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Abstract 

Objectives: Adults with a history of childhood maltreatment report problems with emotion regulation (ER) and 
parenting, which can contribute to maladaptive outcomes in offspring. The following narrative review consists of a 
theoretical and empirical synthesis of the literature examining child maltreatment, emotion regulation, and parenting, 
with an emphasis on parental emotion socialization. 
 

Method: Building upon the literature contained in the review, we developed a novel conceptual model that elucidates 
some of the mechanisms involved in the intergenerational transmission of emotion dysregulation among mothers 
with a history of childhood maltreatment. Taking into account risk and protective factors (e.g., socio-economic status, 
polyvictimization, teenage motherhood, access to social supports), our conceptual model highlights both direct (e.g., 
social learning) and indirect (e.g., ER difficulties) mechanisms through which child maltreatment contributes to 
problems with parental emotion socialization and ER difficulties in the next generation. 
 

Implications: Directions for future research and implications for intervention will be discussed with an emphasis on 
preventing the continuity of maladaptive parenting by promoting the development of parents’ ER abilities in a trauma-
informed, resilience-focused framework. 

Keywords: Intergenerational transmission; emotion socialization; parent-child relationships; childhood maltreatment; 
emotion dysregulation. 
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Introduction 

Child maltreatment is defined as any act of commission or omission by a parent or caregiver that results in 
harm, potential for harm, or threat of harm to a child under the age of 18. The most commonly recognized forms of 
child maltreatment include physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional maltreatment, and neglect (Leeb et al., 2008). In 
Ontario, which is the most populated province in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2019), approximately 6.29% of children 
were involved in maltreatment-related investigations in 2018, with over 148,000 investigations occurring that year 
(Fallon et al., 2020). Of these investigations, 26% were substantiated1 for reasons of neglect (21%), physical abuse (19%), 
emotional maltreatment (12%), and sexual abuse (3%). Furthermore, although reports of childhood physical (26%) and 
sexual (8%) abuse are prevalent among Canadian adults, 93% of those surveyed indicated that they did not report the 
abuse to police or child protective services before age 15 and the majority (67%) indicated that they never reported 
the abuse to anyone (Burczycka, 2017). As such, the prevalence of child maltreatment in Canada is likely under-
estimated. 

The impact of child maltreatment on emotion regulation 

The negative impact of child maltreatment on mental health is well-documented as numerous studies have 
identified a link between abusive childhood experiences and adult psychopathology including depression, anxiety, 
posttraumatic stress, dissociation, substance use, and personality disorders (see Kessler et al., 2010 and Weich et al., 
2009 for reviews). To explain the association between child maltreatment and these adverse outcomes, Cloitre, Cohen, 
and Koenen (2011) proposed the Resource Loss Model of Childhood Abuse Trauma wherein the short- and long-term 
effects of child maltreatment can be understood as a consequence of the resources that are lost when abuse or neglect 
is perpetrated by a caregiver. According to this model, resource losses – such as the loss of a healthy attachment 
relationship with one’s primary caregiver – can compromise the attainment of developmental tasks that are intrinsic to 
childhood, resulting in impairments that accumulate into adulthood. The acquisition of ER is a key developmental task 
in childhood (Eisenberg & Morris, 2002) and the ability to regulate emotions is developed mainly through interactions 
with attachment figures who are typically the child’s primary caregivers (Schore & Schore, 2008). 

Shifting away from Bowlby’s (1969) and Ainsworth’s (1969) descriptions of attachment theory, which 
originated in the era of behaviourism, Schore and Schore (2008) proposed that modern attachment theory should be 
conceptualized a theory of affect regulation. In this framework, the primary caregiver must be attuned to dynamic shifts 
in the infant’s internal states and appraise non-verbal expressions of the infant’s arousal. In turn, the caregiver’s level of 
sensitivity and responsiveness to these cues mediates the dyadic regulation of emotions and sets the foundation for a 
secure attachment relationship. The “good-enough caregiver” who has become mis-attuned can engage in interactive 
repair and act as a resource for emotional co-regulation if they are able to re-attune in a timely and consistent manner. 
However, when the primary caregiver is abusive or neglectful, circumstances of maltreatment disrupt this attachment 
relationship because the caregiver, who traditionally acts as a resource for safety and co-regulation is also a source of 
danger and dysregulation, which can lead to insecure, disorganized attachment (Cloitre, Cohen, & Koenen, 2011; 
Schore & Schore, 2008). In cases of child maltreatment, or complex trauma, the trauma is chronic, interpersonal, and 
embedded in the child’s caregiving system (van der Kolk, 1996; van der Kolk, 2005). The relational stress engendered 
by this trauma can compromise the experience-dependent maturation of developing brain areas that are critical to ER 
(Schore & Schore, 2008). Further, emotional guidance from a caregiver who is neglectful, physically, or sexually abusive 
is often absent, irregular, or deviant (Cloitre, Cohen, & Koenen, 2011). Thus, in the absence of a healthy attachment 
relationship with another caregiver, a child who is maltreated is not provided with the emotional attunement or 
scaffolding that would enable them to regulate their arousal (Cicchetti & Toth, 2005; Kim & Cicchetti, 2010), thereby 
disrupting the development of self-regulation. 

