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Life history theory suggests that individual differences in parenting are partially rooted in environmental
conditions experienced early in life. Whereas certain conditions should promote increased investment in
parenting, unpredictable and/or harsh environments should promote decreased investment in parenting,
especially in men. We tested this hypothesis in 3 studies. In Study 1a, we conducted analyses on 112
parents taking part in the Minnesota Longitudinal Study of Risk and Adaptation (MLSRA), all of whom
have been continuously studied starting before they were born. Parenting orientations were assessed at
age 32 via an interview. Findings showed that experiencing more unpredictability at ages 0–4 (i.e.,
frequent changes in parental employment status, cohabitation status, and residence) prospectively
forecasted more negative parenting orientations among men, but not women. This effect was serially
mediated by lower early maternal supportive presence measured at ages 0–4 and insecure attachment
assessed at ages 19 and 26. In Study 1b, we replicated these findings on 96 parents from the MLSRA
using behavioral observations of their parental supportive presence. In Study 2, we replicated the effect
of early-life unpredictability on men’s parenting orientations with a sample of 435 parents. This effect
was mediated by adult attachment anxiety and avoidance. Across all studies, greater early-life harshness
(low socioeconomic status [SES]) did not predict adult parenting outcomes. These findings suggest that
greater early-life unpredictability may be conveyed to children through less supportive parenting, which
results in insecure attachment representations in adulthood. Among men, this process culminates in less
positive adult parenting orientations and less supportive parenting.
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Few events in life rival the importance of raising children. For
many, parenting is a source of meaning, purpose, and satisfaction
along with occasional anxiety and frustration. When viewed in
relation to other mammalian species, human parenting is unique
(Clutton-Brock, 1991; Geary, 2000; Kaplan & Lancaster, 2003).
We tend to invest heavily in our children, with both parents—and
often grandparents—contributing to this effort. Having a strong
orientation toward parenting and investing heavily in offspring,
however, is not a human universal. Many parents are neglectful,
indifferent, and even hostile (e.g., Cicchetti & Rizley, 1981). Such
individual differences in parenting have been widely documented,
but their source is still being debated (e.g., Belsky & Jaffee, 2006;
Klahr & Burt, 2014).

In this research, we consider parenting within the larger context
of evolved reproductive strategies. We concentrate on two aspects
of parenting: (a) basic orientations to parenting assessed along a
positive-to-negative continuum, in which a positive parenting ori-
entation reflects more involved, emotionally connected, and non-
hostile attitudes and behaviors toward one’s children; and (b)
parental supportive presence, which involves providing effective
behavioral support to one’s children when they need it.

We propose and test a life history model of individual differ-
ences in parenting, postulating that experiencing greater unpredict-
ability in early childhood should forecast both a more negative
parenting orientation and decreased parental supportive presence
in adulthood, especially in men. We also propose a mediating
mechanism through which these childhood experiences are carried
forward—namely, that exposure to greater unpredictability early in
life should be associated with exposure to less sensitive and
supportive parenting, which in turn should result in the develop-
ment of insecure attachment representations in adulthood enroute
to generating more negative parenting orientations and decreased
parental supportive presence, especially in men. We provide em-
pirical evidence supporting this model using data from the Min-
nesota Longitudinal Study of Risk and Adaptation (MLSRA;
Sroufe, Egeland, Carlson, & Collins, 2005) and a cross-sectional
sample of over 400 parents.

This article was published Online First October 12, 2015.
Ohad Szepsenwol and Jeffry A. Simpson, Department of Psychology,

University of Minnesota; Vladas Griskevicius, Carlson School of Manage-
ment, University of Minnesota; K. Lee Raby, Department of Psychological
and Brain Sciences, University of Delaware.

This research was supported by National Science Foundation Grant
#1057482 awarded to Jeffry A. Simpson and Vladas Griskevicius.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Ohad
Szepsenwol, Department of Psychology, University of Minnesota, 75 East
River Road, Suite N355, Minneapolis, MN 55455. E-mail: ohad.sheps@
gmail.com

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology © 2015 American Psychological Association
2015, Vol. 109, No. 6, 1045–1067 0022-3514/15/$12.00 http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000032

1045

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000032.supp
mailto:ohad.sheps@gmail.com
mailto:ohad.sheps@gmail.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000032


Prior prospective longitudinal studies have linked unpredictabil-
ity in early rearing environments to adult reproductive outcomes
such as the number of sexual partners (e.g., Belsky, Schlomer, &
Ellis, 2012; Simpson, Griskevicius, Kuo, Sung, & Collins, 2012).
The current research is the first to examine how such factors
influence parenting and document that men’s and women’s par-
enting is differentially susceptible to unpredictable early-life en-
vironments. The gender-moderated mechanism we propose is con-
sistent with longstanding developmental models of attachment and
reproductive strategies (e.g., Belsky, Steinberg, & Draper, 1991;
Chisholm et al., 1993) and with evolutionary models of parental
investment (e.g., Trivers, 1972). The current research, therefore,
provides a significant and unifying contribution to these literatures.

Antecedents of Positive Parenting

Psychologists have long been interested in the characteristics
and precursors of good parenting. This is primarily because certain
parenting practices and attitudes are known to influence children’s
development (e.g., Collins, Maccoby, Steinberg, Hetherington, &
Bornstein, 2000). In particular, a combination of warm, involved,
and responsive parenting tends to promote many positive out-
comes in children (e.g., school achievement; Spera, 2005).

Parenting quality is sensitive to various factors in the immediate
macro and micro environment. For example, good parenting is
negatively associated with poverty (Conger et al., 2002; McLoyd,
1990, 1998) and positively associated with stable family lives
(Belsky & Jaffee, 2006; Cochran & Niego, 2002). In particular,
experiences with one’s own parents are good predictors of one’s
own parenting quality in adulthood. For example, analyses done on
the large, prospective Dunedin Multidisciplinary Health and De-
velopment Study have found that mothers whose parents provided
them with more supportive care during childhood and adolescence
were rated as more warm and sensitive toward their own 3-year-
old children in home observations (Belsky, Jaffee, Sligo, Wood-
ward, & Silva, 2005; Belsky, Hancox, Sligo, & Poulton, 2012).
Similarly, in analyses conducted on the longitudinal Oregon Youth
Study, fathers who experienced negative discipline practices early
in life employed more negative discipline practices on their own 2-
to 3-year-old children (Capaldi, Pears, Kerr, & Owen, 2008).

A major limitation of this prior research is the relative dearth of
evidence on how particular experiences during the first few years
of life impact the development of parenting attitudes and behaviors
in adulthood when individuals become parents. These early child-
hood experiences may play a special role in determining how an
individual eventually parents (Sroufe, Coffino, & Carlson, 2010).
Another, more fundamental limitation is the scant consideration
given to the why question: Why, given the importance of parenting
for successful reproduction, is the quality of adult parenting sen-
sitive to the environmental context and rearing experiences? We
consider whether there might be a deeper evolutionary logic be-
hind “good” and “bad” parenting. To examine this question, we
now discuss parenting within the broader context of human evo-
lution.

Parenting From an Evolutionary Perspective

An evolutionary approach to parenting emphasizes both the
benefits and the costs of parenting behaviors. Given that repro-

duction is the engine that drives natural selection, an evolutionary
perspective is centrally concerned with benefits and costs as they
pertain to reproductive fitness. Successful human reproduction has
two essential components: (a) creating new offspring (mating); and
(b) caring for existing offspring (parenting). The task of creating
new offspring requires the expenditure of mating effort, which
includes finding a suitable mate and persuading her/him to have
sexual intercourse (Buss, 2003). The task of caring for offspring
requires the expenditure of parenting effort, which includes nur-
turing, protecting, and investing time, effort, and resources in
offspring to increase their chances of survival and eventual repro-
duction (Kaplan & Lancaster, 2003). Both mating and parenting
require resources such as time and energy. Because resources are
limited, however, there is an inherent tradeoff between allocating
resources to mating effort versus parenting effort (Kaplan & Gan-
gestad, 2005).

A stronger emphasis on mating effort in ancestral environments
would have resulted in more children, but each child would have
received less investment and, consequently, might have been less
able to reproduce successfully. One modern manifestation of this
is witnessed in individuals who have multiple children outside of
monogamous relationships and limited ability to support each
child financially. In contrast, a stronger emphasis on parenting
effort would have resulted in fewer children, each of whom would
have received greater investment. One modern manifestation of
this is individuals who delay reproduction until they can invest
adequately in their children’s education and professional aspira-
tions (Lawson & Mace, 2010).

The evolutionary construct of parental investment mirrors the
inherent tradeoff between the costs and benefits of parental effort.
Parental investment is any parental expenditure (e.g., energy,
protection, time, social capital) that benefits an offspring while
diminishing the parent’s ability to invest in other fitness compo-
nents (e.g., creating additional children, self-preservation; Clutton-
Brock, 1991). Certain individuals invest relatively more time,
energy, and effort in their children and give them greater warmth
and more loving care. These individuals have a relatively positive
attitudinal and behavioral orientation to parenting. Other individ-
uals invest less in their children, but more in other fitness compo-
nents, such as mating success. These individuals have a less
positive attitudinal and behavioral orientation to parenting. An
evolutionary approach can help identify the potential sources of
these individual differences.

Life History Theory and Reproductive Strategies

Life history theory (LHT) is an evolutionary framework of
individual differences. At its core, LHT identifies tradeoffs that
organisms make when allocating limited resources to various life
tasks, as well as the ecological conditions under which particular
resource-allocation strategies tend to have been more favorable
(see Kaplan & Gangestad, 2005). A fundamental life history
tradeoff is between the number of children produced (offspring
quantity) and the amount of investment given to each child (off-
spring quality) (Kaplan & Lancaster, 2003). This tradeoff is
closely aligned with the mating-parenting tradeoff discussed ear-
lier, in that the quantity and quality of children depend on whether
an individual allots more resources toward producing children via
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mating or improving the state of his or her current children via
parental investment.

Resource allocation strategies exist on a slow-to-fast continuum.
At the slow end of this continuum is a strategy that prioritizes the
welfare of one’s current children and involves behaviors and
psychological dispositions that facilitate this outcome, such as
greater parental caregiving, more restricted sociosexuality, later
reproduction, lower aggression, and less risk-taking. At the fast
end of this continuum, in contrast, is a strategy that prioritizes
having more children and involves behaviors and psychological
dispositions that promote this outcome, such as lower parental
caregiving, more unrestricted sociosexuality, earlier reproduction,
heightened aggression, and greater risk-taking (Kaplan & Gang-
estad, 2005). According to LHT, variability in parental investment
reflects variability on this fast-to-slow continuum of life history
strategies.

In evolutionary fitness terms, the reproductive value of fast
versus slow strategies depends on the ecological context in which
each strategy is enacted (Ellis, Figueredo, Brumbach, & Schlomer,
2009). Accordingly, individual differences in the amount of re-
sources dedicated to parenting versus mating are “designed” to
achieve good, ecologically contingent outcomes with regard to this
reproductive tradeoff. This ecological contingency is believed to
be a major driver of individual differences in life history strategies
in humans, given that ancestral environments differed considerably
between and within human societies (Kaplan & Gangestad, 2005).
Humans, therefore, facultatively adjust their life history strategies
in response to local environmental conditions (Gangestad & Simp-
son, 2000). As a consequence, environments in which parental
investment is important for the survival and long-term well-being
of offspring should shift the mating–parenting balance more to-
ward parenting and parental investment, whereas environments in
which greater parental investment has diminishing returns should
shift the mating-parenting balance more toward mating (Kaplan &
Lancaster, 2003).

Ecological Parameters Altering the Value
of Parental Care

According to recent extensions of LHT, the costs and benefits of
parental investment should be influenced by two environmental
parameters: harshness and unpredictability (Ellis et al., 2009).
Environmental harshness encompasses all external sources of
morbidity and mortality, such as resource scarcity, pathogen load,
and exposure to violence and warfare (Chisholm et al., 1993;
Gangestad & Simpson, 2000). In Western societies, harshness is
often indexed by socioeconomic status, which is strongly and
linearly related to most forms of morbidity and mortality (e.g.,
Chen, Matthews, & Boyce, 2002). Environmental unpredictability
reflects the degree of variability in local environmental conditions,
and it is typically indexed by important changes in the ecology of
the family that directly affect parents and/or their children, such as
frequent changes in parents’ job status, residential changes, and
parental transitions (e.g., Belsky, Schlomer, & Ellis, 2012; Simp-
son et al., 2012). Unpredictable environments put additional strain
on individuals because they make it difficult to predict the future
and what can or should be done to achieve important goals (Ellis
et al., 2009). Because harshness and unpredictability are concep-

tually distinct forms of stress (Ellis et al., 2009), each one may
have unique effects on different life-history outcomes.

