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9. How is development con­
ceptualized in mother-child 
interaction research? 

Abstract 

The history of research on mother-child 
interaction reflects that developmental 
issues remain of central importance. This 
chapter offers an account of the different 
conceptualizations of development that 
are utilized in the noninteractive, unidi­
rectional, bidirectional, and systemic 
perspectives on mother-child interaction. 
The majority of interaction research turns 
out to be nondevelopmental in nature. 
Suggestions are provided to elaborate the 
perspectives by including developmental 
change in the mode Is. We discuss what 
can be gained from such a developmental 
approach. 

Introduction 

The history of research on mother-child 
interaction reflects that developmental 
issues remain a central but far from re­
solved topic - both conceptually and 
empirically (Parke & Tinsley, 1987). 
Addressing developmental questions 
developmentally remains achallenge for 
the study of socialization. This chapter 
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offers an account of the different concep­
tualizations of development that are uti­
lized in the parent-child research litera­
ture. To accomplish this goal, the plethora 
of research studies focusing on parent­
child relationships have to be organized. 
There are several possible routes toward 
integration, e.g., theory-based, variable­
oriented, or structure-oriented. An inte­
gration based on theoretical frames of 
reference is difficult, because the discrep­
ancy among researchers ' conceptualiza­
tions is considerable and of ten the theo­
retical base is not articulated. A variable­
orientation, on the other hand, carries the 
danger of fragmentation. Following oth­
ers (Peterson & Rollins, 1988; Sigel, 
1983; Stafford & Bayer, 1993), a struc­
tural typology is employed, which pro­
vides a heuristic by which to identify the 
research perspective and by which most 
studies in the field can be classified. 
Broadly categorized, there are foUT differ­
ent views about 'who affects whom' in 
the parent-child dyad and family system. 
These four views are labelled noninter­
active, unidirectiona/, bidirectiona/, and 
systemic. In this chapter we will illustrate 
if and how developmental change is ex­
amined within each framework. 

Definitions 

Given our focus on the concept of devel­
opment in interactions, we must explain 
what we mean by interaction and deve/­
opment. In addition, we intro duce a set of 
codes to represent the models underlying 
the different perspectives on interaction. 
Following Rosenthal (1973), we view 
interaction as essentially involving 'the 
changing pattern of mutual perceptions 
and behaviors of both infant and care-



taker vis-à-vis each other as a result of 
their respective previous mutual percep­
tions and behaviors vis-à-vis each other' 
(p.302). It basically means not only C's 
reactions to J, but also the effects of these 
reactions on r s later output and the effect 
of that output on C, etc .. This definition 
encompasses not only the content and 
quality ofthe interaction, but also the pat­
terning of the beha vi or of the interactive 
partners with respect to each other. A 
number of types of interactions between 
two individuals on successive occasions 
over time constitute a relationship (Hinde 
& Stevenson-Hinde, 1987). 

A developmental orientation on 
mother-child interaction is aimed at the 
descriptive and explanatory study of con­
stancy and change in interactive behavior. 
Baltes and Nesselroade (1979) distin­
guish strong from weak conceptions of 
development. In a strong developmental 
orientation chronological age is consid­
ered only indirectly relevant in the pro­
cess of identifying change, as is the case 
in dynamic systems modeling for exam­
ple (Fogel, this volume). To be able to 
include as many perspectives on mother­
child interaction as possible a weak de­
velopmental orientation is adopted refer­
ring to age-related changes in interactive 
behavior. 

The following set of codes is used to 
represent the models underlying the 
interactional approaches. Entities are rep­
resented as: M = Mother; C = Child; D = 
dyad. The following code sub scripts refer 
to qualities or characteristics: t = trait or 
perception or behavior; v = change. Vari­
ables are represented by means of charac­
ters, for instance: A = age; B = Back­
ground variables (e.g., sex, education). 
Relational codes are: +--- = a function of; * 
= combined with; I = given or conditional 

Development and interaction 142 

on.The codes allow easy comparison of 
the models underlying the different ap­
proaches. Moreover, the models repre­
sented by means of these codes can be 
easily examined with regard to develop­
mental change. In the next sections we 
will describe how development is exam­
ined in the identified approaches on 
mother-child interaction. 

