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Coping with Difficulties in Parenting Situations –
Parental Control, Obedience Enforcement and Directiveness

Agnieszka Szymańska
Uniwersytet Kardynala Stefana Wyszynskiego

One’s proper reaction to difficulties is seen as an important factor of parental abilities. This
research study verifies whether parents of either “badly-behaved” or “well-behaved” children
vary in their reactions to difficult parenting situations connected with their relationship with
their child. The group of “badly-behaved” children had externalizing and internalizing problem
behaviors. The “well-behaved” children’s group consisted of extraordinarily mature and prop-
erly behaved children according to their kindergarten teachers. The research sample consisted
of 204 parents of “badly-behaved” and “well-behaved” children. The research was conducted in
Poland. The DAiS scale was used to assess the level and type of parental directiveness, and the
PAiNK scale was used to assess obedience enforcement and teaching the rules of proper behav-
ior. Multiple regression, the Sobel test and partial correlation were used to identify mediation
effects. The results show that the two groups differ in their reactions to difficulties: a) the
parents of “well-behaved” children emphasize the teaching of rules, and this effect is stronger
in older children, b) the parents of “badly-behaved” children use aggressive directiveness. This
effect is stronger when the children approach school age.

Key words: difficult parenting situations, parent-child relationship, parental control, directiveness,
obedience enforcement

Introduction

This paper presents the results of research
on how parents cope with difficulties they ex-
perience in parenting situations. These are sub-
sequent studies in a series of studies on the
influence parents have on their children
(Szymańska, 2009a, 2008b, 2012a, 2011;
Szymańska, 2015). In these studies, the parents’
ways of coping with difficulties are limited to
such behaviors as: directiveness, obedience en-
forcement, and teaching the child rules of proper

behavior (Parental Control). These are behav-
iors from the circle of parental influence, yet
parents can use much more diverse behaviors
when faced with experienced difficulties, such
as seeking the assistance of a psychologist,
that of the child’s grandparents, etc.

The ways parents cope with the difficulties
that were selected for this study can be justi-
fied in the literature. They have long been of
interest regarding the connection between ex-
perienced difficulties and parents’ influences
(Bugental & Happaney, 2000). Parents’ reactions
to a given parenting difficulty have been the
subject of many studies. Researchers measured
the influence of parenting difficulties on the use
of aggressive and authoritarian behaviors to-
wards the child (Bugental & Happaney, 2000),
and teachers’ and parents’ attitudes towards
‘difficult’ children (Bugental & Shennum, 1984;
Czwartosz, 1989; Porębska, 1982). An experi-

Correspondence concerning this article should be
addressed to Agnieszka Szymańska, Instytut
Psychologii, Uniwersytet Kardynała  Stefana
Wyszyńskiego, ul. Wóycickiego 1/3 bud. 14 | 01-
938 Warszawa. E-mail: elysium5678@gmail.com

Received July 30, 2015



 4 Studia Psychologica, Vol. 59, No. 1, 2017, 3-21

enced parenting difficulty is also distinguished
as one of the reasons for mistakes that are made
by parents (Gurycka, 1990).

Moreover, the results concerning parental in-
fluences, such as parental control, directiveness
and the parents’ communication style with the
child have extensively been analyzed worldwide
(Baumrind, 1983; Baumrind & Black, 1967;
Baumrind, 1966; Bugental & Shennum, 1984;
Goodman, Bartfoot, Frye, & Belli, 1999; Perkins
Quamma & Greenberg, 1994; Stewart & Rubin,
1995; Del Vecchio & O’Leary, 2008). The results
of these studies have led to contradictory con-
clusions. According to a study by Pettit and
colleagues (Pettit, Dodge, & Brown, 1988) and
the research of Krasno and Rubin (Krasno &
Rubin, 1983), parents’ directiveness is not re-
lated to their children’s social competence. In
contrast, the results of Rose-Krasnor and col-
leagues (Rose-Krasnor, Rubin, Booth, &
Coplan, 1996) showed that the directiveness of
parents is associated with the social behavior
of their children. Studies by Carlson-Jones and
colleagues (Carlson-Jones, Rickel, & Smith,
1980) showed, however, that the directive be-
haviors of mothers are associated with the ag-
gressive behaviors of their children. This dis-
crepancy results from the different definitions
of directiveness in either European, American,
and Australian culture (Ray & Lovejoy, 1988;
Szymańska, 2008a). These differences will be
shown in this article.

So far, studies have revealed that there are
significant differences in how these influences
are applied in the Polish group of mothers and
fathers of “well-behaved” and “badly-behaved”
children (Szymańska, 2009c, 2009b). The “badly-
behaved” children are a group of children who
have externalizing and internalizing problem
behaviors. Children with internalizing problem
behaviors are shy, sad, withdrawn, experience
difficulty in concentration, etc. Children with
externalizing problem behaviors refuse to fol-
low the rules, are destructive and aggressive

towards other children, and behave impulsively.
The “well-behaved” children behave extraordi-
narily well according to their kindergarten
teacher. They have no problem behavior.