Child maltreatment, emotion regulation, and psychopathology in youth. Child maltreatment has been 
associated with ER difficulties in childhood including emotional lability (Shipman et al., 2000; 2007), lower levels of 
emotional understanding, empathy, and emotional self-awareness (Perlman et al., 2008; Shipman et al., 2000; 2005), 
dysregulated emotional expressions (Maughan & Cicchetti, 2002; Shipman & Zeman, 2001), and difficulties identifying 
negative emotions (Pollak et al., 2000). However, there seems to be an exception amongst physically abused children, 
who show enhancements in the ability to detect angry faces (Ardizzi et al., 2015; Masten et. al., 2008). Although this 
acuity might be advantageous in environments that require children to be vigilant toward potential threats, attentional 

                                                           
1 The remaining 45% were substantiated for exposure to intimate partner violence, which was not included in the present review. 
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biases toward angry faces have been linked to increases in negative affect and aggressive behaviours that put children 
at risk for externalizing problems (Shackman & Pollack, 2014). Emotion dysregulation has been identified as a predictor 
of externalizing and internalizing problems in maltreated children (Muller et al., 2013) and mediates the relationship 
between child maltreatment and psychopathology in childhood (Alink et al., 2009; Kim & Cicchetti, 2010) and 
adolescence (Heleniak et al., 2016; Moretti & Craig, 2013). Thus, child maltreatment appears to put youth at risk for ER 
difficulties that contribute to the development of psychopathology. 

Child maltreatment, emotion regulation, and psychopathology in adults. In addition to studies focusing 
on youth, a growing body of literature explores the long-term impacts of child maltreatment on adult ER. For example, 
women who reported sexual, physical, or emotional abuse in childhood reported higher levels of ER difficulties (Burns 
et al., 2010), such as experiential avoidance and emotional non-acceptance, compared to those who experienced low 
levels of abuse or no abuse (Gratz et al., 2007). Adults with a history of child maltreatment also exhibit generalized 
dysregulation in the biological systems associated with stress response (Heim et al., 2000; van Voorhees & Scarpa, 2004) 
as well as deficits in the coordination of cognitive and affective brain circuits that underlie ER (Caldwell et al., 2014). 
Specifically, early abuse can result in sensitization of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, which can increase 
one’s vulnerability to the adverse effects of stress and contribute to a predisposition towards psychopathology (Heim 
et al., 2000; van Voorhees & Scarpa, 2004). Similarly, the ability to regulate stress and negative affect is contingent upon 
flexible communication between the prefrontal cortex and limbic system, which appears to be compromised in adults 
who are maltreated as children (Caldwell et al., 2014). 

Relative to other types of trauma, the consequences of child maltreatment are thought to be particularly 
detrimental to emotional functioning because of its early onset and interpersonal nature (see Freyd, 1996 for Betrayal 
Trauma Theory and van der Kolk, 2005 for Developmental Trauma Disorder). Compared to survivors of non-
interpersonal traumas and traumas that were perpetrated in adulthood, adults who experienced early-onset 
interpersonal traumas reported more problems tolerating and managing negative emotions, a lack of emotional clarity, 
and had more troubles overcoming negative emotions that interfered with goal-directed behaviour (Briere & Rickards, 
2007; Ehring & Quack, 2010). Furthermore, higher levels of exposure to betrayal traumas (i.e., traumas perpetrated by 
someone the victim was close with) predicted greater levels of alexithymia, anxiety, and depression in undergraduate 
students (Goldsmith et al., 2012). Thus, the early onset of child maltreatment, as well as the feelings of betrayal that are 
engendered by this type of trauma, can disrupt emotional development in ways that increase the risk of 
psychopathology in adulthood. 

In support of this notion, ER difficulties have consistently been identified as a mediator in the relationship 
between child maltreatment and adult mental health problems including posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD; Barlow 
et al., 2017; Burns et al., 2010), depression (Crow et al., 2014; Hopfinger et al., 2016), borderline personality disorder (Gratz 
et al., 2008), anxiety (Huh et al., 2017), and psychological distress more broadly (Rosenthal et al., 2005). There is also 
research that suggests that the indirect effects of ER difficulties on psychopathology in adulthood may be specific to 
high betrayal traumas (Goldsmith et al., 2013). These findings coincide with the increasing recognition that ER is a 
transdiagnostic factor in psychopathology (Aldao et al., 2010; Gross & Jazaieri, 2014) as well as advances in attachment 
theory and affective neuroscience, which suggest that early abuse can have long-lasting impacts on the developmental 
trajectory of the right brain (Schore, 2002). Indeed, studies examining brain regions associated with emotional 
processing suggest that adults with a history of child maltreatment display altered patterns of reactivity and attentional 
biases toward negative facial expressions such as fear, anger, and sadness (Dannlowski et al., 2012; 2013; Gibb et al., 
2009; van den Berg et al., 2019) in the absence of, and when controlling for, symptoms of psychopathology. Similarly, 
the relationships between child maltreatment, ER, and functional impairment appear robust, even when controlling 
for symptoms of PTSD (Ehring & Quack, 2010; Cloitre et al., 2005). 

Protective factors. Despite the well-established relationships between child maltreatment, ER difficulties, and 
psychopathology, a history of child maltreatment does not guarantee that people will experience mental health 
problems. Indeed, many abused individuals exhibit minimal levels of impairment as adults (Collishaw et al., 2007; 
DuMont et al., 2007) and can be classified as resilient. Evidence suggests that a secure pattern of relatedness with one’s 
caregiver (Alink et al., 2009), the involvement of at least one supportive parent (Kooiman et al., 2004) or partner (DuMont 
et al., 2007), and the quality of one’s peer and intimate relationships in adulthood (Collishaw et al., 2007), may buffer 
against the development of emotional and psychological difficulties in survivors of child maltreatment. As such, 
protective factors must also be considered when attempting to elucidate the effects of child maltreatment on ER in 
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adulthood, as well as the effects of child maltreatment on parenting, which will be elaborated upon in the following 
section. 

Child maltreatment and parenting problems 

Concomitant with an increased risk for psychopathology and elevated rates of ER difficulties, another 
challenge faced by adult survivors of child maltreatment are difficulties in the parental role. In a systematic review of 
12 studies that encompassed over 45,000 mother-child dyads, Plant and colleagues (2018) found strong evidence for 
a relationship between mothers’ child maltreatment history and emotional and behavioural difficulties in offspring. 
Further, maternal psychological distress and poor parenting were identified as key mechanisms that explained these 
associations (Plant et al., 2018).  