The noninteractive approach 

In the noninteractive approach paren tal 
attitudes and belief systems are examined 
given hypothetical or observabie behavior 
of the child. Parents ' characteristics are 
assessed relative to their children's de­
velopment, but the child is not actually 
involved. In this perspective two kinds of 
studies are being conducted; inquiries in 
which parental responses to hypothetical 
vignettes are generated, and studies con­
sisting ofparents ' responses to observed 
child beha vi or or to infonnation obtained 
about a child. 

An example of the first kind of re­
search is that of Harwood and Miller 
(1991) consisting of middle- and lower­
class Anglo-American and lower-income 
Puerto Rican mothers ' responses to three 
hypothetical 18-month-old toddlers por­
trayed as displaying secure, anxious­
avoidant, or anxious-resistant patterns of 
behavior. Mothers in both cultural groups 
differed in their evaluations of insecure 
attachment behavior. Anglo mothers rated 
the anxious-resistant infants as less desir­
abie than the Puerto Rican mothers, be­
cause they valued self-confidence and 
autonomy. Although reliable parent data 
are generated in this way, no infonnation 
is obtained about the significance of such 
parental characteristics. Questions about 



the validity of parental responses arise 
from two issues: (a) the extent to which 
parents are reflective about their own be­
havior and that of their children, and (b) 
the extent to which they are knowledge­
able about or aware of the types of 
cognitions which mediate their behavior. 

In the second kind of study the child' s 
beha vi or is the independent variabie and 
the perceived response of the parent is the 
dependent variabie. Examples are studies 
in which parents may ob serve a child' s 
behavior or obtain information about a 
child and are asked to produce attribu­
tions regarding their child's behavior. For 
in stance, in a study by Hess and McDevitt 
(1986) parents had information about 
their child 's performance in mathematics 
and attributed explanations or predictions 
ofhow and why the child did what he or 
she did. Other examples are studies in 
which the effects of child characteristics 
on parents ' attitudinal attributions are the 
focus of study. Findings by Dix and 
Grusec (1985), Hewstone (1983), and 
Miller (1986) demonstrate that parent's 
attributions may vary as a function of the 
type of child behavior being explained, 
for example, positive versus negative 
behavior. 

Studies initiated from the 
noninteractive approach can be summa­
rized as: 

MtICt,B 

The mother's perceptions (Mt) are exam­
ined given the characteristics of the child 
(Ct) and background variables (B). In 
sum, in noninteractive interaction re­
search the parent' s state of mind is identi­
fied given the characteristics of the child. 
Such data do not indicate whether in ac­
tual behavioral or social interactive terms 
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these factors produce differences that 
make a difference. Age differences are 
not included in the model. If age is incor­
porated in the design, it is used as a back­
ground variabie. Age-based comparisons 
alone, however, provide little information 
about what sorts of processes are actually 
at work producing the observed changes. 
Hence, the process character of develop­
ment is disregarded. 

The unidirectional approach 

In the unidirectional approach, the social­
ization process is generally defined as 
one in which the influence flows from 
adults to children. This type of inquiry 
emphasizes a behavioral orientation and 
the focus of research is on parent behav­
iors as they impact the child ' s compe­
tence. The basic argument is that parents ' 
attitudes, beliefs, attributions, etc. are ex­
pressed in parental behaviors. Three alter­
natives can be identified and will be de­
scribed below. 

A host of studies examined the relation 
between a variety of parental affective, 
instructional or management behaviors 
and any one of a number of child out­
come measures. Using demographic vari­
ables such as age, sex, educationallevel 
and the like as statistical controls, many 
of these inquiries reported low but posi­
tive correlations between what the parent 
does and child outcomes (for reviews see 
Maccoby & Martin, 1983; Martin, 1975; 
Peterson & Rollins, 1988). For example, 
studies with infants focused on the par­
ent' s style of communication as the inde­
pendent measure, with the infant's rate of 
vocabulary production as the dependent 
measure. Akthar, Dunham, and Dunham 
(1991) reported that children of mothers 



with a directive or intrusive style had a 
relatively slow rate of vocabulary produc­
tion compared to the children of mothers 
with a more suggestive and responsive 
style. 

