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Abstract

In this study, the relation between self-reported parental personality, using the five-factor model, and
observed parenting was examined. In addition, we investigated the moderating role of observed preschool-
ers’ temperamental effortful control (i.e., the ability to suppress a dominant response in order to perform a
subdominant response) in this relation. The sample included 89 two-parent families and their firstborn 36-
month-old children. Weak to modest associations were found between personality and observed parenting.
Effortful control appeared to moderate the relation between parental personality and parenting: fathers’
neuroticism was positively associated with fathers’ positive control and fathers’ extraversion was positively
associated with fathers’ negative control, but only when children had a low level of effortful control. Thus,
individual differences in personality appeared to be most relevant during the demanding experience of par-
enting a less self-regulated child.
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1. Introduction

Although there is a body of research on adult personality and its impact on adult behavioral and
social functioning, few studies have investigated the role of parental personality in parenting prac-
tices (Belsky & Barends, 2002; Clark, Kochanska, & Ready, 2000). This may seem surprising, since
parental personality was proposed as an important determinant of parenting in Belsky’s process
model (Belsky, 1984). In this model, parenting is considered to be determined by three factors,
namely parental personality, the child’s individual characteristics, and contextual sources of stress
and support, but Belsky (1984) argued that parental personality is the most important determinant.

Associations have been found between personality and parenting of children (Belsky, Crnic, &
Woodworth, 1995; Clark et al., 2000; Kochanska, Clark, & Goldman, 1997; Mangelsdorf, Gun-
nar, Kestenbaum, Lang, & Andreas, 1990; Metsäpelto & Pulkkinen, 2003; Prinzie et al., 2004;
Van Aken et al., in press). Generally, emotional stability (reverse of neuroticism), openness to
experience, agreeableness and conscientiousness were positively associated with parental positive
control and support and negatively with negative control. Extraversion was associated with more
negative control (e.g., Clark et al., 2000), but in contrast also with more warm and supportive
behavior (e.g., Mangelsdorf et al., 1990).

These studies examined the direct link between parental personality and parenting. Belsky
(1984) argued that personality also interacts with stressors and supports to enhance or undermine
a parent’s capacity to provide growth-promoting care to the child. However, two decades later, we
still do not know enough about the mechanisms through which parental personality is associated
with parenting (Belsky & Barends, 2002; Clark et al., 2000). The present study examined the mod-
erating role of preschoolers’ temperamental effortful control in the relation between parental per-
sonality (in terms of the five-factor model (Costa & McCrae, 1992)) and observed parenting in a
Dutch community sample.

Effortful control is a child characteristic, referring to the self-regulatory aspect of young chil-
dren’s temperament, which is likely to affect the family environment. It is defined as ‘the ability
to suppress a dominant response to perform a subdominant response’ (Rothbart, 1989). Effortful
control thus reflects inhibitory as well as initiating behaviors. Several domains of functioning are
involved, including the cognitive, social, emotional, motor, and behavioral domains. However,
effortful control has been found to reflect a highly coherent underlying broad competence (Ko-
chanska, Murray, & Harlan, 2000).

Parenting preschoolers with a low level of effortful control (i.e., children who have difficulties in
modulating their emotions and impulses) will probably be more demanding than parenting pre-
schoolers with a high level of effortful control. In this demanding situation, parents will be more
or less likely to meet their children’s needs, depending on their personality (Clark et al., 2000).
Parents will be forced to use disciplinary strategies, and they will use strategies that fit their per-
sonalities. Thus, the association between parental personality and observed parenting, presum-
ably parental control, is expected to be stronger for children low in effortful control than for
children high in effortful control.

Although no studies examined the moderating role of effortful control in the relation between
parental personality and parenting, studies on other aspects of child temperament seem to support
this theory. Clark et al. (2000) found infants’ negative emotionality to interact with extraversion in
mothers in relation to parental power assertion. When children were high in negative emotional-
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ity, mothers who were high in extraversion were more power assertive, but when children were low
in negative emotionality, mothers’ extraversion was not associated with power assertion. Man-
gelsdorf et al. (1990) found that an insecure attachment relationship was more probable when in-
fants who were prone to distress had mothers who were high on Constraint, representing rigidity,
traditionalism and low risk-taking.