Numerous studies have identified links between child maltreatment and parenting problems including lower 
perceived competence (Bailey et al., 2012; Caldwell et al., 2011; Fitzgerald et al., 2005; Schuetze & Eiden, 2005), 
reductions in maternal sensitivity, responsivity, and empathy (Bert et al., 2009; Fuchs et al., 2015; Lyons-Ruth & Block, 
1996; Pereira et al., 2012; Zvara, Meltzer-Brody, et al., 2017), increased use of harsh or physically punitive discipline (DiLillo 
et al., 2000; Schuetze & Eiden, 2005), and higher levels of hostile or intrusive behaviours (Bailey et al., 2012; Lyons-Ruth 
& Block, 1996; Moehler et al., 2007). Parents who were maltreated as children also exhibit inconsistent parenting 
behaviours (Collin-Vezina et al., 2005; Driscoll & Easterbrooks, 2007), and report higher levels of parenting stress (Bai & 
Han, 2016; Pereira et al., 2012).  

However, not every study supports the associations between child maltreatment and parenting problems. For 
example, despite lower levels of self-reported parenting competence, some observational studies have shown that 
interactive behaviours are not always compromised when there is a maternal history of child maltreatment (e.g., Bailey 
et al., 2012; Fitzgerald et al., 2005; Sexton et al., 2017). When considering studies that have identified links between child 
maltreatment and poor parenting, the vast majority are composed of samples characterized by other risk factors, 
including participants who are younger in maternal age or with high rates of poverty and psychopathology (see 
Vaillancourt et al., 2017 for review). In contrast, studies that have not reproduced these associations tend to be 
composed of non-clinical samples (e.g., Fitzgerald et al., 2005; Sexton et al., 2017). 

The impact of cumulative trauma and revictimization. Notwithstanding some contradictory findings, three 
systematic reviews have provided tentative support for the relationship between child maltreatment and later 
parenting problems (Hughes & Cossar, 2016; Hugill et al., 2017; Vaillancourt et al., 2017). Longitudinal studies also 
support these associations and highlight the importance of considering the cumulative impact of child maltreatment 
on parenting. For example, a study of 1, 994 mothers followed from pregnancy until their children were 3 years of age, 
found that cumulative childhood adversity was positively associated with maternal mental health problems and 
parenting concerns, as well as mothers’ use of maladaptive coping strategies (McDonald et al., 2019). In addition, 
Banyard and colleagues (2003) found that higher rates of trauma exposure in childhood and adulthood were associated 
with lower parenting satisfaction and maladaptive parenting as evidenced by higher rates of physical punishment, 
child neglect, and protective services reports. Interestingly, the traumas that made the most significant contribution to 
negative parenting were ones that had occurred in adulthood, which the authors interpreted in light of the high rates 
of revictimization that are prevalent amongst survivors of child maltreatment (Arias, 2004; Desai et al., 2002). Banyard 
and colleagues (2003) suggested that a history of child maltreatment puts individuals at risk for experiencing additional 
traumas (e.g., intimate partner violence), which have a more proximal effect on parenting. In support of this notion, the 
experience of cumulative interpersonal traumas in childhood and adulthood has been associated with more negative 
parenting practices, even when controlling for demographic and diagnostic variables (Cohen et al., 2008) and when 
results are compared to individuals with no history of victimization or a history of victimization that occurred exclusively 
in childhood (Dubowitz et al., 2001). Thus, experiences of adult revictimization may exacerbate, or even account for, 
parenting difficulties amongst survivors of child maltreatment. 

Protective factors. Although childhood trauma and revictimization may have a negative impact on parenting, 
engagement in resilient or positive parenting is still possible in spite of one’s maltreatment history. For example, in a 
subsample of survivors who had experienced traumatic events in childhood and adulthood, greater connection to 
social supports and the ability to engage in self-care were protective factors associated with lower levels of parenting 
problems (Banyard et al., 2003). Similarly, parents who were able to break intergenerational cycles of maltreatment 
reported using various strategies to heal from their traumas including finding meaning in the aftermath of their 
traumatic experiences, engaging in conscious efforts to “parent differently”, and relying on social, spiritual, or 



A conceptual model of the intergenerational transmission of emotion dysregulation  
in mothers with a history of childhood maltreatment 

 
53 

psychological supports (Chamberlain et al., 2019). They were also less likely to live with their families of origin and rely 
on their own mothers for emotional support (Easterbrooks et al., 2011). Consequently, breaking the cycle of 
maladaptive parenting may also be contingent upon the ability to disengage from people or contexts that perpetuate 
emotional distress and negative parenting behaviours. 

Child maltreatment history and parenting - The role of emotion regulation 

Amongst maltreated parents who perpetuate cycles of maladaptive parenting, extant literature suggests that 
a maternal history of abuse may have indirect effects on caregiving through its effect on mediating variables such as 
parental stress and depressive symptoms (see Vaillancourt et al., 2017 for review). Compared to mothers with no abuse 
histories, mothers who have experienced child maltreatment are at an increased risk for stress-related 
psychopathologies that impact parenting including post-partum depression (Beeghly et al., 2003; Talmon et al., 2019), 
anxiety (Buist et al., 2011; Madigan et al., 2014), PTSD (Muzik, Bocknek, et al., 2013; Muzik et al., 2016), and dissociation 
(Marysko et al., 2010). Additionally, borderline personality disorder and substance use problems, which are both 
associated with a history of child maltreatment (Elliot et al., 2014; Huang et al., 2011), have been linked to poor parenting 
(Florange & Herpertz, 2019; Locke & Newcomb, 2004).  

