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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 

 

The Role of Maternal Control in Explaining Children’s Emotional Reactions to Challenges:  

A Cross-Ethnic Study 

by 

Phoebe T. Pham 

Master of Arts in Social Ecology 

University of California, Irvine, 2021 

Associate Professor Jessica L. Borelli, Chair 

 

Parents’ and children’s interpretation of children experiencing challenges likely 

vary across cultures as a function of culture differences in parenting and familial 

relationship values. The current study examined the cross-ethnic differences in children’s 

emotional reactions to experiencing challenges, parents’ behavioral reactions to children’s 

challenges, and the associations between these reactions. Children between the ages of 8 

and 12 (N = 168) participated in a challenging task in front of their mothers. The data 

revealed significant ethnic differences between European Americans (EA) and Hispanic 

Americans (HA). EA children exhibited less desire for assistance, higher levels arousal, and 

lower levels of happiness in response to challenges and EA mothers exhibited less maternal 

control in response to their children experiencing challenges than their HA counterparts. 

However, Asian Americans (AA) did not significantly differ from neither HA nor EA. 

Notably, the mediation effect of maternal control on the association between children’s 

desire for assistance and their happiness levels holds for children across ethnicities, 

indicating that children and mothers across the three sub-cultures are likely engaged in a 

joint control–help-seeking system that fosters children’s emotional regulation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Challenges are a part of daily life. Even though a wealth of empirical attention has 

been paid to parents’ emotional reactions to children’s academic challenges (Ng et al., 

2014; Fei et al., 2007), less work has explored circumstances in which children repeatedly 

experience challenges in front of their parents. Numerous aspects of these experiences are 

worthy of consideration—for instance, how children might react to the challenge (i.e., 

persist or give up), how parents might react while observing their children going through 

the challenge (i.e., intervene or stand by), how potential parent–child interactions during 

the challenge might influence children’s immediate emotional state, and the variation of 

reactions across cultures. In the current study, we conceptualized challenges as children 

experiencing repeated failure within a short amount of time. The goal of our study is to 

examine cross-ethnic differences in children’s emotional reactions to challenge (i.e., desire 

for assistance, arousal, happiness), parents’ behavioral reactions to children experiencing 

challenge (i.e., parental control), and the associations among these reactions.  

Children’s Emotional Reactions to Challenges 

The script theory proposes that children build scripts for specific emotions, which 

contain information about the context of the situations (e.g., non-challenging versus 

challenging) and the appropriate responses (e.g., seeking help or not seeking help, happy or 

unhappy), and use these scripts to aid emotional regulation (Gross, 2013). The established 

scripts of emotion children build through daily challenges might influence their future 

emotional reactivity and regulation success. For instance, children who experienced 

maltreatment at a young age experience heightened reactivity and inhibited regulation to 

negative emotions at a later age (Loman & Gunnar, 2010; Uink et al., 2018).  
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When encountering failures, school-aged children experience a wide variety of 

negative emotions, including shame, embarrassment, helplessness, and discouragement 

(Heyman et al., 1992; Lewis et al., 2010). Under the stress of facing repeated challenges, 

children would also likely experience increased arousal and a decrease of positivity in their 

overall mood (i.e., feel less happy and more anxious; Borelli et al., 2016; Smiley et al., 2016). 

In response to challenges, besides trusting their own scripts, children may also rely on their 

parents’ reactions to gain additional information about the current situation and to 

coregulate emotions (Bowlby, 1982; Grossmann et al., 2008; Herbers et al., 2014). 

Elementary and middle school students have been found to obtain assistance from parents, 

teachers, and peers  in times of need as a way to regulate their learning and intellectual 

development (Newman, 2000). More importantly, those who possess adaptive help-

seeking skills actively monitor their performance, accurately evaluate whether they can 

independently handle the difficulty at hand, and proactively remedy that difficulty by 

requesting assistance. Reasonably, children would desire assistance from their parents 

when facing repeated challenges, especially when the parents are nearby and available.  

Despite the consistency in the direction of responses among school-aged children, 

the magnitude of response intensity might vary across ethnic groups (Lewis et al., 2010). 

Based on how much their familial cultures value interdependence versus independence, 

Asian Americans (AA) and Latinx Americans (LA) children might respond differently to 

challenges in front of their parents in comparison to European Americans (EA). Despite 

perceiving more pressure from their mothers, AA do not allow such pressure to strain their 

relationships but rather utilize it as motivation for success after failed attempts while EA’s 

performance and their mother-child relationship quality stumbles as mothers’ pressure 
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increases (Fu & Markus, 2014). This is because AA embrace the interdependent model of 

the self, believing that the connection between themselves and parents is normal and even 

expected (Markus & Kitayama, 2010), as such AA children might feel more comfortable 

requesting assistance from their parents. EA, however, favor the independent model of the 

self and consider separation from their mothers as more appropriate, thus might be less 

comfortable relying on parents. Similar to AA, LA’s familism and respect values emphasize 

the interdependent model of the self, viewing the self as a part of the collective (Halgunseth 

et al., 2006), thus LA children might also desire more parental assistance than EA. 

