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Abstract

This study used a cross-national framework to examine country, region, and gender differences in 

emotional availability (EA), a prominent index of mutual socioemotional adaptation in the parent–

child dyad. Altogether 220 Argentine, Italian, and U.S. mothers and their daughters and sons from 

both rural and metropolitan areas took part in home observations when the children were 20 

months old. In terms of country, Italian mothers were more sensitive and optimally structuring, 

and Italian children were more responsive and involving, than Argentine and U.S. dyads. In terms 

of region, rural mothers were more intrusive than metropolitan mothers, and boys from 

metropolitan areas were more responsive than boys from rural areas. In terms of gender, mothers 

of girls were more sensitive and optimally structuring than mothers of boys, and daughters were 

more responsive and involving than sons. Understanding how country, region, and gender 

influence EA exposes forces that shape child development, parent–infant interaction, and family 

systems.
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Emotional exchange is a primary modality for expression and reciprocation of parent–child 

affection and communication (Bornstein & Lamb, 2008). Maternal emotional displays to 

children self-disclose, engage and maintain affecting exchanges, extend social interaction, 

and mark important dyadic events (Martin, Clements, & Crnic, 2002). Reciprocally, children 

provide multiple cues that articulate their emotional states and needs to their parents 

(Barnard, 1976; Barnard et al., 1989). Emotional availability (EA; Emde, 1980, 2000; Emde 

& Easterbrooks, 1985), a concept used to refer to the quality of emotional exchanges 

between parents and their children, encompasses both emotional signaling and emotional 

understanding in each partner and the emotional accessibility of one to the other (Biringen & 

Robinson, 1991). Such positive emotional sharing appears to be indispensable to healthy 
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caregiving and wholesome parent–child functioning, at least in Western cultures (Aviezer, 

Sagi, Joels, & Ziv, 1999; Biringen & Robinson, 1991; Bretherton, 2000; Emde, 1980; Lovas, 

2005). Theoretical work underscores the grounding of this construct in the attachment 

tradition (Bowlby, 1969) and its broad utility in clinical practice and in research (see 

Biringen & Robinson, 1991; Ammaniti, 2006).

Here, we studied four aspects of mothers’ EA to their children and two aspects of children’s 

EA to their mothers (Biringen, Robinson, & Emde, 1998). Maternal sensitivity assessed 

acceptance, flexibility, affect regulation, and variety and creativity of behavior displayed 

toward the child. Maternal structuring assessed appropriate facilitation, scaffolding, 

mediation, and organization of child activity, exploration, and routine by providing rules, 

regulations, and a supportive framework for interaction without compromising the child’s 

interest in such activities. Maternal nonintrusiveness measured support for the child without 

interrupting the child by being overdirective, overstimulating, overprotecting, or interfering. 

Maternal nonhostility measured talking to or behaving with the child in a way that is patient, 

pleasant, and harmonious and not rejecting, abrasive, or antagonistic. Child responsiveness 

focused on age- and context-appropriate exploring and reacting to the mother’s bids and 

enjoyment of the interaction. Child involving evaluated the child’s ability, willingness, and 

success in engaging the mother in interaction.

On one hand, these features of the parent–child relationship are basic and presumably 

universal (e.g., Scherer & Wallbott, 1994; van IJzendoorn, Bakersman-Kranenburg, & Sagi-

Schwartz, 2006); such emotional exchanges constitute parents’ and children’s “first 

language” and primary mode of emotional communication with one another. On the other 

hand, norms regarding emotion vary with culture, as do their elicitation, regulation, and 

manifestation (Eid & Diener, 2001; Kitayama & Markus, 1994), and culturally appropriate 

expressions of emotional exchange are requisite to the development of social competence 

(e.g., Eisenberg et al., 1997; Halberstadt, Denham, & Dunsmore, 2000; Saarni, 1999). The 

emergence, expression, and growth of EA in the dyad are likely determined by many 

sources, including evolutionary mandates, developmental tasks and demands, parents’ and 

children’s own psychological make-ups, and ecological context and culture.

Importance of Studying Ecological Context

Contemporary research has cast the ecological perspective as central to developmental study 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998), and one vital ecology of development is culture 

(Bornstein, 1980, 1991, 2008a, 2008b; Rogoff, 1990). The mandate of cross-cultural 

research is to explore and explain cultural similarities and differences in human development 

(Bornstein, 1980; van de Vijver & Leung, 1997). Most developmental investigation is still 

monocultural (Tomlinson & Swartz, 2003), however, and critics have historically disparaged 

presumptively pan-cultural (universal) generalizations from such (limited) findings (e.g., 

Bornstein, 1980, 1991; Kennedy, Scheirer, & Rogers, 1984; Moghaddam, 1987; Russell, 

1984; Sexton & Misiak, 1984; Triandis, 1980). Cross-cultural developmental science is 

acknowledged by empiricists and theoreticians alike as requisite to a fuller understanding of 

developmental processes and for testing the limits of generalization (e.g., Bornstein, 1991, 

2002; Brislin, 1983; Nugent, Lester, & Brazelton, 1989; Piaget, 1966/1974; Whiting, 1981). 
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Specifically, insufficient research has systematically examined expressions of EA by 

country, or region within country, even though there have been calls for investigations of 

both cross-country and intracountry variation in EA (e.g., Emde, 2000). Accordingly, this 

study had as its first goal to explore the expression of dyadic variation in EA by ecological 

loci across countries and between regions within country. We discuss cross-country and 

(intracountry) between-region variation in these kinds of parent–child relationships and, 

afterward, take up another topic of this study—gender.

Mother and Child EA in Argentine, Italian, and U.S. Rural and Metropolitan 

Ecological Contexts

For this study, direct observations of child rearing and child development were pursued in a 

cross-cultural comparison. We evaluated and compared domains of EA in mothers and their 

children in six contrasting ecologies: three contexts were country (Argentina, Italy, and the 

United States) and two were region within each country (rural and metropolitan). Every 

ecological context has its own needs and has evolved its own developmental agenda, and so 

child-rearing attitudes and activities can be expected to be adapted (to some degree) to 

specific contexts (Bornstein, 1991, 2002; Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1989; Okagaki & Divecha, 

1993; Smetana, 1994; Valsiner, 1989). Moreover, cultural models of parenting are composed 

of interlocked cognitions and practices shared by members of a community; insofar as 

different countries, and regions within countries, have different requirements for parents and 

children (Weisner, 2005), we expected that dyads living in them would experience different 

conditions of development and so might express themselves differently in terms of their EA.