Environments characterized by greater harshness and unpredict-
ability tend to promote faster life-history strategies characterized
by greater mating effort and less parenting effort (Ellis et al., 2009;
Kaplan & Lancaster, 2003). In such environments, the probability
of dying before reproducing is greater, making it beneficial to
mature at an earlier age, become sexually active sooner, and have
more children to increase the odds that some will live to adulthood
and eventually reproduce (Ellis et al., 2009). Furthermore, the
benefits of investing more resources in children in such environ-
ments rapidly diminish because one does not know whether addi-
tional investments will ever pay off. The rewards of parental
investment are only realized over time when the child reaches
adulthood and reproduces. Until then, parents are at a resource
deficit. Thus, having only as many children as one can support and
investing heavily in each of them—which typically characterizes
“good” parenting—would have catastrophic results if these chil-
dren unexpectedly die or become ill and cannot reproduce. Indeed,
a great deal of research has linked exposure to harsh and unpre-
dictable environments with faster life history strategies (for a
comprehensive review, see Ellis et al., 2009).

Harsh and unpredictable environments should, therefore, tilt the
mating–parenting balance more toward mating by, on average,
increasing both the potential benefits of mating effort and the
potential costs of parenting effort. This is especially true when
environmental risks are difficult to predict and avoid, and are
therefore relatively insensitive to adaptive decision-making or
strategies of the organism (e.g., extrinsic morbidity-mortality; see
Stearns, 1992). Because a certain level of risk always exists in such
environments, additional parental investment can increase off-
spring condition and survival only up to a point, beyond which any
excess investment becomes inherently risky. Importantly, some
types of harsh environments can be buffered by individuals’ adap-
tive behaviors, especially parenting behaviors that improve the
chance of offspring survival (Ellis et al., 2009). This is especially
true when the sources of risk are constant and can be prepared for,
for example in some harsh climates. Nevertheless, given that
investment in parenting usually occurs at the expense of invest-
ment in mating, any possible benefit of parental investment is
essentially weighted against the possible benefit of an equivalent
investment in mating. Thus, if investment in mating affords more
fitness benefits than investment in parenting in a given environ-
ment, enhanced mating effort should occur at the expense of
parenting effort.

The Importance of Early-Life Environments

A fairly large body of research has documented the important
role of early childhood environments in calibrating life history
strategies. Many of these studies have concentrated on the nuclear
family environment because such “micro environments” are the
context in which most information about the wider world is gath-
ered by young children (Belsky et al., 1991; Simpson, 1999).
Several longitudinal studies have confirmed that children who
grow up in less supportive family environments (e.g., with absent
fathers, harsh parenting practices) or in lower socioeconomic con-
ditions tend to adopt faster life history strategies as indicated by
earlier puberty and more unrestricted sociosexuality (e.g., Belsky

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

1047EFFECT OF UNPREDICTABILITY ON PARENTING



et al., 1991; Ellis & Essex, 2007). Unpredictability within early
family environments has also been linked to the adoption of fast
life history strategies (e.g., Woodward, Fergusson, & Horwood,
2001).

Several recent prospective longitudinal studies have exam-
ined the unique effects of separate measures of harshness and
unpredictability on life history strategies in adulthood. One
analysis conducted on the National Longitudinal Study of Ad-
olescent Health found that frequent changes or ongoing incon-
sistency in adolescent environments (a measure of unpredict-
ability) and exposure to violence (a measure of harshness) both
uniquely predicted traits reflecting a fast life history strategy in
young adulthood (Brumbach, Figueredo, & Ellis, 2009). An-
other longitudinal analysis conducted on the NICHD Study of
Early Child Care and Youth Development found that unpredict-
ability (operationalized as the number of residential changes, pa-
ternal transitions, and changes in parental employment) and harsh-
ness (operationalized as a low income-to-needs ratio) during the
first 5 years of life predicted more sexual partners by age 15
(Belsky, Schlomer, & Ellis, 2012). Conceptually similar findings
have been documented in a large cohort of British women (Nettle,
Coall, & Dickins, 2011), which revealed that lower childhood
socioeconomic status (harshness) and more family residential
moves during the first 7 years of life (unpredictability) indepen-
dently predicted earlier age of first pregnancy.

Further evidence comes from the Minnesota Longitudinal Study
of Risk and Adaptation. Simpson, Griskevicius, Kuo, Sung, and
Collins (2012) tested the effects of harshness and unpredictability
experienced during the first five years of life while statistically
controlling for harshness and unpredictability experienced later in
life (between ages 6 to 16). Exposure to more unpredictable
environments early in life (i.e., changes in mother’s employment,
residence, and cohabitation status) uniquely predicted various in-
dicators of fast life history strategies at age 23, including more
sexual partners. Exposure to more harsh environments early in life
(lower SES) forecasted earlier sexual debut (age of first sexual
intercourse).

Prior research, however, has focused almost exclusively on the
mating side of the mating–parenting tradeoff. To our knowledge,
no longitudinal study has examined how harshness and unpredict-
ability experienced in early childhood prospectively predict par-
enting orientations and behavior in adulthood after individuals
become parents. Because harshness and/or unpredictability expe-
rienced during early childhood are associated with a fast life
history strategy in adulthood, we hypothesized that they ought to
predict less involved, more emotionally disconnected, and more
hostile parenting (i.e., a less positive parenting orientation) as well
as lower parental supportive presence (i.e., less supportive parent-
ing behaviors).

Sex-Differentiated Parental Investment

Although the life history strategies of both sexes should be
responsive to environmental conditions, there is an asymmetry
between women and men in how those strategies are manifested.
This is because some of the major selection pressures encountered
by males and females during evolutionary history were not iden-
tical (Buss & Schmitt, 1993). In particular, the costs and benefits
associated with parenting are somewhat different for each sex.

This asymmetry stems from the way in which female mammals
reproduce (i.e., internal fertilization and gestation) and the greater
initial investments they typically make in early offspring care (i.e.,
nursing; Trivers, 1972). Males, by comparison, have lower oblig-
atory initial parental investment and experience comparatively less
energetic costs associated with having offspring. For this reason,
men are more able than women to pursue short-term mating and
invest less in parenting, at least initially. Numerous studies have
confirmed that men are more inclined to pursue short-term mating
opportunities than women (for a meta-analysis, see Oliver & Hyde,
1993).

In addition, while maternal care was virtually a necessity for
young children to survive throughout evolutionary history, pater-
nal care may have been more auxiliary, with its incremental value
depending on factors within the micro and macro environment (see
Geary, 2000; Quinlan, 2007). In ancestral environments, as today,
men could have increased the physical (e.g., Hill & Hurtado,
1996), socioeconomic (e.g., Amato, 1998), and emotional (e.g.,
Florsheim, Tolan, & Gorman-Smith, 1996) well-being of their
children by investing more time, effort, and resources in them.
However, the incremental value of this investment should have
diminished quickly in harsh and unpredictable environments
where the quantity of offspring may have been more important
than their quality. Conceivably, men might have evolved to adjust
to such environments by increasing their mating effort and repro-
ducing with other women, thereby increasing their reproductive
success. In contrast, the primary way women could have increased
their total fertility was by beginning to have children at a younger
age (Ellis, 2004).

In summary, men should be more able than women to benefit
reproductively by diverting resources from parenting to mating in
harsh and unpredictable environments (Del Giudice, 2009). Men’s
parenting orientations and behavior, therefore, should be more
contingent on the ecological context (Geary, 2000). This suggests
that exposure to harshness and/or unpredictability in early life
might have a stronger effect on the parenting orientations and
behavior of men than women in adulthood. Thus, we hypothesize
that:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Individuals who experience more harsh-
ness and/or unpredictability early in life should have a less
positive orientation to parenting in adulthood and show de-
creased parental supportive presence (i.e., less supportive be-
havior), and these effects should be more pronounced in men.

Mediating Mechanisms: Early Parental Care and
Attachment Representations

What might be the mechanisms by which a person’s environ-
ment in childhood influences their parenting in adulthood? Several
studies have documented concurrent negative associations be-
tween the level of risk in the current environment and the quality
of parental care (e.g., Conger et al., 2002; McLoyd, 1990, 1998;
Quinlan, 2007). These negative associations suggest that parents
sometimes struggle to provide quality care when stressed by their
immediate environment (Belsky & Jaffee, 2006; Crnic & Low,
2002). In addition, Many studies have documented substantial
intergenerational continuity in parenting (e.g., Belsky et al., 2005;
Kerr, Capaldi, Pears, & Owen, 2009; Shaffer, Burt, Obradovic,
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Herbers, & Masten, 2009). Thus, individuals tend to parent their
children in a similar way to how they were parented. When
considered together, these findings suggest that the quality of
parental care received during early childhood might mediate the
negative effects of harsh and/or unpredictable early-life environ-
ments on parenting in adulthood.

Indeed, several developmental models suggest that harsh and/or
unpredictable environments suppress the quality of parental care,
which should shunt children toward faster life history strategies
(e.g., Belsky et al., 1991; Chisholm et al., 1993; Ellis, 2004).
Findings supporting this core assertion come from several prospec-
tive longitudinal studies that have examined the rate of sexual
development in girls (e.g., Belsky, Schlomer, & Ellis, 2012; Ellis
& Essex, 2007; Nettle et al., 2011). These findings indicate that
children’s developmental systems are responsive to the quality of
parental care they receive, and that children treat these parental
cues as indicators of future environmental conditions. For most
children, the most salient environmental cue within the immediate
family environment is the quality and reliability of the care they
receive (Belsky et al., 1991; Chisholm et al., 1993; Simpson,
1999). Early parental care experiences organize a child’s expecta-
tions of her or his environment and direct his or her psychological
and behavioral adjustment (Del Giudice, 2009). The quality of
parental care, therefore, is likely to be one of the key mechanisms
through which early-life environmental conditions shape life his-
tory strategies in adults, including parenting orientations and be-
havior.

In Figure 1a, we present a theoretical model of the proposed
mediation of early unpredictability and harshness effects on par-
enting orientations and behavior. The first link of these mediated
paths is the quality of early parental care. Thus, our second
hypothesis is:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Exposure to harsher and/or more unpre-
dictable early environments should be associated with lower
quality parental care during this period, which in turn should
predict less positive parenting orientations and behavior in
adulthood, especially in men.

The process of translating the quality of received parental care
early in life into a set of beliefs and expectations about the
surrounding world is organized by the child’s attachment system
(Bowlby, 1969/1982). The attachment system is a species-
universal, innate psychobiological system that motivates individ-
uals to seek proximity to supportive others, especially in times of
need. When activated by threat, the attachment system launches
certain behavioral sequences (e.g., support-seeking) designed to
achieve physical or emotional safety with supportive others and
alleviate the stress associated with the threat.

The functioning of the attachment system is governed by inter-
nal working models that begin to develop early in childhood as a
result of interactions with primary caregivers. Caregivers who
provide sensitive and reliable comfort in times of need typically
instill positive working models of self and others, which promote
the development of secure attachment representations (i.e., secure
working models). Secure attachment, in turn, promotes a positive
view of the world as safe and predictable, which typically leads to
the adoption of a slower life history strategy that tends to be
adaptive in such environments (Belsky et al., 1991; Del Giudice,
2009; Simpson & Belsky, 2008). Insensitive and unreliable care-
giving, on the other hand, generates negative working models of
self and others, usually resulting in insecure attachment represen-
tations. Consequently, insecure attachment representations pro-
mote a view of the world as unsafe and unpredictable, which
typically results in the enactment of a faster life history strategy
that tends to be more adaptive in less trustworthy environments
(Belsky et al., 1991; Del Giudice, 2009; Simpson & Belsky, 2008).