The associations between child maltreatment and parenting problems may also be attributable to parental 
ER difficulties (Bailey et al., 2012; Ehrensaft et al., 2015). The ability to regulate emotions has been recognized as a crucial 
component of effective parenting since Dix (1991) proposed the Affective Organization of Parenting model. In this 
model, the processes parents use to understand and regulate emotions are of paramount importance because the 
parent’s ability to engage in self-regulation is thought to facilitate the modulation of their own negative arousal, which 
in turn, enhances the ability to engage in sensitive and responsive parenting behaviours. Several studies have found 
that mothers who are able to regulate their emotions are better equipped to deal with stressors that arise in the context 
of parenting, thereby enabling them to engage in more supportive response behaviours (see Crandall et al., 2015 for 
review). In contrast, when parents experience emotions as overwhelming, their arousal is thought to undermine 
effective parenting and impair parent-child interactions (Dix, 1991). For example, mothers who displayed increased 
amygdala activation in response to their infant’s crying displayed lower levels of maternal sensitivity (Firk et al., 2018). 
Similarly, difficulties regulating stress (Nyström-Hansen et al., 2019), deficits in emotional face processing (Choi et al., 
2017; Thompson-Booth et al., 2014), and structural and functional alterations in brain regions associated with 
mentalizing and emotional empathy (Mielke et al., 2016; Neukel et al., 2018), have been associated with less sensitive 
parenting behaviours amongst mothers with a history of child maltreatment.  

With respect to more specific parenting behaviours, McCullough and colleagues (2014) found that mothers 
who scored higher on psychological control, hostility, and unavailability, reported higher levels of child maltreatment 
than parents belonging to the at-risk or positive parenting groups. Moreover, mothers in the negative parenting group 
were characterized by lower levels of ER and higher levels of anger compared to the other two groups. Parallel findings 
were produced by Harel and Finzi-Dottan (2018), who found that retrospective reports of child maltreatment were 
associated with lower levels of ER, which in turn, predicted more negative parenting practices. Taken together, the 
relationship between child maltreatment and parenting may be explained by maternal ER difficulties. As such, there is 
a need to identify other risk factors that could exacerbate parents’ emotion dysregulation.  

Teenage motherhood and demographic risk factors. Given the relationships between child maltreatment, 
ER, and parenting, it is important to consider the additional risks conferred by teenage motherhood. A history of child 
maltreatment has been consistently linked to teenage motherhood (Bert et al., 2009; Garwood et al., 2015; Hillis et al., 
2004; Trickett et al., 2011), which in turn, has been associated with demographic risk factors (e.g., single parenthood, 
lower educational attainment, family poverty) that predict problematic parenting and adverse outcomes in children 
(see Letourneau et al., 2013 and Serbin & Karp, 2004 for reviews). 

In addition to heightened socioeconomic risk, teenage motherhood has also been associated with post-
partum depression and anxiety (Madigan et al., 2014), psychological distress (Mollborn & Morningstar, 2009), and 
parenting stress (Spencer et al., 2002). The finding that teen mothers experience more difficulties in these domains is 
not surprising, since the period of adolescence is already characterized by increases in negative emotionality (Larson 
et al., 2002), elevated rates of psychopathology (Ahmed, et al., 2015), and the reorganization of the neurocircuitry 
involved in ER (Casey et al., 2011; Steinberg, 2005). Further, given that brain regions responsible for cognitive control 
develop more slowly than those that drive emotional reactivity, adolescents may experience more difficulty regulating 
their emotions in the presence of salient emotional cues (Casey et al., 2011). These findings suggest that maltreated 
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women who become teenage mothers may experience more environmental and developmental stressors that make 
it challenging to regulate their emotions, which in turn, could compromise their ability to engage in sensitive parenting. 

In support of this notion, McCullough and colleagues (2015) found that mothers who reported a history of 
emotional maltreatment in childhood were at an increased risk for engaging in unsupportive parenting behaviours, 
particularly when they were younger at childbirth (i.e., average age of childbirth = 17.5) and had moderate to high 
levels of emotion dysregulation. However, given that their assessment was limited to parental psychological control, 
hostility, and unavailability, more research is needed to investigate other dimensions of unsupportive parenting that 
may have a more proximal influence on children’s emotional development.  

Emotion socialization – An understudied parenting behaviour in maltreatment survivors 

Despite a substantial body of literature demonstrating the associations between child maltreatment, ER, and 
parenting difficulties, parental emotion socialization (ES) practices have been understudied in survivors of child 
maltreatment. Theoretical models of ES propose that the way parents model, engage with, and react to emotions, as 
well as the emotional climate of the family, has a profound impact on children’s emotional development (Eisenberg et 
al., 1998; Morris et al., 2007). Unsupportive ES practices, such as punitive or minimizing responses to children’s negative 
emotions, are thought to communicate to children that their negative feelings are unacceptable and should be 
suppressed (Eisenberg et al., 1998; Gottman et al., 1996; O’Neal & Magai, 2005). Conversely, supportive responses, such 
as comforting or problem-solving behaviours, are thought to reduce children’s distress and scaffold the acquisition of 
adaptive ER skills (Eisenberg et al., 1998; Fabes et al., 2002). 

Accordingly, parents’ unsupportive responses have been associated with negative outcomes in children 
including maladaptive coping strategies (Sanders et al., 2015), lower levels of socio-emotional competence and ER 
abilities (Jones et al., 2002; Williams & Woodruff-Borden, 2015), and higher levels of negative emotional intensity and 
lability (Fabes et al., 2001; Shaffer et al., 2012). Unsupportive responses have also been linked to behavioural problems 
and psychopathology in children (Eisenberg et al., 2001; Sanders et al., 2015; Suveg et al., 2008) and adolescents (Katz 
et al., 2014; O’Neal & Magai, 2005; Shortt et al., 2016; Stocker et al., 2007). In contrast, supportive parental responses have 
been associated with better ER skills and constructive coping in children (Cole et al., 2009; Hurrell et al., 2015; Valiente 
et al., 2004) and adolescents (Criss et al., 2016), as well as lower levels of internalizing difficulties (Briscoe et al., 2019; 
Hastings et al., 2014). Thus, parents’ responses to children’s emotions have a strong influence on the trajectory of their 
emotional development. 