The analysis revealed the interaction effect
between the gender of the parent and the
child’s behavior when demanding obedience
from that child. In the group of parentsof
“well-behaved” children, the fathers demanded
that their children comply with their orders. In
the group of parents of “badly-behaved” chil-
dren this was the opposite, i.e. “discipline in
the home” was required by the mothers
(Szymańska, 2009c).

The study also showed very large differences
in the usage of directiveness in the groups of
mothers and fathers of “well-behaved” and
“badly-behaved” children, e.g. the parents of
the “badly-behaved” children used more Ag-
gressive Directiveness and the parents of the
“well-behaved” children used more Warm-
hearted Directiveness.

The mothers of the “well-behaved” children
most often applied Warm-hearted Directiveness
and, at the same time, Aggressive Directiveness
the least. The fathers of the “well-behaved”
children applied Warm-hearted Directiveness
less often than their wives but significantly more
often than the mothers and fathers of “badly-
behaved” children. They also applied Aggres-
sive Directiveness more often than their wives
but significantly less often than the parents of
“badly-behaved” children.

The mothers of the “badly-behaved” children
used Warm-hearted Directiveness less often
than the parents of “well-behaved” children but
more often than their husbands. They also used
Aggressive Directiveness more often than the
parents of “well-behaved” children. The fathers
of the “badly-behaved” children used Warm-
hearted Directiveness the least often among all
of the groups and Aggressive Directiveness the
most often among all of the groups (Szymańska,
2009b).
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Still other studies showed that the groups of
parents of “well-behaved” and “badly-be-
haved” children differed primarily in their usage
of Warm-hearted Directiveness, then in Aggres-
sive Directiveness, subsequently in demanding
obedience from the child, and, finally, in using
parental control (Szymańska, 2012b).

Earlier analyses have focused on the differ-
ences between groups of parents. The analysis
presented here focuses on explaining how the
parents of “well-behaved” and “badly-be-
haved” children react in the face of the difficul-
ties they experience in their relationship with
their child, i.e. how do they differ in their reac-
tions? It is known that the parents of “well-
behaved” children apply more Warm-hearted
Directiveness than the parents of “badly-be-
haved” children. Do they also apply Warm-
hearted Directiveness when they experience dif-
ficulties? And when they are experiencing a dif-
ficulty do they reinforce parental control or
rather demand obedience from the child?

Answering these questions was the main ob-
jective of these analyses. In this study the fol-
lowing control variables were taken into ac-
count: a) the child’s gender, b) child’s age, and
c) the child’s birth order in the family. This was
justified by the fact that parental influences may
be different depending on the characteristics
of the child. It can be expected that with younger
children, usage of control and directiveness may
have a different character. These influences may
also differ with regard to the child’s birth order
in the family. There are many studies revealing
that parents treat younger and older children
differently (Praszkier, 1992). The aim of this
study was to verify these issues.

It is known that a parent’s reaction to a diffi-
culty depends on many factors, such as the
parent’s character, and affects the behavior of
the child. It shapes the parent-child relation-
ship (Gurycka, 1990); the child’s behavior and
his/her features, e.g. his/her temperament, also
affect the parent. The child’s temperament can

be a variable which moderates many parental
behaviors (Casanueva et al., 2010; Lee, 2013;
Puura et al., 2013; Phillips, Crowell, Sussman,
Fox, & Hane, 2012; Kochanska & Kim, 2013). It
may also determine the way in which parents
experience interactions with the child. It may
especially determine the level of stress as expe-
rienced by parents and parental welfare in gen-
eral (Bruning & Mcmahon, 2009; Casalin, Tang,
Vliegen, & Luyten, 2014; Laukkanen & Ojansuu,
2014; Mclean, 2012; Oddi, Murdock, & Vadnais,
2013).

The study sought to answer the following
question: how do parents behave in the face of
experienced difficulties. We looked for differ-
ences in groups of children whose preschool
teachers classified them as “badly-behaved”
and those who were classified as “well-be-
haved”. However, the choice of groups should
not be interpreted as a suggestion that the
parent’s behavior caused the difference in the
children’s behavior (i.e., of being either well- or
badly behaved). The fact is that children are
different temperamentally and some of them may
be more difficult from the start than others. This
does not have to be conditioned by the behav-
ior of their parent(s).

Difficulty in Parenting Situations

Research on difficulties experienced by par-
ents in their relationship with their child has
been the focus of many studies (Bugental &
Shennum, 1984; Czwartosz, 1989; Porębska,
1982; Kowalik, 2011; Szymańska, 2012a). Diffi-
culty itself is defined as ‘the condition or fact
of being difficult, something that is difficult as
a hard problem or an obstacle or objection,
trouble, distress, a disagreement or quarrel. Dif-
ficulty is applied to anything hard to contend
with, without restriction as to nature, intensity,
etc.’ (Guralnik, 1986).

In psychological terms, difficulty is synony-
mous with the notion of mental stress and re-
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fers to all difficult situations which the person
has to deal with (Reykowski, 1966); hence the
statements “coping with stress” and “coping
with difficulties” are synonymous. The notion
of “parental difficulty” or “difficulty in parenting
situations” narrows down the scope of this
notion to situations relating to upbringing the
child and interactions with the child. By stating
that a parent experiences difficulty we mean that
he/she experiences stress in the parental situa-
tion.