For several theoretical, practical, and design reasons, Argentina, Italy, and the United States 

compose an attractive comparative set in which to investigate culture-general as well as 

culture-specific aspects of mother–child mutual EA. On one hand, these three countries, as 

well as contrasting rural and metropolitan locales in each, are reasonably similar to one 

another in terms of predominant European heritage, levels of modernity, industrialization, 

and per capita income, ecological and climatic factors, education and literacy, and standard 

of living; all three also have low birth rates and small family size, prize childhood 

caregiving, and have families that are nuclear in organization and in which the mother is 

normally the primary caregiver. So, these countries and samples are roughly comparable in 

terms of general sociodemographics, and these shared forces led us to expect that mothers 

and children in rural and metropolitan areas, respectively, would show similarities in terms 

of different aspects of EA.

On the other hand, these countries contrast with one another in terms of history, cultural 

values, and parenting beliefs that may influence EA. Here, we briefly review the psychology 

and sociology of parenting and child development in Argentina, Italy, and the United States 

and in rural versus metropolitan contexts, as well as how the variation among them shaped 

our specific expectations that, despite some inclusive similarities, mothers’ and children’s 

EA in these different ecologies would vary. We want to emphasize that the following review 

refers to average group differences that obviously elide over individual variation that is 

present within any group.
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Argentina

Latin American child-rearing values generally stress dependency, respect, and obedience and 

use rewards and punishments to achieve these goals (Durett, O’Bryant, & Pennebaker, 1975; 

Eichelbaum de Babini, 1965; Greenfield, Suzuki, & Rothstein-Fisch, 2006; Kagan & Ender, 

1975; Minturn & Lambert, 1964; Pescatello, 1973; Ribas, in press). In Argentina, vertical 

relationships often have an authoritarian cast, and parents at home, teachers at school, and 

supervisors at work frequently appeal to autocratic and arbitrary modes in interpersonal 

situations (Aguinis, 1988; Fillol, 1961; Pascual, 1991). At school, Argentines tend to 

practice direct transmission of knowledge, for example, favoring demonstration (Pascual, 

1991; Petty, 1986); the use of such strategies is thought to stem from a view of children as in 

need of instruction. In the family, to direct a child’s action is to behave positively toward the 

child and to express care and love in preparing the child for development (Aguinis, 1988; 

Díaz Rossello, 1988; Fillol, 1961). Empirically, Spanish-speaking mothers rely more on 

attentionals (utterances designed to attract the child’s attention) and high volume in their 

interactions with infants (Blount, 1990), and Argentine mothers specifically favor direct and 

controlling statements in speech to young children relative to, say, Japanese, French, and 

U.S. mothers (Bornstein et al., 1992).

Italy

Italian mothers promote child protection and warmth, and folding the child into the family is 

a principal parenting task (Carugati, Emiliani, & Molinari, 1990; Donati, 1985, 1993; 

Edwards, Gandini, & Giovaninni, 1996; Emiliani & Molinari, 1995). Italian parents 

reportedly give special importance to social style and to interactive and affective dyadic 

exchanges (Senese, Poderico, & Venuti, 2003). Studies of mothers’ beliefs about the timing 

of children’s development show Italian parents expect high levels of social maturity in their 

children (e.g., participating in the social group, greeting, and responding to others’ requests; 

Edwards & Gandini, 1989; Gandini & Edwards, 2000). Cultivating vivacità, or liveliness, 

which is considered an index of health and lovableness, has been identified as an important 

cultural goal for Italian parents (Axia & Weisner, 2002). National authors refer to Italian 

mothers as generous and devoted to their children (Bravo, 1997); this picture is not a simple 

social stereotype but a broad archetype that infuses Italian culture from social structure to 

art. Empirically, Italian mothers of young infants engage more in social–affective behaviors 

and handling–holding, and they spend more time in synchronous dyadic social exchanges 

with their infants as compared with American mothers (Hsu & Lavelli, 2005). Italian 

mothers also stress the significance of social-oriented interactions with their infants 

(Bornstein, Cote, & Venuti, 2001).

United States

U.S. child rearing is highly individualistic as mothers prize effort in self-reliance, self-

actualization, expressiveness, and autonomy in children and see optimal growth as a child 

achievement (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swindler, & Tipton, 1985; Bornstein, 1994; 

Harwood & Miller, 1991; Stevenson, 1992; Tamis-LeMonda & McFadden, in press; 

Triandis, 1995). U.S. mothers rate rules and respect for authority as important. They are 

competitive, want the best for their children, and feel that the best way to achieve this aim is 
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to prepare themselves to be good parents. U.S. mothers generally tend to be optimistic and 

positive when evaluating their parenting. Middle-class North American mothers also tend to 

favor authoritative parenting, regulating interactions with their children so as to foster 

physical and verbal individuality and assertiveness (Bellah et al., 1985; Markus & Kitayama, 

1991; Whiting & Child, 1953). U.S. mothers engage in less social play and verbally praise 

their children less as compared with Argentine mothers (Bornstein, Haynes, Pascual, Painter, 

& Galperín, 1999). As compared with Italian mothers, U.S. mothers also look at and talk to 

their young infants less frequently (Richman, LeVine, et al., 1988; Richman, Miller, & 

Solomon, 1988), display lower levels of social–affective behaviors, and spend less time in 

synchronous dyadic social exchanges with their infants (Hsu & Lavelli, 2005).

On the basis of these (admittedly broad) country contrasts, we developed first-order 

hypotheses that (a) because of high-demand practices, Argentine mothers would be 

(comparatively speaking) lower in sensitivity, less optimal in structuring, and higher in 

intrusiveness; (b) Italian mothers and children would show (comparatively speaking) the 

highest levels of all aspects of EA to one another because of strong expectations, if not 

demands, in Italian culture for mutual socioemotional expressiveness within the dyad; and 

(c) in line with their strong individualist orientation, mothers in the United States would 

show (comparatively speaking) lower levels of EA to their infants. That said, we expected all 

infants and mothers in these typically developing Western groups to be mutually available to 

one another.

The particular country comparison we designed directly contrasts cultural conditions of 

child rearing and disentangles them (to the degree possible; see below) from other usually 

confounding sociodemographic factors (see Jahoda, 1980; Munroe & Munroe, 1980). 

Furthermore, we contrasted two groups in each country (one rural and one metropolitan) and 

so availed ourselves of the possibility of creating a wider comparison than is typical of 

cross-cultural research (see Bornstein, 1991, 2002; Brislin, 1983; Piaget, 1966/1974; 

Whiting, 1981). To analyze EA comprehensively, it is both desirable and necessary to 

approach the dynamic from cross-cultural and intracultural perspectives.