Existing literature on child maltreatment and parental emotion socialization. Of the few studies that have 
focused on child maltreatment and parental ES, the majority have been conducted in samples of maltreating mothers. 
For example, when compared to a control group, physically maltreating mothers were less likely to engage in 
discussions that facilitated their child’s emotional understanding (Shipman & Zeman, 1999), less likely to encourage 
their children to use constructive coping strategies (Shipman & Zeman, 2001), and more likely to invalidate their 
children’s negative emotions (Shipman et al., 2007). The experience of insufficient ES is also common to neglected 
children (Shipman et al., 2005) and survivors of sexual abuse (Shipman et al. 2000; Thomas et al., 2011), which suggests 
that maltreating parents may be less likely to model or teach their children adaptive ER skills. 

The tendency to focus on mothers who perpetuate the cycle of child maltreatment is problematic given that 
the majority of parents who have been maltreated do not go on to abuse or neglect their own children (Schelbe & 
Geiger, 2017). Consequently, it is important to attend to the intergenerational transmission of maladaptive parenting 
more broadly by studying the determinants of parenting behaviours, or factors associated with the persistence of 
maladaptive parenting across generations (Belsky, 1984; McCloskey, 2017; McCullough et al., 2015). In line with this 
proposition, some researchers have focused on contextual determinants of parental ES. For instance, Valiente and 
colleagues (2007) found that higher levels of family chaos predicted less supportive reactions in response to children’s 
negative emotions. Similarly, the relationship between familial risk (i.e., single parenthood, large household size, lower 
levels of maternal education, low income, and maternal psychological distress) and children’s emotional functioning 
was mediated by mothers’ use of unsupportive contingencies (Shaffer et al., 2012). 

With respect to individual-level factors, Liu and colleagues (2019) found that a maternal history of emotional 
abuse predicted higher maternal negative expressivity when children were 14 months old, even when controlling for 
socio-economic status and maternal histories of physical and sexual abuse. However, given that this study was 
conducted in China, the impact of childhood physical abuse on maternal ES may have been under-estimated since 
corporal punishment is still culturally accepted (Liu et al., 2019). In support of this notion, a study of American mothers 
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demonstrated that all subtypes of maltreatment were correlated with lower levels of supportive responses to children’s 
negative emotions (Rea & Shaffer, 2016). Specifically, mothers who reported higher levels of child maltreatment 
reported that they were less likely to encourage their child to express their emotions and endorsed less emotion-
focused reactions (e.g., comforting the child) and problem-focused reactions (e.g., helping the child to solve the 
problem that was contributing to their distress). Contrary to their expectations, Rea and Shaffer (2016) found no 
evidence that child maltreatment increased mothers’ reports of unsupportive responses such as punitive, minimizing, 
or distress reactions. The authors hypothesized that it may be easier for mothers to break the cycle of unsupportive 
behaviours than it is for them to learn a new repertoire of supportive responses, however more research is needed to 
determine whether these findings can be reproduced. 

Connections between parental emotion regulation and emotion socialization practices 

In addition to replicating existing findings, it is crucial to consider mechanisms that might explain the 
relationship between parents’ child maltreatment history and ES practices. Similar to research that has demonstrated 
the importance of ER to adaptive parenting more broadly (Crandall et al., 2015), ER is thought to play an important role 
in a parent’s ability to provide adaptive ES. Morris and colleagues (2007) hypothesized that parental characteristics – 
such as parents’ emotional reactivity, psychopathology, and ER skills – may have indirect effects on children’s emotional 
functioning through their impact on parental ES. Hence, parents who perceive negative emotions as aversive, or who 
lack the ability to tolerate and manage their own emotions, may become overwhelmed with the emotional demands 
of parenting and be more likely to engage in self-focused strategies aimed at reducing their own negative affect at the 
expense of their child’s emotional needs (Gottman et al., 1996; Lagacé-Séguin & Coplan, 2005). Accordingly, parents 
who reported higher levels of distress when their children expressed negative emotions reported more unsupportive 
responses, which in turn, was associated with higher emotional intensity and lower social competence in their children 
(Fabes et al., 2001; 2002). Further, by establishing a relationship between parental psychopathology and unsupportive 
ES (Arellano et al., 2018; Breaux et al., 2016), researchers have implied that ER difficulties may be a key mechanism 
underlying this association. 

Several studies have identified a link between parents’ emotion dysregulation and unsupportive responses 
including punishing, ignoring, or minimizing the emotions of school-aged (Han et al., 2015; Morelen et al., 2016) and 
adolescent (Buckholdt et al., 2014; Jones et al., 2014) children. Similarly, parents who reported suppressing their 
negative emotions were less responsive during parent-child interactions (Le & Impett, 2016), less likely to report 
facilitating the expression of their children’s negative emotions (Meyer et al., 2014), and more likely to report using 
unsupportive responses (Hughes & Gullone, 2010). 

In line with the hypothesis proposed by Morris and colleagues (2007), the relationship between maternal ER 
difficulties and ER difficulties in offspring appears to be mediated by mothers’ unsupportive ES (Briscoe et al., 2019; 
Buckholdt et al., 2014; Morelen et al., 2016). However, just as deficits in parental ER may contribute to unsupportive 
responses, it is also true that the presence of adaptive ER may prevent parents from engaging in unsupportive 
behaviours. For instance, parents who exhibited more adaptive ER during parent-child interactions (Morelen et al., 
2016) and reported higher levels of emotional awareness, acceptance, and clarity (Meyer et al., 2014; Yap et al., 2008) 
were less likely to report using unsupportive responses with preschool (Meyer et al., 2014), school-aged (Morelen et al., 
2016), and adolescent (Yap et al., 2008) children. Moreover, a parents’ ability to reappraise upsetting situations may 
facilitate the use of supportive responses when children are in distress (Cabecinha-Alati, Malikin, & Montreuil, in press; 
Hughes & Gullone, 2010; Meyer et al., 2014). Consequently, parents who are more capable of regulating their emotions 
may be better equipped to respond to children in supportive ways, whereas those who struggle with ER may utilize 
unsupportive responses.  