In addition, dealing with challenges in front of parents, needing assistance, or letting 

parents take control of the current situation unlikely threaten AA’s independence 

(Pomerantz & Wang, 2009). Those who value interdependence with their parents (i.e., AA 

and LA) might not feel as much of a need to prove their independent problem-solving 

ability and thus, experience fewer negative emotions (i.e., less arousal, more happiness) 

when needing help. Whereas for EA, handling challenges in front of parents and needing 

assistance might be perceived as not being independent enough. In other words, failing to 

handle a challenging situation on one’s own might threaten EA’s sense of independence and 

thus, is associated with more negative responses (i.e., more arousal, less happiness). 

Parents’ Behavioral Reactions to Children’s Challenges 

During stressful situations, parents’ behavioral reactions might reflect their 

emotional reactivity (e.g., state-like anxiety) in response to children’s behavioral and 

emotional reactions. For instance, when children exhibit more withdrawal or avoidance 

behaviors toward challenges, parents exert more in-the-moment controlling behaviors, 

especially when they perceive more anxious reactions from children (van der Bruggen, 
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2010). Parents’ behavioral reactions might also depend upon their own emotional 

reactions. For instance, parents with higher trait-like anxiety levels initiate more 

controlling behaviors as they use parental control as an avoidant regulation to cope with 

the additional anxiety induced by the situational stress (Borelli et al., 2018). When 

observing children facing challenges, parents might exhibit controlling behaviors as a way 

to provide practical support for the children and alleviate their own negative emotions. 

Parenting values and parents’ interpretation of their children’s behaviors and 

emotions vary across cultures, resulting in culture differences in parental behavioral 

reactions (Hill, 2006). Western cultures endorse individualism and openness in the family 

(Supple & Small, 2006), thus when responding to children’s performance, EA parents put 

more premium on supporting children’s independence through a less directive and more 

facilitative approach (Ng et al., 2021). AA culture, however, values interdependence and 

socialization goals for filial piety and structural parental involvement practices (Li et al., 

2015). Endorsement of these values encourages AA parents to exert more directive 

training and parental control (Chao & Aque, 2009; Ng et al., 2014). Similarly, LA families 

emphasize familism and respect, which value loyalty to family and youth obedience 

(Halgunseth et al., 2006). Thus, similar to AA parents, LA parents provide more physical 

guidance and control during interactions with their children than do EA mothers (Carlson 

& Harwood, 2003; Ispa et al., 2004). Research has seldom simultaneously examined the 

variation in parental control across more than two ethnic groups. Even fewer research has 

directly compared AA parenting practices to those of LA; most existing research has 

compared another ethnic group to EA. Given that AA and LA are the fastest-growing ethnic 
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groups in the United States (Colby & Ortman, 2014), AA and LA (and so as other 

underrepresented ethnic groups) deserve more empirical attention. 

The Associations Between Parents’ Behavioral and Children’s Emotional Reactions 

When children are in need, parents often come to the rescue. Besides emotional and 

social support, assistance might come in the form of behavioral support through parental 

control (i.e., parents take control over the situation or provide directions). Children of over                     

controlling parents benefit from emotional support and guidance thanks to high levels of 

parental involvement but at the same time, might become more reliant on their parents 

(Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012). Indeed, positive parenting is associated with greater 

help-seeking intentions (Maiuolo et al., 2019). Children and parents are likely engaged in a 

control–help-seeking system in which parental control and desire for assistance occur 

simultaneously and are positively associated with one another. Those who often rely on 

external support from their parents might desire more assistance in time of need. 

Meanwhile, as children demonstrate more desire for assistance, parents would also be 

more likely to provide practical support, possibly in the form of parental control. 

When dealing with challenges in front of their parents, children do not only react to 

the challenges at hand but also react to their parents’ responses to the situation. Research 

has found that parents’ responses might influence children’s emotional reactivity, and in 

turn, impact their emotional regulation (Borelli, Smiley, et al., 2016; Morris et al., 2007). 

Supportive parents, who encourage children to express and cope with negative emotions, 

likely foster children’s emotional regulation and social competence (Ramsden & Hubbard, 

2002). In contrast, children whose parents control their children’s negative emotions 

through non-supportive methods (e.g., denying, limiting) adopt dysregulated negative 
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emotions. Poor adjusting effort could externalize into behavioral problems or internalize 

into anxiety (Carthy et al., 2010; Shapero et al., 2016). Appropriate parental control might 

be perceived by children as parental involvement or even warmth, which might help 

distract children from the feelings of helplessness and anxiety (Nanda et al., 2012; Smiley et 

al., 2016). Given the association between parents’ and children’s anxiety, parents’ success 

in avoiding their own anxiety—through exerting controlling behaviors—might help reduce 

children's anxiety when facing challenges (Borelli, Margolin, et al., 2015; Borelli et al., 

2018). Overall, when appropriate parental involvement is provided (e.g., parents exhibit 

parental control in response to children’s desire for assistance), children would likely 

regulate their emotions more effectively (i.e., feel less anxious and less upset). 

The Current Study 

We were interested in studying how children react to challenges—whether they 

persist on their own, desire help from parents, or experience difficulty regulating their 

emotions and give up. Therefore, we set up a series of challenging tasks in which children 

repeatedly experienced failure in front of their mothers (details below). We believed that 

the challenge task we presented to the participants parallels many situations in life, in 

which children are expected to face challenges, fail, and have to get back up and try again. 