The study on parental personality and children’s effortful control yields more insight in the
mechanism by which parents’ and children’ characteristics contribute to parenting. A link between
personality and parenting may be explained by overlapping genetic influences. Although there is
debate on it, twin and adoption studies of young children and adolescents have shown that a por-
tion of the variance in the parent-child relationship is genetic rather than environmental (Krueger,
Markon, & Bouchard, 2003; Rowe, 1981; Spinath & O’Connor, 2003). Because parents and their
child share a substantial portion of their genes, it is not possible to completely entangle the effects
of parents’ and children’s characteristics (Denissen, Van Aken, & Dubas, submitted). However,
the investigation of the moderating role of children’s effortful control will help to understand
the interplay between parents’ and children’s characteristics on parenting behaviors.

In the present study, we examine parental personality in relation to three parenting behaviors
(positive control, negative control and warmth). Parenting and effortful control are measured by
means of observations, in order to avoid within-reporter bias with the self-reported personality
measures. Neuroticism is expected to be positively related to negative control (power-assertive
techniques to control the child’s behavior) and negatively to positive control (instructional and
guiding behavior) and warmth. Openness to experience, agreeableness and conscientiousness
are expected to be negatively related to negative control and positively to positive control and
warmth. No predictions are made regarding extraversion, because previous results have been con-
tradictory (Belsky et al., 1995; Clark et al., 2000; Mangelsdorf et al., 1990). We expect child effort-
ful control to moderate the relation between parental personality and parenting. A stronger
association between personality and parenting is hypothesized for children with a low level of
effortful control than for children with a high level of effortful control.
2. Method

2.1. Participants

Participants were 89 two-parent families raising firstborn preschool-aged children. Children (45
boys, 44 girls) were 36 months old (range 35–37) at the time of the study. Mothers’ average age
was 34.5 years (SD = 4.2, range 21–46); fathers’ average age was 36.5 years (SD = 4.7, range 22–
50). All mothers and fathers were the biological parents of the children. In 56% of the families,
the child had a younger sibling. On average, couples had been together for 10.3 years (SD = 4.7,
range 3–22). Ninety-eight percent of the fathers and 99% of the mothers had Dutch nationality.
The majority of the parents worked outside the home (97% of the fathers and 94% of the moth-
ers) and were highly educated (36.0% of the fathers and 32.6% of the mothers had college edu-
cation and 30.3% of the fathers and 23.6% of the mothers had university education) or
moderately educated (30.5% of the fathers and 41.6% of the mothers finished professional edu-
cation or high school).
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2.2. Procedure

This study was part of a research project on family dynamics and child adjustment. Families
were recruited through daycare centers and preschool playgroups in different parts of the Neth-
erlands. Parenting was measured during home visits on the basis of a dyadic mother–child play
session and a dyadic father–child play session. Each session consisted of unstructured and struc-
tured play tasks, most of them followed by a clean-up period. The tasks involved solving a match-
ing game, engaging in a building game, and reading a picture book. The tasks were similar for
both parents. At daycare centers and preschool playgroups, children were observed while they
performed eleven tasks measuring effortful control. The session took place in a room where no
other children were present. All tasks were presented as games and after each task the child
was rewarded, regardless of his/her performance. The children received two gifts, which were part
of the observation battery. All observation sessions were videotaped and afterwards indepen-
dently coded by a trained coding team. After the home visit, the parents were each asked to com-
plete a questionnaire.