In this same genre, studies have been 
reported where infants' behavior is the 
independent variabIe, with parent reac­
tions as the dependent measures. This 
alternative is in fact a reversal of the tra­
ditional one-way process from parent to 
child. Bell (1968; Bell & Harper, 1977) 
has pointed out that any association ob­
served between child-rearing style and 
child outcome may reflect reverse causal­
ity, whereby children shape the child­
rearing styles oftheir parents. In an ex­
perimental study by Anderson, Lytton, 
and Rornney (1986), for instance, 
conduct-disordered boys were paired both 
with mothers of conduct-disordered sons 
and with mothers of normal sons; and 
then normal boys were paired with the 

same two groups of mothers. In this way 
mother effects could be separated from 
child effects and any statistical interaction 
between the two could also be tested. It 
was found that conduct-disordered boys 
elicited negative parenting practices even 
from the parents of the normal boys. 
Hence, it seemed that the characteristics 
ofthe child, more than ofthe mother, 
drove the type of parenting behavior dis­
played in the experimental setting. 

A more complex unidirectional alter­
native is one in which the investigator 
moves beyond the simple independent­
dependent framework to a quasi­
bidirectional view incorporating more 
than just parent behavior. In this case par­
ent be liefs are hypothesized as influenc­
ing parent behavior which in turn influ­
ences child behaviors. There are three 
mutually dependent components in the 
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model: parental beliefs regarding the 
child's development, parental interactive 
behaviors, and child outcomes. Each 
component can be affected directly or 
indirectly byeach of the other compo­
nents. Parents ' interactive strategies, for 
example, influence the child's behavior­
a direct influence - and the child's behav­
ior can influence the parents' interactive 
behavior - another instance of a direct 
influence. Parents' beliefs influence their 
way of interacting, but the way children 
respond to parents ' interactive strategies 
may influence not only the interactive 
strategies, but also parents ' beliefs about 
their children. This is an indirect effect 
(Sigel, 1986). 

The three mode Is in the unidirectional 
approach can be designated as: 

(1) C, +- M,IB 
(2) M, +- C,IB 
(3) M, +- MI" 

C, +- M, 
MI" +- C, 

The first two modeIs can be represented 
by one equation, while the third model 
consists of a set of three equations. The 
first model indicates that the child' s be­
havior (C,) is affected by some kind of 
child-rearing beha vi or of the mother (M,), 
It is assumed that the effect may differ 
depending on the background variables 
(B). In the second model the path of in­
fluence is reversed. Finally, the third 
model is a combination of the first two 
models with parental beliefs (MI") acting 
as an intervening variabIe. 
In research initiated from a unidirectional 
perspective, age is often used as a design 
variabIe, that is, the temporal order of the 
measurements is fixed by design. In the 
area of the socialization of conduct disor-



dered children, for example, the use of 
temporal priority in measuring parent and 
child beha vi or can be shown to cause 
misleading interpretations. If parental 
(lack of) control is measured prior to 
acting-out behavior of the child and the 
two variables are found to correlate 
highly, a likely interpretation ofthe find­
ings would be that parental permissive­
ness leads to aggression in the child. 
However, an interpretation that hot­
headed beha vi or of a child makes moth­
ers back off from very strict control of 
aggressive behavior sounds equally plau­
sible, but is not likely to be used with data 
from a design where parental behavior is 
measured prior to child behavior. Never­
theless, severallines of experimental re­
search have confirmed the correctness of 
the latter interpretation, namely, that the 
effect runs from child to mother (e.g. 
Barkley & Cunningham, 1979; Brunk & 
Henggeler, 1984). Hence, the use of age 
as a design variabie may create the 
wrong impression that in actual fact one 
behavior is antecedent to another behav­
ior. The concept of development advo­
cated in this perspective is one that is es­
sentially technological in nature, that is, 
data are collected in the service of predic­
tion. The role of single variables in indi­
vidual development is often gauged by 
how weIl they predict later outcomes. 
So far, the overwhelming preponderance 
of empirical studies initiated from a uni­
directional stance has contributed to iden­
tifying operating factors in the interac­
tion, while the number of studies contrib­
uting to identifying mechanisms by which 
such factors work is very few. The re­
search is also limited by an almost exclu­
sive reliance upon linear relations that 
presume that more of a good thing, such 
as parental warmth and responsiveness, is 
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always in the best interest of the child 
(Belsky, 1990). The fact that there may 
be a point of diminishing returns is sug­
gested by a few studies that document 
curvilinear relations between indices of 
the parent-child relationship and child 
development (e.g., Roberts, 1986; Rob­
erts & Strayer, 1987; Van den Boom & 
Hoeksma, 1994). Although several stud­
ies did address the issue of mother-child 
interaction longitudinally (e.g., Belsky, 
Rovine, & Taylor, 1984; Bornstein & 
Tamis-LeMonda, 1990; Crockenberg & 
McCluskey, 1986; Pettit & Bates, 1984), 
developmental change was not examined. 
On the contrary, statistical strategies are 
often used to detect lack of change. The 
models presented above make this abun­
dantly clear. It is interesting to note, how­
ever, that the third model is implicitly 
bidirectional. This can be seen, when the 
three equations are combined: 