Studies in survivors of child maltreatment. Although there is a dearth of literature that examines parental ER 
and ES in child maltreatment survivors, there is some evidence to suggest that a history of child maltreatment, and 
subsequent ER difficulties, have an effect on parental ES. For example, researchers have postulated that mothers with 
borderline personality disorder (BPD) – and presumably a history of emotional abuse (Linehan, 1993) – may lack the 
ability to understand and manage their emotions, which in turn, could make them less likely to engage in adaptive ES 
(Stepp et al., 2012). This hypothesis was corroborated in a study that showed that the relationship between maternal 
BPD symptoms and unsupportive ES was mediated by maternal ER difficulties (Kiel et al., 2017). However, given that 
child maltreatment history was not assessed, this study only offers tentative support.  
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To our knowledge, only two studies have examined the relationships between child maltreatment, parental 
ER, and ES. Cabecinha-Alati, Langevin and colleagues (2020) found that higher levels of childhood polyvictimization 
predicted lower levels of parental ER skills, which in turn, predicted parents’ use of unsupportive responses when their 
children expressed negative emotions. However, they did not assess adult experiences of revictimization. In contrast, 
Martin and colleagues (2018) found that mothers who experienced high betrayal trauma revictimization (i.e., high 
betrayal trauma in both childhood and adulthood) were more likely to report distress reactions in response to their 
adolescents’ expressions of negative affect. Additionally, the relationship between mothers’ victimization and negative 
responsivity was mediated by maternal ER difficulties such that mothers who experienced revictimization experienced 
higher levels of emotion dysregulation, which in turn, was positively associated with their negative responsivity (Martin 
et al., 2018). These findings coincide with studies that emphasize the detrimental role of child maltreatment and 
revictimization on parenting (Banyard et al., 2003; Cole et al., 2009; Dubowitz et al., 2001), as well as studies that have 
established links between revictimization and heightened levels of emotion dysregulation (Walsh et al., 2011), and 
emotion dysregulation and unsupportive ES (e.g., Buckholdt et al., 2014; Morelen et al., 2016). However, more research 
is needed to corroborate these findings in parents with a history of child maltreatment. 

Conceptual model of the intergenerational transmission of emotion dysregulation 

Building upon the literature reviewed, the ensuing section describes a novel conceptual model that elucidates 
some of the mechanisms involved in the intergenerational transmission of emotion dysregulation. Although the 
relationships between child maltreatment and adult ER difficulties (e.g., Burns et al., 2010), parental ER and ES (e.g., 
Morelen et al., 2016), and parental ES and offspring ER (e.g., Shortt et al., 2016), have been supported in studies that 
examined these constructs separately, it appears that only two studies (Cabecinha-Alati, Langevin et al., 2020; Martin 
et al., 2018) have tested these relationships simultaneously. Furthermore, there is currently no comprehensive model 
that accounts for the associations between these constructs. 

Given that the majority of the research outlined in this review has been conducted in samples composed of 
women, the model will be applicable to mothers who endorse a history of child maltreatment. The framework for the 
model was informed by pre-existing models including The Resource Loss Model of Childhood Abuse Trauma (Cloitre, 
Cohen, & Koenen, 2011) theories pertaining to betrayal trauma and complex trauma (Freyd, 1996; van der Kolk, 1996; 
2005), The Affective Organization of Parenting Model (Dix, 1991), and theoretical models of parental ES (Eisenberg et 
al., 1998; Morris et al., 2007) and social learning (Bandura, 1977). 

It is hypothesized that a maternal history of child maltreatment will have both direct and indirect effects on 
parental ES practices through the various mechanisms illustrated below (see Figure 1). Moreover, maternal ES practices 
are expected to influence the ER difficulties of offspring in the next generation. 

Indirect effects of child maltreatment history on parental emotion socialization 

In this model, the indirect relationship between child maltreatment and parental ES in adulthood is thought 
to be attributable to the negative sequelae of child maltreatment. More specifically, child maltreatment has been 
associated with changes in the neurobiological systems underlying ER (e.g., Caldwell et al., 2014; Dannlowski et al., 
2012) and ER difficulties that persist into adulthood (e.g., Burns et al., 2010; Ehring & Quack, 2010), presumably because 
child maltreatment contributes to disruptions in attachment relationships with primary caregivers that interfere with 
the development of affect regulation (Cloitre, Cohen, & Koenen, 2011; Schore & Schore, 2008). Child maltreatment has 
also been shown to increase the risk of teenage motherhood (Garwood et al., 2015; Hillis et al., 2004) and revictimization 
in the context of adult relationships (Arias, 2004; Desai et al., 2002). Given the association between teenage 
motherhood, post-partum psychopathology, and parenting stress (Madigan et al., 2014; Spencer et al., 2000), as well as 
the protracted cognitive development that occurs during adolescence (Casey et al., 2011), teen mothers may 
experience higher levels of ER difficulties which in turn, negatively impact parenting (McCullough et al., 2015). The 
experience of additional traumas in adulthood also contributes to parenting problems (Banyard et al., 2003; Cole et al., 
2009), likely because experiences of revictimization can exacerbate ER difficulties (Martin et al., 2018; Walsh et al., 2011), 
which increases the risk of further revictimization (Messman-Moore et al., 2010). 
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Subsequently, ER difficulties interfere with adaptive parenting as evidenced by studies that have documented 
a relationship between parental emotion dysregulation and unsupportive ES practices (e.g., Briscoe et al., 2019; Han et 
al., 2015; Morelen et al., 2016). With regard to child maltreatment survivors, caregivers who have experienced this 
complex trauma may be even more likely to avoid negative emotions, which in turn, would impair their ability to 
respond supportively when children experience distress (Cook et al., 2005; Zvara, Mills-Koonce & Cox, 2017). Preliminary 
evidence suggests that parental ER difficulties play a role in the relationship between childhood maltreatment and 
problems with parental ES including higher levels of maternal negative expressivity (Liu et al., 2019), lower levels of 
supportive responses (Rea & Shaffer, 2016), and higher levels of negative responsivity (Martin et al., 2018). In turn, 
deficiencies in parental ES are likely to contribute to emotional problems in offspring (e.g., Sanders et al., 2015; Shaffer 
et al., 2012).  