We chose to focus on children in their late childhood and early adolescence (i.e., aged 

between 8 to 12) as this age group is at the emerging stage of autonomy development, 

which means that they are learning to handle difficult situations on their own but at the 

same time, still rely a great deal on parental assistance and guidance (Kuczynski et al., 

2018). Moreover, the majority of the research conducted on children’s responses to 

challenge to date has either exclusively examined EA children or used EA as the reference 
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group. It is crucial that scientific research is representative of different groups of people in 

the world beyond the commonly studied WEIRD (i.e., Western, Educated, Industrialized, 

Rich, and Democratic) population (Henrich et al., 2010). In the current study, we 

investigated cross-ethnic differences among AA, LA, and EA.  

 

Figure 1. Mediation model in Hypotheses 5 & 6 

 

 

Figure 2. Moderated mediation model in the exploratory analyses 

In sum, our first aim was to examine cross-ethnic differences in maternal control, 

children’s desire for assistance, and children’s emotional responses to challenges. We 

hypothesized that LA and AA children were expected to exhibit (H1) higher levels of desire 

for assistance, (H2) lower levels of arousal, and (H3) higher levels of happiness in response 
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to challenges than EA but would not differ from one another. For mothers, (H4) LA and AA 

mothers would exhibit higher levels of control than EA but would not differ from each 

other.  Our second aim was to examine whether maternal control mediated the association 

between children’s desire for assistance and their emotional responses to challenges (see 

Figure 1). We hypothesized that maternal control would mediate (H5) the association 

between children’s desire for assistance and their arousal and (H6) the association 

between children’s desire for assistance and their happiness. Our third exploratory aim was 

to examine ethnicity as a moderator of the mediation effects specified in H5 and H6 (i.e., 

whether the mediation effects hold or differ across ethnic groups; see Figure 2). We did not 

have specific hypotheses for these exploratory analyses. 

METHOD 

Participants 

Empirical estimates by Fritz and MacKinnon (2007) indicated that, when using 

percentile bootstrap, a sample size of at least 162 is needed to achieve 80% power to detect 

a mediation effect with small-to-medium effect size.  Aiming to improve the statistical 

power of our analyses, we collated data from two nearly identical studies conducted at two 

research institutions in Southern California, United States. Participants were recruited 

using identical recruitment procedures, including flyer distribution in the community and 

online advertisements on Facebook and Nextdoor. In order to participate, the dyads must 

be proficient in English and children must be between 8 and 12 years old and not be 

diagnosed with developmental disability or serious mental illness (e.g., psychosis). We 

excluded children with these conditions as they might reasonably need additional 



 

 9 

assistance from parents. Given that our study focused on mothers’ involvement and 

children’s desire for assistance, these conditions might serve as confounding factors.  

Our sample included 168 mothers (Mage = 40.93 years, SDage = 7.10) and their 

children in their late childhood or early adolescence (52.7% boys, Mage = 10.11, SDage = 

1.21). Sample 1 included 90 dyads (51% non-Hispanic Whites, 24% LA, 24% Asian). 

Sample 2 included 78 dyads (56% non-Hispanic Whites, 23% LA, 21% Asian). Our sample 

was diverse in terms of annual household income: 26% reported an annual household 

income of less than U.S. $40,000, 43% between $40,000 and $120,000, and 31% more than 

$120,000. The original sample also included dyads with other ethnic backgrounds (e.g., 

African Americans). However, these dyads were removed from final analyses since their 

numbers did not provide adequate power to conduct between-groups analyses.  

Procedure 

Upon their arrival at the lab, mother participants provided informed consent and 

children provided informed assent. Separately, mothers and children completed self-report 

questionnaires, in which mothers reported their own and their children’s ethnicity and 

children reported their levels of arousal and happiness before engaging in the challenge 

task. Next, both members of the dyads participated in a standardized failure paradigm—the 

performance challenge task (PCT; described below)—before getting separated again to fill 

out some more questionnaires, in which children reported their levels of arousal and 

happiness after engaging in the failure task and then participated in semi-structured 

interviews regarding their experiences during the PCT. Both the PCT and the post-PCT 

interviews were video- and audio-recorded so that they could be submitted to coding. Since 
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the PCT contains deceptive components (specified below), we conclude the participant 

visits with debriefing sessions in which oral and written debriefs were provided.  

Measures 

 Performance Challenge Task. PCT (Borelli et al., 2018) is a standardized failure 

paradigm that consists of computer presentations of six 3-by-3-tile geometric puzzles, 

adapted from the Block Design task in the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children-III 

(Wechsler, 1991). For each puzzle, the screen displayed a completed puzzle (i.e., the goal) 

and an array of ten square tiles of one of three types – all white, all red, or diagonally split 

into red and white halves. These tiles could be moved into a 9-tile empty frame to complete 

a puzzle. While the children worked on the puzzles, their mothers were seated in a chair six 

feet behind them and were asked to observe and not to help unless the children really 

needed it. By design, the puzzles were impossible to complete, as only eight correct pieces 

were presented, along with two extraneous pieces. Each puzzle was displayed for 50 

seconds for Sample 1 and 40 seconds for Sample 2, after which a cartoon frown face 

appeared, indicating that the children had “failed” to finish the task. We decided to 

decrease the length of display of the puzzles in Sample 2 to reduce the likelihood that the 

children would figure out the puzzles were impossible to complete. At the end of the sixth 

puzzle, two progress bars appeared, showing a comparison of the child’s progress with 

other hypothetical children, who overall had successfully solved 5 out of the 6 puzzles. 