The combination of equations leads to the 
expression that the mother (MJ affects 
the child and the child (CJ affects the 
mother, that is, the mother adjusts her 
own beliefs about the child' s behavior 
(M .. ) based on the interaction with the 
child. This brings us to the next approach 
which is truly bidirectional in nature. 

The bidirectional approach 

In the bidirectional perspective those par­
ent behaviors are examined that elicit a 
response from the child and where the 
parent' s subsequent response is contin­
gent on the child' s actions. Each unit of 
behavior of one of the participants in the 
interaction is contingent, in temporal 



terms, on the beha vi or of the other. 
Whereas in the independent-dependent 
paradigm the interaction is portrayed as 
static, in the bidirectional approach mu­
tual engagement is considered to be im­
portant while the temporal factor is 
broadened. In this approach the flow of 
socialization influences occurs in both 
directions in the parent-child relationship. 

Studies using precise microanalyses of 
interactive beha vi or between parents and 
children (e.g., Brazelton, Koslowski, & 
Main, 1974; Lewis & Lee-Painter, 1974) 
are examples of this kind of research. An­
other way to analyze reciprocity, is con­
cerned with the conditional probability of 
events (Bakeman & Brown, 1977; Mar­
tin, Maccoby, Baran, & Jacklin, 1981). In 
this case, the probability of occurrence of 
a selected behavior by one pers on (the 
actor) is calculated, given the prior occur­
rence of a selected behavior of the other 
person (the partner). This probability of 
occurrence is then compared with the 
actor's baseline for the behavior of con­
cern, that is, the probability that this ac­
tion will occur whether or not the part­
ner's behavior has occurred. A key as­
sumption of this approach is that an initial 
behavior or a pair ofbehaviors is always 
responsible for the occurrence of the fol­
lowing behavior. Further advances in the 
study of reciprocal interaction inc1ude the 
development of lag sequential analysis 
(Sacket, 1979) and log-linear modeling 
(Van Beek, De Roos, Hoeksma & 
Hopkins, 1992). In this case, sequential 
patterns of behavior are examined with­
out the assumption that a particular be­
havior is always a function of the behav­
ior that immediately precedes it. That is, 
probabilities of occurrence can be calcu­
lated for behaviors between actor and 
partner coming later in a sequence than 

Development and interaction 146 

immediately af ter a criterion behavior. 
Investigators of bidirectional interaction 
have suggested that simultaneous as weIl 
as sequentially occurring beha vi or be­
tween parent and child require empirical 
attention. Other data analytic techniques 
suited for continuous measurements in­
volve the application of multiple regres­
sion to sequential data (Martin et al., 
1981; Thomas & Martin, 1976) and time 
series analysis (Gottman & Ringland, 
1981; Hoeksma & Koomen, 1991). Com­
parabie to the lag sequential method, in 
these methods both the actor's prior be­
havior and the partner's behavior are en­
tered as joint predictors of the actor' s cur­
rent behavior. These procedures provide 
estimates of the independent effects of 
self-behavior, the partner's behavior, and 
their interaction. 