2.3. Measures

2.3.1. Personality
The NEO-five factor inventory (NEO-FFI; Costa & McCrae, 1992; Dutch version Hoekstra,

Ormel, & De Fruyt, 1996), a 60-item self-report inventory, was used to measure the five-factor
model of parental personality. Items were scored using a 5-point Likert-scale, ranging from 1 (to-
tally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). The NEO-FFI raw scale scores were transformed into stanine
scale scores (with a mean of 5 and a standard deviation of 2) using the norms for the Dutch NEO-
FFI, obtained from a general population sample (N = 1390 women, N = 958 men; Hoekstra
et al., 1996). Internal consistencies (Cronbach’s alpha) ranged from .60 (Openness) to .81 (Neu-
roticism) for mothers and from .59 (Agreeableness) to .81 (Extraversion) for fathers.

2.3.2. Parenting
Parenting behaviors during mother–child and father–child interactions were measured, using

the videotaped records, with the Coparenting and Family Rating System (CFRS; McHale,
1995). Rating scales were translated into Dutch and pilot tested. Six dimensions of parenting
behavior were measured using a 7-point Likert-type scale (McHale, 1995). For all three tasks,
we rated behavior in three minutes of family interaction: the first, middle, and last minute of each
task. Thus, for each dyadic session, nine ratings per dimension were created. A principal compo-
nents analysis with varimax rotation was conducted. We used the eigenvalue greater than one rule
and inspection of the scree plot for determining the number of factors to be extracted. For moth-
ers and fathers, three factors were extracted: Positive Control (scales provision of structure, limit-
setting, sensitivity), Negative Control (scales negativity and investment), and Warmth (scale
warmth). For both mothers and fathers, the three-factor solution accounted for 74% of the var-
iance in parenting scores. All factor loadings were above .51 for mothers and .64 for fathers. Fac-
tors were created by averaging the scale scores.

Approximately 15% of the videotapes were coded by two coders. Gamma was used as a measure of
reliability, because it is a statistic that controls for chance agreement, but is more appropriate for
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ordinal data than Kappa (Liebetrau, 1983; Schoppe, Mangelsdorf, & Frosch, 2001). Mean Gamma
for maternal parenting was .88, ranging from .81 (sensitivity) to .96 (limit-setting) and mean Gamma
for paternal parenting was .88, ranging from .79 (sensitivity) to .92 (limit-setting).

2.3.3. Effortful control
Eleven tasks of the Effortful Control Battery (Kochanska et al., 2000) were translated and

adapted into Dutch and pilot tested for the observation of effortful control. On the basis of the
one-factor solution of a principal components analysis of the total sample of this study, five tasks
with factor loadings lower than .30 were deleted. Tasks included were Snack Delay, Wrapped
Gift, Gift-in-Bag, Tongue, Dinky Toys, and Shapes. The task Snack Delay measures the ability
of a child to keep his or her hands on a mat on the table in front of a piece of candy under a trans-
parent cup, until the researcher lifts and eventually rings a bell as permission to pick up the candy.
The snack delay score consists of the ability to delay. Points are added for the child’s ability to
keep his or her hands on the mat. Wrapped Gift assesses the child’s ability not to peek when
the gift is wrapped behind his or her back and, secondly, not to touch the gift until the researcher
returns from getting a bow for the gift. Scores include latency to peeking during wrapping and
latency to touching, lifting, or opening the gift during the absence of the researcher. Additional
scores indicate the extent of peeking during wrapping, and the extent of touching when the re-
searcher has left the room. Gift-in-Bag is a similar task in which the child has to wait while the
researcher leaves the room for 3 min to get a bow for the gift. Besides latency, scores reflect behav-
ior involving the bag and the time the child remains sitting in his or her seat. The Tongue task
measures whether the child can keep a candy in his or her mouth without chewing it. The score
reflects average latency to chewing or swallowing the candy across four trials. Dinky Toys refers to
a task which captures the child’s ability to keep his or her hands on his or her knees while telling
the researcher what toy he or she finds most attractive to play with from a box, filled with toys.
Scores reflect the ability not to remove hands from knees. During the Shapes task the child is
asked to point to the image of a small fruit that was embedded in a dominant picture of a large
fruit. Scores for three trials were averaged.