The causes of parental difficulty are observed
in several sources: according to Gurycka, this
is in the parent’s inability to achieve objectives
(Gurycka, 1990), according to Bugental it is in
the lack of competences (Bugental & Happaney,
2000), according to other theories it lies in the
difficult behaviors of a child (Porębska, 1982)
or in the child’s clinical disorders (Kowalik, 2011)
and in the child’s temperamental characteris-
tics (Buss & Plomin, 1984). This is shown in
Figure 1.

According to Gurycka, the consequence of a
parent’s experienced difficulties is the forma-
tion of a representation of the child in the mind
of that parent (Gurycka, 1990) (Figure 1). This
thinking is based on concepts of stress which

state that stress forms a representation of the
object that has caused the stress (Reykowski,
1966). Contemporary theories of stress describe
this in a similar manner (Lazarus, DeLongis,
Folkman, & Gruen, 1985).

The parent can exhibit different behaviors de-
pending on the representation of the child in
that parent’s mind. This is also confirmed by
theories of coping with stress (Reykowski, 1966;
Lazarus et al., 1985).

Difficult situations, e.g. stress, are considered
to be dangerous as in some theories (Gurycka’s
and Korczak’s theory) they are believed to be
the cause of parental mistakes (Gurycka, 2008).
Korczak drew attention to the relationship be-
tween experienced difficulties (stress) and mis-
takes educators make; he wrote: “in this being
lost you can easily become a tyrant if you do
not realize that when you act in difficult situa-
tions you can make a mistake, an unrecover-
able mistake” (Korczak, 1992).

These concepts encourage one to analyze
difficult situations, to observe how parents be-
have in difficult situations and how they exert
influence on their children. The theories of
stress and coping with difficulties emphasize
that the ways of coping with stress may de-

Figure 1  Graphic representation of the causes and effects of experienced parental difficulties
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pend on a person’s ability to cope with a diffi-
cult situation.

Coping with Difficulties

The styles of coping with difficulties differ
among people. Based on the theories of coping
with stress, it can be predicted that there are at
least two ways in which parents may cope with
difficulties: the first is to flee from the parenting
situation and the second is to fight the difficul-
ties (Gurycka, 1979; Kruk, 2005; Katz & Gottman,
1993; Selye, 1956; Reykowski, 1966).

The reaction of fleeing can be both adaptive
and maladaptive. The adaptive reaction might
be seeking help, and the maladaptive one might
be withdrawal from the situation and doing
nothing (Table 1) (Reykowski, 1966).

In the case of withdrawal from the situation, a
parent may try to avoid contact with the child
and may not take care of him. When seeking
help the parent may consult more experienced
individuals, e.g. a psychologist, the child’s
grandparents, etc. The reactions of fighting the
difficulties (these can also be adaptive or mal-
adaptive) are as follows: adaptive might be cog-
nitive distancing and maladaptive might be ap-
plying pressure (Reykowski, 1966) (Table 1).

Cognitive distancing is a calm considering of
the situation and making attempts to alter it in
order to solve the problem. In such a situation
the parent can, e.g. try to understand what
caused the difficulty in the relationship with
the child and try to solve it by talking with the
child, using explanations, etc.

Applying pressure involves forcing someone
to change the situation. Such behaviors on be-
half of the parent include trying to force the

child, to subordinate the child to the parent’s
commands, or using violence to force submis-
sion on the child. The way that parents react to
difficulties may depend on their personality.

Mature and strongly motivated people solve
difficulties in adaptive rather than maladaptive
ways, but whether people choose adaptive or
maladaptive ways depends on their personal-
ity, self-esteem and ability to cope with difficul-
ties in a given situation (Ebstrup, Eplov, Pisinger,
& Jørgensen, 2011; Gaudreau, Carraro, &
Miranda, 2012; Reeve, 2005; Reykowski, 1966).

Bugental proved that parents who have a low
sense of parental abilities use more verbal ag-
gressive behaviors toward the child and hu-
miliate that child (we could say that they use
the maladaptive method of combating difficul-
ties). On the contrary, parents who have high
parental abilities do not use methods of exert-
ing influence which would humiliate the child
(Bugental & Happaney, 2000).

One of the methods used by parents in diffi-
cult situations might be Warm-hearted
Directiveness, i.e. when a parent tries to influ-
ence the child via conversations, giving direc-
tions and explanations (cognitive distancing,
adaptive method of combating difficulties)
(Szymańska, 2015). Another method is exerting
control, which might manifest itself in teaching
the rules of proper behavior (parental control,
cognitive distancing, adaptive method of com-
bating difficulties) or in enforcing obedience
when the parent compels the child to obey his/
her orders (pressure, maladaptive method of
combating difficulties) (Szymańska, 2012b). The
parent may behave indifferently or lose his/her
temper and behave aggressively towards the
child (pressure, method of combating difficul-

Table 1 Four categories of stress response
 adaptive maladaptive 
fight cognitive distancing pressure 
flee help seeking withdrawal 
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ties). All four possible parental behaviors rep-
resenting adaptive and maladaptive methods
of combating difficulties were measured in the
research presented here.