Rural–Metropolitan

Just as parenting and child development may not be uniform across countries, they may also 

not be uniform across major ecological settings within a country. To explore this idea with 

respect to EA, our second aim was to compare EA in rural and metropolitan1 settings within 

each country. The variation between rural and metropolitan is continuous rather than 

categorical, and people in these contrasting ecological contexts face many of the same 

modern-day challenges and share much of the same general cultural information (Thompson 

et al., 1996; Zayas, 1995); child development in the two contexts also, of course, traverses 

much the same normative course (Coleman, Ganong, Clark, & Madsen, 1989; Thompson et 

al., 1996; Zayas, 1995). Yet, the notion that rural life differs in systematic ways from 

1Contemporary research often (rightly or wrongly) reserves the term urban to mean the research is situated in low-income, inner-city 
contexts and is likely to have recruited racial or ethnic minority participants. In the present study, we did not recruit such a sample, and 
so we use the term metropolitan to mean families living in cities or in urbanized suburban areas surrounding cities that have higher 
education and socioeconomic status than their rural counterparts.
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metropolitan life is a classic one in social science (see Hauser & Schnore, 1965; Redfield, 

1947; Sjoberg, 1964; Tonnies, 1887/1963; Wirth, 1938). Rural areas typically differ from 

metropolitan areas structurally, that is, in terms of population characteristics, density of 

social organization, and level of technological development. Metropolitan communities tend 

to be large; normally subscribe to a wider range of ideas, experiences, and actions; foster 

liberal attitudes; and provide variegated experiences to smaller, more mobile nuclear 

families (Bettencourt, Lobo, Helbing, Kühnert, & West, 2007). By contrast, rural 

communities more often consist of mutually dependent populations that tend to foster 

intimate contact in which tradition, cohesiveness, homogeneity, and shared values typify 

interaction styles (Greenfield et al., 2006; Palacios & Moreno, 1996). Less populated rural 

communities are more conventional, and cultural change occurs there more slowly than in 

more populated communities, whereas metropolitan areas facilitate the optimized delivery of 

social services, such as education, health care, and efficient governance (Bettencourt et al., 

2007; Coleman et al., 1989). Rural family members are significantly more traditional than 

metropolitan family members (Scanzoni & Arnett, 1987). Notably, for the first time in 

history the majority of humanity now live in cities (Crane & Kinzig, 2005; United Nations, 

2004), and as Bettencourt et al. (2007) showed, even if cities are superficially quite different 

in form and location, they are in fact, on the average, scaled versions of one another on many 

social and economic indicators.

Rural and metropolitan environments are believed to engender different requirements and 

condition different adaptations within the family (Bradley, 2002; Lampard, Voigt, & 

Bornstein, 2000; Stott, 1940), and as a result the rural–metropolitan distinction is thought to 

infuse many facets of daily life (Hauser & Schnore, 1965). Parents from rural areas 

reportedly lack flexibility in child-rearing practices (Palacios & Moreno, 1996); they tend to 

be less permissive and more restrictive and punitive, preferring obedience and conformity 

(Kennedy, 1985; Mussen & Maldonado Beytagh, 1969; Peterson & Peters, 1985); and they 

tend to possess less realistic developmental expectations for their children than do parents 

from metropolitan areas (Lehr & Jeffery, 1996; Palacios & Moreno, 1996). In contrast, 

parents from metropolitan areas tend to believe they are influential in their child’s 

development, and they hold developmental expectations for their children that coincide more 

closely with the child’s actual stage of development. These parents tend to be better 

educated, more literate, and exposed to more and different mass media (Greenfield et al., 

2006; Hill, Stycos, & Back, 1959); they place greater emphasis on personal decision making 

and independence; and they are more child centered and intent on fostering the development 

of independence and achievement in their children (Mussen & Maldonado Beytagh, 1969; 

Nsamenang & Lamb, 1995). Rural communities have fewer social resources available to 

families (Kates & Parris, 2003; Lichter & Jenson, 2002), and parents with fewer resources 

are less likely to parent effectively (Sampson & Laub, 1994; Simons, Johnson, Conger, & 

Lorenz, 1997) and more likely to experience impediments to sustaining or fostering their 

children’s development (Kaiser & Delaney, 1996). Thus, rural versus metropolitan settings 

relate to the psychology of caregivers and to their socialization attitudes and practices and 

are defined by contrasting beliefs and behaviors that may shape EA in the mother–child 

dyad.
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The rural–metropolitan contexts we specifically contrasted in Argentina, Italy, and the 

United States were largely faithful to these regional distinctions (see Table 1). We expected 

that parents’ being emotionally available to a child requires attentiveness, accessibility, 

patience, and other personal and emotional resources that typify metropolitan contexts and 

may be more difficult to marshal under circumstances of greater challenge. The child’s EA 

to a parent also calls on alertness, attentiveness, and emotional investment that could be 

compromised in rural contexts and by scarcity of resources. On this basis, we developed 

first-order hypotheses that (a) mothers from metropolitan areas would display (relatively 

speaking) greater sensitivity and more optimal structuring and less intrusiveness and 

hostility to their children compared with mothers from rural areas and (b) children from 

metropolitan areas would show (relatively speaking) greater responsiveness and involvement 

of their mothers compared with children from rural areas.

Dyadic EA and Child Gender

Many researchers have pointed to meaningful gender differences in socioemotional function 

from early childhood, even if they are small in magnitude (e.g., Eagly, Beall, & Sternberg, 

2004; Halpern, 2000; Kimura, 1999; Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974; Ruble, Martin, & 

Berenbaum, 2006). Girls and boys are typically socialized with respect to different goals, 

and so gender differences in emotional expression and experience are normally expectable 

(Brody & Hall, 2000; Chodorow, 1978), even across cultures (McCrae et al., 2004; McCrae, 

Terracciano, & 78 Members of the Personality Profiles of Cultures Project, 2005). Assessed 

gender differences are largely consistent with gender stereotypes, so those views appear to 

have a basis in the characteristics of individuals. Specifically, the literature in gender 

differences tends to support the general view that females display higher levels of social 

interest, are better at understanding emotional expressions, and are more invested in 

interpersonal strategies that maintain and repair social relationships than are males (Gilligan, 

1982; Golombok & Fivush, 1994; Halpern, 2000; Lovas, 2005; Maccoby, 1990). Traditional 

gender role prescriptions also characterize women as more affiliative and interpersonally 

sensitive, and stereotypically feminine activities tend to emphasize collaborative behaviors 

and foster proximity (Caldera, Huston, & O’Brien, 1989; Leaper, 2002; Maccoby, 1988; 

Ruble, 1988); development in girls is usually associated with lower levels of autonomy and 

higher levels of emotional closeness to significant others (Chodorow, 1978; Clarke-Stewart 

& Hevey, 1981; Ley & Koepke, 1982; Olesker, 1984, 1990; Robinson & Biringen, 1995).