Consistent with this premise, self-reported attachment insecurity
is linked with indicators of fast life history strategies such as
earlier age of first birth (Chisholm, Quinlivan, Petersen, & Coall,
2005) and short-term mating orientations (Schachner & Shaver,
2004). Beyond its broad association with life history strategies,
however, secure attachment has been theorized to be particularly
important for effective, high-quality parenting (Bowlby, 1969/
1982). Indeed, parents who have more secure states of mind, as
assessed by the adult attachment interview (AAI; George, Kaplan,

a: Theoretical Model  

b: Operational Model  

Early UP 

Early H 

Quality of early 
parental care 

Secure 
attachment 

Positive 
Parenting 

Orientation/ 
Behavior 

- 
+ + 

- 

- 
- 

+ 

Early UP 

Early 
SES 

Maternal 
Support 

Coherence 
age 19 

Coherence 
age 26 
b

Positive 
Parenting 

Orientation/ 
Supportive 
Presence + 

- 
+ + + 

+ 

- 

- 

Figure 1. Hypothesized theoretical (a) and operational (b) meditation models of the effects of early-life
unpredictability (UP) and harshness (H) on parenting orientations/behavior. Dashed paths are expected to vary
between the genders.
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& Main, 1985), typically provide their children with more sup-
portive and sensitive caregiving (e.g., Adam, Gunnar, & Tanaka,
2004; Phelps, Belsky, & Crnic, 1998; for a meta-analysis, see Van
IJzendoorn, 1995). Similar associations have been found using
self-report measures of attachment (see Jones, Cassidy, & Shaver,
2015).

Thus, as shown in Figure 1a, a causal path from exposure to
harsher and/or more unpredictable childhood environments to less
positive parenting orientations and behavior in adulthood should
be mediated by early-life experiences of receiving less supportive
caregiving. These experiences, in turn, should produce insecure
attachment representations that lead to less positive adult parenting
orientations and behavior, which may partly explain their inter-
generational transmission (George & Solomon, 2008). Our third
hypothesis, therefore, is:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Receiving lower quality early-life parental
care should predict less secure attachment representations in
adulthood, which in turn should predict less positive adult
parenting orientations and behavior, especially in men.

The Current Research

The purpose of the current research was to test our life history
model of individual differences in parenting (Figure 1a). Using
prospective (Studies 1a and 1b) and retrospective (Study 2) mea-
sures, we examined whether individuals, especially men, who
experienced greater unpredictability and/or harshness in their early
childhood had less positive parenting orientations (Studies 1a and
2) and displayed less parental supportive presence in behavioral
observations with their own children (Study 1b). In addition, we
examined whether these effects were mediated by early supportive
parenting and adult attachment representations (Studies 1a and 1b),
and by self-reported adult attachment anxiety and avoidance
(Study 2).

In Studies 1a and 1b, we conducted analyses on all the partic-
ipants who had children by age 32 (Study 1a) or participated in
behavioral observations with their children (Study 1b) in the
Minnesota Longitudinal Study of Risk and Adaptation (MLSRA;
Sroufe et al., 2005). The MLSRA has followed approximately 170
individuals and their birth mothers from before these individuals
were born all the way into middle adulthood. These individuals
(the second generation participants) were born to first-time moth-
ers recruited at free public health clinics in Minneapolis, Minne-
sota, between 1975 and 1977. At recruitment, all of the mothers
were living below the poverty line, so participants in the sample
(the first-born children of these mothers) were exposed to a variety
of different stressors during their early years. The MLSRA has
very good prospective observer-rated assessments of early-life
stress, quality of maternal support, adult attachment representa-
tions, and adult parenting orientations and behavior expressed
toward the third generation (i.e., the participants’ own children).

In Study 1a, we used an interview-based measure of positive
parenting orientation. Our sample included all MLSRA partici-
pants who were parents and who completed a semistructured
parenting interview at age 32. These interviews were rated by
trained coders for various aspects of parenting. In Study 1b, we
used a behavioral measure of parental supportive presence. Our
sample included MLSRA participants who were observed in the

lab interacting with their first-born child at 24 and 42 months of
age. During these videotaped lab sessions, participants’ children
completed various problem-solving and teaching tasks that re-
quired the assistance of the parent. Trained coders rated the level
of supportive presence provided by the parents during these tasks.
Both Study 1a and Study 1b used prospective measures of early-
life unpredictability, early-life harshness, early maternal support-
ive presence, and adult attachment representations, all of which
were available in the MLSRA dataset.

In Study 2, we collected retrospective measures of early-life
unpredictability and early-life harshness from an online sample of
parents. Positive parenting orientation was assessed with a self-
report questionnaire, as were adult attachment anxiety and avoid-
ance orientations. The purpose of Study 2 was to test and hopefully
replicate the effects of early-life unpredictability and/or harshness
on a larger, more heterogeneous sample in terms of socioeconomic
status and to explore unique mediation paths through attachment
anxiety and/or attachment avoidance.

Study 1a: Parenting Orientation

In Study 1a, we conducted two analyses on all the MLSRA
participants who were parents by age 32. To test our main hypoth-
esis, we examined whether early-life exposure to unpredictability
(coder-rated measures collected between ages 0 and 4) and harsh-
ness (SES between ages 3.5 and 4.5) predicted parenting orienta-
tions (positive vs. negative) at age 32, assessed by a parenting
interview. To test the hypothesized mediation effects (see Figure
1a), we examined whether coder-rated measures of early maternal
supportive presence (between ages 0–4 years) and adult attach-
ment representations (at ages 19 and 26 years) assessed by the
Adult Attachment Interview (AAI; George et al., 1985) mediated
the connection between early-life environments and adult parent-
ing orientations. Gender moderation was also tested in both sets of
analyses.1

Our operational (construct-specific) mediation model is dis-
played in Figure 1b. Specifically, we expected that men (and to a
lesser extent women) who grew up in low SES (harsher) condi-
tions and/or experienced more unpredictability within their family
environment early in life would have a less positive orientation
toward parenting at age 32. We also expected that these effects
would be serially mediated by lower early maternal supportive
presence and more insecure attachment representations at ages 19
and 26 years.

Method

Participants. Our sample included second-generation (G2)
participants in the MLSRA, all of whom were parents when they
completed a parenting interview at age 32 (see below) and on

1 Two components of this model have been investigated on the MLSRA
sample. Specifically, measures of age 32 parenting and behavioral parent-
ing assessments (Study 1b) were shown to be associated with AAI coher-
ence scores (Shlafer, Raby, Lawler, Hesemeyer, & Roisman, 2015). Age
32 parenting measures were also shown to be associated with maternal
sensitivity—a composite including assessments of maternal supportive
presence (Raby et al., 2015). However, these studies did not use our
parenting orientation measure, and they did not examine gender-specific
paths.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

1050 SZEPSENWOL, SIMPSON, GRISKEVICIUS, AND RABY



whom we had early-life harshness and unpredictability data (N �
112; 46% male). Participants varied in race (61.6% European
American, 15.2% African American, 17.9% mixed race, 5.3%
other races) and educational attainment (5.4% no degree, 33.4%
GED or high school diploma, 50% post high school education,
11.6% 4-year degree or higher). They were parenting between one
and 11 biological and nonbiological children (M � 2.56, SD �
1.59) who ranged in age from 2 months to 21-years-old at the time.
The age at which participants had their first biological child ranged
from 15- to 32-years-old (M � 23.32, SD � 4.28).

Measures. The data used in the study were collected and
coded prospectively as part of the MLSRA.

Early-life unpredictability. Consistent with previous re-
search (e.g., Belsky, Schlomer, & Ellis, 2012; Simpson et al.,
2012), our early-life unpredictability measure consisted of three
items from the Life Events Schedule (LES; Egeland, Breitenbu-
cher, & Rosenberg, 1980), which was adapted from Cochrane and
Robertson’s (1973) Life Events Inventory. These items assessed
mothers’ life stress during the preceding year stemming from
three sources: (a) changes in employment status (e.g., periods of
unemployment); (b) changes in residence (e.g., moving to a
different house or apartment); and (c) changes in cohabitation
status (e.g., whether and how often romantic partners moved in
or out of the house/apartment). Mothers’ interview responses to
each item were rated by trained coders for the intensity of
disruption associated with each event on a scale ranging from 0
(no disruption) to 3 (severe disruption). The coding was based
on a coding manual developed by MLSRA staff designed to
maintain unified and precise coding standards. For example, for
changes in cohabitation status, moving in or out by mutual
agreement was scored as low disruption, whereas undesired
moving out (e.g., a boyfriend leaving due to major conflicts or
going to jail) was scored as high disruption. Interrater reliabili-
ties for each rated item were above .90.

Because we were interested in unpredictability experienced
early in life, we created an accumulated early-life unpredictability
measure composed of items administered during the first 4 years of
each child’s life (at 12 months, 18 months, and 48 months).2

Consistent with prior research (e.g., Simpson et al., 2012), we
summed the three items across the three assessment periods to
create a measure of accumulated unpredictability experienced dur-
ing this time period. This measure is very similar to other measures
of early-life unpredictability that have been used in prior studies
with different samples (e.g., Belsky, Schlomer, & Ellis, 2012).
Because the measure was positively skewed and we wanted to
avoid capitalizing on a small number of very high-scoring partic-
ipants, we applied a square root transformation to this measure. All
of the results were virtually identical, regardless of whether this
transformation was or was not used.

Early-life harshness. Consistent with prior research (e.g.,
Belsky, Schlomer, & Ellis, 2012; Nettle et al., 2011; Simpson et
al., 2012), we assessed early-life harshness using SES. Two mea-
sures of SES were available within our targeted timeframe (at 42
and 54 months). The 42-month measure was based on mothers’
educational attainment and the revised version of the Duncan
Socioeconomic Index (SEI; Duncan, 1961; Stevens & Featherman,
1981). The 54-month measure was based on mothers’ SEI alone. A
composite early-SES measure was then created by computing
SES-based z scores of the available items within each of the two

assessment periods. These values were then transformed to t scores
(M � 50, SD � 10) to remove negative values, which generated
positively scaled scores. As expected, the 42-month and 54-month
scores were positively correlated, r � .41, p � .001, so they were
averaged to create a composite early-SES score (up to age 4.5). In
the current sample, these standardized SES scores ranged from
37.83 to 95.93 (SD � 8.33). Because this measure was positively
skewed and we wanted to avoid capitalizing on a small number of
high-scoring participants, we applied a square root transformation.
All of the results were virtually the same, regardless of whether
this transformation was or was not used.

Early maternal supportive presence. In the MLSRA sam-
ple, nearly all of the mothers were the primary (and oftentimes
single) caregivers of G2 participants. In addition, mothers were
recruited to participate in the study, not fathers (Sroufe et al.,
2005). Thus, even in cases where fathers were present, they typi-
cally did not take part in the study. Early parenting assessments,
therefore, focused on just the mothers.

The MLSRA has two assessments of maternal supportive
presence during each child’s first 4 years of life. When children
were 24- and 42-months-old, they and their mothers were
observed in the lab while completing problem-solving and
teaching tasks. The tasks gradually increased in complexity from
start to finish, eventually becoming too difficult for the children to
solve on their own. The mothers were instructed to first allow their
child to attempt the task independently and then step in and
provide help if/when they thought it was appropriate to do so. The
videotaped sessions were rated by trained coders for mothers’
supportive presence on a 7-point scale (ICCs � .84 and .87 for 24
and 42 months assessments, respectively). High scores were given
to mothers who showed interest and were attentive to the needs
of their child, who responded contingently to their child’s
emotional signals, and who reinforced their child’s success.
Low scores were given to mothers who were distant, hostile,
and/or unsupportive. As expected, 24- and 42-month scores
were positively correlated, r � .43, p � .001, so they were
averaged to create a composite early maternal supportive pres-
ence score.

Adult attachment representations. G2 participants were ad-
ministered the adult attachment interview (AAI; George et al.,
1985) at ages 19 and 26 years. This well-validated, semistructured
interview assesses the degree to which adults have a coherent
narrative about their early childhood experiences, primarily be-
tween the ages of 5–12. Participants were asked to describe their
early relationships with their caregivers and to reflect on episodes
of separation, rejection, abuse, and loss. Following Main and
Goldwyn’s (1998) coding system, the transcribed AAI narratives
were then rated on a set of 9-point scales that assessed attachment-
related states of mind and inferred experiences. Unlike self-

2 Simpson et al. (2012) had two additional time-points in their measure
taken at 54 and 64 months. To maintain a timeframe that was parallel to our
maternal supportive presence assessments at 24 and 42 months, we did not
include these later assessments in our measure of early unpredictability.
We did, however, conduct an additional test of our unmediated model with
an early unpredictability measure that included these later two assessments
(i.e., with a measure identical to the one used by Simpson et al., 2012). The
results were essentially the same as those reported in this paper in that all
significant effects remained significant and all nonsignificant effects re-
mained nonsignificant.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

1051EFFECT OF UNPREDICTABILITY ON PARENTING



reported measures of attachment, which focus on conscious ap-
praisals and attributions that individuals make about themselves
and their romantic partners/relationships, the scoring of the AAI
focuses on the degree to which individuals are able to discuss past
relationship experiences with their parents in an integrated and
believable manner, regardless of whether they view these past
experiences negatively or positively. (For more on differences
between the AAI and self-reported measures of attachment, see
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007; Roisman et al., 2007; Shaver, Belsky,
& Brennan, 2000.)