When a parent experiences difficulties in his/
her relationship with the child (depending on
his/her abilities of coping with difficulties and
reducing their level as well as finding the pos-
sible outcomes of difficult situations), he/she
may adopt different ways of coping with the
difficulties. On a theoretical basis it was ex-
pected that experiencing difficulties might de-
termine changes in: a) the communication style
with a child – there might be more aggressive
remarks towards the child, b) the level of teach-
ing the child rules of proper behavior, or c) the
level of enforcing obedience.

Such parental behaviors might be intended
to restore the parental sense of influence as
well as to exert influence on the child in order to
change his/her behavior, e.g. via shouting to
stop the child’s current action.

It seems that parents may differ in their
reactions to difficulties. Depending on the
parent’s ability to cope with difficult situations
the parent may affect his/her child properly or
improperly. Children also learn how to cope
with difficulties from their interaction with their
parents. Children whose parents adopt aggres-
sive behaviors may also adopt similar aggres-
sive behaviors in their interactions with their
peers. On the contrary, parents who adopt
proper and calm reactions to difficulties teach
their children how to cope with difficulties in
a composed way.

Method

Aims of the Present Studies and Hypothesis

In the present study an attempt was made to
verify assumptions about the relationship be-
tween difficulties experienced by parents and
the influence that parents exert on their chil-

dren. The aim of this study was to answer the
question whether differences exist in groups
stratified according to the child’s behavior in
preschool (classified as either “well-behaved”
or “badly-behaved” in the teacher’s opinion)
and, if so, how the parents in these groups dif-
fer in their coping with difficulties in parenting
situations.

The general hypothesis of the research was:
H: The parents of “well-behaved” and “badly-

behaved” children differ in their methods of com-
bating difficulties when experiencing a difficulty.

Study Plan
The study was correlational. The status vari-

ables were as follows:
Independent Variables:
Child’s order. Variable referred to the child’s

birth order in the family.
Child’s age. Variable was measured in years

of life.
Education level. Variable referred to the num-

ber of years of the parent’s education.
Difficulty experienced in the relationship with

the child. Information about the parent-child re-
lationship and the level of parental difficulties
experienced in this relationship was gathered
by posing the question: “How would you as-
sess your relationship with your child?” Par-
ents answered on a 5-point scale  (5 = extraordi-
nary difficulties, 1 = child behaves very well).

Dependent Variables:
Warm-hearted Directiveness measures acts

of speech, such as commands, requests, or di-
rections, given to a child in a polite manner.

Aggressive Directiveness measures acts of
speech, such as commands, requests, or direc-
tions, given to a child in an aggressive manner.

Enforcing Obedience measures the require-
ment that the child immediately obey the
parent’s orders.

Parental Control measures parental control
expressed by teaching the child the principles
of correct behavior (teaching rules) in different
situations, e.g. social.
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Participants and Procedure

The research was conducted in three Polish
cities: Warsaw, Cracow and Czestochowa. In
order to deduce the children’s social abilities
and behavior, preschool teachers were asked
to identify three of the most “badly-behaved”
(difficult) and three extraordinarily “well-be-
haved” children in their groups. Thus two
groups of children were gathered. The parents
of the selected children were then asked to take
part in the research. A total of 204 parents of
4- to 6-year-old children took part: 102 mothers
and 102 fathers. The parents completed the
questionnaires at home.

There was a similar number of boys and girls
in each group. The girls, however, were classi-
fied rather as well-behaved and the boys as
badly-behaved (Table 2). The birth order of the
children in the family was very similar in the
group of “well-behaved” and “badly-behaved”
children. The group of middle children was the
least represented (Table 3).

The age distribution of the children across
age groups varied. Younger children (4 years
old) predominated in the group of “well-be-
haved” children; the group of “badly-behaved”
children mainly consisted of 5-year-old children
(Table 4). The relationship between the teacher’s
opinion regarding the behavior of the child in
preschool and the difficulty experienced by the

Table 2 Number of boys and girls in the sample

Table 3 Birth order of the child in the family

Table 4 Children’s age

Teacher’s opinion Child’s gender Number Percent 

well-behaved girls 62 60.8 
boys 40 39.2 

badly-behaved girls 35 34.3 
boys 66 64.7 

 

Teacher’s opinion Child’s order Number Percent 

well-behaved 
oldest 66 64.7 
middle 6 5.9 
youngest 30 29.4 

badly-behaved 
oldest 63 61.8 
middle 3 2.9 
youngest 36 35.3 

 

Teacher’s opinion Child’s order Number Percent 

well-behaved 
6 year old 22 21.6 
5 year old 30 29.4 
4 year old 50 49 

badly-behaved 
6 year old 25 24.5 
5 year old 43 42.2 
4 year old 34 33.3 
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parent was moderate: 0.388 (Tau-Kendall corre-
lation), p < 0.005. This explained 15 % variabil-
ity of the results. It can be stated that the par-
ents shared the opinions of the teachers at a
rather small (moderate) level.

