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ABSTRACT

This study examined whether Parental Reflective Functioning
(PRF) mediated the relationship between adverse childhood
experiences (ACEs) and parent-child interaction, focusing on
positive and negative parenting behaviors, while accounting for
the potentially moderating role of positive childhood experi-
ences (PCEs) on the effect of ACEs on PRF. The study included
110 parent-child dyads from clinical and non-clinical settings,
observed during play sessions. Parents completed question-
naires on ACEs and PRF. Results showed that the relationship
between ACEs and positive parenting behaviors was mediated
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by PRF. ACEs had a direct effect on negative parenting behav- behavior

iors. PCEs neither predicted PRF nor interacted with ACEs. The
results corroborate the value of interventions targeting parental
reflective functioning to improve parental sensitivity. Negative
parenting behaviors, such as intrusiveness, are less likely to be
mitigated through improved reflective functioning.

The children of parents with a history of adverse childhood experiences
(ACEs) are more likely to experience ACEs as well (Dixon et al., 2005;
Narayan et al., 2017). To address this issue, research has sought to identify
the elements contributing to the perpetuation of adversity. One significant
factor is the impact of childhood adversity in parental history on subse-
quent parenting behaviors (Lotto et al., 2023; Savage et al., 2019). Parental
childhood experiences contribute to the creation of an internal working
model that guides parents’ responses to their child’s signals (Bowlby, 1973;
Bretherton, 1990). While the internal working model is influenced by
multiple factors, including adult experiences and the child’s characteristics,
it has been argued that ACEs play a significant role in shaping parents’
capacity to respond sensitively to their child’s emotional signals (George
& Solomon, 2008; Main & Hesse, 1990). Fraiberg et al. (1975) suggested
that the child’s distress may trigger negative memories and emotions
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stemming from the parent’s ACEs in the form of “ghosts in the nursery”
These “ghosts” can, in turn, lead to the misinterpretation of their infants’
cues (Brom et al., 2009). Fraiberg’s theory is supported by several empirical
studies. Higher rates of ACEs correlate with higher rates of parental hos-
tility (Bailey et al., 2012), lower maternal sensitivity (Pereira et al., 2012;
Su et al,, 2018), and a lower overall quality of parent-child interaction
(Choi et al., 2022; Guyon-Harris et al., 2021; Julian et al., 2019).

PRF and parenting

In recent decades, psychotherapeutic approaches focusing on increasing
parents’ ability to mentalize about their children’s mental states have
become increasingly widespread. This development aligns with evidence
that a parent’s ability to mentalize about their child’s inner world promotes
attuned parenting behavior (Barlow et al., 2021; Stacks et al., 2014; Suchman
et al., 2010). Caregiving requires parents to not only imagine the child’s
experience, but to also be aware of their own emotions and their impact
on the child-parent relationship (Ensink et al., 2016). Parental Reflective
Functioning (PRF), a manifestation of mentalizing, is the parents ability
to see and treat the child as its own psychological agent (Fonagy et al,
1991; Sharp et al,, 2006). It is increasingly evident that PRF is a multidi-
mensional construct, with instruments evolving from the capture of a
single overall score to the measurement of multiple underlying factors
(Luyten et al., 2017). Luyten et al. (2017) identified three aspects of PRF:
pre-mentalizing modes (PM) reflect a tendency to attribute negative inten-
tions to the child’s behavior; certainty of mental states (CMS) reflects the
parent’s awareness that they cannot be entirely certain about their child’s
inner world; and interest and curiosity in mental states (IC) indicates an
appropriate level of interest in the child’s inner states.

To date, research has predominantly focused on the relationship between
PRF and positive parenting behavior, despite the fact that positive and
negative behaviors can be regarded as separate constructs (Dallaire et al,,
2006; Thomson et al., 2014). While higher PRF has consistently been
associated with greater parental sensitivity (Berthelot et al., 2015; Camoirano,
2017; Kelly et al., 2005; Stacks et al., 2014; Suchman et al., 2010), its
association with negative parenting behaviors is less clear. Some evidence
indicates that low PRF is uniquely associated with interactions character-
ized by intrusiveness, withdrawal, and negativity (Kelly et al., 2005).
Although a more developed ability to mentalize about a child’s inner world
might be expected to inhibit negative parenting behaviors, the few studies
that examined this link produced mixed results (Ensink et al., 2019;
Stuhrmann et al., 2022).
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Research shows that abuse and neglect during childhood can result in
an impaired ability to understand one’s own and others’ mental states, i.e.
the ability to mentalize (San Cristobal et al., 2017). Berthelot et al. (2019)
found that childhood maltreatment is associated with hypomentalization,
a heightened tendency to avoid thinking about mental states, among adults
expecting a child. Studies among mothers with a history of childhood
abuse (Moser et al., 2019) and neglect (San Cristobal et al., 2017) found
that they displayed a reduced ability to mentalize.