In our analyses, we used the coherence of mind scale, which
assesses each individual’s ability to freely explore his or her
feelings about different childhood experiences in an organized/
emotionally well-regulated versus a nonorganized/emotionally
dysregulated manner. This scale is commonly used as a dimen-
sional measure indexing the degree of attachment security, and it
is associated with early experiences with parents (e.g., Raby,
Cicchetti, Carlson, Egeland, & Collins, 2013; Roisman, Madsen,
Hennighausen, Sroufe, & Collins, 2001). Attachment security is
inferred from coherence and cooperation during the interview
along with believable memories of specific instances of care or
support provided by parents. Indeed, Fyffe and Waters (1997)
showed that coder-rated coherence correlates almost perfectly with
a linear combination of AAI coding scales that reliably distinguish
between the secure and insecure categories of the AAI, indicating
that coders’ categorical secure/insecure judgments are almost per-
fectly related to their coherence ratings. In the current sample,
interrater reliabilities for the coherence of mind scale were .77 and
.85 for age-19 and age-26 assessments, respectively.

Positive orientation to parenting. At age 32, G2 participants
completed a semistructured, hour-long interview that assessed
their general orientation to parenting. The interview had three
parts. First, participants provided their thoughts about the ideal
parent–child relationship and the role of parents in children’s lives.
Second, they gave examples of their own parenting practices that
supported their own parenting theories, and they were asked about
their long-term hopes and concerns regarding their children. Fi-
nally, participants discussed their experiences of providing sup-
port, affection, and discipline to their children.

These audio-recorded interviews were then rated by trained
coders on several parenting dimensions using 7-point rating scales
(for a full description of these scales, see Raby, Lawler, Shlafer,
Hesemeyer, Collins, & Sroufe, 2015). The ratings focused on each
parent’s expressed beliefs and attitudes toward parenting, their
parenting behaviors, and the congruence between the two. We
were specifically interested in participants’ general orientation
toward parenting.3 Three scales reflected positive versus negative
orientations: positive emotional connectedness (i.e., the amount of
warmth expressed toward children and the pleasure of being a
parent), parental investment/involvement (i.e., the amount of im-
portance placed on being a parent and being committed to parent-
ing), and hostile parenting (i.e., the amount of derogation or
rejection of children, which was reverse-keyed). Interrater reli-
abilities were good for all three scales (all ICCs � .80).

Principal components analysis indicated that the three scales
loaded on a single factor that explained 66.7% of their variance.
The internal consistency was also adequate (� � .74). Hence, the
three scales were averaged to create a composite measure of

parenting orientation. Higher scores indicated a more positive
orientation to parenting.

Current unpredictability and harshness. In order to control
for the shared environment between early childhood and adult-
hood, we included in our analyses analogous measures of current
unpredictability and harshness. These measures were collected in
the same assessment as the parenting interview, at age 32. Current
unpredictability was assessed by three items from the LES (Ege-
land et al., 1980). As with early-life unpredictability, these items
inquired about changes in employment status, changes in resi-
dence, and changes in cohabitation status during the past year. A
current unpredictability measure was then computed from these
items in an identical way to the early-life unpredictability measure
(M � 1.37, SD � 1.65). Current harshness was assessed using
highest household SES (SEI; Duncan, 1961; Stevens & Feather-
man, 1981), similar to early-life harshness (M � 38.48, SD �
14.58).

Paternal presence and support. As noted previously, the
MLSRA focused on maternal caregiving rather than paternal care-
giving. The mothers were the ones originally recruited for the
study, and they almost always were the primary caregivers. Nev-
ertheless, some data about the fathers’ presence in the house and
the level of emotional support they gave to their children could be
extracted from repeated extensive interviews with mothers, teach-
ers, and G2 participants rated by coders (Pierce, 1999). The re-
sulting scales were validated by correlating them with reports from
44 fathers who agreed to be interviewed about their relationship
with their children (average r � .41; Pierce, 1999). In the current
study, we used a dichotomous scale for biological father presence/
absence during early childhood (when children were 24- to 64-
months-old; 67.9% rate of father absence), and a 4-point scale of
paternal emotional support during early childhood, which could
range from 1 (no male in the home) to 4 (high quality). Due to the
early developmental period, these scales relied heavily on mother
reports. The scales were used in supplemental analyses to rule out
alternative explanations for our findings.

Missing Data

Although all participants had complete data for harshness and
unpredictability during childhood and their parenting orientation at
age 32, some of the other variables had missing values. Specifi-
cally, 3.7% of the values in the study were missing and 16.1% of
the participants had at least one missing value (although only 2.7%
had two missing values and none had more than two). Preliminary
analysis of the missing data did not reveal any nonrandom patterns.
Thus, we used Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) to
fit our models (Enders, 2010).

Results and Discussion

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations for all major
variables are presented in Table 1, separately for men and women.
Bonferroni-corrected contrasts did not reveal any statistically sig-

3 Scales that assessed participants’ confidence, coherence of parenting
philosophy, and boundary dissolution were not included in our parenting
orientation measure because they do not reflect a clearly positive or
negative orientation to parenting.
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nificant gender differences for the means or variances for any of
the variables.

The main analyses were conducted in two stages. First, we fitted
an unmediated model in which early-life harshness (up to age 4.5)
and early-life unpredictability (up to age 4) predicted parenting
orientation at age 32 (see Figure 2a).4 Second, informed by the
results of the first analysis, we then fitted a mediation model in
which the effect of early unpredictability on parenting orientation
was serially mediated by G1 mother’s supportive presence, G2
age-19 AAI coherence of mind scores, and G2 age-26 AAI coher-
ence of mind scores (see Figure 4). These models were fitted using
multigroup path analysis, wherein regression paths that were ex-
pected to vary between women and men were freely estimated
separately for the genders (for a similar application of multigroup
path analysis, see Belsky, Schlomer, & Ellis, 2012). Invariance
tests were conducted to ascertain the statistical significance of
gender moderation. These tests are analogous to gender interaction
tests (Kline, 2010). All analyses were conducted using AMOS
version 19. In all analyses, we also controlled for current (age 32)
unpredictability, current harshness, age 32 educational attainment,
age 32 relationship status (in a relationship vs. not in a relation-
ship), and number of children at age 32.

Unmediated model: The effects of early-life unpredictability
and harshness on parenting orientation. We examined the
unmediated model first to obtain a clean test of our first hypoth-
esis—that men who experienced more harshness and/or unpredict-
ability early in life would have a more negative orientation to
parenting in adulthood. Gender did not moderate the effect of
either early-life SES (harshness) on parenting orientation or the
correlation between early-life unpredictability and early-life SES.
Hence, these parameters were constrained to be equal across the
genders (i.e., they were estimated for the full sample) with only a
negligible reduction in model fit (��(2)

2 � 2.09, ns). Early-life SES
did not have a significant effect on age-32 parenting orientation
(see Figure 2a).

In contrast, the path from early-life unpredictability to age 32
parenting orientation did vary between the genders, supporting
our first hypothesis (see Figure 2a). Although early-life unpre-
dictability did not predict parenting orientation in women at age
32, a significant negative effect emerged for men, indicating
that men who experienced more unpredictability during the first

four years of life had a less positive orientation to parenting.
When a gender-equality constraint was imposed on this path,
model fit decreased significantly (��(1)

2 � 4.25, p � .039),
indicating a significant Gender � Unpredictability interaction.5

This interaction effect also emerged using a more traditional
interaction test in multiple regression (see Figure 3a). The
model explained 10.6% of the variance in men’s parenting orien-
tation, but only 0.9% of the variance in women’s parenting orienta-
tion, above and beyond the effects of the control variables.

One possible alternative explanation for why an early-life un-
predictability effect was found only for men is that our unpredict-
ability measure might have been confounded with father absence.
Indeed, one of the items that contributed to our measure of unpre-
dictability was changes in cohabitation status (i.e., boyfriends
moving in and out of the house). Thus, it could be that men’s
parenting orientations are actually sensitive to the absence of a
paternal role model. Women’s parenting orientations, on the other
hand, might be more sensitive to the absence of a maternal role
model and, for this reason, were not affected by early-life unpre-
dictability as measured in this study.

To rule out this alternative explanation, we performed two
additional analyses. First, we repeated the analysis described
above with a reduced unpredictability measure that did not contain
the cohabitation changes item. The results remained virtually iden-
tical, with early-life unpredictability still having a significant effect
on men’s parenting orientations (	 � 
.30, p � .028), but not on
women’s (	 � .07, ns). Moreover, the interaction remained sta-
tistically significant (��(1)

2 � 3.93, p � .048). Second, we repeated
the analysis while controlling for early father absence (yes vs. no).
Once again, the results were virtually identical. Early-life unpre-
dictability still had a significant effect on men’s parenting orien-

4 In the interest of brevity, we did not include the effects of control
variables in any of the figures. A list of covariates for each figure is
provided in each figure caption. Full path analyses results, including the
effects of control variables, are available from the first author upon request.

5 This Gender � Unpredictability effect also emerged when gender
equality constraints on the SES-to-parenting orientation path and the
unpredictability-SES correlation were removed (��(1)

2 � 4.54, p � .033). It
also remained significant when SES and all other covariates were excluded
from the model (��(1)

2 � 5.18, p � .023).

Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Zero-Order Correlations Between Study Variables for Men
and Women (Study 1a)

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Early-life unpredictability 
.03 
.05 
.18 .01 .08
2. Early-life SES 
.12 .09 .08 .31� .14
3. Maternal supportive presence 
.36� .13 .32� .31� .13
4. AAI coherence (age 19) 
.17 
.20 .14 .38�� 
.03
5. AAI coherence (age 26) 
.18 
.09 
.09 .42�� .08
6. Positive parenting 
.36� .11 .39�� .03 .32�

Mean (Men) 3.92 50.26 4.26 3.55 4.23 5.38
SD (Men) 2.56 9.75 1.32 1.63 1.82 1.20
Mean (Women) 5.19 49.15 4.30 3.98 4.36 5.40
SD (Women) 2.99 6.88 1.38 1.63 1.84 1.06

Note. Correlations above the diagonal are for women; those below the diagonal are for men.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.
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tations (	 � 
.32, p � .022), but not on women’s (	 � .10, ns),
and the interaction was still statistically significant (��(1)

2 � 4.20,
p � .040). Moreover, father absence did not have significant
effects on men’s or women’s parenting orientations (	 � 
.04 and
	 � .02, respectively). In sum, the results of these additional
analyses indicate that early-life unpredictability effects on parent-
ing are not subsumed by father absence.

Serial mediation model: The role of maternal supportive
presence and attachment representations. Next, the serial me-
diation model was fitted to test our second and third hypotheses. In

the absence of a significant total effect for early-life SES (harsh-
ness), these meditation hypotheses were tested only for early-life
unpredictability. We expected that greater unpredictability early in
life would be associated with less supportive maternal behavior
during that time period, which would result in more insecure
attachment representations in adulthood on the AAI. This, in turn,
should lead to a less positive parenting orientation in men. Two
possible mediated paths were included in the model: (a) a single
mediation path from early-life unpredictability to parenting orien-
tation through early maternal supportive presence; and (b) a serial

A: Study 1a 

B: Study 1b 

C: Study 2 
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Figure 2. Multigroup analyses for all studies. In each chart, the dashed path from early-life unpredictability
(UP) to parenting orientation was allowed to vary between the genders. For this path, the upper coefficient is for
men; the lower coefficient is for women. All coefficients are standardized. Study 1a controls: Current
unpredictability, current SES, educational attainment, relationship status, and number of children; Study 1b
control: Age of parent; Study 2 controls: Age of parent, current unpredictability, current SES, educational
attainment, relationship status, and number of children. � p � .05. ��� p � .001.

Figure 3. Unpredictability � Gender interactions and unpredictability (UP) simple slopes in all studies
(multiple regression results). Low UP � 
1 SD; High UP � �1 SD. Study 1a controls: Current unpredictability,
current SES, educational attainment, relationship status, and number of children; Study 1b control: Age of
parent; Study 2 controls: Age of parent, current unpredictability, current SES, educational attainment, relation-
ship status, and number of children. � p � .05. �� p � .01.
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mediation path from early-life unpredictability to parenting orien-
tation through early maternal supportive presence, AAI coherence
of mind at age 19, and AAI coherence of mind at age 26 (see
Figure 4).