Some mother-infant interaction re­
search is bidirectional, but in a more im­
plicit way. Studies focusing on dyadic 
interaction qualities, e.g., sensitive re­
sponsiveness or mutual engagement, are 
examples. Although such qualitative mea­
sures of maternal caregiving are usually 
portrayed as parental childrearing dimen­
sions, they are in essence dyadic mea­
sures that reflect the functioning of the 
pair, because instructions accompanying 
such ratings do not prohibit raters from 
considering the child's behavioral re­
sponse to the mother's intervention. Thus, 
in assessing whether a mother's behavior 
is responsive, raters may take into consid­
eration such positive responses as a de­
crease in crying or an immediate compli­
ance to a maternal request (Schneider 
Rosen & Rothbaum, 1993). Although 
such assessments do not yield any infor­
mation about the process or pattern of 
interaction, they approximate the notion 
of 'interaction' by providing us with a 



measure that involves simultaneously 
both parties in the exchange. Hence, re­
search focusing on dyadic interaction 
qualities is conceptually linked with the 
bidirectional perspective, but the research 
methodologies used are not in accord 
with this approach. 

A more recent development in the 
bidirectional perspective is the dynamical 
systems alternative. In developmental 
psychology this approach was introduced 
by Thelen and Smith (1994) and Van 
Geert (1994) and has been mainly applied 

to the area of motor behavior, but hardly 
to the domain of social interactive behav-
ior (Van Geert, this volume). The basic 
idea is that behavior can best be modeled 
as a sequence of ordered stabIe states. 
Input to the system continually 
destabalizes the present stabIe state and 
necessitates convergence to a new form 
ofbehavior (Thelen & Ulrich, 1991). In 
contrast to the statistical models dis­
cussed so far dynamic models are strictly 
deterministic. The dynamic system in­
volves observabIe behavior compressed 
into a collective variabIe. The overall 
strategy proposed by dynamic systems 
researchers consists of identifying the 
collective variabIe and its attractor states 
as they change over time in order to dis­
cover what the control variables are 
which engender shifts (Bogartz, 1994). 
Fogel and Thelen (1987) and Fogel 
(1993 , this volume) offer a perspective on 
early expressive and comrnunicative ac­
tion and relationships from a dynamic 
systems perspective. In this view dynamic 
systems are presented as a metaphor for 
interactive behavior. However, the model 
still awaits empirical application. In a 
critical evaluation Bogartz (1994) points 
out that it is not enough to simply assert 
that all individual subject variability is 
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lawful and of interest and should not be 
dismissed as error. The requirement is to 
show that the variability does arise out of 
an orderly deterministic process. It seems 
very unlikely that in the case of social 
interactive behavior it will be possible to 
study pure process without error. 

Bidirectional models can be repre­
sented as follows: 

Mt Ct 
IA,B 

Ct Mt 

The behavior ofthe child (Ct) affects the 
mother and the behavior of the mother 
(M

t
) affects the child during ongoing in­

teraction given age (A) and background 
variables (B) of mother and child. The 
models are nondevelopmental in nature, 
because age-related changes are not ex­
amined. Much of the existing work on 
bidirectionality has been limited to the 
infancy period. That later periods of de­
velopment have been neglected is proba­
bly due to the fact that as children grow 
older, parent-child interaction may be less 
a function of events occurring in immedi­
ately preceding time intervals and more a 
function of events that are remembered 
and are responded to over longer periods 
of time. Bidirectional research has been 
mainly occupied with a descriptive orien­
tation and various methodological issues 
without developing theoretical concepts 
that pro vide insight into the nature, the 
antecedents, and the consequences of 
bidirectional interaction. The 
bidirectional perspective represents the 
idea that a meaningful investigation of 
infant-mother interaction ought to focus 
on the analysis of the changing patterns 
of interaction flow proper, rather than on 
the correlation between infant and paren-



tal variations. Therefore, the research is 
of ten limited to one interacting unit at the 
time with change studied mostly within 
and not across interactions. The main 
problem in this approach is how to relate 
the results of the models at different ages 
to each other. Nevertheless, this perspec­
tive created an increased awareness of the 
fact that interaction is something dyadic 
between two members, rather than the 
impact of one on the other. 