Measurement Tools

The study used two tools that the parents
filled out at home: a) a tool to measure direc-
tiveness, b) a tool to measure parental control.

DAiS scale for directiveness measurement.
The scale was designed to assess both the level
and type of parental directiveness (aggressive
or warm-hearted). Directiveness is conceptual-
ized as an “act of speech, by which a speaker
wants to coax a listener to do something, for
example: ‘close the door, please’” (Reber &
Reber, 2005).

Searle (1983) distinguished directives as one
of the five acts of speech with which people
communicate with each other. According to
these definitions, even a normal question such
as “What time is it?” is directive speech by
means of which the speaker coaxes the listener
into doing something. It could be stated that
directiveness is a style of exerting influence over
others. The opposite of directiveness is non-
directiveness, which can be described as the
avoidance of exerting influence.

The scale distinguishes five dimensions of
exerting influence over a child. These are: con-
versation, giving orders, asking for and giving
help, and providing correction.

Two types of directiveness have been distin-
guished, i.e. Warm-hearted Directiveness and
Aggressive Directiveness. Warm-hearted
Directiveness is a way of exerting influence that
is characterized by a positive attitude towards
others and avoids repulsing and humiliating
them. An example is: ‘When the child is doing
something wrong, I try to change this by pa-
tiently explaining why; I can explain things loads
of times. When the child doesn’t know that he/

she’s making a mistake, I show him/her’. Ag-
gressive Directiveness is a way of exerting in-
fluence that is characterized by a negative atti-
tude towards others in which hostile behavior
and humiliation are used. An example is: ‘Shout-
ing is the best method of exerting obedience;
when I help somebody I like to humiliate him/
her’. Due to the ongoing controversy over the
influence of directiveness on a child’s develop-
ment (Kuczynski, 1984; Rose-Krasnor et al.,
1996; Westerman, 1990), the DAiS scale was
created to measure the connection between
parental directiveness and the child’s behavior
in the Polish sample. As was already mentioned,
the results demonstrated that the parents of
well-behaved children (both mothers and fa-
thers) use more Warm-hearted Directiveness.
On the contrary, the parents of difficult chil-
dren use more Aggressive Directiveness
(Szymańska, 2009c).

The DAiS scale does not correlate with Ray’s
much criticized Directiveness Scale (DS) (r =
0.124, p = 0.338), which ‘was originally designed
to pick out the sort of person who is prone
to behave as the Nazis did – in an aggressive,
domineering and destructive way towards other
people’ (Ray, 1984). As it can be noticed, Ray’s
notion of directiveness differs from Searle’s
notion.

The reliability of the DAiS scale was mea-
sured using Cronbach’s alpha, which was .844
for Warm-hearted Directiveness and .858 for
Aggressive Directiveness. Both subscales were
negatively correlated (r = -0.334, p = 0.004). Nei-
ther Warm-hearted Directiveness (t(60) = 0.410,
p = 0.683) nor Aggressive Directiveness
(t(60) = 0.810, p = 0.276) was more characteristic
of either men or women (Szymańska, 2015).

Scale for parental control and obedience en-
forcement – PAiNK. The theoretical constructs
of this scale assumed that the parent may to a
greater or lesser degree be a member of the
child’s upbringing process. In the latter case
the parent may assign responsibility to the child
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for gaining knowledge on how to behave in
complex social situations. A parent who assigns
responsibility to the child does not teach the
child socially accepted rules of behavior but
assumes that the child should and will learn
them by him/herself. Contrary to this style,
a parent who is to a greater degree a member of
the child’s upbringing process teaches the child
the rules and tries to convince the child about
the wisdom of those rules. These two attitudes
are connected with the child’s social abilities
(Szymańska, 2009) and these are types of con-
trol or lack of control behaviors. Stories that
measure such parental behaviors create the
Parental Control dimension.

The PAiNK scale comprises three scales that
measure: a) obedience enforcement, b) parental
control, c) lack of parental control.

The PAiNK scale is a non-typical psycho-
metric scale because it measures constructs
with the help of stories. These stories describe
different difficult situations which parents have
to cope with every day, such as the child’s dis-
obedience, aggressive behaviors, lie-telling, or
jealousy. Each story has four possible endings
and the parents have to choose the most ap-
propriate behavior. One of the stories, which is
presented below, exemplifies a difficult situa-
tion when a child is jealous: Three-year-old
Chris spilled orange juice on the new sofa.
When his older brother Tom found out, he was
angry that Chris had gotten away with this.
Tom bore a grudge because when he had
stained the carpet with paints he had to wash
it. He said this was unjust. He went to his room
and refused to come down for supper. a) Mom
asked Tom to come down for supper, but when
he refused she allowed him not to eat the meal.
She thought that he was right to feel upset and
he had the right to work off his stress. She said
that she understood his feelings (lack of pa-
rental control and lack of obedience enforce-
ment). b) Mom went to Tom’s room and tried to
explain to him that Chris was very small and