Positive childhood experiences (PCEs)

Insights from the field of developmental psychology suggest that patterns
of continuity and discontinuity of adversity are dynamic and contingent
upon the interplay between risk factors and protective influences (Cicchetti
& Toth, 2009; Masten & Obradovic, 2006). PCEs should be considered
alongside ACEs when studying the processes that drive intergenerational
patterns of adversity (Narayan & Masten, 2018). As opposed to “ghosts
in the nursery” (Fraiberg et al., 1975), “angels in the nursery” are positive
self- and relational experiences that occur in childhood (Lieberman et al,,
2005). While ACEs have been the subject of research since Felitti et al.
(1998) seminal work thirty years ago, it has only been a decade since
PCEs drew attention for their hypothesized potential to promote favorable
outcomes and offset adversity. The promotive effects of PCEs on an array
of individual outcomes, while controlling for ACEs, have been investigated,
with positive results for mental health outcomes (e.g. Kuhar & Zager
Kocjan, 2021; Rodriguez et al,, 2021) and psychosocial functioning and
stress (e.g. Shaw et al., 2023; Xu et al., 2022). However, findings are mixed
with regard to parenting-related outcomes.

PCEs were found to have a positive effect on parental self-efficacy and
role satisfaction (Chasson & Taubman- Ben-Ari, 2024), nurturing parenting
attitudes (Morris et al., 2021), and parental reflective functioning (Hakansson
et al., 2018), while no positive effects were found for harsh parenting
(Morris et al., 2021). Studying the protective effects of PCEs is particularly
relevant in the pursuit of factors that mitigate the negative consequences
of ACEs. Few studies have investigated whether PCEs attenuate the rela-
tionship between ACEs and negative parenting outcomes (Han et al., 2023).
What research exists was conducted in the US using community samples
(Morris et al., 2021; Narayan et al., 2018), which constrains generalizability
across different populations and cultural contexts. Because community
samples may lack sufficient baseline adversity to detect meaningful pro-
tective effects, studies based on such samples could underestimate true
buffering capacity of PCEs. Determining whether PCEs offset risk requires
investigation using varied samples that include high-adversity participants,
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drawn from e.g. clinical populations. Populations exposed to high-risk
circumstances not only provide the necessary risk variance to detect these
effects but also enable findings more directly applicable to therapeutic
settings, where such interventions would be most needed and impactful.
This gap in the literature is significant, given the important implications
of the parenting pathway for breaking cycles of adversity (Narayan et al.,
2021). If PCEs can buffer ACEs’ negative effects on parenting, their effect
could mitigate the intergenerational transmission of adversity.

Current study

We explored the mediating role of PRF in the relationship between parental
ACEs and positive and negative parenting behaviors. Furthermore, we
investigated whether parental PCEs moderated the relationship between
ACEs and mentalization (PRF). First, we hypothesized that the effect of
parental ACEs on the quality of parent-child interaction was mediated by
Parental Reflective Functioning (PRF). Considering the scarcity of literature
on the differential relationship between PRF and positive versus negative
parenting behaviors (Stuhrmann et al., 2022), we separated the two types
of behaviors. Second, we hypothesized that PCEs would have a moderating
(protective) effect on the relationship between ACEs and PRF (see Figure 1).

Materials and methods
Study description

This study was part of a joint research collaboration between Tilburg
University and a Dutch center specializing in mental health care for children
and families. Health care professionals working at the center in the provinces
of North and South Holland invited parents to participate. Information
flyers were placed in the center’s waiting rooms. Participants were encour-
aged to spread word of the study, both by sharing flyers and through word
of mouth; interested individuals could contact the research team for more
information or to apply. Before enrollment, participants were informed that
the research was about parental childhood experiences and parenting.

The inclusion criteria were as follows. The participating parent was
required to a) be aged 18 or older, b) not be suffering from a severe
psychiatric disorder such as severe psychosis, severe substance abuse, or
a disorder requiring hospitalization, c) speak Dutch or English fluently,
and d) have a participating child aged between 3 months and 7 years. Of
the 126 parents who expressed interest in the study, 16 dyads were excluded
for the following reasons: incomplete data (7); child was too young (3);
consent form could not be obtained (2); participant stopped replying after
the first contact (2); inability to plan an appointment because of
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participant’s time constraints (2). Ultimately, 110 parents were observed
with their child during a parent-child play episode and were asked to fill
out a set of questionnaires. The study was approved by the ethical com-
mittee of the involved mental health clinic (Commissie Wetenschappelijk
Onderzoek Youz - Onderzoeksdossier 2021, p. 64) and the ethical review
board of the Tilburg School of Social and Behavioral Sciences
(Reference: RP470).