The systemic approach 

The alternatives described to this point 
focused on the parent-child dyad as the 
unit of analysis. The systemic approach 
emphasizes the interdependence of re1a­
tionships within the family. Issues related 
to etiology and direction of cause and 
effect with re gard to child consequences 
are considered to be of less importance 
than for scholars working from a unidi­
rectional view. With their emphasis on 
mutual influence, systems alternatives 
reflect inc1usions and extensions of the 
bidirectional view, that is, the socializa­
tion process is not only conceived of as 
bidirectional, but as multidirectional. In 
this chapter we only include those alter­
natives that focus on the empirical inquiry 
of relationships. Due to the problem of 
translating systems models in manageable 
research, only two approaches seem most 
germane to parent-child interaction: the 
interpersonal re1ationships perspective of 
Hinde, and the (bio )ecological perspec­
tives of Bronfenbrenner and Be1sky. 

The alternative that is most 
c10sely tied to mother-child interaction is 
the interpersonal relationships perspec­
tive (Hinde & Stevenson-Hinde, 1987). 
By considering the possibility that one 
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family relationship can influence another 
family relationship (in contrast to the ef­
fect of one individual on another individ­
ual), systemic effects are incorporated. 
Hence, the traditionally studied mother­
child interaction is highly salient. It is 
considered to be only one of many rela­
tionships. In this systems alternative child 
consequences have been stressed more 
than in other systems views. The 
interactional and relational aspect is con­
sidered to be the most important feature 
of context. In addition, re1ationships and 
interactions are assumed to be impinged 
on by social norms, the sociocultural 
structure, and other aspects of society. 
Two-way cause-effect influences are pos­
tulated between the characteristics of in­
dividuals and interactions, between inter­
actions and relationships, and between 
interactions/re1ationships and the larger 
environmental context. That mother-child 
interaction and the family context are in­
tricate1y intertwined is evident from the 
findings ofRadke-Yarrow, Richters, and 
Wilson (1988). Only in families catego­
rized as 'stable " higher rates of initial 
child compliance were re1ated to more 
positive mother-child relationships, 
whereas matemal use of harsh enforce­
ment was associated with more negative 
mother-child relationships only in 'cha­
otic' families. Such data illustrate 
environment-behavior interactions. 
Bronfenbrenner and Ceci (1994) use a 
more expanded view of the context in 
which development occurs. The context is 
conceptualized very broadly, that is, 
parent-child interaction is conceived of as 
being influenced by the interaction of 
genetics and environment in families, and 
transitions and linkages between the fam­
ily and other major settings (e.g., day 
care, peer groups, the school, parental job 



environments, public policies). Despite 
the fact that there is a great deal of inter­
est in extrafamilial environmental factors, 
the ultimate goal is still the investigation 
of the consequences for the child. 

Belsky, Rovine, and Fish (1989) pro­
vide a systems approach that can be ap­
plied empiricaIly. The family is con­
ceived of in terms of multiple levels of 
analysis. It consists of elements that to­
gether constitute subsystems, and that like 
the elements are reciprocally interrelated, 
comprising an entity that is not reducible 
to the sum of its parts. In terms of the 
family, individuals are the basic elements, 
relationships are the core subsystems, and 
there exist interrelations of individuals 
(i.e., elements) and relationships (i.e., 
subsystems). Such a perspective demands 
attention to adults as weIl as to children, 
to marital as weIl as to parent-child rela­
tionships, and to the triadic family system 
in addition to parent-infant and spousal 
dyads. In addition, three major influences 
on parenting are postulated: background 
and resources of the parents; the individ­
ual characteristics of the child; and the 
stress and support the parents experience 
from the extended system. Belsky, 
Youngblade, Rovine, and VoIling's 

(1991) inquiry is one ofthe few studies 
that actually examines systemic assump­
tions. In thlS observation-based and longi-
tudinal study it was found, for example, 
that as men's marital satisfaction de­
clined, they interacted more negatively 
with their children. Husbands experienc­
ing secure marriages, on the other hand, 
expressed more positive affect in interac­
tion with their children. Children of fa­
thers with a negative marital experience 
also interacted more negatively with their 
fathers. Child negativity may further con­
tribute to the father's unhappiness in the 
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marriage. Contrawise, women who be­
came unhappy in their marriages did not 
manifest this change in interaction style 
with their children. Actually such wives 
became more positive and supportive of 
the child. The systemic issues raised by 
this study are several. For instance, do 
positive bonds between mothers and chil­
dren contribute to fathers ' feelings of loss 
of love, thus reducing involvement with 
children? Or does the mother-child rela­
tionship develop in response to fathers ' 
negative beha vi or? Does the mother 
strive to buffer the child from the father's 
negativity? Would this type of subsystem 
coalition be unhealthy for the child in the 
long run? Although systems research is 
expanding, the number of empirical stud­
ies has been quite sparse. 