Perhaps more accurately reflective of fact than stereotype, the extant empirical literature on 

measures of EA and gender is mixed. On one hand, Robinson, Little, and Biringen (1993; 

see also Biringen, Robinson, & Emde, 1994; Easterbrooks, Lyons-Ruth, Biesecker, & 

Carper, 1996) reported that mothers of daughters were equally as sensitive as mothers of 

sons at 18 and 24 months. On the other hand, Lovas (2005) reported small but consistent 

effects of child gender: On average, mothers of daughters received higher EA scores than 

mothers of sons, and girls received higher scores than boys.

The samples we recruited were intentionally balanced with respect to child gender so that as 

our third goal, potential differences in EA between mothers and girls versus mothers and 

boys could be examined. We expected that larger cross-cultural and between-region samples 

Bornstein et al. Page 7

Dev Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 February 27.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



would help resolve contemporary discrepancies in the literature. We developed first-order 

hypotheses that (a) mothers would be comparatively more emotionally available to their 

daughters than to their sons and (b) daughters would be comparatively more emotionally 

available to their mothers than sons to their mothers.

Present Study

Despite the centrality of EA in enhancing our understanding of the parent–child relationship, 

a dearth of studies has systematically examined its country, region, and gender properties. 

Within the literature concerned with this dyadic construct, the following features therefore 

distinguish the present study: (a) Mothers and their daughters and sons in adequate sample 

sizes in two regional contexts in each of three countries were observed and assessed; (b) 

sociodemographic and social status characteristics that may also relate to mother and child 

EA were controlled; (c) a consistent and standard cross-culturally validated observational 

methodology was used; and (d) child age and birth order were held constant across groups. 

Cross-country and between-region assessments of EA not only fill gaps of needed 

information about EA, and do so in underresearched populations, but also augment the 

validity of extant country, region, and gender findings by assessing these issues more 

broadly.

Method

Participants

Demographics—A total of 220 mother–child dyads from two contrasting geographic 

regions within each of three countries were observed when the child was 20 months of age. 

Seventy dyads resided in Argentina: 30 in rural Córdoba Province and 40 in metropolitan 

Buenos Aires. Seventy dyads resided in Italy: 30 in rural Basilicata and 40 in metropolitan 

Padua. Eighty dyads resided in the United States: 40 in rural Berkeley County, West 

Virginia, and 40 in the Washington, DC, metropolitan area. Mothers were recruited from 

hospital birth notifications, patient lists of medical groups, newspaper birth announcements, 

and mass mailings, and they were selected to be primiparous with full-term, nonadopted, 

healthy infants. Demographic statistics of the rural and metropolitan families from each 

country are presented in Table 1. All mothers were of European heritage; their average age 

was 27.84 years (SD = 5.33) at the visit, F(5, 213) = 13.21, p ≤ .001; their average 

educational level (measured on the 7-point Hollingshead, 1975, scale) was 4.24 (SD = 1.57), 

F(5, 214) = 21.16, p ≤ .001; and their average hours of employment per week was 17.57 (SD 
= 17.98), F(5, 211) = 2.25, p ≤ .05. Most mothers were married, and the child’s father was 

living in the home in 93.64% of the families across all groups. The six samples represented a 

range from low to upper-middle socioeconomic status (SES) as measured by the 

Hollingshead (1975) Four-Factor Index of Social Status (see also Bornstein, Hahn, 

Suwalsky, & Haynes, 2003; Pascual, Galperín, & Bornstein, 1993), grand M = 37.73 (SD = 

14.48), F(5, 212) = 25.49, p ≤ .001.

All children were full term, and all but 2 weighed more than 2,500 g at birth (2 children 

from Buenos Aires weighed 2,360 g and 2,450 g, respectively, but neither emerged as a 

univariate or multivariate outlier, so both were retained). Children averaged 20.22 months of 
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age at the visit (SD = 0.35 months), F(5, 214) = 8.63, p ≤ .001. Approximately equal 

numbers of girls and boys were recruited in each group, χ2(5, N = 220) = 1.52, ns.

The statistical differences in mothers’ age, education, and hours employed; family SES; and 

child age may not be practicably meaningful, but as a precaution these variables, with the 

exception of child age in which the range of country means was 2 weeks, were examined as 

covariates (see below).

Procedures

Each mother–child dyad was visited at home and videorecorded for 10 min of free play by a 

single female filmer who was a native of the country. Observations were scheduled at times 

that were optimal for the child and when only the mother and child would be at home. The 

mother was instructed that the filmer was interested in observing her and her child in their 

usual activities and to disregard the filmer insofar as possible. After a conventional period of 

acclimation to the camera and the presence of the filmer (McCune-Nicolich & Fenson, 1984; 

Stevenson, Leavitt, Roach, Chapman, & Miller, 1986), recording commenced. The filmer 

resisted talking to the mother and making eye contact with, interacting with, or otherwise 

reacting to the child during the filming.

Assessments

EA—EA in the mother–infant dyad was evaluated using the Emotional Availability Scales: 

Infancy to Early Childhood Version (EAS, 3rd ed.; Biringen et al., 1998). The EAS were 

specifically designed to assess EA through observations and ratings of parent–child 

interaction and were constructed to reflect age-appropriate behaviors in parent–child 

interactive cycles. Each of the six individual EAS focuses on the behavior of one partner; 

however, all EA dimensions are viewed as relationship variables because each takes the 

other partner’s behavior into account. Thus, the EAS assess specific behaviors of individuals 

but at the same time constitute global ratings of dyads that capture joint interactional style. 

Maternal Sensitivity ranges from 1 (highly insensitive) to 9 (highly sensitive); maternal 

Structuring ranges from 1 (nonoptimal) to 5 (optimal); maternal Nonintrusiveness ranges 

from 1 (intrusive) to 5 (nonintrusive); and maternal Nonhostility ranges from 1 (markedly 
hostile) to 5 (nonhostile). Child Responsiveness ranges from 1 (nonoptimal) to 7 (optimal); 
and child Involving of Mother ranges from 1 (nonoptimal) to 7 (optimal). All scales were 

coded in half-points. The EAS have been used with children of different ages (e.g., Biringen 

et al., 2000; Easterbrooks, Biesecker, & Lyons-Ruth, 2000), from low and high social-risk 

populations (e.g., Oyen, Landy, & Hilburn-Cobb, 2000; Swanson, Beckwith, & Howard, 

2000), and in dyads from a wide variety of different nations, such as Australia, Belgium, 

Canada, Finland, Germany, Israel, Latvia, the Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden, and Turkey 

(Z. Biringen, personal communication, November 17, 2005; Oyen et al., 2000; Ziv, Aviezer, 

Gini, Sagi, & Koren-Karie, 2000; Sagi, Koren-Karie, Gini, Ziv, & Joels, 2002). Although the 