Measures
Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)

The questionnaire used in this study was a Dutch translation of the orig-
inal ACEs questionnaire (Felitti et al., 1998). The items measured parental
exposure to adversity before the age of 18: abuse (physical, emotional, and
sexual); neglect (physical and emotional); and household challenges (wit-
nessing family violence; divorce; as well as substance abuse, incarceration
and mental illness of a family member). Responses were coded as “did
experience” (1) or “did not experience” (0). The total score was calculated
by summing the experienced ACEs.

Positive childhood experiences (PCEs)

PCEs were assessed using a Dutch translation of the Benevolent Childhood
Experiences (BCEs) scale (Narayan et al., 2018). The BCEs scale was
developed to assess PCEs before the age of 18 years. The scale begins with
the sentence “When you were growing up, during your first 18years of
life...” and lists ten items, e.g. whether the respondent had at least one
caregiver with whom they felt safe, and whether they had at least one
good friend. Responses were categorized as either “did experience” (1) or
“did not experience” (0). The total score was calculated by summing all
the items that the participant reported as having experienced.

Parental reflective functioning (PRF)

The Dutch version of the Parental Reflective Functioning Questionnaire
(PRFQ; Luyten et al., 2017) consists of 18 self-report items assessed on a
7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree). It assesses three aspects of mentalization, each with six items:
pre-mentalizing modes (PM) assesses a non-mentalizing stance, often
associated with malevolent attributions about the child’s behavior; certainty
of mental states (CMS) assesses the parent’s ability to recognize the opacity
of mental states, and ranges from excessive certainty (hypermentalizing)
to insufficient certainty (hypomentalizing); interest and curiosity in mental



6 (&) S.RWEISTRAETAL.

states (IC) reflects curiosity and willingness to understand the mental
states of the child (Luyten et al.,, 2017). The internal consistency for the
PRFQ scales in this sample expressed as Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was
a = .59 for PM, a =.64 for CMS, « = .71 for IC.

Observed parent-child interactions

The quality of the parent-child interactions was assessed using video-re-
corded play observations. Parents were instructed to play with their child
as they would normally do for 10 to 15min using a variety of toys appro-
priate for children of different ages. Their interactions were assessed using
Dutch translations of scales developed by Erickson et al. (1985) and by
researchers of the NICHD study (NICHD Early Child Care Research
Network, 1999). Each scale ranged from 1 (very low) to 7 (very high).
The domains measured were parental sensitivity, positive regard, encour-
agement of the child’s development, intrusiveness, negativity/hostility and
the child’s involvement of the parent, positive affect, and negativity. Like
other instruments, such as the Emotional Availability Scales (Biringen
et al,, 2014), our scales are dyadic. The scores encompass not only the
parent’s behavior toward the child but also incorporate the child’s recip-
rocal response to the parent. If a parent consistently reacts in a sensitive
and responsive way, the child’s involvement of the parent and positive
affect are likely to be high in response. Similarly, if a parent shows signs
of intrusiveness, the child’s positive affect diminishes, and negativity
increases. Because the focus is on the parent’s behaviors, we named our
scales “positive parenting behaviors” and “negative parenting behaviors”.

Positive parenting behaviors encompass the scores on the parental dimen-
sions of sensitivity, positive regard, and encouragement of the child’s
development and the child’s dimensions of involving the parent and positive
affect. The Cronbach’s « for this scale was .88. Negative parenting behaviors
were conceptualized as the sum of the parental dimensions of intrusiveness
and negativity/hostility, as well as the child’s own negativity. The Cronbach’s
for this scale was a = .64. Videotapes were coded by the first and second
authors with the support of psychologists working in the clinics where
the data was collected. To establish inter-rater reliability, 15% of the videos
were compared and discussed until consensus was reached.

Sociodemographics

A questionnaire was used to gather demographic data, including the age
and sex of both parents and children, family composition, and parents’
educational levels. Information about possible mental health conditions
was collected by inquiring whether the child or the parent had been
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diagnosed with any disorder listed in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders (DSM). Table 1 presents the demographic character-
istics of the sample. Both parents from each household were invited to
participate in the study. The majority (64%) of the respondents consisted
of one parent engaging with their child while the remaining 36% included
both parents of one household playing separately with their child.