Although there are numerous systemic 
modeis, we will represent only one. The 
important point to be noted is that the 
model shows that there is no direct influ­
ence from mother-to-child or vice versa. 
Instead there is an influence from one 
relationship to another and vice versa. 
The systemic model can be represented as 
follows: 

D 
D' 
D 

M,*C, 
M,*O, 
D' 

The dyad (D) is influenced by the com­
bined behavior of the mother and the 
child. However, in a family system the 
mother is also a member of (an)other 
dyad(s) (D'), for instance, with the father 
or another child (represented by 0, in the 
equation). And it is assumed that the lat­
ter relationship(s) affect(s) the first one. 
Developmental change is not incorpo­
rated in the model. Systemic approaches 
which have been in the family research 



and family therapy literature for years 
have rarely been employed successfully 
among developmental psychologists. The 
shift from a dyadic unit to the family as 
the unit of analysis is major, because the 
complexity that confronts investigators 
increases enormously. By taking this 
complexity into account systemic models 
are, nevertheless, convincing conceptual 
representations of the socialization pro­
cess. The (mathematical) models that are 
needed to test the multitude of influences 
in a family system are so complex, that 
they can hardly be tested. Although statis­
tical advances are being made, such tools 
generally have cumbersome problems 
and complexities and still fail to capture 
the essence of the entire system (e.g., 
Kenny, 1988; Montgomery & Duck, 
1991). Perhaps the best recommendation 
for researchers is to be realistically selec­
tive in the questions to be addressed. 
However, developmental issues must be 
brought into the research for the simple 
reason that characteristic interactions at 
one point in the child's development may 
be different from another. Moreover, 
family events such as conflict or paren tal 
separation may have different con se­
quences at different times in the child's 
life (Hinde, & Stevenson-Hinde, 1988). 

Rethinking development in mother­
child interaction research 

The above suggests that the majority of 
interaction research is nondevelopmental 
in nature, that is, in the majority of stud­
ies age-related changes are not examined. 
And indeed, the set of codes used to rep­
resent the different approaches shows that 
in none of the equations the code sub­
script 'v' - indicative of developmental 
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change - is incorporated. Therefore, the 
question posed in the title of this chapter 
'How is development conceptualized in 
mother-child interaction research?' can­
not be answered properly given the pres­
ent state of the art. A major limitation 
characterizing most of the research in the 
field is the lack of a conceptual develop­
mental model (Sigel, 1983). Within each 
of the structural models a temporal factor 
must be built in. 

The unidirectional approach can be 
elaborated to inc1ude developmental 
change by measuring all of the variables 
of interest on multiple occasions. Fre­
quency of measurement should be attuned 
to the degree of change that can be ex­
pected in these variables of interest. Mea­
suring parental and child interactive be­
havior longitudinally offers the possibility 
to examine how and why the relation be­
tween the two variables changes over 
time (Hoeksma, Van den Boom, Koomen 
& Koops, this volume). In addition, it 
offers the possibility to determine the di­
rection of change. In other words, in the 
unidirectional approach formal statistical 
models are available that all ow for a de­
velopmental orientation on the study of 
mother-child interaction. 

Although the bidirectional approach 
implicitly represents the idea that interac­
tion moves through time, developmental 
change is not incorporated in the models. 
Empirical investigations that deal with 
bidirectionality have several deficiencies 
requiring attention by future investiga­
tors. The development of theoretical con­
cepts that provide insight into the nature, 
the antecedents, and the consequences of 
bidirectional interaction seems to be im­
portant. The focus on description, meth­
odological issues, and the observation of 
behavior sequences resulted in insuffi-



cient attention to conceptualizations of 
mother-child interaction. Bidirectional 
interaction research requires theoretical 
concepts that can point to the relations 
among events that are important and that 
can pro vide guidelines for identifying and 
controlling irrelevant factors. Next, em­
pirical findings are routinely referred 
back to the theory for its evaluation and 
modification. In a more theory-based ori­
entation it would be possible to establish 
the meaning of the parameters that are 
estimated in the models at different ages. 
In those bidirectional studies where the 
interaction is studied at different ages, the 
biggest challenge is to relate the results of 
the analyses across interactions. Although 
the concepts that are central in dynamic 
systems models are strictly defined from 
a mathematical point ofview, they are 
used in a very loose metaphorical sense in 
dynamic views on mother-child interac­
tion. Therefore they are not very helpful 
in guiding empirical research. This vague 
guidance of metaphors must be replaced 
by formal theory and logical deduction of 
its consequences (Bogartz, 1994). 