EAS were developed within a European American research tradition, operationalizations of 

the EAS attest that they are applicable to parenting and child development in many different 

cultures.
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Construct (convergent) validity of the EAS has been examined against concurrent and 

longitudinal measures of attachment in several studies (see Easterbrooks & Biringen, 2000, 

2005). For example, the construct of sensitivity more generally was developed by Ainsworth 

(1967) in Uganda, but it has proven to be a robust predictor of secure attachment in children 

in a wide variety of different societies (van IJzendoorn et al., 2006). In addition, sensitivity is 

associated with mothers’ detailed, coherent, and child-focused descriptions demonstrating an 

understanding of their infant’s perspective in Israel (Koren-Karie, Oppenheim, Dolev, Sher, 

& Etzion-Carasso, 2002); with reflective function, “the clarity of the individual’s 

representation of the mental states of others as well as the representation of his own mental 

state” in England (Fonagy et al., 1995, p. 250); with the symbolic play of children with 

Down syndrome in Italy (Venuti, de Falco, Giusti, & Bornstein, in press); and with an 

appreciation of infant psychological state, encouragement of play, contingent responsiveness 

to infants, and secure attachment in the United States (Ainsworth, Bell, & Stayton, 1971; 

Feldman & Reznick, 1996; Reznick, 1999). As an informal test of the cross-cultural 

construct validity of the EAS in our data, we assessed the relation between maternal 

sensitivity and mothers’ parenting knowledge (MacPhee, 1981). Maternal sensitivity was 

significantly related to parenting knowledge in the full sample, r(194) = .26, p ≤ .001, and in 

each country: in Argentina, r(55) = .32, p ≤ .05; in Italy, r(63) = .28, p ≤ .05; and in the 

United States, r(72) = .27, p ≤ .05. A more complete description of the EAS can be found in 

Biringen and Robinson (1991), Easterbrooks and Biringen (2000), Biringen (2000), and a 

special issue of the Infant Mental Health Journal (Ammaniti, 2006).

EA was coded from the video records. A standard set of toys was brought to the home; the 

child’s own toys were not used in order to control for variations in the quality and quantity 

of toys 20-month-old children in different contexts might have available. The findings of 

previous studies using 10- to 15-min observations lend credence to the validity of the 

temporal parameters in measuring EA (see Easterbrooks et al., 2000; Swanson et al., 2000; 

Ziv et al., 2000; although longer observations are recommended for the prediction of 

insecure attachment in Biringen et al., 2005, p. 307, and the results of previous studies show 

that context of interaction [e.g., home vs. laboratory] is less important to the expression of 

EA than individual differences; Bornstein et al., 2006).

All coders were first trained on the EAS in English to obtain satisfactory interrater reliability 

with one of the authors of the EAS and with one another (achieving interlaboratory and 

within-study reliability, respectively; Biringen, 2005). Then, two English–Spanish bilingual 

U.S. natives coded the Argentine interactions, two English–Italian bilingual Italian natives 

coded the Italian interactions, and the U.S. interactions were split among the four bilingual 

coders. Interrater reliability was assessed using average absolute agreement intraclass 

correlation coefficients (ICC) in a two-way random effects model (McGraw & Wong, 1996). 

Each coder scored approximately the same number of interactions. Coders were unaware of 

the hypotheses and purposes of the study and of additional information about the dyads. 

Coder reliabilities were computed for the four main bilingual coders on 20% of the U.S. 

interactions (n = 16), and ICCs ranged from .81 to .95. On these grounds, we concluded that 

coders from different countries had adequate reliability when coding the same interactions. 

As a further test, within-country reliability was also computed for the two English–Spanish 

bilingual coders of the Argentine tapes on 16 Argentine interactions and the two English–
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Italian bilingual coders on 16 Italian interactions. Argentine reliability ranged from .59 to .

87, and Italian reliability ranged from .90 to .97. The lowest reliability for the Argentine 

sample was for Nonhostility and was the result of reduced scale variance. Coders agreed on 

their ratings (within 0.5 point) for 75% of the sample. Any residual differences between 

coders were resolved by discussion, and consensus ratings were used for subsequent 

analyses (n = 7, representing 3.18% of all EA ratings).

Evaluations of the visits—As a check against threats to validity, at the conclusion of the 

visit the mother and the filmer independently evaluated the observation session by marking a 

series of 8-point (range = 0 to 7) graphic rating scales, randomly ordered with respect to 

valence but recoded in ascending order. Mothers reported that their children’s behavior (M = 

5.08, SD = 1.77) and their own behavior (M = 5.46, SD = 1.73) during each visit were 

characteristic of their normal routine. According to the filmers’ evaluations, mothers were 

somewhat relaxed (M = 5.42, SD = 1.52) and children were not fussy (M = 1.49, SD = 1.71). 

One country difference emerged on these measures, however: Filmers rated Italian children 

as more fussy than Argentine and U.S. children. As a result, mothers’ and filmers’ 

evaluations were examined as potential covariates.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Before data analysis, univariate and multivariate distributions of the EAS and potential 

covariates were examined for normalcy, homogeneity of variance, outliers, and influential 

cases (Fox, 1997). Transformations were applied to resolve problems of non-normalcy, and 

residuals were examined for influential points. The distance of each case to the centroid was 

evaluated to screen for multidimensional outliers (see Bollen, 1987; Tabachnick & Fidell, 

1996). Maternal nonintrusiveness and nonhostility were skewed (all ps < .05), and no 

transformation would normalize them; they were therefore analyzed with nonparametric 

statistics that do not assume that variables are normal. The skewed distributions of the 

Nonintrusiveness and Nonhostility scales are not surprising. These two scales were designed 

to capture specific types of negative behaviors that are uncommon in low-risk samples. The 

other four EAS were reexpressed using second-power transformations to approximate 

normalcy. Analyses were conducted on the transformed data; for clarity, descriptive statistics 

are presented using untransformed variables.

Covariates

As shown in Table 1, a number of demographic variables distinguished the countries, but 

these were natural variations that are representative of the countries and regions under study. 

We only wanted to control for variables that were related to variations in mother and child 

EA. Because maternal education was highly correlated with paternal education and family 

SES in the full sample, r(215) = .81, p ≤ .001, and r(218) = .80, p ≤ .001, respectively (see 

Schwartz & Mare, 2005), and because mothers were observed interacting with their 

children, we examined maternal education as the proxy for family education and SES. 

Maternal age, maternal hours of employment, child birth weight, and mother and filmer 

evaluations of the visits were also examined as potential covariates. Maternal education and 
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age were related to the four continuously distributed EAS (rs = .22–.34, ps ≤ .001). The 

typicality of the child’s behavior was also related to sensitivity, structuring, and involving (rs 

= .14–.17, ps ≤ .05). No other potential covariates were related to the EAS. Therefore, we 

included only maternal education and age and the typicality of the child’s behavior as 

covariates in the analyses that follow. Maternal education and age were significantly 

correlated, r(218) = .52, p ≤ .001, but not so highly that they could not both be controlled in 

the same analysis.

