [35] reported that, in a sample of 227 monozygotic twin pairs (ages 6
to 11 years), a measure that combined parental inconsistency and harshness was related to
both aggression and CU traits.

Importantly, our findings using measures of parental feelings towards their child led
to a very different pattern of results than was found for parenting behaviors. That is, while
parenting negative feelings toward the child were somewhat more highly associated with
conduct problems than CU traits as predicted, both positive and negative parenting feelings
towards their child remained significantly associated with both CU traits and conduct
problems in multiple regression analyses. While these results were unexpected, they do
support the need to separate parenting behaviors and parenting emotions towards their
child in future research [15,16]. Further, they support the importance of parental warmth as
a significant target of intervention for children with elevated CU traits, both for decreasing
their conduct problems and for decreasing their level of CU traits [4,13]. Again, while our
results are cross-sectional and cannot address the directionality of the associations between
parental feelings and child outcomes, past research testing the bidirectional associations
using strong longitudinal methods have suggested that CU traits seem to lead to decreases
in parental warmth over time [36]. Our results suggest that CU traits may also lead to
an increase in parental negative feelings towards the child, even when controlling for the
child’s level of conduct problems.

Another unique contribution of the current study was to test whether parental re-
sponses to children’s emotions were differentially related to conduct problems and CU
traits. This was important because, while parental coaching (as opposed to dismissing)
of their children’s display of emotions has been shown to increase appropriate emotional
regulation in young children [20], most measures of parenting that have been used in past
research in relation to child conduct problems have largely focused on parents’ responses
to their children’s behavior and not their responses to their children’s emotions. However,
our measure of emotional coaching was not related to either CU traits or conduct problems.
One possible reason for this finding is that most studies of parental emotional coaching
used in developmental research involved observations of parent–child interactions and
recorded parents’ responses to their children’s emotional display [20], whereas we relied
on parental reports of their emotional coaching behaviors. Thus, it may be that parents are
not good reporters of the strategies that they use in response to their children’s emotions.
Alternatively, it could be that our emotional coaching measure measured parental responses
to various types of emotions. There is evidence that children with elevated CU traits may
have very specific deficits in the types of emotions for which they may have difficulty
processing [37]. Thus, a measure that allowed for a differentiation in parental responses
across various types of emotions may have led to significant associations.

Finally, a finding that was not consistent with predictions was the absence of any
interactions between CU traits and conduct problems in their association with the parenting
measure. Of note, most studies that have found such interactions have been conducted in
clinic-referred [10,11] or detained [38] samples. Further, in most samples, CU traits and
conduct problems do not show bivariate normality, in that there are significant numbers
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of youth high on conduct problems with both high and low levels of CU traits. However,
there typically are few youths who score high on CU traits but are low on conduct problems.
This asymmetrical overlap in distributions, which is typically more apparent in community
samples, is why interaction effects may not be found in non-referred samples [5].

These findings should be interpreted in the context of several study limitations. First,
as noted above, the cross-sectional design of the study did not allow us to assess bidirec-
tional associations between our parenting measures and child characteristics or to make
causal inferences from our results. Second, both the size and representativeness of our
sample limit the generalizability of results. The sample used in this study was primarily
Italian, from central regions and was of all mothers. Different cultural perspectives and
differences across mothers and fathers may affect how parents think about emotions, and
specifically about their children’s emotions [39]. Another important aspect that should
be considered in future research would be the income and education level of the families
that may also relate to how parents interact with their children [40]. Therefore, additional
work is needed to determine how well our results may generalize to different parenting
contexts. Third, as noted above, we relied on parental reports for our measure of emotional
coaching, which may have led to our failure to find associations with this measure. How-
ever, it is important to note that we relied on parental reports for all of our measures of
parenting dimensions and for all of our measures of children’s characteristics. As a result,
our measures are subject to potential biases and subjectivity in the parents’ reports, and our
correlations between parenting and child characteristics could be inflated due to shared
method variance. However, it is not likely that such method variance would influence
the associations with one child characteristic (e.g., CU traits) more than the other (e.g.,
conduct problems).

5. Conclusions

The findings support the need to consider the role of CU traits when studying the
associations between parenting and conduct problems. That is, harsh parenting appeared
to be more specifically related to conduct problems, while the use of positive reinforcement
appeared to be uniquely associated with CU traits. These findings could be critical, not
just for explaining how these two related child characteristics develop but also for guiding
interventions to address them. Most interventions for conduct problems focus more on
reducing harsh parenting than on increasing parental use of positive reinforcement and
this may be why children with elevated CU traits end these treatments with more severe
conduct problems [7]. This finding may also be why modified interventions that provide
enhanced guidance to parents on the use of positive reinforcement may be more effective
for these children [4,13]. Moreover, our results suggest that studying these dimensions in
preschool children is critically important considering that CU traits and conduct problems
were already highly correlated and that the parent–child relationship is quite challenging
during this developmental period. Further, our results also support the need to distinguish
between parental feelings towards their child and their parenting behaviors. Our findings
support the association between CU traits and parental warmth, possibly as an indicator of
the effects of raising a child with CU traits on the parent–child relationship [36]. However,
our findings suggest that the child’s conduct problems may contribute to these relation-
ships difficulties and that CU traits are also related to higher levels of parental negative
feelings towards their children. Possibly interventions towards parents should consider
both raising awareness about the affective dimensions towards the children as well as
promoting emotional competence in them, since sensitive parental responses to children’s
emotions and parental warmth are critical for conscience development during childhood
age. Future research using longitudinal designs needs to further explore potential bidi-
rectional influences between a parent’s socialization efforts and the child’s influence on
the parent–child relationship. While we have focused on the parent–child relationship,
this could also have implications for other socializing agents. Specifically, educators and
teachers also play important roles in the emotional socialization of the child [40,41] and
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similar attention should be devoted to understanding the critical dimensions that make
teachers more or less effective in this role and how a child’s characteristics may influence
these socialization efforts.
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