To summarize, the conceptual model proposes that experiences of child maltreatment have detrimental 
impacts on ER that persist into adulthood and increase the likelihood of other risk factors (e.g., teenage motherhood 
and revictimization) that can have an adverse effect on ER. In turn, ER difficulties are thought to interfere with the 
parental role and put children at risk for emotional difficulties by compromising various dimensions of ES including the 
emotional climate of the family, parents’ ability to model adaptive ER strategies, parents’ contingent responses to their 
child’s negative emotions, and the ability to engage in emotional discussions with children. Protective factors such as 
social support, secure attachment with a supportive caregiver, healthy relationships with peers and intimate partners 
in adulthood, engagement in regular self-care, and other efforts to heal from childhood trauma can mitigate the effects 
of child maltreatment on ER and parenting (Alink et al., 2009; Chamberlain et al., 2019; Collishaw et al., 2007; DuMont 
et al., 2007; Kooiman et al., 2004). Conversely, familial and environmental risk factors (e.g., single parenthood, lower 
levels of maternal education, and an impoverished or chaotic home environment) can exacerbate difficulties with 
parental ES (Shaffer et al., 2012; Valiente et al., 2007) and contribute to poor developmental outcomes in children 
(Letourneau et al., 2013; Serbin & Karp, 2004). 

Direct effects of child maltreatment history on parental emotion socialization 

In addition to the indirect effects of child maltreatment on parents’ ES through parental ER, child maltreatment 
may also have direct effects on parental ES as a result of social learning (Bandura, 1977). Numerous studies suggest that 
maltreating parents fail to act as effective ES agents for their children (e.g., Shipman et al., 2005; 2007; Shipman & Zeman, 
2001). Consequently, children who grow up in maltreating environments are less likely to be exposed to parents who 
model adaptive ES practices and are more likely to be exposed to parents who model abusive or emotionally 
invalidating behaviours, which in turn, could make them more likely to engage in unsupportive parenting with their 
own children (Baker & Crnic, 2005; Conger et al., 2003; McCullough et al., 2015). Martin and colleagues (2018) found that 
the direct path from maternal high betrayal trauma revictimization to mothers’ negative responsivity became non-
significant when maternal ER difficulties were added to the model. However, given that they only assessed maternal 
distress responses, these findings should not be generalized to other dimensions of unsupportive ES (such as punitive 
responses), that may be more susceptible to replication through social learning. Therefore, more research is needed to 
ascertain the effects of child maltreatment on these aspects of parental ES. 

Directions for future research 

Given the importance of ER for parenting and children’s wellbeing, there is a strong need to elucidate the 
mechanisms by which parental emotion dysregulation is transmitted to children (Rutherford et al., 2015) and to 
understand the role of parents’ child maltreatment history and parental ES in this relationship. The conceptual model 
presented can guide future research by informing the development of mediation or moderation models that test for 
direct and indirect effects of child maltreatment on parental ES. Once these relationships are established in mothers, 
future research should focus on fathers, who are underrepresented in the literature (e.g., Wark & Vis, 2018). Additionally, 
since the majority of studies examining parental ES have focused on parents of preschool or school-aged children, the 
literature examining parental ES in adolescence is relatively sparse (Zeman et al., 2013), necessitating more research in 
this area. Finally, given that most studies on child maltreatment and parenting have focused predominantly on physical 
and sexual abuse (see Vaillancourt et al., 2017), more research is needed to investigate the impact of exposure to 
intimate partner violence (IPV), neglect, and emotional maltreatment since these are amongst the most common forms 
of child maltreatment being reported (Chamberland et al., 2011; Fallon et al., 2020; Maguire & Naughton, 2016). Despite 
increasing recognition of the detrimental effects of exposure to IPV in childhood (e.g., Roustit et al., 2009), this subtype 
of maltreatment was not included in the present review because it is not perpetrated against the child per se.  
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Limitations 

Despite the utility of the conceptual model, there are several limitations that warrant consideration. Firstly, it 
is important to recognize that culture (Dunsmore & Halberstadt, 2009; Friedlmeier et al., 2011) and gender (Cassano & 
Zeman, 2010; Zeman et al., 2010) may be strong determinants of parental ES and its effects on children’s ER. However, 
these variables were not included in the present model. Moreover, although many relationships are portrayed as 
unidirectional, there are undoubtedly reciprocal influences that should be considered. For example, child 
characteristics such as personality, temperament, and emotional reactivity (Mazzone & Nader-Grosbois, 2017; Morris et 
al., 2007; Yap et al., 2008) as well as the child’s ER abilities (Morelen & Suveg, 2012) have an influence on parents’ ES 
practices. There is also evidence to suggest that moderating factors, such as children’s level of physiological reactivity 
(McQuade & Breaux, 2017) and support-seeking behaviours (Miller-Slough et al., 2016), might influence the extent to 
which parents’ unsupportive responses impact children’s ER. Although unsupportive ES has been related to poor ER 
and behavioural problems in children, high levels of emotion coaching when children expressed negative emotions 
was found to buffer against the detrimental effects of parents’ dismissing responses (Lunkenheimer et al., 2007). Thus, 
it is also important to consider protective factors that could prevent the development ER difficulties in children who 
are exposed to unsupportive ES.  