Analytic Plan

First, descriptive statistics are presented separately for country, region, and child gender. 

Next, four 3 × 2 × 2 (Country × Region × Child Gender) analyses of covariance were 

conducted to assess main effects and possible interaction effects on maternal sensitivity and 

structuring and child responsiveness and involving. For sensitivity, structuring, and 

involving, we controlled maternal education and age and the typicality of the child’s play in 

the session. For responsiveness, we controlled only maternal education and age. Although 

we had no specific hypotheses about interaction effects, all possible interactions were 

explored. Maternal nonintrusiveness and nonhostility were evaluated separately with 

nonparametric statistics.

A post hoc power analysis was computed before data analysis to determine whether the 

sample size of 220 provided sufficient power to detect a medium-sized effect in a 3 × 2 × 2 

analysis of variance design. With an effect size of .25 (Faul & Erdfelder, 1992), an alpha of .

05, and a sample size of 220, the power estimates ranged from .92 to .96, indicating 

adequate power to detect a medium or large effect.

Descriptive Statistics

Tables 2, 3, and 4 present means and standard deviations for the EAS across country, region, 

and child gender, respectively. The EAS shared variance (range = 10%–79%), and the 

amount of shared variance was similar across countries, regions, and genders. Separate 

analyses were conducted for these scales because each scale has independent theoretical 

standing in the literature, and we were interested in exploring patterns of country, region, 

and gender on each.

Mother–Child EA by Country, Region, and Gender

Separate analyses of covariance were performed on maternal sensitivity, maternal 

structuring, child responsiveness, and child involving, controlling for maternal age, maternal 

education, and the typicality of the child’s play.

Sensitivity—No significant interactions, or main effect of region, emerged for maternal 

sensitivity. However, main effects for country, F(2, 190) = 3.97, p ≤ .05, η2 = .04, and 

gender, F(1, 190) = 10.08, p ≤ .01, η2 = .05, were found. Simple contrasts indicated that 

Italian mothers were more sensitive than Argentine and U.S. mothers (mean difference = 

5.47, SE = 2.39, p ≤ .05, and mean difference = 6.68, SE = 2.55, p ≤ .01, respectively), but 

Argentine and U.S. mothers did not differ (mean difference = 1.21, SE = 2.36, ns). Finally, 

mothers were more sensitive with their daughters than with their sons.
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Structuring—No significant interactions, or main effect of region, emerged for maternal 

structuring. Main effects of country, F(2, 190) = 4.04, p ≤ .05, η2 = .04, and child gender, 

F(1, 190) = 8.46, p ≤ .01, η2 = .04, were found. Simple contrasts indicated that Italian 

mothers were more optimally structuring than Argentine and U.S. mothers (mean difference 

= 2.08, SE = 0.87, p ≤ .05, and mean difference = 2.41, SE = 0.93, p ≤ .01, respectively), but 

Argentine and U.S. mothers did not differ (mean difference = 0.33, SE = 0.86, ns). Mothers 

were more optimally structuring with daughters than with sons.

Responsiveness—The interaction between region and gender was significant for child 

responsiveness, F(1, 206) = 4.00, p ≤ .05, η2 = .02. The main effects of country, F(2, 206) = 

13.77, p ≤ .001, η2 = .12, and child gender, F(1, 206) = 15.28, p ≤ .001, η2 = .07, were also 

significant. We explored the Region × Gender interaction by examining region effects within 

girls and boys separately and gender effects within rural and metropolitan regions separately. 

Boys from metropolitan areas were more responsive than boys from rural areas, F(1, 107) = 

6.23, p ≤ .05, η2 = .06, but girls from metropolitan and rural areas did not differ, F(1, 105) = 

2.39, ns, η2 = .02. Girls from rural areas were more responsive than boys from rural areas, 

F(1, 92) = 16.52, p ≤ .001, η2 = .15, but boys and girls from metropolitan areas did not 

differ, F(1, 112) = 1.66, ns, η2 = .02. See Figure 1. Simple contrasts for country indicated 

that Italian children were more responsive than Argentine and U.S. children (mean 

difference = 7.97, SE = 1.56, p ≤ .001, and mean difference = 6.17, SE = 1.63, p ≤ .001, 

respectively), and Argentine and U.S. children did not differ (mean difference = 1.80, SE = 

1.50, ns).

Involving—No significant interactions or main effect of region emerged for child 

involving. The main effects of country, F(2, 190) = 7.59, p ≤ .001, η2 = .07, and child 

gender, F(1, 190) = 9.58, p ≤ .01, η2 = .05, were significant. Simple contrasts for country 

indicated that Italian children were more involving than Argentine and U.S. children (mean 

difference = 5.50, SE = 1.55, p ≤ .001, and mean difference = 5.43, SE = 1.65, p ≤ .001, 

respectively), and Argentine and U.S. children did not differ (mean difference = 0.07, SE = 

1. 53, ns). Girls were more involving of their mothers than boys.

Maternal nonintrusiveness and nonhostility—Because of the skewed distributions of 

maternal nonintrusiveness and nonhostility, we performed nonparametric tests on these two 

scales to determine whether they were different across countries, regions, and genders. For 

tests of country effects, we used the Kruskal-Wallis test. For tests of region and gender 

effects, we used Mann-Whitney U tests. Because no covariates could be used, and 

interactions are not possible using nonparametric tests, these findings should be interpreted 

with caution.

Mothers were not different in their nonintrusiveness across countries, χ2(2, N = 220) = 4.31, 

ns, nor with their daughters and sons (z = 1.12, ns, respectively). However, nonintrusiveness 

was higher in metropolitan than rural regions (i.e., rural mothers were more intrusive; z = 

3.99, p ≤ .01).

Mothers were not different in their nonhostility across countries, χ2(2, N = 220) = 1.53, ns; 

regions (z = 1.02, ns); or genders (z = 1.45, ns), respectively.
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Discussion

EA refers to the overall affective quality of the parent–child relationship, “the degree to 

which each partner expresses emotions and is responsive to the emotions of the other” 

(Emde & Easterbrooks, 1985, p. 80). This cross-cultural study of mother and child EA had 

several interconnected goals, namely, to explore the construct of EA from the perspectives of 

country, region, and gender. In general, with respect to country, we found that Italian 

mothers and children scored higher than Argentine and U.S. mothers and children on 

sensitivity, structuring, responsiveness, and involving. With respect to region, we found that 

mothers from rural areas were more intrusive than mothers from metropolitan areas and boys 

from metropolitan areas were more responsive than boys from rural areas. Finally, with 

respect to gender, we found that mothers were more sensitive and optimally structuring with 

their daughters than with their sons, and girls were more involving of their mothers than 

were boys.