The tasks were coded from videotapes by five coders. Reliability, based on approximately 15%
of the videotapes that were double coded, was computed for all pairs of coders. Following Ko-
chanska et al. (2000), Cohen’s Kappa was calculated for all aspects of each task using categorical
scores (Wouters, 1988) and percentage agreement was calculated for aspects of the tasks using la-
tency scores. The average Kappa was .79 with an average Kappa per task ranging from .63 (Gift-
in-Bag) to .85 (Wrapped Gift). The average percentage agreement was 92% (latency scores coded
within 1 s), ranging per task from 88% (Wrapped Gift) to 99% (Tongue task). A composite score
for Effortful Control was calculated by averaging standardized task scores.
3. Results

3.1. Descriptive analyses

The sample size varied for parent reports (parental personality, N = 72 mothers and 72 fathers)
and observational data (parenting and effortful control, N = 89 mothers and 89 fathers). The
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families in which only parent reports were available did not significantly differ from the families of
the observational data on the following variables: educational level, nationality, marital status,
gender of child, one versus more children, age of parents, hours work outside the home, amount
of years together with partner, effortful control, maternal and paternal parenting.

Table 1 shows the descriptives of maternal and paternal personality and parenting. With respect
to parenting, fathers showed more negative control, t(87) = 2.34, p < .05, and less positive con-
trol, t(87) = �4.72, p < .001, than did mothers. For mothers, intercorrelations of personality
dimensions were between r = �.01, ns (neuroticism with agreeableness) and r = �.34, p < .01
(neuroticism with conscientiousness and extraversion). For fathers, intercorrelations of personal-
ity dimensions were between r = .01, ns (openness with conscientiousness) and r = � .38, p < .001
(neuroticism with extraversion). Correlations between the personality dimensions of parents and
parenting are presented in Table 2. There were few significant associations. Mothers and fathers
who scored higher on openness generally used less negative control.
Table 1
Means and standard deviations of maternal and paternal personality and parenting

Mothers Fathers

M SD M SD

Personality

Neuroticism 4.34 1.58 4.09 1.57
Extraversion 5.19 1.69 5.09 1.81
Openness 5.57 1.52 5.87 1.51
Agreeableness 5.52 1.75 5.30 1.68
Conscientiousness 5.17 1.98 4.71 1.69

Parenting

Positive control 5.51 .51 5.23 .69
Negative control 2.95 .36 3.05 .40
Warmth 4.31 .63 4.42 .57

Table 2
Correlations of parental personality with observed parenting

Positive control Negative control Warmth

Neuroticism, M .10 .16 �.15
Neuroticism, F .09 .09 �.14
Extraversion, M .09 �.23 .08
Extraversion, F �.02 .03 .10
Openness, M �.05 �.31** .08
Openness, F .01 �.27* �.04
Agreeableness, M �.02 �.10 �.04
Agreeableness, F �.05 �.10 �.12
Conscientiousness, M �.12 .02 .12
Conscientiousness, F .02 .08 �.00

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
M = mothers, F = fathers.
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3.2. Moderation analyses

A series of hierarchical regression analyses was performed to examine the moderating role of
effortful control of children in the relation between parental personality and observed parenting.
Separate regression analyses were conducted for mothers and fathers. In each analysis, child
effortful control was entered at step 1 and the five personality dimensions of the parent were en-
tered as a block at step 2 to examine the contributions of parental personality, when controlled for
effortful control of children, to the parenting behaviors. The interactions between the personality
dimensions and effortful control were entered as a block at step 3. To avoid multicollinearity be-
tween the main effects and the interaction terms, the scores of the personality dimensions and
effortful control were standardized into z-scores before creating the interaction terms (Miles &
Shevlin, 2001). Significant interactions were interpreted by plotting regression lines for high (more
than one standard deviation above the mean) and low (more than one standard deviation below
the mean) standardized values of effortful control and personality dimensions (Holmbeck, 1997).
Table 3
Contributions (b-values) of parental personality, child effortful control and the interaction between personality and
effortful control to parenting behavior