Maternal control. Maternal control was observed and coded from the video 

recordings of the PCT using the Behavioral Involvement Parenting Scale (BIPS; Borelli et al., 

2018). BIPS is a 17-item binary tool with two subscales measuring parents’ involvement. In 

the current study, we used the 9-item overcontrol subscale to capture parents’ verbal (e.g., 
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“Mom vocalizes during task not in response to child’s vocalization.”) and physically (e.g., 

“Mom touches or points to the computer to provide direction on puzzle completion.”) 

controlling behaviors. Mean scores were calculated across the six puzzles, indicating 

mothers’ average behavior across the task. The PCT recordings were coded separately by 

two raters who were not the same ethnicity. We took the ethnic backgrounds of our coders 

into consideration when coding the videos from Sample 2, aiming to cancel out the culture 

biases they might have while rating the participants’ behavior. Averages of the two 

observers’ ratings were used in data analysis. Construct validity of this measure has been 

supported in prior studies (Borelli et al., 2016; Borelli et al., 2018; Borelli et al., 2017). In 

this sample, interrater reliabilities were good—intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs) 

ranged from .75 to .91, with an average ICC = .85.  

Children’s Desire for Assistance. After participating in the PCT, mothers and 

children separately completed semi-structured interviews regarding their own and the 

other person’s thoughts and feelings during the PCT (Borelli et al., 2017; Sichko et al., 

2015). To measure children’s desire for assistance, we asked the child participants to 

reflect on whether they thought their mothers had helped them during the PCT (e.g., Did 

your mom help you with the puzzles?”) and to what extent they wanted such involvement 

(e.g., “Did you want your mom’s help with the puzzles?”, “Did you want your mom to help 

you more or less?”, “How much did you want your mom to help you?”). The audio 

recordings of the interviews were transcribed verbatim, then coded by two coders who 

were not the same ethnicity (in Sample 2) using the Children’s Perception of Mothers’ 

Involvement coding scheme (CPMI; Borelli & Smiley, 2015). The coders rated the extent to 

which the children desire assistance from their mothers (e.g., “To what extent did the child 
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express wanting help/desire assistance from their mothers?”) on a 5-point scale (1 = Not at 

all, 2 = Very little, 3 = Undecided, 4 = Somewhat, 5 = Completely). Averages of the observers’ 

ratings were used in data analysis. The ICCs indicated that the interrater reliabilities in this 

sample were acceptable—ICCs ranging from .95 to .98, with an average ICC = .96.  

Children’s Emotion. The Self-Assessment Manikin (SAM; Hodes et al., 1985) was 

used to measure children’s emotion before and after engaging in the PCT. The child version 

of the SAM is a 5-point non-verbal pictorial assessment that measures existing states of 

emotion on two dimensions—arousal and happiness (or pleasure). For the arousal 

dimension, answer options ranged from an excited, wide-eyed manikin to a relaxed, sleepy 

manikin, and for the happiness dimension, answer options ranged from a smiling, happy-

looking manikin to a frowning, unhappy manikin. In the current study, children rated their 

current state of emotions for each of the dimensions, with higher scores indicating greater 

arousal and greater happiness. The SAM is a reliable method for assessing time-related 

changes in affective reactions among adolescents (McManis et al., 2001). 

Data Analytic Plan 

First, zero-order correlations were conducted to identify variables that were 

significantly associated with the dependent variables to be included as covariates. Second, 

since the research paradigms were slightly different between our two samples (i.e., Sample 

2 participated in a brief intervention with 3 conditions while Sample 1 did not), we created 

a combined variable, named condition, to reflect this variation, with Sample 1 was coded as 

0 and the three conditions of Sample 2 were coded as 1, 2, and 3). We then tested whether 

the key variables varied as a function of these four conditions. If significant differences 

were identified, condition will be included as a covariate in the following analyses.  
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We used ANCOVA to test the cross-ethnic differences in the valence of maternal 

control (H1), children’s desire for assistance (H2), and children’s emotional responses to 

failure (H3 & H4), controlling for the covariates. Model 4 of Hayes’ (2017) PROCESS Macro 

version 3.5 for SPSS was used to test the mediation effect of maternal control on the 

association between children’s desire for assistance and their emotional responses to 

challenge (H5 & H6) and Model 7 of the PROCESS Macro was used to explore the 

moderation effect of ethnicity on the mediation models in H5 and H6 (see Figures 1 & 2). 

RESULTS 

Preliminary Analyses 

Correlations. Zero-order correlations between the key study and demographic 

variables (see Table 1) revealed that older mothers were more likely to have older 

children, higher income, and lower observed maternal control. Children’s post-PCT arousal 

was positively associated with pre-PCT arousal and maternal control. Children’s post-PCT 

happiness was positively associated with pre-PCT arousal, pre-PCT happiness, desire for 

assistance, and maternal control, and inversely associated with household income.  

Covariates. ANOVAs with condition as the predictor variable revealed that the key 

variables did not differ across conditions. Condition was not included as a covariate in 

hypothesis testing; only the demographic variables associated with the key variables were. 

In sum, pre-PCT arousal were included as a covariate in all analyses with post-PCT arousal 

as the outcome variable, whereas income, post-PCT arousal, and pre-PCT happiness were 

included as covariates in all analyses with post-PCT happiness as the outcome variable.  

Sex differences. Independent samples t-tests did not reveal any significant sex 

differences among the child variables (see Table 2).  
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Table 1. Correlations and descriptive statistics of demographic factors and key study variables. 