Before discussing these findings, we need to consider a balance of limitations and strengths 

in this study. In terms of representativeness, the children who participated were all typically 

developing firstborns of a specific age; moreover, we only studied children and their 

mothers. These restrictions aided the comparisons we undertook; however, they also have 

implications for the generalizability of the findings in the sense that examinations of 

children of different ages or birth order or with special needs; single, separated, or divorced 

mothers; or fathers or childcare providers might result in different patterns of parent and 

child EA. Although we studied three countries on three continents and two regions within 

each country, it is also possible that EA functions differently in still other countries and 

regions. These factors (and others, no doubt) constrain the generalizability of our findings. 

Robinson et al. (1993) have pointed out possible methodological limitations based on 

stereotypes in raters’ coding EA. However, trained, reliable, independent coders contributed 

to the data here. In interpreting group findings (country, region, or child gender), it is also 

important to keep in mind that “average” differences can mislead because there is almost 

always considerable overlap between comparison groups. Although the EAS were originally 

developed in a U.S. setting, the consistency and face validity of the pattern of findings 

resulting from their cross-cultural application give evidence of the validity and 

generalizability of these scales in culturally contrasting settings. For this study, we recruited 

mothers and children in roughly comparable South American, European, and North 

American societies. The study therefore contributes information about EA in two relatively 

underresearched populations (Argentina and Italy) and compares it with a more 

comprehensively researched one (the United States). The findings also highlight intracultural 

variation in the context of cross-cultural study.

Country and Region

With these considerations in mind, we first review and comment on mother–child EA in 

terms of country and region and then discuss the role of gender in EA. Methodologically, 

just as different attachment behaviors may be specific to sociocultural context (contrast 

proximal and distal strategies children use to seek proximity in the Strange Situation) and 

the distributions of attachment patterns may differ from one culture to another, but 
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attachment can still be described in similar ways across cultures, patterns of EA may be 

differently distributed in different cultures but still mark mother–child interactions 

universally. We found that we could apply the EAS at least in rural and metropolitan settings 

in three different (admittedly Western and industrialized) countries. Substantively, just as 

secure attachments represent the majority and the norm across cultures (van IJzendoorn et 

al., 2006), so mothers and infants proved mutually emotionally available across the cultures 

we studied. In all three countries, on average, dyads were emotionally available—in spite of 

significant mean differences among them. This shows that EA at adaptive levels is 

widespread and provides support for the importance of EA as a psychological construct.

On a construal of the relevance of context to the expression of EA and the interpretation of 

behavior, we expected both country and regional differences in mother–child EA. EA is 

assessed across a range of everyday interactions, and it results from constitutional needs and 

organismic development on one hand embedded in situation-specific experiences and 

contexts on the other. That is, EA arises from necessary and desirable demands. A necessary 

demand is that parents and children communicate emotionally with one another. In this 

regard, dimensions of EA may be “universal” aspects of parent–child relationships 

(Papoušek & Papoušek, 2002; van IJzendoorn et al., 2006). A desirable demand is that 

parents and children communicate in certain ways that are meaningful in their context. 

Country and regional studies of EA tell us about parents’ and children’s mutual adjustment 

in terms of contextually desirable demands. One influential paradigm to assess the general 

association between culture and development suggests that cultural prescriptions shape 

parental cognitions that in turn translate into the practices parents use to achieve their child-

rearing goals (e.g., Bateson & Mead, 1942; Benedict, 1938; Gauvain, 1998; Greenfield et al., 

2006; Whiting & Child, 1953); hence, the significance of the associations we obtained 

between sensitivity and parenting knowledge. The present findings suggest that this model, 

at least in part, describes cultural forces that shape maternal and child EA.

We found, as predicted, that Italian dyads tend to be high functioning on the EAS. Italian 

mothers were more sensitive and optimally structuring, and Italian children were more 

responsive and involving. This difference accords with other cultural findings of a special 

valuation and cultural demand characteristic to Italian mothers and children with respect to 

displays of EA. Positive affective exchanges hallmark Italian mother–infant interactions 

(e.g., Richman, LeVine, et al., 1988; Richman, Miller, & Solomon, 1988), and the 

representation of roles for Italian women gives more importance to family-related interests 

and needs compared with personal achievement (De Sandre, 1993). Within the family, both 

Italian parents principally concentrate their energies on affective relationships with their 

child, and Italian mothers stress the importance of the relationship they have with the child

—“a relationship that is to satisfy the affective needs of the mother and of the child” (Bimbi, 

1991, p. 150). Moreover, Italian mothers’ social representations of caregiving practices—for 

example, breast feeding—are predominantly characterized by affective and “warm” 

elements compared with objective ones (Molinari & Speltini, 1998). These findings also 

accord with Italian-speaking children’s saying more social words (i.e., names for people and 

social routines) than, say, English-speaking children (Caselli et al., 1995, 1999). Axia and 

Weisner (2002) proposed that Italian parents show a preference for socially active and 

affectively responsive vivaci infants, and Hsu and Lavelli (2005) found that, compared with 
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U.S. American mothers, Italian mothers display high levels of social–affective and 

handling–holding behaviors toward their very young infants and spend more time in 

synchronous dyadic social exchanges with their infants. Italian dyads were also more likely 

to openly express affection to each other than were American dyads during the first 3 

months, and Italian mothers’ self-efficacy ratings covaried systematically with measures of 

dyadic attunement. All these differences reflect Italians’ central cultural estimation of 

socioemotional interactions.

Rural mothers appear more intrusive than metropolitan mothers; however, the rural–

metropolitan regional contrast resulted in few differences when maternal age and education 

were controlled. Perhaps maternal intrusiveness parallels a more demanding and challenging 

environment for children in their future dealings with life circumstances. These findings also 

comport with contrasting child-rearing orientations associated with metropolitan versus rural 

family life. Research comparing metropolitan and rural Italian mothers’ language to their 

children (Camaioni, Longobardi, Venuti, & Bornstein, 1998), for example, has shown that 

rural mothers’ speech is more controlling (e.g., directing children to act in a certain way). 

Controlling through speech is a good equivalent to behavioral intrusiveness. What cultural 

aspect might it serve? Are these mothers preparing their children to cope with a life that 

imposes more restrictions on them in the sense that they have less control (or are controlled 

to a larger degree by environmental dictates) more generally as compared with dyads in 

metropolitan settings? Do children who are accustomed to a more directive environment 

cope better in a more restrictive culture? Finally, from a methodological standpoint 

intracountry and intraculture variation serves to remind cross-culturalists that it is important 

to consider including different regional cultures (e.g., dyads of both rural and metropolitan 

rearing environments) when recruiting representative samples and to caution against too 

ready country- or culturewide generalizations.