The paths not expected to vary between the genders were
constrained to be equal for men and women. All paths leading to
parenting orientation, however, were allowed to vary between the
genders. These included the direct path from early-life unpredict-
ability to parenting orientation, the direct path from early maternal
supportive presence to parenting orientation, and the path from
AAI coherence of mind at age 26 to parenting orientation. This
model (�(49)

2 � 60.14, p � .132; RMSEA � .045) fit the data
significantly better than a fully constrained (unmoderated) model
(��(3)

2 � 10.48, p � .015).
Consistent with the second hypothesis, mothers who raised their

children (the participants) in more unpredictable early-life envi-
ronments displayed less supportive presence toward their children.
Moreover, consistent with the third hypothesis, these children were
less likely to have coherent AAI attachment representations later at
ages 19 and 26, meaning that they were more insecurely attached
in adulthood. For male children only, however, significant paths
were found from early maternal supportive presence and AAI
coherence of mind at age 26 to parenting orientation at age 32 (see
Figure 4). The resulting indirect paths from early-life unpredict-
ability to parenting orientation explained 44.4% of the total effect
of early unpredictability on parenting orientation in men (indirect
	 � 
.09), and reduced the direct effect in men to nonsignificance
(p � .31). Approximately 8% of this indirect effect went through
AAI coherence of mind at ages 19 and 26, and the rest went
through early maternal supportive presence directly to parenting
orientation at age 32. The indirect effect in women was close to
zero (	 � 
.01). The mediation model explained 31.9% of the
variance in men’s parenting orientation, but only 1.8% of the variance
in women’s parenting orientation, above and beyond the effects of the
control variables.

Because of missing data, bootstrapped confidence intervals for
indirect effects could not be computed. Thus, we adopted a Bayes-
ian estimation approach (Bolstad, 2004). Under this approach,
confidence intervals are calculated based on the posterior distri-
bution of a given parameter (e.g., an indirect effect), which is
obtained through computerized simulation (Markov Chain Monte
Carlo—MCMC; Gamerman & Lopes, 2006). These confidence
intervals are interpreted in the usual fashion.

Consistent with the second hypothesis, the Bayesian 95% CI for
the indirect effect of early-life unpredictability on parenting ori-
entation did not include 0 for men (95% CI [
.003, 
.21]),
indicating a statistically significant effect. The same indirect effect
for women was not significant (95% CI [
.08, .05]). We also
tested the specific indirect effect from early maternal supportive
presence to parenting orientation through AAI coherence at ages
19 and 26. Consistent with the third hypothesis, this indirect effect
was significant for men (95% CI [.001, .085]), but not for women
(95% CI [
.04, .03]).

Alternative models. In addition to testing our hypothesized
models, we also examined four alternative models. First, we ex-
amined whether early maternal supportive presence moderated the
relation between early-life unpredictability and parenting orienta-
tion. To do so, we ran our unmediated model again (see Figure 2a)
with the addition of early maternal supportive presence and the
interaction between early maternal supportive presence and early-
life unpredictability. This interaction was nonsignificant for both
men (	 � .04) and women (	 � .03).

Second, we examined whether early-life harshness effects or
early-life unpredictability effects for women emerged in the pres-
ence of current harshness or unpredictability. For this purpose, we
ran the unmediated model again with the addition of all two-way
interactions between early-life SES and unpredictability and
age-32 SES and unpredictability. These interactions did not reveal
any conditional early-life SES or unpredictability effects.

Third, because early maternal supportive presence and early-life
unpredictability were assessed during the same time period, we
tested an alternative mediation model in which early maternal
supportive presence predicted early-life unpredictability rather
than the reverse. Thus, we ran the mediation model again (see
Figure 4) while switching the roles of these two variables. Unlike
our original model, this model did not yield a significant mediated
path for men (	 � .02; 95% CI [
.02, .09]), mainly because early-life
unpredictability did not predict men’s parenting orientation above and
beyond early maternal supportive presence (	 � 
.11, ns).

Fourth, we tested for a unique mediation path from early-life
unpredictability to adult parenting orientation through early pater-
nal emotional support (reported by the mothers). To accomplish
this, we ran our mediation model again with the addition of early
paternal emotional support as a parallel mediator to early maternal
supportive presence. Early paternal emotional support was not
related to early-life unpredictability, and it did not predict either
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Figure 4. Multigroup mediation analysis of Study 1a. Dashed paths were allowed to vary between the genders.
For these paths, the upper coefficient is for men, and the lower coefficient is for women. Age 32 controls:
Unpredictability, SES, educational attainment, relationship status, and number of children. � p � .05. �� p � .01.
��� p � .001.
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coherence of mind at age 19 or parenting orientation at age 32.
Moreover, it did not impact the other effects in the model (i.e.,
their significance status remained the same). The results of this
additional analysis are provided as supplemental material (see
Supplemental Figure S1).

Summary and discussion. The results of Study 1a support
our three hypotheses for early-life unpredictability. Experienc-
ing a more unpredictable environment in early life was associ-
ated with having a more negative parenting orientation at age 32
in men. This effect was mediated by early maternal supportive
presence and also partially mediated by AAI coherence of mind
at ages 19 and 26. Because we controlled for current (age 32)
unpredictability and harshness and other possible correlates of
parenting orientation, these results indicate that early exposure to
unpredictable environments has an enduring effect on men’s par-
enting orientation. The mediation results suggest that this effect
may be attributed to: (a) primary caregivers (in our case, mothers)
providing less supportive parenting in unpredictable environments;
and (b) children growing up to be insecurely attached due in part
to these conditions.

One limitation of Study 1a is that it examined interview-based
assessments of parenting orientation rather than observations of
actual parenting behavior. It seems likely that parenting orienta-
tions should, to some extent, reflect the operation of psychological
mechanisms that also influence actual parenting behavior, just as
mating preferences to some extent reflect the operation of psycho-
logical mechanisms that affect actual mating behavior (Buss &
Schmitt, 1993). It is unlikely, however, that parenting orientations
correspond perfectly with actual parenting behavior. Whereas the
former reflect individuals’ basic attitudes toward their children and
their own role as parents, the latter reflect how individuals actually
behave toward their children (e.g., the degree to which they sup-
port their children in times of need). Moreover, although they were
coded by raters, parenting orientations were reported by each
parent. It is possible, for example, that the mothers in our sample
felt socially obligated to present themselves as good parents no
matter what, which could explain the lack of effects for women’s
parenting orientations. Although this explanation is somewhat
undercut by the similar means of men’s and women’s parenting
orientations (see Table 1), it is important to determine whether a
similar pattern of results emerges when parenting behavior is
examined. This was the primary goal of Study 1b.

Study 1b: Parenting Behavior

Our goal in Study 1b was to test our operational model (see
Figure 1b) using a behavioral parenting measure. For this purpose,
we conducted additional analyses on the MLSRA sample using a
behavioral observational measure of parental supportive presence
based on lab observations of G2 participants interacting with their
own children. The analyses were similar to the ones conducted in
Study 1a, using the same independent variables and mediators. The
MLSRA sample used for these analyses was slightly different than
the sample used in Study 1a, although there was significant overlap
(see below).

Similar to Study 1a, we expected that men (and to a lesser extent
women) who experienced more unpredictability within their fam-
ily environment early in life would be rated by independent ob-
servers as less supportive of their own children. We also expected

that this effect would be serially mediated by lower early maternal
supportive presence and more insecure attachment representations
at ages 19 and 26. Given the results of Study 1a, we did not expect
any early-life harshness effects on G2 parental supportive pres-
ence.

Method

Participants. Our sample consisted of 96 G2 participants
(38% male) in the MLSRA who participated in at least one of two
parenting observations when their firstborn child was 24- and 42-
months-old (see below) and on whom we had early-life harshness and
unpredictability data. Most participants (66.7%) took part in both
parenting observations. Participants’ ages at the time of assessment
(averaged between both assessments) ranged from 21 to 37 years
(M � 27.38, SD � 3.96). Eighty-six of the participants were also in
the Study 1a sample. There were no significant differences between
these 86 participants and the 26 participants who were included only
in Study 1a or the 10 participants who were included only in Study 1b
on any of the major variables.

Measures. The data used in Study 1b were collected and
coded prospectively as part of the MLSRA. The independent and
mediator variables were the same as in Study 1a. Because partic-
ipants were observed at various ages and not as part of a particular
data collection wave, we did not have measures of their current
environment.

Behavioral observation of parental supportive presence.
The behavioral measure used in this study was identical to the
measure of early maternal supportive presence used in Study 1a.
Namely, G2 participants came to the lab with their firstborn child
when their child was 24- and 42-months-old and performed the
same tasks as they (participants) did with their own mothers when
they were 24- and 42-months-old. Specifically, G2 participants
and their children were observed in the lab while each child
completed problem-solving and teaching tasks. The tasks gradu-
ally increased in complexity from start to finish, eventually be-
coming too difficult for the children to solve on their own. The
parents were instructed to first allow their child to attempt the task
independently and then step in and provide help if and when they
thought it was appropriate to do so.

The videotaped sessions were then rated by trained coders for
parents’ supportive presence on a 7-point scale (ICCs � .79 and
.86 for 24- and 42-months assessments, respectively). High
scores were given to parents who showed interest and were
attentive to the needs of their child, who responded contingently
to their child’s emotional signals, and who reinforced their
child’s success. Low scores were given to parents who were
distant, hostile, and/or unsupportive. As expected, 24- and
42-month scores were positively correlated, r � .56, p � .001,
so they were averaged to create a composite parental supportive
presence score. The correlation of this behavioral parenting
measure with the interview-based parenting orientation measure
examined in Study 1a was moderate in size, r � .32, p � .003,
indicating that these two measures capture somewhat distinct
aspects of parenting.

Missing Data

All participants had complete data for harshness and unpredict-
ability during childhood and a parental supportive presence score.
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As with Study 1a, however, some of the other variables had
missing values. Specifically, 2.8% of the values in Study 1b were
missing, and 14.6% of the participants had at least one missing
value (although only one participant had two or more missing
values). Preliminary analysis of the missing data did not reveal any
nonrandom patterns. Thus, we used Full Information Maximum
Likelihood (FIML) to fit our models.

Results and Discussion

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations for the study
variables are presented in Table 2, separately for men and women.
Bonferroni-corrected contrasts did not reveal any statistically sig-
nificant gender differences for the means or variances for any of
the variables.

We conducted the same analyses described in Study 1a with the
behavioral parental supportive presence measure replacing the
interview-based parenting orientation measure as the dependent
variable. First, we fitted an unmediated model in which early-life
harshness (up to age 4.5) and early-life unpredictability (up to age
4) predicted parental supportive presence (see Figure 2b). Second,
we fitted a mediation model in which the effect of early unpre-
dictability on parental supportive presence was serially mediated
by G1 mother’s supportive presence, G2 age-19 AAI coherence of
mind, and G2 age-26 AAI coherence of mind (see Figure 5).
Similar to Study 1a, these models were fitted using multigroup
path analysis. All analyses were conducted using AMOS version
19. In all analyses, we controlled for the age of the G2 participant
(i.e., the parent) at the time of the assessment.

Unmediated model: The effects of early-life unpredictability
and harshness on parental supportive presence. The unmedi-
ated model tested the first hypothesis: that men who experienced
more harshness and/or unpredictability early in life would provide
their children with less supportive presence. As in Study 1a,
gender did not moderate either the effect of early-life SES (harsh-
ness) on parental supportive presence or the correlation between
early-life unpredictability and early-life SES. Hence, these param-
eters were constrained to be equal across the genders, producing a
negligible reduction in model fit (��(2)

2 � 0.93, ns). Even when
estimated for the full sample, early-life SES did not have a sig-
nificant effect on parental supportive presence (see Figure 2b).

In contrast, and consistent with Study 1a, the path from early-
life unpredictability to adult parental supportive presence did vary
between the genders, supporting the first hypothesis (see Figure
2b). The pattern of results was virtually identical, with early-life
unpredictability having a significant negative effect on men’s
parental supportive presence, but not on women’s. When a gender-
equality constraint was imposed on the unpredictability path,
model fit decreased significantly (��(1)

2 � 7.05, p � .008), indi-
cating a significant Gender � Unpredictability interaction.6 This
interaction effect also emerged using a traditional interaction test
in multiple regression (see Figure 3b). The model explained 20%
of the variance in men’s parental supportive presence, but only
2.5% of the variance in women’s parental supportive presence,
above and beyond the effects of the control variables.