Another limitation is that this model pertains to the transmission of emotion dysregulation amongst mothers 
with a history of child maltreatment. More research is beginning to examine the unique influence of fathers in the 
process of ES (e.g., Gerhardt et al., 2020) and despite widespread recognition that ES occurs within the family system 
(Morris et al., 2007), there is a paucity of literature on how mothers and fathers socialize children’s development in an 
interactive way (Poon et al., 2017). A study by McElwain and colleagues (2007) found that when one parent reported 
low levels of supportive ES, greater support by the other parent was related to higher levels of emotional understanding 
in children. However, when one parent reported high levels of supportive ES, high levels of support from the other 
parent was actually associated with less optimal functioning. As such, rather than supporting an additive model 
wherein higher levels of support yield better outcomes, a growing body of evidence supports a divergence model in 
which children’s psychosocial adjustment is facilitated by exposure to a diverse range of parental responses 
characterized by varying levels of maternal and paternal supportiveness (Miller et al., 2015; Miller-Slough et al., 2018; 
Poon et al., 2017).  

In addition to studies examining interactive effects of ES, some research has examined cross-over effects 
between spouses. For example, Bai and Han (2016) found that childhood emotional abuse experienced by one parent 
was positively associated with parenting stress in the other parent and determined that this relationship was mediated 
by the abused parent’s emotional dysregulation. Similarly, Li and colleagues (2019) showed that higher levels of 
maternal emotion dysregulation predicted lower levels of supportive ES from fathers and indicated that this 
relationship was mediated by father’s reports of marital conflict. It remains unclear how interactions within the family 
system might moderate the impact of maternal unsupportive ES on children’s emotional development and as such, 
this might be an area for future research.  

Lastly, although the majority of ES research has been conducted within the family context (Miller-Slough & 
Dunsmore, 2016), extra-familial influences not included in the model could also influence the trajectory of children’s 
emotional development. For example, childhood teachers act as ES agents for their students by modelling emotions, 
engaging in instruction regarding children’s emotional experiences, and their contingent responding to children’s 
emotional expressions (Morris et al., 2013). As children transition into adolescence, it becomes even more crucial to 
consider how extra-familial socialization by peers, romantic partners, and the media can influence ER (Brand & Klimes-
Dougan, 2010). Some studies have examined the influence of peer ES (Borowski et al., 2018; Klimes-Dougan et al., 2014), 
however studies examining the role of parent and friend ES tend to do so concurrently, rather than examining 
interactive effects (Cui et al., 2020; Miller-Slough & Dunsmore, 2019). As such, the combined influence of multiple 
socializers remains equivocal and more research is needed to determine whether supportive ES from extra-familial 
sources might mitigate the negative impact of parents’ unsupportive ES on children’s emotional development. 
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Clinical implications 

Notwithstanding these limitations, this review and conceptual model have important clinical implications. To 
attenuate the consequences of child maltreatment and promote resilience in future generations, it is crucial to provide 
increased access to services designed for parents who were maltreated as children (Plant et al., 2018). In line with the 
conceptual model, such services should focus on ameliorating parental ER difficulties. Ford and colleagues (2005) 
reviewed several interventions for complex trauma and one of the most important common factors was an initial phase 
that focused on developing the client’s self-regulation skills. Similarly, best practices for the treatment of complex PTSD 
suggest that first-line interventions should specifically target ER difficulties (Cloitre, Courtois et al., 2011). Given that 
parents must be able to tolerate their own distress in order to engage in adaptive, child-focused parenting practices 
(Gottman et al., 1996; Lagacé-Séguin & Coplan, 2005), bolstering parental ER skills may be a first step to disrupting the 
intergenerational transmission of emotion dysregulation and promoting resilience in children. 

Despite the pervasiveness of child maltreatment and the need to improve ER in this vulnerable population, 
the majority of those who have been maltreated do not utilize outpatient mental health services (Ringeisen et al., 2009). 
As such, parenting programs that target at-risk populations may be a more effective and accessible option. In a meta-
analysis investigating the effectiveness of parenting programs, those that provided training in emotional 
communication reported significantly larger positive differences in parenting behaviours than those that did not 
(Kaminski et al., 2008). In line with the shift towards recognizing transdiagnostic mechanisms involved in 
psychopathology (Aldao et al., 2010; Gross & Jazaieri, 2014), there has also been increased emphasis on transdiagnostic 
programs that target parental ER skills (Maliken & Katz, 2013). The Tuning into Kids and Tuning into Teens programs in 
Australia (Havighurst & Harley, 2007a; 2007b) have been successful in improving parental ER abilities, decreasing 
parents’ use of unsupportive ES practices, and increasing supportive ES (Havighurst et al., 2010; 2013; 2015; Kehoe et 
al., 2014). These parenting programs have also yielded positive outcomes amongst children including improvements 
in emotional knowledge and reductions in externalizing and internalizing difficulties (Havighurst et al., 2010; 2013; 2015; 
Kehoe et al., 2014). Similar programs could be developed for parents with a history of child maltreatment in Canada, 
however it would be important to take a trauma-informed approach that acknowledges the ambivalence around help-
seeking and facilitates sessions in a child-friendly, non-clinical setting that fosters social support, optimism, and healing 
(Muzik, Ads, et al., 2013). 

Conclusion 

The review and conceptual model presented provide a theoretical and empirical synthesis of research 
examining child maltreatment, ER, and parenting behaviours, with an emphasis on parental ES. More research is 
needed to validate the conceptual model and to support the development of trauma-informed parenting programs 
that disrupt the transmission of emotion dysregulation and promote resilience in future generations.  
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