that he did not understand things that Tom
did, so it would not be fair to punish Chris.
When Tom still protested, she firmly told him to
come down for supper (parental control and
obedience enforcement). c) Mom went to Tom
and asked him why he did not want to come
down. When the outraged boy shouted, “. . .
because you always let him get away with
things!”, she explained that Chris was just too
small to wash the sofa and that justice did not
depend on treating everyone the same way. But
she allowed Tom to stay in his room and to
work off his stress and think things over (pa-
rental control and lack of obedience enforce-
ment). d) Mom called Tom but when he did not
answer she went to his room and repeated that
he must come down for supper. She added that
he might be right to feel upset but she said that
sometimes she is tired and makes mistakes. She
insisted on his understanding and coming
down for supper (lack of parental control and
obedience enforcement).

Parents have to assess how appropriate each
parental behavior is. Each story ends in four
possible ways: when the parent teaches the
rules and expects the child to be obedient; when
the parent does not give the child an explana-
tion but expects obedience; when the parent
teaches the rules but does not enforce obedi-
ence and gives the child time to think it over;
and, finally, when the parent neither teaches
the rules nor enforces obedience.

The research participants play the role of com-
petent judges and have to indicate the most
appropriate behavior. Due to the similarity of
this method to the parent’s everyday difficult
situations, the research participants declared
that they liked the tool and found the situa-
tions familiar.

The reliability of the PAiNK scale was mea-
sured. Cronbach’s alpha of the teaching rules
scale was alpha = 0.628; for obedience enforce-
ment alpha = 0.707. Warm-hearted directiveness
and teaching rules are correlated at a low level
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r(204) = 0.221; p < 0.05. Aggressive Direc-
tiveness and obedience enforcement are corre-
lated at a low level r(204) = 0.307; p < 0.01.

Results

Methods of Statistical Analysis

Two methods of statistical analysis were
used:

- Multivariate multiple regression was used
to test the level of effects of independent vari-
ables on dependent variables.

- Partial correlation and Sobel’s test were used
to discover the mediating and moderating ef-
fects.

Reactions to Difficult Parenting Situations
Connected with the Relationship with the Child
in the “Badly-Behaved”Children’s Families

The study tested predictions regarding rela-
tionships among the independent variables, i.e.

a) the child’s age, b) child’s birth order among
its brothers and sisters, c) parent’s education
level, d) experienced difficulty, and the depen-
dent variables, i.e. a) parental directiveness
(warm-hearted or aggressive), b) parental con-
trol and c) obedience enforcement. Multivari-
ate multiple regression was used to discover
which variables shared the most common vari-
ance with the dependent variables.

Figure 2 presents a multivariate multiple re-
gression model for the “badly-behaved”
children’s parents. The model fits the data well,
as is indicated by the insignificant results of
Chi2 (χ2(7) = 3.468, p = 0.838). Experienced Pa-
rental Difficulty is only correlated with Aggres-
sive Directiveness β = 0.376. An important vari-
able, Parental Control, is not connected with
Experienced Parental Difficulty. This result
means that in the group of “badly-behaved”
children (who have externalizing and internaliz-
ing problems) parents who experience difficul-
ties tend to apply Aggressive Directiveness.
These parents also do not apply Parental Con-

Figure 2  Multivariate multiple regression for the “badly-behaved” children’s parents.
Chi2 (7) = 3.468; p = 0.838
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trol, which in our study is understood as a
method of teaching rules of social behavior to
the child. In other words, these parents tend to
communicate with the child in an aggressive
manner (Aggressive Directiveness) and do not
use explanations concerning social rules. The
parents of the “badly-behaved” children use
maladaptive methods of combating difficulties.
They apply pressure.

Aggressive Directiveness was negatively cor-
related with the Parent’s Education Level β =
-0.273 and Child’s Birth Order β = -0.237. Warm-
hearted Directiveness was excluded from the
model as its relationships with the independent
variables were insignificant.

There is a very interesting intercorrelation be-
tween three variables: Experienced Parental Dif-
ficulty, Aggressive Directiveness and Child’s
Birth Order.

Child’s Birth Order is negatively correlated
with Aggressive Directiveness, which means
that the younger the child, the less the Aggres-

sive Directiveness that the parents apply
(Child’s Birth Order variables had higher scores
for younger children: 1 - oldest, 2 - middle, 3 -
younger). Experienced Parental Difficulties was
positively correlated both with Aggressive
Directiveness (the more severe the difficulty,
the more the Aggressive Directiveness the par-
ents applied) and Child’s Birth Order (the
younger the child, the more difficulties the par-
ents experienced). This result means that in
these families of “badly-behaved” children the
parents applied Aggressive Directiveness when
they experienced difficulties but they applied it
less towards younger children.

This result was checked by the regression
moderation model. After adding the influence
of Aggressive Directiveness, the partial corre-
lation of Experienced Parental Difficulty and
Child’s Birth Order increased from r = 0.12 (Fig-
ure 2) to r12*3 = 0.20 (Figure 3). The signifi-
cance of this effect was tested with the help of
Sobel’s statistic, which is used for discovering

Figure 3  Regression moderation model – the “badly-behaved” children’s families
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mediation effects. The effect is significant:
Sobel = -1.923, p < 0.05. Therefore, the Aggres-
sive Directiveness that is applied by parents
increases along with the experience of difficulty
in the relationship with the child when the child
gets older.