Gender

We found that mothers were more sensitive and optimally structuring with their daughters 

than with their sons, girls were more involving of their mothers than were boys, and rural 

girls were more responsive than rural boys. Lovas (2005) reported similar small but 

consistent effects of child gender: On average, mothers of daughters received higher scores 

for 19-month Structuring and 24-month Sensitivity than mothers of sons, and daughters 

received higher scores for Responsiveness and Involving than sons. Satisfactory explanations 

of such gender differences in EA will most probably involve interactions at biological, 

psychological, and social levels of analysis. Our discussion broadly follows a systemic 

orientation to gender outlined originally by Maccoby (1966).

It could be that biological and maturational differences favoring girls manifest in EA. Girls 

mature faster than boys (Bornstein, Hahn, & Haynes, 2004; Waber, 1976), and therefore, we 

might expect girls to develop some self-regulatory and communicative abilities related to EA 

earlier than boys. Gender also influences the ways in which adults perceive and relate to a 

child. Prevailing stereotypes about boys and girls can affect adult perceptions. For example, 

gender-typed differences in play are already evident by the end of the 1st year of life, and 

they tend to remain stable thereafter. Miller (1986) emphasized this closeness dimension 
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when proposing that daughters are socialized from early infancy to experience the self as a 

“self-in-relation” to others, whereas sons experience the self as increasingly autonomous, 

and Hinde and Stevenson-Hinde (1987) proposed that gender differences are magnified in 

relationship contexts vis-à-vis situations that emphasize individual performance. All of these 

forces might contribute to girls’ developing preferences for, and more advanced, affiliative 

skills; and in following gender pathways, girls are also more apt to experience interactions 

that emphasize EA.

Perhaps, alternatively or complementarily, girls’ early EA emphasis is because they spend 

more sheer time with their mothers. Toddler girls stay closer to their mothers and are more 

positively involved with them (Clarke-Stewart, 1973). Daughters of sensitive mothers are 

more likely to respond to maternal affect by matching affective expressions (e.g., smiling in 

response to maternal smiling). Moreover, higher rates of affect matching of daughters at 18 

months contributes to their mothers being more sensitive at 24 months, controlling for 

mothers’ initially observed sensitivity (Robinson et al., 1993). Girls could be more 

emotionally available, therefore, because children tend to model themselves primarily on the 

same-sex parent (Carlsmith, 1964). Because mothers are more emotionally available than 

fathers (Lovas, 2005), modeling the same-sex parent would (presumably) produce 

differentiated patterns of EA in girls and boys. Mothers do not necessarily have to be more 

globally sensitive with daughters than with sons, but some specific behaviors in the 

repertoire of emotionally available mothers might differ for daughters and sons, thus 

accounting for the gender differences in EA we observed (Biringen et al., 1994).

Clearly, more still needs to be learned about gender differences in EA and their sources. 

Biological, psychological, and social variables are inextricably entwined and mutually 

influential. It is not possible to assess the effects of any one of these factors without 

implicating the others. Overall, however, it is important to emphasize that the gender 

differences we observed reinforce the conceptualization of EA as both sensitive to culture 

and guided by biological development.

Some Future Directions

According to attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969), infants who experience positive emotional 

relationships with caregivers should be better able to regulate their own emotions and hold 

an accessible and empathic stance toward others (Biringen & Robinson, 1991). EA in 

infancy thus helps to set the stage for organized socioemotional regulation in childhood. One 

question for future investigation might ask which domains of parenting and child 

development do individual differences in EA predict (theory of mind, e.g.)? Another might 

engage us in scrutinizing those mothers and children who score especially low in EA. 

Relative to individual shortcomings in EA, very small interventions are known to enhance 

mother–infant adjustment (van den Boom, 1995), as supported by a growing body of 

evidence-based interventions (e.g., Juffer, Bakermans-Kranenburg, van IJzendoorn, 2008; 

Robinson & Emde, 2004). Intervention might prove beneficial in efforts to increase parental 

EA and to obviate or offset dysfunctional emotional exchanges in parent–child dyads. In 

support of this argument, home-visiting interventions in infancy and toddlerhood to improve 
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EA, especially among mothers at the higher end of the risk spectrum (i.e., mothers with low 

psychological resources; Olds et al., 2002, 2004), have proved useful.

Conclusions

EA enhances our understanding of critical aspects of child development, parenting, and the 

family system. If we desire to improve parent–child mutual EA, it is necessary to know more 

about how it varies. EA normatively differs (somewhat) across country, region, and gender 

even early in childhood. As effects that explain small amounts of variance in initial states 

can account for large final outcomes when those states recur (Abelson, 1985), an implication 

in the developmental realm suggests that children may follow divergent ontogenetic paths if 

their interactive environments—those to which they are exposed repeatedly—differ even 

slightly. On this argument, the eventual developmental consequences of variation in EA 

clearly merit further study. Moreover, a growing body of evidence using the EAS shows that 

both parent and child components of EA relate to quality of attachment (Easterbrooks & 

Biringen, 2000) and to other dimensions of the parent– child relationship (for reviews, see 

Biringen, 2000; Pipp-Siegel & Biringen, 1998), indicating that the EA framework might be 

used profitably in “a global way to describe the overall quality of the affective relationship” 

between parent and child (Biringen, 2000, p. 112) and to account for cultural, regional, and 

gender differences in social–emotional growth and child development.
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Figure 1. 
Estimated marginal means of child responsiveness by region and child gender, controlling 

for maternal age and education. The error bars are standard errors of the means.
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Table 3

Descriptive Statistics of the Emotional Availability Scales by Region

Rural (n = 100)
Metropolitan

(n = 120)

Scale M SD M SD

Mother

 Sensitivity 5.89 1.06 6.45 1.22

 Structuring 3.58 0.67 3.97 0.69

 Nonintrusiveness 4.02 0.86 4.45 0.68

 Nonhosility 4.73 0.45 4.78 0.41

Child

 Responsiveness 4.90 0.90 5.20 1.02

 Involving 4.90 0.82 5.20 1.03
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Table 4

Descriptive Statistics of the Emotional Availability Scales by Child Gender

Mother–daughter
(n = 105)

Mother–son
(n = 115)

Scale M SD M SD

Mother

 Sensitivity 6.37 1.21 6.04 1.14

 Structuring 3.90 0.69 3.69 0.71

 Nonintrusiveness 4.36 0.65 4.16 0.90

 Nonhostility 4.79 0.39 4.72 0.46

Child

 Responsiveness 5.24 1.02 4.90 0.91

 Involving 5.21 0.97 4.92 0.92
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