  
    

            
Total LA AA EA 

  (N = 168) (n = 40) (n = 38) (n = 90) 

  P-Age Income M-OC C-DFA Pre-A Post-A Pre-H Post- H M SD M SD M SD M SD 

C-Age 0.19* -0.03 -0.07 -0.15 0.02 0.01 -0.20* 0.01 10.11 1.21 9.92 1.24 9.84 1.15 10.32 1.21 

M-Age --- 0.48** -0.18* -0.06 -0.008 0.02 -0.08 -0.11 40.93 7.10 38.00 7.57 39.05 6.58 43.03 6.46 

Income  --- -0.16* -0.11 -0.10 -0.02 -0.07 -0.19* --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

M-OC   --- 0.46** -0.005 -0.14 0.12 0.27** 1.42 1.28 2.09 1.39 1.54 1.39 1.06 1.04 

C-DFA    --- 0.05 -0.13 0.10 0.20* 3.44 1.48 3.78 1.43 3.49 1.60 3.25 1.44 

Pre-A     --- 0.58** 0.21** 0.17* 2.39 1.28 2.30 1.33 2.39 1.24 2.43 1.28 

Post-A      --- 0.07 -0.02 2.85 1.34 2.45 1.38 2.71 1.27 3.09 1.32 

Pre-H       --- 0.34** 4.30 0.80 4.29 0.90 4.34 0.71 4.28 0.80 

Post- H        --- 4.01 1.14 4.43 0.96 4.08 1.08 3.79 1.19 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

Note: M = mother; C = child; M-OC = maternal control; C-DFA = children’s desire for assistance; PCT = performance challenge task; Pre-A = children’s pre-PCT 

arousal; Post-A = children’s post-PCT arousal; Pre-H = children’s pre-PCT happiness; Post-H = children’s post-PCT happiness 
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Table 2. Gender differences on the key study variables.   

    95% CI  95% CI 

 p Mean differences SE differences LL UL d LL UL 

M-OC 0.57 -0.12 0.21 -0.53 0.29 -0.09 -0.41 0.23 

C-DFA 0.11 0.38 0.24 -0.09 0.84 0.26 -0.06 0.57 

Pre-A 0.36 0.19 0.20 -0.21 0.58 0.15 -0.17 0.45 

Post-A 0.39 0.18 0.21 -0.23 0.59 0.13 -0.17 0.44 

Pre-H 0.86 0.02 0.13 -0.23 0.27 0.03 -0.28 0.34 

Post- H 0.50 -0.12 0.18 -0.47 0.23 -0.11 -0.41 0.20 

Note: M-OC = maternal control; C-DFA = children’s desire for assistance; PCT = performance challenge task; Pre-A = children’s pre-PCT 

arousal; Post-A = children’s post-PCT arousal; Pre-H = children’s pre-PCT happiness; Post-H = children’s post-PCT happiness 

 

Table 3. Change in children’s emotion across two time points (before versus after the performance challenging task).  

              Mean 

differences 

SE 

differences 

95% CI  95% CI 

T1 M SD T2 M SD p LL UL d LL UL 

Pre-A 2.39 1.28 Post-A 2.83 1.35 < .001 0.44 0.10 0.26 0.63 0.37 0.21 0.52 

Pre-H 4.30 0.80 Post-H 3.99 1.14  < .001 -0.30 0.09 -0.48 -0.13 -0.26  -0.42 -0.11 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

Note: PCT = performance challenge task; Pre-A = children’s pre-PCT arousal; Post-A = children’s post-PCT arousal; Pre-H = children’s pre-

PCT happiness; Post-H = children’s post-PCT happiness 
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Emotional responses to challenges. Paired samples t-tests identified significant 

differences between children’s pre-PCT and post-PCT levels of arousal, t(162)  = 4.67, p < 

.001, and happiness, t(164)  = -3.37, p < .001, indicating significant changes in emotion over 

time (see Table 3). Specifically, children’s level of arousal increased while children’s level of 

happiness decreased across the two time points (i.e., before versus after experiencing 

failure), altogether indicating negative emotional responses to challenges. 

Cross-Ethnic Differences 

Cross-ethnic differences in children’s desire for assistance. Controlling for 

children’s age, the result of an ANCOVA revealed that children’s desire for assistance did 

not significantly differ across ethnic groups, F(2, 17) = 1.15, p = .32, η² = .02 (see Table 1). 

Cross-ethnic differences in children’s arousal levels. Controlling for pre-PCT 

arousal, the result of an ANCOVA revealed that post-PCT arousal, F(2, 159) = 3.58, p = .03, 

η² = .04, significantly differed across ethnicities. A Tukey Post-Hoc test revealed that LA 

children were significantly lower in post-PCT arousal, p = .01, 95% CI [-.96, -.12], than EA 

children whereas AA children did not significantly differ from either LA children, p = .38, 

95% CI [-.28, .72], or EA children, p = .13, 95% CI [-.74, .09]. 