This result was also presented in graphical
form in Figure 4. It can be observed that for the
oldest children the line rises, while for the young-
est children it decreases.

Reactions to Difficult Parenting Situations
Connected with the Relationship with the Child
in the “Well-Behaved” Children’s Families

The study tested predictions regarding rela-
tionships among the independent variables, i.e.
a) the child’s age, b) the child’s birth order,
c) the parent’s education level, and d) experi-
enced parental difficulty, and the dependent vari-
ables, i.e. a) parental directiveness (warm-

hearted or aggressive), b) parental control and
c) obedience enforcement.

Identical analytical methods to those used
for the group of “badly-behaved” children were
applied.

The multivariate multiple regression model fits
the data well χ2(5) = 2.365, p = 0.797. It shows that
the most important predictors of Parental Con-
trol are: Child’s Birth Order β  =  0.313, Experienced
Parental Difficulty β = 0.290, and Child’s Age β =
0.181. The Level of Education was negatively
correlated with enforcing obedience β =   -0.310.
The same result was achieved in the group of
“badly-behaved” children. Warm-hearted
Directiveness was rejected from the model as it
was not correlated significantly with any other
variable. This is a very important result, the value
of which will be discussed in the summary.

It must be noticed that the model for the “well-
behaved” children’s parents differs from the
model of the “badly-behaved” children’s par-

Figure 4  Interpolation lines for relations of Experienced Parental Difficulty and Aggressive
Directiveness presented for each level of Child’s Birth Order – the families of “badly-
behaved”children
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ents. The “badly-behaved” children’s parents
tend to apply Aggressive Directiveness when
experiencing difficulties. The “well-behaved”
children’s parents do not apply Aggressive
Directiveness nor Warm-hearted Directiveness
but they do apply control. They teach their chil-
dren the rules of social behavior. The parents
of the “well-behaved” children apply adaptive
methods of combating difficulties.

This result was also correlated with Child’s
Birth Order, thus it was necessary to find out
whether there was a mediator.

In this group the Child’s Birth Order was nega-
tively correlated with Experienced Parental Dif-
ficulties, which means that the older the child,
the more difficulties the parent experiences.
Parental Control was positively correlated with
both Experienced Parental Difficulty and Child’s
Birth Order. Therefore, the Parental control that
was applied by the parents increased along with
the experience of difficulty in the relationship
with a child when the child got older.

This result was checked by the regression
moderation model. After adding the influence
of Parental Control, the partial correlation for
the Child’s Birth Order and Experienced Paren-
tal Difficulty increased from r = -0.15 (Figure 5)
to r12*3 = -0.206 (Figure 6). Parental Control
strengthened the connection between Child’s
Order and Parental Difficulty. The significance
of this effect was tested with the help of Sobel’s
statistic: Sobel = (2.0306), p = 0.042. The ob-
tained result suggests that in the “well-be-
haved” children’s families, Parental Control is
the method of exerting influence in difficult situ-
ations, especially among older children. The
more parents experience difficulties in their in-
teraction with an older child, the more they ap-
ply parental control.

This result was also presented graphically in
Figure 7. It can be observed that the line rises
for the oldest children. When parents experi-
ence more difficulties, they apply more control
on the oldest children (Figure 7).

Figure 5  Multiple regression for the “well-behaved” children’s parents Chi2(5) = 2.365;
p = 0.797
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Figure 6  Regression moderation model – for well-behaved children’s families

Figure 7  Interpolation lines for relations of Experienced Parental Difficulty and Parental Con-
trol presented for each level of Child’s Birth Order – the families of “well-behaved”children
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Discussion and Conclusion

The results showed differences in the meth-
ods of combating stress in the groups of par-
ents of “well-behaved” and “badly-behaved”
children in parenting in difficult situations. The
“badly-behaved” children’s parents used Ag-
gressive Directiveness as a method of exerting
influence on their children in difficult situations,
but they used this method more often on older
than on younger children in families (Child’s
Birth Order). Aggressive Directiveness softened
the effect of Child’s Order and Parental Diffi-
culty (i.e., it reduced the effect of the two other
variables), thus the younger the child, the less
Aggressive Directiveness the parents used,
even in difficult situations. Obedience enforce-
ment seemed to be explained not by parental
difficulties but by the parent’s education level,
i.e. the higher the parent’s education level, the
less often the parent enforced obedience. As
was expected, Parental Control was not con-
nected with Experienced Difficulties in the
group of “badly-behaved” children.

The results of the study indicated that the
“well-behaved” children’s parents used paren-
tal control as a method of exerting influence on
the child in difficult situations. They used this
method more often on older than on younger
children in families (Child’s Birth Order), which
may be understood as an effort to change the
child’s behavior by giving explanations and
teaching the rules of proper behavior. The par-
ents of well-behaved children applied the teach-
ing of rules as a method of exerting influence in
difficult situations. They seemed to control the
situation, did not lose their nerve, and used a
method that had the potential of solving the
problem.