Analysis plan

Data analyses were performed using SPSS software, version 29 (IBM Corp.,
2023). Preliminary analyses were conducted to calculate the descriptive and
correlation statistics for the main variables. To test for mediation and mod-
erated mediation, we used a conditional process analysis in PROCESS Version
4.2 (Hayes, 2022) in SPSS. We controlled for parental psychopathology.

Results

The prevalence of parental ACEs and PCEs among our participants varied:
28% of the sample reported no exposure to adversity, whereas 30% reported
experiencing more than four ACEs. The prevalence of PCEs was relatively
high, with 72% of participants having experienced more than six PCEs.
Table 2 provides the correlations among the study variables.

The mediating role of parental reflective functioning

With these analyses, we aimed to examine the association between ACEs
and positive and negative parenting behaviors mediated by PRE. A parallel
mediation analysis was conducted with the three dimensions of PRF. The
first step showed that only the effect of ACEs on pre-mentalizing modes

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the sample.

Variable M SD N %
Child’s age in years 3.60 1.7
Child: boy 75 69.4
Child with a DSM classification 8 7.3
Mothers 71 64.5
Mother’s age 35.1 5.1
Father's age 37.3 5
Parents with a DSM classification 42 38.5
Family status
Married or co-habiting 76 69.7
Living with new partner 5 4.6
Single parent 23 21.1
Other 5 4.6
Educational level
Elementary school 4 3.7
High school 10 9.2
Secondary vocational education 36 33

Higher education 59 54.1
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(PM) was significant (f=0.22, p < .05), suggesting that a higher number
of ACEs was associated with a non-mentalizing stance. There was no
significant relationship between parental ACEs and the dimensions of CMS
and IC. Therefore, only the PM scale was considered in further analyses.

Positive parenting behaviors

The second step of our analysis showed that the effect of PM on positive
parenting behaviors was also significant (8 = —0.23), indicating a small
negative effect of pre-mentalizing modes on positive parenting behavior.
The direct effect, after accounting for mediation and controlling for the
presence of parental psychopathology, was not significant (B = -0.13,
p = .22). These findings are summarized in Figure 2.

Negative behaviors

The effect of PM on negative parenting behaviors was not significant
(B = .01, p = .90). The relationship between ACEs and negative parenting
behaviors was not mediated by pre-mentalizing modes. The direct effect

Table 2. Bivariate correlations.

M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. ACEs 2.50 (2.53)
2. PCEs 7.83 (1.88) —0.58**
3. PRFQ_Pre- 2.16 (0.87) 27%% —0.30**
mentalizing
modes
4. PRFQ_Certainty ~ 4.33 (0.86) .06 —0.04 —0.29**
of mental
states
5. PRFQ_Interest 5.77 (0.83) .03 —-0.00 —0.30** 19%
and curiosity
6. Positive 4.53 (1.41) -0.18 a1 —0.26** .03 27
parenting
behaviors
7. Negative 1.73 (.93) 29%* -0.19* .09 —0.04 .03 —0.60**
parenting
behaviors
N=110

“p < .01 *p <. 05

Parental reflective

s functioning (PRF)
ACEs Posmvia and neggtlve
parenting behaviors

Figure 1. Conceptual model of the moderated mediation.
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Pre-mentalizing modes
a=0.07,p <.05 b=-38,p<.05

Positive parenting
behaviours

ACEs

Direct effect ¢’ =-.07, p=.22

Figure 2. Effect of ACEs on positive parenting behaviors mediated by PM.

Pre-mentalizing modes

a=.07,p<.05 b=.012,p=.90
Negative parenting
ACEs behaviours

Direct effect ¢’ =.09, p < .05

Figure 3. Effect of ACEs on negative parenting behaviors mediated by PM.

was statistically significant. The standardized coefficient ( = .24), account-
ing for the presence of parental psychopathology, indicated a small positive
direct effect of ACEs on negative parenting behaviors. These findings are
summarized in Figure 3.

The moderating role of PCEs in mediation

To test whether PCEs moderated the effect of ACEs on pre-mentalizing
modes, we performed a moderated mediation, while controlling for the
presence of parental psychopathology. The analyses showed that the a-path
from ACEs to PM was not significant (b = .037, p = .38) and that PCEs
neither significantly interacted with ACEs nor significantly predicted
pre-mentalizing modes. The index of moderated mediation was not sig-
nificant (b = .004, 95% percentile CI [-,019, 014]).