In contrast to the bidirectional ap­
proach, the systemic approach is much 
more theory driven. What is lacking, 
however, are data analytic techniques that 
allow for a test of the theoretical claims 
that are made. Although the concepts of 
systems theory are of ten used in ways 
that call into question its scientific utility, 
Belsky et al. (1989) present an approach 
on the family as a system that is more 
realistic with regard to application in em­
pirical studies. Application of a systems 
approach in its full complexity to the em­
pirical study of mother-child interaction 
does not seem to be warranted, however, 
at this point in time. 
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Our definition ofthe interaction ar­
gues for the recognition of three develop­
mental trajectories--an infant develop­
mental course, an adult one, and the inter­
play between these two provides a third 
developmental trajectory. The mother­
child interaction may contribute to the 
child's development, but the child's de­
velopment changes these same interac­
tions. The child's greater autonomy 
forces renegotiation of the relationship 
with the parent. In addition, physiological 
and cognitive growth probably trigger 
certain relationship changes more or less 
directly. Other changes in the interaction 
between mother and child derive from the 
mother's own socialization, e.g., women 
who are at different stages of adult devel­
opment bring different interpretive frame­
works and social skills to their interac­
tions with their children. However, rela­
tionships and their development are not 
reducible to a combination of the devel­
opmental changes occurring in the two 
individuals separately. Developmental 
change in relationships derives from 
sources both within the two individuals 
involved and between them (Hartup & 
Laursen, 1988). Despite the fact that such 
a conceptualization ofthe mother-child 
interaction reflects the thinking of many 
developmentalists in recent years, 
nondevelopmental concepts and the sta­
tistical procedures associated with them 
still dominate the field (Cairns, 1986). In 
order to become truly developmental, the 
field of mother-child interaction needs a 
move in the direction of greater complex­
ity, both in concept and in method. The 
construction of a developmental concep­
tualization of the mother-child interactive 
process and the development of more 
complex, but testable analytical modeIs, 
are the biggest challenges facing us in the 



entire effort to study mother-child inter­
action in a truly developmental way. 

Concluding comments 

What can be gained from the effort to 
study mother-child interaction develop­
mentaIly? One contribution of the devel­
opmental perspective is that it provides 
guides for what kinds of questions should 
be asked and for what sorts of research 
strategies should be employed. In addi­
tion, mother-child interaction research 
will become more person-oriented instead 
of variable-oriented, that is, insight will 
be gained in intraindividual pattems of 
change over time. Generalizations will be 
based on the identified commonalities 
across persons or across relationships. A 
developmental orientation also requires 
reflection on the way the variables are 
being measured. In mother-child interac­
tion studies it is not unusual to use a sin­
gle construct consisting ofbehaviors that 
differ markedly in quality and form, but 
that are presumed to share common func­
tions at different ages. Examples of such 
constructs are aggression, and attach­
ment. Although the use of such single 
nondevelopmental constructs may aid in 
identifying continuities, they mayalso 
obscure real developmental changes in 
the form and function of behaviors at dif­
ferent ages (Caims, 1986). In order to be 
able to detect developmental change, the 
individual behaviors should be measured 
on multiple occasions over time. FinaIly, 
a developmental orientation on mother­
child interaction could change our view 
of the sources of individu al differences. 
Variability in outcome measures is we~l 
documented in any number of areas. 
Variability in process is less weIl under-
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stood. It means that children may reach 
similar outcomes by different pathways. 
A focus on developmental change can 
lead to the detection of such diverging or 
converging pathways. The analysis of 
developmental change in interactive be­
havior promises to be a major task for 
developmental psychology in the years to 
come. 
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