We also tested whether our effects were confounded with father
absence. To do so, we ran the analysis again with a reduced
unpredictability measure that did not contain the cohabitation
changes items (i.e., boyfriends moving in and out of the house). As

in Study 1a, the results were virtually identical, with early-life
unpredictability having a significant effect on men’s parental sup-
portive presence (	 � 
.38, p � .008), but not on women’s (	 �
.12, ns). Moreover, the interaction remained statistically signifi-
cant (��(1)

2 � 6.05, p � .014). We also reran the analysis while
controlling for early father absence (yes vs. no). Once again, the
results were virtually identical. Early-life unpredictability contin-
ued to have a significant effect on men’s parental supportive
presence (	 � 
.44, p � .001), but not on women’s (	 � .12, ns),
and the interaction was still significant (��(1)

2 � 7.56, p � .006).
Moreover, father absence did not have significant effects on either
men’s or women’s parental supportive presence (	 � .12 and
	 � 
.05, respectively). In sum, these results indicate that early-
life unpredictability effects on parental support are not subsumed
by early father absence.

Serial mediation model: The role of maternal supportive
presence and attachment representations. Because 35.4% of
the participants were observed with their child before age 26 (i.e.,
before the second AAI assessment), we could not simply rerun the
mediation model from Study 1a with the parental supportive
presence outcome measure. Doing so would have introduced prob-
lems in interpreting the causal sequence between the variables in
the model. However, we did not want to drop the second coherence
of mind assessment altogether, because for most participants this
was the assessment that was closest to the time they were observed
in the lab with their child. To resolve this dilemma with minimum
loss of data, we carried forward the age-19 coherence of mind
scores for all participants observed with their child before age 26.
For these participants, in other words, their age-19 coherence of
mind score was used in place of their age-26 coherence of mind
score. To avoid inflating the path between age-19 and age-26
coherence of mind (and thereby overestimating the indirect ef-
fects), we constrained this path to the value obtained without
carrying forward age-19 coherence scores (see Figure 5). In this
way, we were able to test a mediation model comparable with the
one tested in Study 1a.

Similar to Study 1a, paths not expected to vary between the
genders were constrained to be equal for men and women. All
paths leading to observed parental supportive presence, however,
were allowed to vary between the genders (see Figure 5). This
model (�(20)

2 � 33.33, p � .031; RMSEA � .084) fit the data
significantly better than a fully constrained (unmoderated) model
(��(3)

2 � 15.43, p � .001).
Considering the significant overlap between the two samples, it

is not surprising that the paths from early-life unpredictability to
maternal supportive presence and from maternal supportive pres-
ence to age-19 coherence of mind were very similar to those
documented in Study 1a. More importantly, however, the paths
from early maternal supportive presence and coherence of mind at
age 26 (or 19 for participants who were assessed with their child
before age 26) to parental supportive presence were significant for
men, just as they were in Study 1a (see Figure 5). The resulting
indirect paths explained 94.2% of the total effect of early-life

6 This Gender � Unpredictability effect also emerged when gender
equality constraints on the SES-to-parenting orientation path and the
unpredictability-SES correlation were removed (��(1)

2 � 6.50, p � .011). It
also remained significant when SES and all other covariates were excluded
from the model (��(1)

2 � 8.41, p � .004).
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unpredictability on parental supportive presence in men (indirect
	 � 
.21; 95% CI [
.45, 
.04]), and they reduced the direct
effect of early-life unpredictability in men to nonsignificance (p �
.91). Approximately 5.9% of the total effect of early maternal
supportive presence on men’s parental supportive presence went
through coherence of mind at ages 19 and 26 (indirect 	 � .05;
95% CI [.001, .12]). The mediation model explained 47.6% of the
variance in men’s parental supportive presence, above and beyond
the covariate effects.

Similar to Study 1a, the path from coherence of mind at age 26
to parental supportive presence was not significant for women.
Contrary to Study 1a, however, the direct path from early maternal
supportive presence to adult parental supportive presence was
significant for women as it was for men, albeit somewhat weaker
(see Figure 5). Thus, although there was no significant total effect
for early-life unpredictability on women’s parental supportive
presence, there was a significant indirect effect going mainly
through early maternal supportive presence (	 � 
.13; 95% CI
[
.27, 
.02]). The mediation model explained 32% of the vari-
ance in women’s parental supportive presence, above and beyond
the covariate effects.

Alternative models. Consistent with Study 1a, we tested three
alternative models in Study 1b. First, we examined whether early
maternal supportive presence moderated the relation between
early-life unpredictability and adult parental supportive presence.

To do so, we ran our unmediated model again (see Figure 2b) with
the addition of early maternal supportive presence and the inter-
action between early maternal supportive presence and early-life
unpredictability. This interaction was nonsignificant for both men
(	 � .02) and women (	 � 
.18).

Second, we tested an alternative mediation model in which early
maternal supportive presence predicted early-life unpredictability
rather than the reverse. To do this, we ran the mediation model
again (see Figure 5) while switching the roles of these two vari-
ables. Unlike our original model, this model did not yield a
significant mediated path for men (	 � .02; 95% CI [
.05, .10]),
mainly because early-life unpredictability did not predict men’s
parental supportive presence above and beyond early maternal
supportive presence (	 � 
.03, ns).

Third, we examined the mediating role of early paternal emo-
tional support (reported by the mothers) by running our mediation
model again, with the addition of early paternal emotional support
as a parallel mediator to early maternal supportive presence. As
anticipated, early paternal emotional support was not related to
early-life unpredictability, and it did not predict coherence of mind
at age 19. More importantly, it did not predict parental supportive
presence for either men or women. It also did not influence the
other effects in the model (i.e., their significance status remained
the same). The results of this additional analysis are provided as
supplemental material (see Supplemental Figure S2).

Table 2
Means, Standard Deviations, and Zero-Order Correlations Between Study Variables for Men
and Women (Study 1b)

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Early-life unpredictability 
.10 
.14 
.15 
.01 .16
2. Early-life SES 
.23 .24 .01 .24 
.04
3. Maternal supportive presence 
.38� .17 .35� .32� .49���

4. AAI coherence (age 19) 
.34� 
.13 .08 .37�� 
.05
5. AAI coherence (age 26) 
.27 .00 
.20 .55��� .22
6. Adult supportive presence 
.45�� .11 .56��� .09 .18

Mean (Men) 4.56 52.09 4.24 3.20 4.29 4.65
SD (Men) 3.46 10.81 1.34 1.43 1.87 1.29
Mean (Women) 5.32 49.70 4.33 4.02 4.30 4.97
SD (Women) 3.25 9.51 1.37 1.67 1.77 1.14

Note. Correlations above the diagonal are for women; those below the diagonal are for men.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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Figure 5. Multigroup mediation analysis of Study 1b. Dashed paths were allowed to vary between the genders.
For these paths, the upper coefficient is for men, and the lower coefficient is for women. Control: Age of parent.
aPath was constrained to the value of the Beta between coherence at age 19 and coherence at age 26; bFor
individuals below age 26 at the time of assessment (n � 34), coherence at age 19 was carried forward. � p �
.05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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Summary and discussion. The results of Study 1b comple-
mented those of Study 1a by showing that experiencing greater
unpredictability early in life is not only associated with more
negative self-reported parenting orientations, but also with less
supportive parenting behavior in men. As in Study 1a, this effect
was mediated by early maternal supportive presence and also
partially mediated by coherence of mind at ages 19 and 26. Viewed
together, these results indicate that the findings of Study 1a—and
particularly the gender moderation of the unpredictability effect—
are not an artifact of measurement, but reflect real differences in
how early rearing environments impact men’s and women’s par-
enting.

There are several key differences between the behavioral mea-
sure used in Study 1b and the interview measure used in Study 1a,
beyond the method of data collection. First, the behavioral mea-
sure assessed parental supportive presence, which entails “being
there” for your child when he or she needs you the most. The
interview measure, on the other hand, assessed a more general
attitude-like construct of positive versus negative parenting orien-
tation, which included investment, warmth, and lack of hostility.
Second, the behavioral observations took place when children
were very young (24 and 42 months) and parents were of various
ages, whereas the parenting interview was administered when all
of the parents were 32-years-old and their children varied in ages.
Finally, the behavioral measure assessed how parents interacted
with their specific child, whereas the interview measure assessed
attitudes toward all children that a particular parent had. Thus,
Studies 1a and 1b complement each other by examining different
parenting constructs and using different measurement methodolo-
gies, as indicated by the moderate correlation between the two
measures (r � .32). When considered in tandem, the results of both
studies indicate that early-life unpredictability has enduring effects
on various aspects of parenting, especially for men.

A consistent finding in Studies 1a and 1b was the mediating role
of early maternal supportive presence through its negative rela-
tionship with early-life unpredictability. It should be noted, how-
ever, that early-life unpredictability and early maternal supportive
presence were both assessed in the first 4 years of the participants’
lives, making a strictly causal interpretation somewhat problem-
atic. Nevertheless, this association indicates that parents (in our
case, mothers) find it harder to provide supportive care to their
children when there is turmoil in their lives. This does not neces-
sarily preclude the possibility that supportive parenting can buffer
the effects of some types of environmental stress on parenting
(e.g., Ellis et al., 2009). Although we did not find evidence for
maternal supportive presence moderation in this sample, others
have found similar effects for different outcomes (e.g., Pettit,
Bates, & Dodge, 1997). Future studies with larger samples should
consider early supportive parenting as both a mediator and a
moderator of early-life stress effects.

The only difference between the results of Study 1b and Study
1a is the significant positive path from early maternal supportive
presence to women’s adult parental supportive presence in Study
1b. This could be attributable to the similarity of the two behav-
ioral parenting measures. Indeed, the parallel effect for men was
also quite strong (see Figure 5). It might be that, when it comes to
this particular aspect of parenting, parents of both genders rely
heavily on their own prior experiences with their parents to guide
how they should behave as parents in support-relevant contexts

(e.g., see Belsky et al., 2005). Interestingly, even though women’s
parenting appeared to benefit from good early supportive care, it
was not susceptible to the cascading negative effects of early
unpredictability. Compared with men’s supportive parenting,
women’s supportive parenting may be more resilient to negative
rearing environments (e.g., high unpredictability) while still flour-
ishing under more positive rearing environments (e.g., high quality
of parental care). This possibility should be addressed in future
research.

Studies 1a and 1b both have some limitations. The MLSRA
sample began with mothers living below the poverty line. Al-
though some mothers enjoyed higher socioeconomic status as the
years went on, many remained relatively poor in the early years of
their children’s lives (Sroufe et al., 2005). This somewhat re-
stricted SES range may have resulted in an underestimation of
early-life SES effects. Another limitation of Studies 1a and 1b is
the modest sample size. Although the null effects found in Studies
1a and 1b were often close to zero or not in the hypothesized
direction, it is important to replicate both the positive and the null
findings of both studies with a larger, more representative sample.
This was the main goal of Study 2.

Study 2: Replication in a Larger Sample

In Study 2, we sought to replicate the findings of the MLSRA
sample using a larger, online sample of parents. To increase the
comparability of Study 2 with our previous studies, we modeled
our measures of early-life unpredictability and adult parenting
orientations after the measures used in Study 1a and 1b. We also
tested our models in the same way (e.g., using multigroup path
analysis).

The Study 2 sample was different than the MLSRA sample in
several noteworthy ways. First, it was much larger. Second, it was
cross-sectional rather than longitudinal. Third, it contained retro-
spective measures of early childhood environments, which led us
to extend the early-life period from 0–4 to 0–8 years so that
participants had more years in which they could remember and
report on their childhoods. Fourth, it included participants who
grew up in various SES levels, including higher ones. Fifth, it
contained measures of adult attachment anxiety and avoidance
rather than attachment security with respect to parents earlier in
life. Finally, it did not include measures of early parental support-
ive presence, given that such measures would have been difficult
to obtain in an objective way from participants’ own retrospective
accounts.

Consistent with findings from Study 1a and Study 1b, we
predicted that men (but not women) who reported experiencing
more unpredictability within their family environment early in
their lives would have more negative parenting orientations. We
also expected that this effect would be mediated by attachment
anxiety and/or attachment avoidance, such that individuals who
reported growing up in more unpredictable environments would
also report being more anxiously and/or avoidantly attached,
which for men would, in turn, be related to having more negative
parenting orientations. Based on the results of Studies 1a and 1b,
we did not anticipate any early-life harshness effects on parenting
orientations.
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Power Analysis

To determine the sample size for Study 2, we conducted an a
priori power analysis. Specifically, we tried to determine the
approximate sample size required to detect an early unpredictabil-
ity effect on parenting orientations, based on data from Study 1a.
For this purpose, we used a method by Dupont and Plummer
(1998) for power calculations in linear regression and used their
software (PS: Power and Sample Size Calculation version 3.1.2,
2014).7 The minimum sample size needed to obtain a significant
early-life unpredictability effect with 80% power was 93, assum-
ing a population effect similar to the sample effect found for men
in Study 1a (	 � .28). The sample size required for 95% power
was 153. Because the unpredictability effects for women in Studies
1a and 1b were not in the expected direction, we could not estimate
the power specifically for women. However, because we wanted to
make sure that a null effect for women was not due to lack of
power, we sampled twice as many women as men. Thus, we set out
to sample approximately 150 men and 300 women. The actual
sample size for women (n � 292) provided 99.9% power to detect
a beta of .28, 94.4% power to detect a beta of .20, and 75.9%
power to detect a beta of .15.