Cross-ethnic differences in children’s happiness levels. Controlling for pre-PCT 

arousal and pre-PCT happiness, the result of an ANCOVA revealed that post-PCT happiness, 

F(2, 154) = 4.65, p = .01, η² = .06, significantly differed across ethnicities. A Tukey Post-Hoc 

test revealed that LA children were significantly higher in post-PCT happiness, p = .003, 

95% CI [.23, 1.07], than EA children whereas AA children did not significantly differ from 

either LA children, p = .09, 95% CI [-.91, .06], or EA children, p = .28, 95% CI [-.19, .64]. 
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Cross-ethnic differences in maternal control. Controlling for mothers’ age, the 

result of an ANCOVA revealed that maternal control significantly differed across ethnic 

groups, F(2, 152) = 7.32, p = .001, η² = .09. A Tukey Post-Hoc test revealed that LA mothers 

were significantly higher in control, p < .001, 95% CI [.46, 1.44], than EA mothers whereas 

AA mothers did not significantly differ from either LA mothers, p = .06, 95% CI [-1.10, .03], 

or EA mothers, p = .10, 95% CI [-09, .91] (see Table 1 for descriptive statistics). 

Mediation Analyses 

For the mediation analyses, we tested all indirect pathways using bootstrapping 

analyses and generated a 95% confidence interval (CI) with 5,000 simulated samples, with 

the CI not including the null value of 0 indicating significance at p < .05 (Hayes, 2017). 

Table 4. Results of the mediation models in Hypotheses 5 & 6 

  Children's post-PCT arousal Children's post-PCT happiness 

   95% CI   95% CI 

 Effect SE LL UL Effect SE LL UL 

Indirect (a × b) -0.02 0.04 -0.10 0.05 0.06 0.03 0.01 0.12 

Direct (c) -0.14 0.07 -0.29 -0.004 0.07 0.07 -0.06 0.21 

Total (c’) -0.16 0.06 -0.29 -0.04 0.14 0.06 0.01 0.26 

  

Maternal control as a mediator of the association between children’s desire for 

assistance and arousal. The results of a mediation analysis using PROCESS Model 4, as 

shown in Table 4, indicated that the indirect effect was not significant, suggesting that 

maternal control did not explain the association between desire for assistance and 

children’s post-PCT arousal, after controlling for the covariates. Path coefficients indicated 

that children’s desire for assistance (predictor) was significantly associated with maternal 

control (mediator), b = .42, t(141)  = 6.14, SE = .07, p < .001, 95% CI [.29, .56], but maternal 
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control (mediator) was not significantly associated with children’s post-PCT arousal 

(outcome), b = -.05, t(140)  = -.59, SE = .08, p = .55, 95% CI [-.20, .11]. 

Maternal control as a mediator of the association between children’s desire for 

assistance and happiness. The results of a mediation analysis using PROCESS Model 4, as 

shown in Table 4, indicated that the indirect effect was significant, suggesting that maternal 

control mediated the association between desire for assistance and children’s post-PCT 

happiness, after controlling for the covariates. Path coefficients indicated that children’s 

desire for assistance (predictor) was significantly associated with maternal control 

(mediator), b = .41, t(136)  = 5.84, SE = .07, p < .001, 95% CI [.27, .55], and maternal control 

(mediator) was significantly associated with children’s post-PCT happiness (outcome), b = 

.15, t(135)  = 2.05, SE = .07, p = .04, 95% CI [.005, .30]. However, it is important to note that 

the lower bound of the bootstrapped CIs (95% CI [.005, .30]) was close to the null value of 

0, implying that the effect size should not be definitively interpreted (Pek & Flora, 2018). 

Exploratory Analyses 

Based on the cross-ethnic differences identified in the previous analyses (i.e., LA 

significantly differed from EA and scored highest in maternal control, lowest in post-PCT 

arousal, and highest in post-PCT happiness), we used LA as the reference group in the 

following analyses with ethnicity moderating the above tested mediation models. 

Ethnicity as a moderator of the mediation effect of maternal control on the 

association between children’s desire for assistance and their emotional responses to 

challenges. Controlling for the covariates, the results of mediation analyses using Model 7 

of PROCESS (see Table 5 for indexes of moderated mediation and Figure 2) indicated that 

the degree to which children’s desire for assistance (predictor) affects children’s post-PCT 
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arousal (outcome) indirectly through maternal control (mediator) did not depend on 

ethnicity (moderator). The same effect held for children’s post-PCT happiness—the degree 

to which children’s desire for assistance affects children’s post-PCT happiness indirectly 

through maternal control did not depend on ethnicity. 

Table 5. Index of exploratory moderated mediation (difference between conditional indirect effects)  

  Children's post-PCT arousal Children's post-PCT happiness 

   95% CI   95% CI 

  Index SE LL UL Index SE LL UL 

LA - AA -0.008 0.02 -0.06 0.05 0.03 0.04 -0.06 0.11 

LA - EA 0.004 0.02 -0.02 0.07 -0.009 0.04 -0.10 0.05 

Note: PCT = performance challenging task; AA = Asian American; EA = European American 

DISCUSSION 

The goals of the current study were to examine (1) cross-ethnic differences in 

mothers’ behavioral reactions and children’s emotional reactions to challenges, (2) the 

mediation effect of maternal control on the association between children’s desire for 

assistance and their emotional reactions to challenges, and (3) whether ethnicity 

moderates the mediation effect of maternal control on the association between children’s 

desire for assistance and their emotional reactions to challenges.  

Consistent with our first hypothesis, AA and LA children did not exhibit different 

levels of desire for assistance from one another. However, neither LA nor AA children 

exhibit different levels of desire for assistance from EA children. This indicates that 

children across cultures may hold a similar desire for parents to step in when help is 

needed. Previous literature supports that culture values are not significantly related to 

children’s help-seeking behaviors and intentions (Kaniasty & Norris, 2000; Moran, 2007). 
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Children’s help-seeking behavior, as a cross-ethnic adaptive problem-solving skill, is more 

strongly associated with parental nurturance, perception of self-competence, age, gender, 

and difficulty of tasks (Nelson-Le Gall et al., 1989; Puustinen et al., 2008). 