Step Positive control Negative control Warmth

Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers

1. Effortful control .38** .20 �.27* �.20 �.06 �.09

2. Effortful control .38** .15 �.23 �.20 �.05 �.10
Personality traits

Neuroticism .06 �.29 .09 .27 �.10 �.15
Extraversion .21 �.16 �.22 �.11 �.03 �.01
Openness �.08 .04 �.25 �.02 .12 .18
Agreeableness �.12 .14 �.03 .17 �.01 .09
Conscientiousness �.18 �.19 .20 .15 .10 �.09

3. Effortful control .41** .25 �.20 �.14 �.07 �.11
Personality traits

Neuroticism .09 �.29 .09 .17 �.18 �.08
Extraversion .29 �.16 �.22 �.13 �.14 .02
Openness �.06 .05 �.24 �.07 .03 .26
Agreeableness �.17 .18 �.04 .16 �.02 .08
Conscientiousness �.17 �.19 .25 .14 .13 �.12

Interactions

Neuroticism · EC �.01 �.41** �.07 �.17 �.08 �.16
Extraversion · EC �.09 .03 .06 �.36* �.23 .07
Openness · EC .26 �.06 �.18 �.15 �.25 .04
Agreeableness · EC .06 �.08 .18 �.08 �.01 �.06
Conscientiousn · EC �.13 .13 �.09 .29 .16 �.19
R2 .28 .33 .27 .27 .18 .13

EC = effortful control.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 3 shows the contributions of child effortful control, parental personality and the interac-
tion between personality and effortful control to the parenting behaviors of mothers and fathers.
A significant main effect was found for effortful control, indicating that a higher level of effortful
control of the child was associated with more parental positive control (significant at all steps) and
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Fig. 1. Interaction between fathers’ neuroticism and child effortful control in the prediction of positive control by
fathers.
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Fig. 2. Interaction between fathers’ extraversion and child effortful control in the prediction of negative control by
fathers.
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less negative control (significant at step 1). Two interaction effects were found in the prediction of
observed parenting. First, effortful control significantly moderated the relation between fathers’
neuroticism and fathers’ positive control. Fig. 1 shows that neuroticism in fathers was positively
related to positive control only when the child scored low on effortful control. When children
scored high on effortful control, neuroticism in fathers was not associated with positive control.
Second, effortful control moderated the relation between fathers’ extraversion and fathers’ nega-
tive control. Fig. 2 shows that extraversion in fathers was positively related to negative control
when children scored low on effortful control, but was negatively related to negative control when
children scored high on effortful control.
4. Discussion

The current study examined the relation between parental personality and observed parenting,
as well as the moderating role of preschoolers’ effortful control in this relation. The only person-
ality dimension found to be associated with parenting was openness to experience, which
correlated negatively with negative control in both mothers and fathers. Parents who are open-
minded may be more creative in managing maladaptive behavior in the child and will therefore
less rapidly choose negative control to discipline their child. Openness was also found to be asso-
ciated with negative control in prior studies (e.g. Metsäpelto & Pulkkinen, 2003; Prinzie et al.,
2004; Spinath & O’Connor, 2003).

The weak associations between parental personality and parenting are possibly due to different
methods used for the assessment of the constructs. In contrast to most studies in this field, which
used parent reports to measure both personality and parenting (see Clark et al., 2000), we used
observational measures to assess parenting. Questionnaires measure parental attitudes and behav-
iors that parents value, whereas observations reflect situation-specific behavior and behavior of
which the parent is not always aware of (Bornstein, Cote, & Venuti, 2001). Kochanska et al.
(1997) found that mothers’ personality predicted their self-reported parenting, but not their ob-
served parenting.

The results showed that children’s temperamental effortful control is likely to affect parenting.
The higher the level of effortful control was in children, the more positive control and the less neg-
ative control mothers showed in interaction with their child. Children who were able to suppress a
dominant response and to initiate a subdominant response were probably easy to handle, and
therefore mothers were likely to behave sensitively and to guide the child’s behavior in a positive
way. Similar results had been found by Kochanska et al. (2000).