Method

Participants. Study 2’s sample included 435 parents (143
men, 292 women) who were recruited through an online survey
platform (MTurk). Participants varied in age (M � 37.87, SD �
12.20) and years of education (M � 14.96, SD � 2.35). They were
parenting between one and 12 children (M � 1.94, SD � 1.19).
Most participants (82.8%) were married or in a committed roman-
tic relationship at the time of the study. The rest were single (8.7%)
or casually dating (8.5%). Participants received a small monetary
compensation for their participation.

Procedure and measures. Participants first completed
screening questions making sure they were parents. They then
completed an online survey that included the following measures:

Early-life unpredictability. We modeled our early-life un-
predictability measure after the unpredictability measure used in
Studies 1a and 1b. Thus, participants completed three items about
their early childhood (up to age 8) that corresponded to the three
items used in the longitudinal analyses. These items were: (a) “In
your early childhood, did your parents or legal guardians change
jobs or occupational status?;” (b) “In your early childhood, were
there changes to your place of residence?;” and (c) “In your early
childhood, were there changes in your familial circumstances?
(divorce or separation of parents, parents starting new romantic
relationships, parents leaving the home, etc.).” Each item was rated
on a scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (many times). These items
were averaged to create a retrospective early-life unpredictability
measure (Cronbach’s alpha � .68).

Early-life harshness. Similar to Studies 1a and 1b, we used
childhood SES as a measure of early-life harshness. Participants
indicated their agreement with four statements regarding their
socioeconomic status when they were growing up (up to age 8)
using a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree). These items were: (a) “My family usually had
enough money for things when I was growing up;” (b) I grew up
in a relatively wealthy neighborhood;” (c) “I felt relatively wealthy
compared with the other kids in my school;” and (d) “My family

struggled financially when I was growing up” (reverse-keyed). The
first three items were taken from Griskevicius, Delton, Robertson,
and Tybur (2011) and Griskevicius, Tybur, Delton, and Robertson
(2011). The negatively keyed item was written for the current
study. These items were averaged to create a retrospective early-
life harshness measure (Cronbach’s alpha � .86).

Attachment anxiety and avoidance. Adult attachment orien-
tations were assessed via the Adult Attachment Questionnaire
(AAQ; Simpson, Rholes, & Phillips, 1996). The AAQ has 17 items
that measure two dimensions of attachment insecurity: anxiety and
avoidance. The anxiety subscale includes nine items tapping con-
cerns about the availability and support of significant others and a
high desire for closeness and intimacy (e.g., “I rarely worry about
being abandoned by others (reverse-keyed),” “I usually want more
closeness and intimacy than others do”). The avoidance subscale
has eight items tapping the desire to limit intimacy and maintain
psychological and emotional independence from significant others
(e.g., “I’m not very comfortable having to depend on other peo-
ple,“ “I’m nervous whenever anyone gets too close to me”).
Participants indicated their agreement with each item on a 7-point
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The
items for each subscale were averaged to create attachment anxiety
and attachment avoidance measures (Cronbach’s �s � .84 and .86,
respectively).

Parenting orientation. For the purposes of this study, we
created a 15-item self-report questionnaire assessing positive ver-
sus negative parenting orientations. This questionnaire was mod-
eled after the parenting orientation measure used in Study 1a. Five
items were created for each of the three scales comprising this
measure, namely: (a) positive emotional connectedness, which
assesses the amount of warmth expressed toward children and the
pleasure of being a parent (e.g., “My relationship with my children
is warm and affectionate,” “I love being around my children”); (b)
parental investment/involvement, which assesses the amount of
importance placed on being a parent and being committed to
parenting (e.g., “I am highly invested in my role as a parent,” “I try
to be very involved in the lives of my children”); and (c) hostile
parenting (reverse-keyed), which assesses the amount of deroga-
tion or rejection of children (e.g., “I think my children have plenty
of negative characteristics,” “My children have often been a source
of anger and frustration in my life”). Participants indicated their
agreement with each item on a 7-point scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

We then conducted a confirmatory factor analysis on the 15
items that constituted the parenting orientation scale. The hy-
pothesized three-factor model yielded good approximate fit
indices (CFI � .957, RMSEA � .071, SRMR � .041), but the
three factors were highly correlated (rs ranged from .92 to .98).
Thus, we averaged the items from the entire scale (with the
hostility scale items reverse-keyed) to create a parenting orien-
tation measure (Cronbach’s alpha � .90). Higher scores indi-
cated a more positive orientation to parenting. The full scale is
presented as online supplemental material.

7 This software can be downloaded for free from the following URL:
http://biostat.mc.vanderbilt.edu/wiki/Main/PowerSampleSize. Because the
power to detect a particular regression slope in multiple regression is
affected by the correlations between all of the covariates included in a
model, our analysis only approximated the necessary sample size.
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Current unpredictability and harshness. As in Study 1a and
1b, we also assessed analogous measures of current unpredictabil-
ity and harshness to control for shared environment effects. The
current unpredictability measure was comprised of the same items
as the early-life unpredictability measure, except they inquired
about whether each event had occurred in the past year (yes or no).
Current unpredictability scores were computed by summing the
number of times participants answered positively (indicated yes).

The current harshness measure contained three items taken from
Griskevicius, Delton et al. (2011) and Griskevicius, Tybur et al.
(2011) and one negatively keyed item written for the current study.
These items were: (a) “I have enough money to buy things I want;”
(b) I do not need to worry too much about paying my bills;” (c) “I
feel relatively wealthy these days;” and (d) “Often I don’t have
enough money to get me through the month” (reverse-keyed). The
items were averaged to create a current harshness score (Cron-
bach’s alpha � .86).

Partial father absence. Only 19 participants reported com-
plete father absence (due to death or abandonment), which pre-
cluded quantitative analyses using this variable. However, 91
participants reported parental divorce or separation during their
first 8 years of life. Thus, these participants spent at least part of
their early childhood in a single-parent household. Therefore, we
used the parental separation variable (excluding participants who
reported maternal absence) as a proxy for partial father absence.

Missing Data

The Study 2 sample had very little missing data. Among the
major variables, only early-life harshness (SES) was missing for
one participant. In addition, a few participants had missing values
on a few of the control variables. Therefore, we used Full Infor-
mation Maximum Likelihood (FIML) to fit our models.

Results and Discussion

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations for the study
variables are presented in Table 3, separately for men and women.
Bonferroni-corrected contrasts revealed only one statistically sig-
nificant mean difference between the genders: Women reported
higher (more positive) parenting orientations than men did.

To be consistent with Studies 1a and 1b, we tested all of our
models using multigroup path analysis. First, we fitted an unme-
diated model in which early-life harshness and early-life unpre-
dictability predicted parenting orientation (see Figure 2c). Second,
we fitted a mediation model in which the effect of early-life
unpredictability on parenting orientation was mediated by attach-
ment avoidance and attachment anxiety (see Figure 6). All analy-
ses were conducted using AMOS version 19. For all analyses, we
controlled for participants’ age, current unpredictability, current
SES, years of education, relationship status, and number of chil-
dren.

Unmediated model: The effects of early-life unpredictability
and harshness on parenting orientation. The unmediated
model examined the first hypothesis: that men who experienced
more harshness and/or unpredictability early in life should have
more negative parenting orientations. In line with Studies 1a and
1b, gender did not moderate the effect of early-life SES (harsh-
ness) on parenting orientation. It did, however, moderate the

negative correlation between early-life unpredictability and early-
life SES (��(1)

2 � 6.28, p � .012), with the correlation being
significant only for women. Because we had no theoretical reason
to expect this moderation, and in order to maintain consistency
with the models tested in Studies 1a and 1b, we constrained both
parameters to equal across the genders regardless of the minor
reduction in model fit (��(2)

2 � 8.78, p � .012). Similar to Studies
1a and 1b, early-life SES did not have a significant effect on
parenting orientations (see Figure 2c).

The path from early-life unpredictability to adult parenting
orientations varied between the genders, supporting the first hy-
pothesis and replicating the results of Studies 1a and 1b (see Figure
2c). That is, early-life unpredictability had a significant negative
effect on men’s parenting orientations, but not on women’s. When
a gender-equality constraint was imposed on the unpredictability
path, model fit decreased significantly (��(1)

2 � 5.54, p � .019),
indicating a significant Gender � Unpredictability interaction.8

This interaction effect also emerged using a traditional interaction
test in multiple regression (see Figure 3c). The model explained
10.2% of the variance in men’s parenting orientations, but only
0.4% of the variance in women’s parenting orientations, above and
beyond the effects of the control variables.

As in Studies 1a and 1b, we also examined whether our effects
were confounded with father absence. To do so, we ran the
analysis again with a reduced unpredictability measure that did not
include the cohabitation changes item. Consistent with Studies 1a
and 1b, the results were virtually identical, with early-life unpre-
dictability once again having a significant effect on men’s parent-
ing orientations (	 � 
.22, p � .023), but not on women’s (	 �
.01, ns). Moreover, the interaction was statistically significant
(��(1)

2 � 5.53, p � .019). We next reran the analysis controlling for
partial father absence due to parental separation (yes vs. no). Once
again, the results were virtually identical. Early-life unpredictabil-
ity continued to have a significant negative effect on men’s par-
enting orientations (	 � 
.26, p � .007), but not on women’s
(	 � .04, ns), and the interaction remained statistically significant
(��(1)

2 � 6.96, p � .008). Moreover, partial father absence did not
have significant effects on either men’s or women’s parenting
orientations (	 � .11 and 	 � 
.08, respectively). These results
join Studies 1a and 1b in demonstrating that early-life unpredict-
ability forecasts men’s parenting orientations, over and above early
partial father absence.

Parallel mediation model: The role of attachment anxiety
and avoidance. An additional goal of Study 2 was to test spe-
cific indirect paths from early-life unpredictability to parenting
orientations through attachment anxiety and avoidance. To do this,
we examined a mediation model in which attachment anxiety
and attachment avoidance were parallel mediators of the rela-
tion between early-life unpredictability and parenting orienta-
tions (see Figure 6). Similar to Studies 1a and 1b, all paths
leading to the parenting orientation measure were allowed to
vary between the genders. In contrast, paths not expected to
vary between the genders were constrained to be equal for men

8 This Gender � Unpredictability effect also emerged when gender
equality constraints on the SES-to-parenting orientation path and the
unpredictability-SES correlation were removed (��(1)

2 � 6.68, p � .01). It
also remained significant when SES and all other covariates were excluded
from the model (��(1)

2 � 13.43, p � .001).
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and women. These included the paths from early-life unpredict-
ability to attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance. Pre-
liminary analyses indicated that, although these paths were
significant for men (	 � .25, p � .001 for anxiety, and 	 � .21,
p � .006 for avoidance) but not for women (	 � .11, p � .062
for anxiety, and 	 � .06, p � .322 for avoidance), they did not
vary significantly between the genders (��(2)

2 � 3.07, ns). By
constraining them to be equal between the genders, we avoided
capitalizing on chance differences that might have inflated the
indirect paths for men. This model fit the data well (�(9)

2 �
15.09, p � .088; RMSEA � .04) and significantly better than a
fully constrained (unmoderated) model (��(3)

2 � 17.13, p �
.001).

The results of this analysis are presented in Figure 6. As
predicted, early-life unpredictability was associated with more
attachment anxiety and avoidance. Both of these variables were
negatively associated with men’s parenting orientations, but
only attachment avoidance was negatively associated with
women’s parenting orientations. The total indirect effect from
early-life unpredictability to parenting orientation in men was
significant and explained 58.3% of the total effect of early-life
unpredictability (	 � 
.10; 95% CI [
.18, 
.04]). Moreover,
the direct effect of early-life unpredictability in men was re-
duced to nonsignificance (p � .387). Interestingly, the total

indirect effect from early-life unpredictability to parenting ori-
entation was also significant in women (	 � 
.03; 95% CI
[
.06, 
.01]). This, however, was mainly due to the gender
equality constraints placed on the links between early-life un-
predictability and attachment orientations. When these con-
strains were removed, there was no significant indirect effect
for women (	 � 
.02; 95% CI [
.05, .01]) and the indirect
effect for men increased markedly (	 � 
.16; 95% CI
[
.28, 
.06]). The mediation model as shown in Figure 6
explained 29.8% of the variance in men’s parenting orienta-
tions, but only 7.1% of the variance in women’s parenting
orientations, above and beyond the covariate effects.