Consistent with our second and third hypotheses, LA children experienced lower 

arousal and higher happiness than EA children and AA and LA children did not significantly 

differ from each other. These patterns of emotional reactions are culturally driven, such 

that LA’s and AA’s interdependent values help them see failure as a collective result (i.e., my 

mother and I failed this task together) rather than a lack of self-efficacy (i.e., I failed this task 

alone in front of my mother), which was how failure is more commonly perceived among EA 

(Markus & Kitayama, 1991). However, in contrast with the preceding rationale and findings 

in past research (Cole et al., 2002; Fu & Markus, 2014), we did not find differences in 

arousal and happiness responses between AA and EA. It is important to note that our AA 

participants self-reported their levels of arousal and happiness, thus their scores might be 

vulnerable to subjectivity and biases. Past research has shown that children of Asian 

descent were more likely to choose midpoint answers (Chen et al., 1995). Indeed, AA’s 

scores in our sample ranged between those of their EA and LA counterparts. Our usage of 

self-report measures might have perpetuated AA’s habit to choose scores that ranged 

around the midpoint more often than choosing the extreme answers, causing their final 

scores to not be distinct enough to identify significant differences. Future study should use 

observational or physiological measures to capture information that might reflect 

emotional responses beyond the self-report measures. 

Consistent with our fourth hypothesis, during the PCT, LA mothers exhibited higher 

levels of control than EA mothers, and AA and LA mothers did not exhibit different levels of 
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control from one another. However, AA and EA mothers also did not exhibit different levels 

of control from each other. These findings are consistent with past research—LA parents 

exert higher-level controlling behaviors than EA parents (Halgunseth et al., 2006); the 

shared parenting values and family orientation shaped the similar controlling level of LA 

and AA mothers (Kawamoto & Anguiano, 2006). However, the less disparity of maternal 

control between AA and EA is particularly interesting. Traditionally, AA parenting practices 

are more often authoritarian than EA, involving more directive, controlling, and demanding 

behaviors (Li et al., 2015). However, AA parenting is increasingly leaning towards a 

combination of authoritarian and authoritative styles (Choi et al., 2013). Facilitated by 

acculturation into host culture, AA immigrants preserve their traditional parenting values 

while adopting a more positive, warm, independent family environment, which is more 

similar to those in Western families (Ho, 2014). Moreover, control is a form of maternal 

involvement that ensures both nurture and disciplines in Asian families. Despite being 

known for being controlling and demanding “tiger moms,” AA mothers maintain positive 

relationships (Chua, 2011; Qin & Chang, 2013). 

Even though the findings suggested a considerably consistent pattern of cross-

ethnic differences—LA and EA were significantly different from one another while AA did 

not significantly differ from neither LA nor EA—researchers should refrain from lumping 

ethnic minority groups into a single group in contrast to EA. The current study found that 

AA consistently scored in the middle and did not significantly different from EA, suggesting 

that not all non-Hispanic White ethnicities are identical or similar in contrast to EA. 

Needless to say, whenever the sample size allows, each ethnicity and culture deserves to be 

treated as their own group (Hasnain et al., 2020; Kaneshiro et al., 2011).  
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Maternal control did not mediate the association between children’s desire for 

assistance and their arousal following the challenging task. However, maternal control 

mediated the association between children’s desire for assistance and their happiness 

following the PCT. These findings are consistent with previous interpretations that when 

children desire for help from parents, controlling behaviors may be perceived more as 

warmth and support, following with children’s pleasant feelings (Chao & Tseng, 2002). One 

possible mechanism behind this pathway might be that parental support during 

challenging tasks decreases the risk of children’s negative evaluation of self and increases 

children’s happiness through a higher level of self-esteem (Lim et al., 2015). Children might 

benefit from the immediate involvement of their mothers as maternal control might foster 

coregulation of emotion (Borelli, Margolin et al., 2015). However, in the long run, maternal 

control might backfire as children do not get the benefits of being able to deal with stress 

and overcome challenges on their own (Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012). Children feeling 

less upset about experiencing challenges does not necessarily mean they did not 

experience increased anxiety throughout the process. Parental control and anxiety 

exhibited during stress-inducing interactions may increase children’s anxiety and hinder 

independent emotional regulation (Borelli, Rasmussen, et al., 2015; Feng et al., 2011).  

Path analyses of the mediation models revealed that greater maternal control was 

strongly associated with greater children’s desire for assistance. Such positive association 

demonstrated that children might have engaged in a joint control–help-seeking system 

with their mothers. Moreover, both greater maternal control and greater children’s desire 

for assistance were associated with children’s happiness, suggesting that children in those 

control–help-seeking systems were content with the experience they had, despite it being a 
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challenging experience. The positive association between maternal control and children’s 

happiness revealed that, although some involvement might be perceived by outsiders (i.e., 

observed by coders) as the mothers expressing control, or even overcontrol, these 

behaviors might be seen by the children themselves as helpful involvement that fostered 

successful emotional regulation. Importantly, this effect was observed among children 

across ethnicities, implying the consistency of the effect in late childhood and early 

adolescence. In addition, given that the median level of maternal control in our sample fell 

on the lower end of the score range (median = 1.17, score ranged 0-9), it is safe to say that 

our mother participants exhibited some controlling behaviors but overall, most were not 

over-controlling. Our findings may have been different had we examined our research 

questions using a sample of children or mothers with clinically significant anxiety, given 

that maternal overcontrol was linked to both mothers’ and children’s anxiety (Borelli, 

Margolin et al., 2015). Collectively, these findings have important implications for 

developing interventions that aim at increasing sensitive parenting (i.e., accurately 

detecting and appropriately responding to children’s needs in a timely manner).  

