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Abstract

There is a growing body of evidence that (early) social and emotional experiences in the family environment influence children’s development of mentalising abilities. Longitudinal research has recently illuminated ways in which the mother’s tendency to accurately read and reflect the child’s mental states and emotions might facilitate the child’s understanding of the world of minds (Meins et al. 2001, 2002, 2003). Building upon the previous research, this longitudinal study (N=108) further investigated this topic.

Measures of mothers’ focus on their children’s internal states were taken twice: at 10 months, through videotaped mother-infant interaction during play and mealtime and at 54 months, through mothers’ audio-taped descriptions of their children. The 10m measurement of mothers’ internal state focus comprised two composite variables: mothers’ internal state language and mothers’ more general internal state focus. The latter included ratings on four aspects of maternal behaviour: mindful facilitation, joint attention commenting, pacing and affect catching. In contrast with mothers’ internal state language, these behaviours did not tap mothers’ explicit linguistic representation of their children’s mental states.

At 54 months, children’s understanding of mind and emotions was assessed by conducting a range false belief tasks and a task that tapped three areas of children’s emotion understanding: emotion labelling, situation knowledge and role taking. 

Multi-variate analysis was carried out. Regression and path analyses’ results revealed direct positive links between the mothers’ general internal state focus and measures of children’s mentalistic understanding. Only limited evidence was found regarding the relevance of mothers’ internal state language to children’s developing understanding of mind and emotions. A significant inverse relationship between the frequency of mothers’ mentalistic descriptions at 54m and children’s concurrent emotion role taking was shown. In contrast with the specific measure of mothers’ internal state focus, a general measure of positive parenting which was taken at 10 months (Caregiver Interaction Scale), did not independently predict children’s subsequent mentalistic understanding. Finally, when testing for interaction effects in associations, it was found that the links between mothers’ internal state focus and children’s understanding of mind and emotions were stronger for families from lower socio-economic backgrounds. 

In summary, the study’s finding of associations between mothers’ general internal state focus and aspects of children’s mentalisitc understanding suggested: when investigating children’s development of mentalising abilities, it is important, not only to consider mothers’ explicit verbal references of their infant’s mental states, but also to take account of other aspects of parenting.  