To examine the two specific indirect paths through attach-
ment anxiety and attachment avoidance, we applied a phantom
model approach (Macho & Ledermann, 2011). In this approach,
the specific effect of interest is represented as a total effect
within a phantom model. This enables SEM programs to pro-
vide point estimates and confidence intervals for specific indi-
rect effects. Specifically, a phantom model is created beside the
main model. In the phantom model, each variable involved in
the specific indirect effect is represented by a latent variable.
The paths linking these latent variables recreate the specific
indirect path to be estimated and are constrained to their value
in the main model. The variance of the phantom independent

Table 3
Means, Standard Deviations, and Zero-Order Correlations Between Study Variables for Men
and Women (Study 2)

1 2 3 4 5

1. Early-life unpredictability 
.31��� .18�� .10 .03
2. Early-life SES 
.08 
.12� 
.03 
.03
3. AAQ attachment anxiety .38��� 
.01 .43��� 
.18��

4. AAQ attachment avoidance .28��� 
.11 .53��� 
.23���

5. Positive parenting 
.31��� 
.11 
.51��� 
.44���

Mean (Men) 2.11 3.73 3.06 3.47 5.78
SD (Men) .94 1.42 1.11 1.21 1.00
Mean (Women) 2.11 3.46 3.10 3.53 6.21
SD (Women) .88 1.67 1.27 1.25 .67

Note. Correlations above the diagonal are for women; those below the diagonal are for men.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.

Early UP 

Early 
SES 

Positive 
Parenting 

Orientation 
-.06 

-.23*** 

-.07 
.04 

Attachment 
Avoidance 

Attachment 
Anxiety 

.17*** 

.12* 

-.44*** 

-.24* 

-.15** 
-.08 

.34*** 

Figure 6. Multigroup analysis of Study 2. Dashed paths were allowed to vary between the genders. For these
paths, the upper coefficient is for men, and the lower coefficient is for women. Controls: Age of parent, current
unpredictability, current SES, educational attainment, relationship status, and number of children. � p � .05.
�� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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variable is also constrained to some admissible value. This
method also allows for the comparison of specific indirect
effects (see Macho & Ledermann, 2011).

When we ran these models, both specific indirect paths were
significant for men (	 � 
.075, 95% CI [
.14, 
.02] for anxiety,
and 	 � 
.03, 95% CI [
.07, 
.001] for avoidance), as expected.
There was no significant difference between the paths (95% CI
[
.02, .12]). In contrast, only the specific indirect path going
through avoidance was significant for women (	 � 
.02, 95% CI
[
.04, 
.002]), but not the indirect path going through anxiety
(	 � 
.01, 95% CI [
.03, .003]). These two paths were not
significantly different (95% CI [
.03, .02]).

Alternative models. A large body of evidence shows that
secure attachment can buffer the effects of stress on various
outcomes (see Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Hence, we tested an
alternative model in which attachment anxiety and avoidance
moderated (rather than mediated) the relation between early-life
unpredictability and parenting orientation. We ran our unmediated
model again (see Figure 2c) with the addition of attachment
anxiety, avoidance, and all the interactions between these variables
and early-life unpredictability. These interactions were not signif-
icant for either men (	 � .16 and 	 � 
.06, respectively) or
women (	 � .01 and 	 � .03, respectively).

In addition, we followed Study 1a by testing whether early-life
harshness effects or early-life unpredictability effects for women
emerged in the presence of current harshness or unpredictability.
To do so, we ran the unmediated model again with the addition of
all two-way interactions between early-life SES and unpredictabil-
ity and current SES and unpredictability. Similar to Study 1a, these
interactions did not reveal any conditional early-life SES or un-
predictability effects.

Summary and discussion. Study 2 provides independent
replication of the negative effect of early-life unpredictability
on men’s parenting orientation. It also replicates the null results
for early-life harshness, providing further evidence that early-
life unpredictability is a better predictor of men’s adult parent-
ing than early-life harshness. In addition, Study 2 replicates the
null results for women, indicating that women’s parenting is
more resilient to the effects of early-life unpredictability than
men’s parenting.

Study 2 provides another unique contribution by revealing
that the effect of early-life unpredictability on the parenting
orientation of men is mediated through both attachment anxiety
and attachment avoidance. That is, men who reported growing
up in more unpredictable environments were more likely to be
anxiously or avoidantly attached, both of which were associated
with more negative parenting orientations. Given the cross-
sectional nature of Study 2, caution is warranted when inferring
any causal connections between these variables. This is espe-
cially true of the paths running from attachment anxiety and
avoidance to parenting orientation. Nevertheless, the mediation
results of Study 2 are consistent with the prospective mediation
results of Studies 1a and 1b in indicating that, for men, insecure
attachment is associated with more negative parenting orienta-
tions. In sum, attachment insecurity appears to play a role in
carrying forward some of the early-life unpredictability effects
on men’s parenting orientations.

General Discussion

The notion that early childhood experiences have lasting effects
on personality and development is a central theme in psychology
(e.g., Fraley, Roisman, & Haltigan, 2013; Sroufe et al., 2010). Life
history models of development highlight the unique role that
environmental parameters such as harshness and unpredictability
should play in “calibrating” life history strategies (e.g., Belsky et
al., 1991; Chisholm et al., 1993; Ellis et al., 2009; Simpson &
Belsky, in press). One fundamental life history outcome is parental
investment (Belsky et al., 1991; Kaplan & Lancaster, 2003), which
has rarely been examined with longitudinal, prospective data
through the lens of life history theory. The current research begins
to fill this important gap in our knowledge. We provide evidence
supporting a life history model of how parenting orientations and
behavior emerge across the life span. Our findings suggest that
men’s parenting orientations and behavior are at least partially
influenced by exposure to more unpredictable family environ-
ments and less supportive parenting during the first years of life.
They also reveal that these effects are partially mediated by inse-
cure attachment in adulthood. This is the first set of studies, to our
knowledge, that demonstrates the significant role that early-life
unpredictability assumes in predicting more negative parenting
orientations and behavior in men later in life.

Paternal Investment Under Adversity

As predicted, we found that men’s adult parenting orientations
and behavior were more dependent than women’s on the quality of
their early childhood environments. These findings are consistent
with the premise that men and women have different psychological
mechanisms associated with parenting (e.g., Geary, 2000). If male
parenting was more facultative in our ancestral past, men’s psy-
chological mechanisms might lead them to more readily “disen-
gage” from their children under certain conditions (see Geary,
2000). There is evidence, for example, that fathers tend to be less
involved with their children when they encounter adversity in their
personal lives (e.g., Fagan, Palkovitz, Roy, & Farrie, 2009) or have
conflicts with their mates (e.g., Lamb & Elster, 1985).

Most fathers, of course, play important roles in the growth and
development of their children (Gray & Anderson, 2010; Parke,
1996). Given the unquestionable importance of fathers to chil-
dren’s development and outcomes (see Geary, 2000), it is impor-
tant to identify the types of early-life environments and childhood
experiences that prospectively predict greater involvement and
investment by fathers. Our findings reveal that being exposed to
frequent changes in the family environment early in life—rather
than simply growing up in harsh socioeconomic conditions—
forecasts more negative parenting orientations in men. Moreover,
consistent with theory and research linking chaotic family envi-
ronments with greater parental dysfunction (e.g., Amato & Keith,
1991), this connection is mediated by exposure to less supportive
parenting early in life. Exposure to less supportive parenting,
however, is not merely “replicated” by individuals when they
become parents. Rather, it is internalized in the form of attachment
representations of how one was parented and treated earlier in life
(Bowlby, 1969/1982). Children who experience less supportive
parenting are more likely to develop negative expectations about
whether and the extent to which they can rely on close others to
help them navigate an unpredictable world. As a result, they
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develop personality characteristics and behaviors that increase the
likelihood they will succeed in these difficult environments (see
Simpson & Belsky, in press). For men who have been exposed to
unpredictable and less supportive childhood environments, this
translates into comparatively less parental involvement (Fagan et
al., 2009; Geary, 2000).

Limitations and Future Directions

Some limitations must be considered when interpreting the results
of this research. First, even though our early-life unpredictability
measure was consistent with prior studies (e.g., Belsky, Schlomer, &
Ellis, 2012; Simpson et al., 2012), unpredictability can be operation-
alized in other ways. For example, it can be indexed by the actual
variability in harshness levels across time (e.g., Ellis et al., 2009).
This, however, would require multiple assessments of harshness
across relatively short time spans. Future studies should experi-
ment with different ways of conceptualizing and measuring envi-
ronmental unpredictability.

Second, we recommend caution in overinterpreting the null
effects of early-life SES (harshness) on parenting orientations and
behavior. It is important to note that harshness levels in our
modern American samples are quite low compared with the pre-
historic levels of harshness under which human developmental
mechanisms most likely evolved. It is possible, therefore, that
these modern harshness levels do not pass the threshold required to
initiate strategic adjustments in parenting effort. Another possibil-
ity is that even though SES is often used to index harshness (e.g.,
Belsky, Schlomer, & Ellis, 2012; Simpson et al., 2012), it is too
crude of a measure to detect the effects of harshness on parenting,
given the unique properties of parenting behavior and how it may
relate to different levels and types of harshness. Harsh ancestral
environments in which fathers could not have improved the sur-
vival rates of their children (such as pathogen-prevalent environ-
ments) should have suppressed paternal investment. By contrast, in
consistently harsh ancestral environments (e.g., consistently bad
climates, prolonged and severe resource scarcity), high investment
from both parents may have been essential for children to survive.
Moreover, in these environments, women may have required a
higher minimum investment from potential mates, creating a “mat-
ing incentive” for men to invest in their children (see Gangestad &
Simpson, 2000). These environments, therefore, may have elicited
slower life history strategies that involved higher maternal and
paternal investment (Ellis et al., 2009; Kaplan & Lancaster, 2003).
Thus, rather than being responsive to overall levels of harshness
(as indexed by SES), men’s and women’s developmental mecha-
nisms may respond differentially to different types of harshness,
especially with regard to parenting (Ellis et al., 2009).

Third, we urge caution in interpreting the null results for the
mediation through father’s emotional support in Studies 1a and 1b.
As noted previously, the mother-reported measures of early pater-
nal emotional support that were available in the MLSRA were not
of the same quality as the observer-rated behavioral measures of
early maternal supportive presence. More importantly, mothers
were the primary (and sometimes single) caregivers of most of the
MLSRA participants (Sroufe et al., 2005), so it stands to reason
that mothers were particularly important in this sample. In fact, the
effects of maternal supportive presence in Studies 1a and 1b could
be construed as primary-caregiver supportive presence effects. As

such, we would expect to find similar effects for early paternal
supportive presence in individuals for whom fathers or both par-
ents served as primary caregivers. Given the substantial literature
linking father absence to girls’ reproductive development (Ellis,
2004) and the important role that fathers play in the lives of their
children (Gray & Anderson, 2010; Parke, 1996), future studies
should assess and model both parents’ caregiving quality when-
ever possible.

Finally, our research does not address the issue of genetic
heritability of parenting orientations and behavior (e.g., McGuire,
Segal, & Hershberger, 2012). For example, heritability might
explain some of the large effect from received maternal supportive
presence to parental supportive presence in Study 1b. However,
genetic heritability cannot easily explain the sex difference found
for this path in Study 1a. In addition, it is difficult for a genetic
explanation to fully account for the gender-differentiated unpre-
dictability effect we found in all of our studies. Although genes
probably play a role in the intergenerational transmission of par-
enting orientations and behavior (Conger, Belsky, & Capaldi,
2009), they most likely do not account for all of our findings.

Conclusion

In conclusion, parenting is a major component of human repro-
duction, which is the engine of natural selection. As such, the
psychology of parenting should have been shaped by certain
selection pressures (Geary, 2000; Kaplan & Lancaster, 2003). Life
history theory provides a powerful framework through which one
can gain a deeper understanding of how certain environments give
rise to different parenting psychologies. This approach stimulates
research via the generation of novel hypotheses about human
social development. In addition, by identifying the early environ-
mental and familial antecedents of parenting orientations and
behavior, life history theory can inform early interventions de-
signed to break the cycle of negative or dysfunctional parenting.
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