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Emotion Self-Regulation during Mother-Child Interactions in Infants and Preschoolers: Influences of Context and Maternal 

Histories of Risk 

Emotion self-regulation is the ability to modulate emotional responses without external assistance, and is a key challenge of 

early childhood.  Poor emotion regulation abilities have been linked to the development and manifestation of problematic behaviour 

across the lifespan (Gardner, et al., 2008).  Studies of emotion regulation spanning from infancy to adulthood point to the importance 

of examining emotion regulation from an early age.  Because maternal aggression and social withdrawal are two dispositions of risk 

that may be related to poor emotion regulation, it was of particular interest to examine emotion regulation in children growing up in 

high-risk families.  Objectives of the present study were to examine: (1) how preschoolers’ emotion self-regulation strategies differed 

across four contexts; (2) the association between maternal childhood histories of aggression or social withdrawal and preschoolers’ 

use of emotion self-regulation strategies; and (3) the predictive relation between emotion self-regulation strategies at 5 ½ months and 

in the same children as preschoolers. 

Participants were 45 mother-child dyads, a sub-sample of the Concordia Longitudinal Risk Project, a prospective, longitudinal, 

intergenerational study.  Mothers and their 3- to 5-year-olds engaged in a puzzle, interference, free play, and clean-up task.  Children’s 

emotion self-regulation was coded throughout all tasks using the Preschooler Self-Regulatory Scheme.  Prior to preschool age, 

emotion self-regulation was observed during mother-infant face-to-face interactions when these children were 5½ months of age. 
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Results revealed that preschoolers used more self-regulation behaviours during the interference task than any other task.  The 

situational difficulty, coupled with maternal unavailability in this task, required children to self-regulate more frequently.  In addition, 

preschoolers employed the most negative self-regulatory strategies (e.g. negative attention seeking) during the interference task. These 

findings are in accordance with literature emphasizing that the regulation of emotion is most important in contexts where higher 

emotional valences are activated by the challenge of a task.   

Maternal childhood histories of social withdrawal were predictive of attention seeking behaviours in preschoolers during the 

interference and free play tasks.  Mothers’ childhood histories of social withdrawal predicted more negative, and less prosocial 

attention seeking in their children during the interference task.  Interestingly, during the free play task, maternal histories of social 

withdrawal predicted children’s more frequent use of both types of attention seeking.  In this task mothers resumed playing with their 

child, therefore children’s attention seeking could not be explained by frustration arising due to maternal unresponsiveness.   

Longitudinal analyses from infancy to preschool revealed that infants’ self-comfort, attention seeking, and fretting predicted 

preschoolers’ negativity.  While there was continuity between attention seeking and fretting at both time points, the relation between 

infants’ self-comfort and preschoolers’ negativity was surprising.  It may be that infants who self-comforted more needed more 

external assistance to regulate by the time they reached preschool age.   
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Taken together, findings suggest that early emotion self-regulation strategies vary depending on context and maternal histories 

of risk, and are an indicator of future behaviours.  Results speak to the importance of helping children develop adaptive regulatory 

skills from a young age in order to foster socio-emotional competence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