Effortful control furthermore sheds light on the mechanism between personality and parenting.
There were associations between personality dimensions and parenting behaviors, but only when
children had a low level of effortful control. When children had a low level of effortful control,
neuroticism in fathers was positively related to the use of positive control, whereas extraversion
in fathers was positively related to fathers’ negative control. More neurotic fathers tend to control
their less self-regulated child by setting limits and providing structure, whereas less neurotic
fathers probably wait longer to intervene. Furthermore, more extraverted fathers, who are talk-
ative and expressive, probably show their negative feelings sooner than more introverted fathers,
who are likely to keep their dissatisfaction to themselves. When children had a high level of
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effortful control, neuroticism in fathers was not related to their positive control. More extraverted
fathers, however, showed less negative control when children had a high level of effortful control.
When children are able to regulate their impulses and emotions, more extraverted fathers proba-
bly have the opportunity to show their positive feelings. These results correspond with moderation
effects found with other aspects of children’s temperament (Clark et al., 2000; Mangelsdorf et al.,
1990). The different associations found between fathers’ extraversion and negative control for pre-
schoolers with a low and high level of effortful control might explain contradictory associations
with extraversion found previously (Belsky et al., 1995; Clark et al., 2000; Mangelsdorf et al.,
1990). No moderation effects were found in the prediction of warmth, probably because control
is a better strategy in stressful situations to regain control over the child.

Moderation effects were found for fathers only, whereas a main effect of children’s effortful con-
trol on parental control was found for mothers only. These findings may indicate that mothers’
controlling strategies are guided by their children’s temperament, while fathers’ controlling strat-
egies are also dependent on their own personality. Because generally mothers tend to be the main
caregivers, they may have more parenting experience than fathers, because of which they act in
response to the child exclusively. However, Clark et al. (2000) found moderation effects in the rela-
tion between personality and parenting in mothers, thus more research on sex differences is
needed.

Although this was not a behavior genetic study, intended to examine the heritability of the
family environment, the findings may indicate common gene effects between personality and
parenting. Parental personality and child effortful control, both considered to have constitu-
tional origins (McCrae et al., 2000; Rothbart, Ahadi, & Evans, 2000), appeared to affect styles
of affect, behavior, and cognition, and the person’s impact on the family environment (for a
discussion on this issue see Krueger et al., 2003). The current study used cross-sectional data,
because of which the direction of effects could not be drawn. However, this study suggests
that future research on genes and family environment should consider both characteristics
of parents and children.

Several limitations of this study should be noted. First, participating families were primarily
white, middle- to upper-middle, dual-income, and well-functioning and the findings cannot be
generalized to other populations. A stronger relation between parental personality and parenting
would probably have been found in clinically distressed families. Second, as proposed in Belsky’s
(1984) process model, contextual sources of stress are also important to consider as a determinant
of parenting. Results of personality affecting parenting when the person is stressed may have been
stronger when we included other sources of stress in the family besides children’s effortful control
(see for example Kochanska, Aksan, Penney, & Boldt, 2007). Third, because of the restricted sam-
ple size, we did not take the child’s sex into account. Future studies should investigate the role of
the child’s sex in the relation between parental personality, child effortful control and parenting.

In conclusion, the current study examined the relation between parental personality and ob-
served parenting, and the moderating role of preschoolers’ effortful control in this relation. The
strengths of this study were the systematic approach to examining personality, namely by studying
the five-factor model, the examination of multiple parenting behaviors in both mothers and
fathers, and the use of observational data for parenting and effortful control in a Dutch commu-
nity sample. Parental personality generally did not appear to be directly reflected in parenting
behaviors, but its effect was visible when parents were exposed to the stresses of raising a difficult
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child. More neurotic fathers used more positive control and more extraverted fathers used more
negative control, only when children had a low level of effortful control.
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