On the contrary, the parents of the “badly-
behaved” children had a tendency to use meth-
ods that probably only worsened the situation
when they use Aggressive Directiveness. As

Bugental (Bugental, Krantz, Lyon, & Cortez,
1997) showed in her research, parental aggres-
sive behaviors towards the child are caused by
the parent’s lack of feeling that he/she can con-
trol what is happening in his/her interactions
with the child. When children experience ag-
gressive behaviors they may withdraw from
their relationship with the parent (Bugental &
Happaney, 2000). Even if the parents try to ex-
plain the rules to their children but in an ag-
gressive manner, the children’s ability to assimi-
late these rules will be greatly impeded.

The results did not confirm the relation be-
tween Warm-hearted Directiveness and Paren-
tal Difficulty in the families of well-behaved
children. This result is surprising, as Warm-
hearted Directiveness distinguishes the parents
of well-behaved children (Szymańska, 2012b).
The high score of the “well-behaved” children’s
parents in Warm-hearted Directiveness does not
imply that these parents used this method when
experiencing difficulties. This is a very interest-
ing result of this research. It is not Warm-hearted
Directiveness that is used by the parents of
“well-behaved” children when they face diffi-
culties but Parental Control and teaching the
child the principles of proper behavior.

A weak point of the research was the lack of
equipotence in the groups stratified according
to the Child’s Order. The group of middle chil-
dren was particularly underrepresented. This
may have resulted from the fact that this group
required that the child have at least one older
and one younger sibling. Unfortunately, such a
group of children is difficult to find since most
families in Poland have either one or two chil-
dren (as a result of the demographic decline).
Fortunately, the sample was quite similar for
the groups of oldest and youngest children.
The analyses conducted here did not require
equipotence groups either.

It is also worth noting that there were more
boys in the group of “badly-behaved” children.
Girls are more often regarded as “well-be-
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haved”. Such a distribution may also suggest
that the temperament of children (boys are per-
ceived to be more active) (Walker, Berthelsen,
& Irving, 2001) may have an impact on how the
child is perceived by the teacher. However, this
cannot be stated categorically as a given child’s
temperament was not controlled in this study.
This is a limitation of this study.

Another limitation of the study was the strat-
egy of selection of children (to groups of “well-
behaved” and “badly-behaved”) according to
their teachers’ evaluation. Teachers can have a
specific view of what constitutes “well-be-
haved” and “badly-behaved” children. From a
teacher’s point of view “well-behaved” children
can be those who never cause trouble, or chil-
dren who are confident, brave and joyful, will-
ing to take part in the preschool activities.
“Badly-behaved” children in teacher’s opinion
can be those who are shy or independent, gen-
erally children who do not fit well with teacher’s
strict rules. In teachers’ opinion who is “well-
behaved” and who is not may be influenced by
teacher’s attitude to raising children. The dis-
crepancy of views of parents and teachers could
be the cause of the relatively low correlation
between teacher’s evaluation of children’s be-
havior and difficulty experienced by parents.

A valuable contribution of this study is that
there are significant differences between the
two groups of parents with respect to the meth-
ods they use to influence difficult situations,
although the small and medium correlations in-
dicate that there may be either mediating or
moderating factors that were not taken into con-
sideration in the research.

The research presented here makes reference
to the wider discussion on the influence of pa-
rental control and directiveness on a child’s
upbringing (Baumrind, 1966, 1983; Gaudreau et
al., 2012; Goodman et al., 1999, 1999; Schaeffer,
1959; Rose-Krasnor et al., 1996; Carlson-Jones
et al., 1980). These studies show that the influ-
ence of both parental control and directiveness

depends on how this parental control and
directiveness are applied, which is consistent
with the hypotheses of Kuczynski and
Westerman (Kuczynski, 1984; Westerman,
1990).

The experience that the child gains in the
parenting situation when a conflict (parental
difficulty) appears and whether the parent be-
haves aggressively or strengthens the control
(teaching rules) have a non-trivial influence on
the parent-child relationship as well as on the
child’s trust and both the parent’s and child’s
attitudes towards each other. It seems that for
the parent, his/her own way of reacting is not
unrelated to his/her own representation as a
competent parent (Bugental & Happaney, 2000;
Bugental, Lyon, Lin, McGrath, & Bimbela, 1999).

The results obtained here can be interpreted
in two ways. On the one hand, the aggressive
directives of parents can affect the way the
child behaves; on the other hand, a parent
whose child creates problems may also not
know how to behave differently in the face of
the difficulties that he/she experiences (per-
haps other interventions have proven ineffec-
tive?). Also, parental control can make chil-
dren behave politely, but the well-behaved
children’s parents may feel that they have more
influence on the child and also know how to
influence the behavior of that child. These re-
lations are bidirectional. Whether (and how)
such parental reactions to difficulties influence
the children’s behavior is the subject of a dif-
ferent analysis and was not the scope of this
study.
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