One of the benefits of relying on parents during difficult times might be immediate 

successful coregulation of emotions (i.e., less negative emotional responses), especially 

when assistance is adequately provided. Nevertheless, excessive dependence on parental 

support might lead to children developing a habit of coregulation, which over time, might 

inhibit children’s development of independent regulation and reduce their social 

competence (Lobo & Lunkenheimer, 2020). For instance, over-protective parenting has 

been found to mediate the association between children’s dysregulated fear and social 

withdrawal 3 years later (Kiel & Buss, 2014). Moreover, in the long run, the rigidity of over-
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controlling parents increases children’s risk of externalizing and internalizing problem, due 

to poorly constructed self-regulation skills (Hollenstein et al., 2004) 

Exploratory research analyses revealed that ethnicity did not moderate the 

mediation effect of maternal control on the association between children’s desire for 

assistance and children’s emotional response to failure. These findings indicated that, 

despite the cross-ethnic differences in maternal control and children’s emotional 

responses, the mediation model with maternal control explaining the association between 

children’s desire for assistance and their happiness in response to challenge holds for 

children across the three ethnic groups. Such cross-ethnic similarities could be explained 

by the similar levels of parental warmth and affection in responding to children’s failures, 

despite AA being perceived as more controlling than EA (Fei et al., 2007). It is possible that 

affection and emotional support are stronger driving factors of children’s emotional 

responses. The consistent links among maternal control, children’s desire for assistance, 

and children’s emotional responses across ethnicities might be a function of the consistent 

affection and emotional support given by the mothers throughout the interaction. Future 

research might consider examining parental affection and emotional support within the 

context of children experiencing challenges. The current study examined parental 

behavioral involvement but has not yet explored parental emotional involvement.  

Limitations 

Several limitations of this study deserve notice. First, our mediation models were 

cross-sectional, such that we did not explicitly manipulate the predictor variable and 

measure the mediator in chronological order. Therefore, we refrained from concluding 

absolute causal inferences. In fact, it is likely that maternal control and children’s desire for 
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assistance occurred simultaneously during the challenging task. However, we specified in 

our procedure that mothers should observe and not help unless the children really need it, 

implying that children ought to initiate their desire for assistance first, either through 

verbal or non-verbal requests, before the mothers elicit involvement. Future studies could 

look into the potential bidirectional relationship between children’s desire for assistance 

and mothers’ involvement as well as the role that mothers’ sensitivity and responsiveness 

to children’s requests might play during stress-inducing situations. 

Second, as our samples only included mother-child dyads, the generalizability of our 

findings is limited to the mother-child interaction. Even though there are similarity in the 

patterns of paternal and maternal control (Meuwissen & Carlson, 2015; Padilla-Walker & 

Nelson, 2012), mothers’ and fathers’ involvement were associated with different 

behavioral and psychological outcomes among adolescents (Day & Padilla-Walker, 2009). 

For instance, maternal overcontrol mediated the prospective associations between 

maternal and child anxiety and between child avoidant coping and child anxiety while 

paternal overcontrol did not (Borelli, Margolin et al., 2015). Moreover, the increase in the 

number of single-father families in the United States over the past few decades has called 

for more attention to research on father-child relationships (Coles, 2015).  

It is important to note that our sample only included participants who are fluent in 

English. This requirement of language proficiency likely lowered our chance of finding 

significant ethnic differences, as ethnic minority dyads might have been well-acculturated 

into the dominant culture in the United States, adopted certain individualistic values, and 

incorporated those values into their parent–child interactions. Such language requirement 

also limits the generalizability of our results to less-acculturated families. 
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Finally, longitudinal work is needed to examine the long-term effects of challenges 

under the chronicle pressure and involvement from parents. The current study 

demonstrated that greater maternal control predicted positive, or at least less negative, 

immediate responses to failure in early adolescence. However, it is important to note that 

prolonged oversolicitous parenting might habituate children to expect support from 

external sources and become dependent on these supports, which in turn, inhibit the 

development of effective independent emotional regulation and problem-solving skills 

(Hastings et al., 2010). Moreover, children who excessively rely on parental assistance 

might be vulnerable to emotional dysregulation, such as anxiety, when dealing with 

challenges in late adolescence and adulthood. Hence, future research is needed to better 

understand the variation in the effects of parental control and involvement on children's 

emotional regulation as a function of children’s age and their developmental needs.  

CONCLUSION 

The current study contributes to the existing literature on children’s emotional 

reactions to challenges within the context of maternal involvement. By showing that, 

regardless of their ethnicity, children whose mothers exhibit more controlling behavior 

desire more assistance and respond less negatively to failure, we have demonstrated that 

children’s emotional responses to challenges in early adolescence are related to the levels 

of control their mothers exhibit during the experience. Our work has important 

implications for developing interventions to encourage appropriate and sensitive parental 

involvement to foster effective emotional regulation among children.  
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