Discussion

This study aimed to examine whether parental reflective functioning—
assessed across the dimensions of pre-mentalizing modes, certainty of
mental states, and interest and curiosity—mediated the relationship between
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parental ACEs and the quality of parent-child interaction. More specifically,
we set out to study how parenting behaviors were affected by ACEs via
mentalization, and whether positive and negative behaviors were affected
differently. We also investigated whether the effect of ACEs on parental
mentalization was moderated by parental PCEs. Our analyses showed that
ACEs were related only to pre-mentalizing modes of PRE. Parental ACEs
were not significantly associated with the PRF dimensions “interest and
curiosity” and “certainty of mental states”. PM was a significant mediator
for the effect of ACEs on positive parenting behaviors, but did not mediate
the effect of ACEs on negative parenting behaviors. Finally, contrary to
our hypothesis, PCEs did not moderate the relationship between parental
ACEs and mentalizing.

In line with a review by Stuhrmann et al. (2022), our study corroborates
previous findings that PRF is related to parenting behaviors. Our results
add to the existing body of evidence that PRF is linked to sensitive par-
enting (Berthelot et al., 2015; Kelly et al., 2005; Stacks et al.,, 2014) and
that targeting parental reflective functioning can positively impact such
behaviors (Suchman et al., 2010). Our finding that pre-mentalizing modes,
in particular, mediated the association between parental ACEs and positive
behaviors confirms that parents who struggle to accurately interpret their
child’s cues exhibit lower sensitivity. The results from our mixed-risk
sample corroborate Krink et al. (2018) finding, based on a clinical sample,
that a non-mentalizing stance adversely affects parental positive behaviors.
Considering that pre-mentalizing is a symptom of a parents difficulty in
understanding their child’s inner world, the finding that pre-mentalizing
modes were not related to negative parenting behaviors was unexpected.
The ability to mentalize has been linked to reduced intrusive, negative,
and aggressive parenting behaviors (Ensink et al., 2019); in contrast, a
non-mentalizing stance has been linked to increased abusive parenting
behaviors (Dixon et al., 2005). Our finding indicates that parental ACEs
relate to negative behaviors independently of the parents’ ability to men-
talize about their child’s inner states, suggesting that another mechanism
might be at play. This finding could be interpreted in light of recent
studies (Ensink et al., 2019; Guyon-Harris et al., 2021) suggesting that the
ability to mentalize about one’s own traumatic past could be the underlying
factor in this relationship. These studies hypothesize that only unresolved
traumatic experiences lead to intrusive and negative parenting. A traumatic
childhood experience which has not been mentalized, and therefore lacks
a coherent narrative, makes parents vulnerable to intense emotions such
as fear, helplessness, and anger, especially when their child is in distress
(Fonagy, 1993), and this can lead to increased negative parenting behaviors.
Given that reflective functioning concerning trauma was not specifically
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measured in this study, we recommend further investigation of this hypoth-
esis. Finally, our free-play, relatively low-stress observational setting might
explain the absence of association between PRF and negative parenting
behaviors. The relationship between reflective functioning and parental
negative behavior could be more pronounced in an observational setting
meant to elicit the child’s negative affect, in contrast to free-play situations
(Kelly et al., 2005).

In line with a review by Han et al. (2023), our findings suggest that
PCEs in and of themselves may not be sufficient to mitigate the long-last-
ing impact of ACEs on parenting. Although a previous study concluded
that PCEs promoted parental reflective functioning (Hékansson et al,,
2018), we found no evidence that PCEs had a protective effect on PRF
in our mixed-risk population. We may be missing important nuances by
focusing only on the number of PCEs participants experienced. The age
at which positive experiences occur and their personal significance may
be more important than the absolute quantity of PCEs alone; this could
provide valuable insights into how PCEs interact with ACEs (Han et al,,
2023). An alternative hypothesis is that PCEs increase the potential for
more resilient outcomes (Narayan et al., 2018), which contribute to the
development of skills that subsequently moderate the negative effect of
ACEs on PRE One factor warranting further investigation is the ability
to regulate stress, as multiple studies have shown that it plays a role in
the association between ACEs and parenting behaviors (Coe et al., 2021;
Gonzalez et al., 2012; Pereira et al., 2012).

Limitations and implications

The contributions of this study must be interpreted alongside its limita-
tions. Regarding our assessment of the parent-child interaction, we should
note that the internal consistency of the negative parenting behaviors scale
was only moderate. This could indicate that not all dimensions currently
grouped together reflected the same construct. Luyten et al. (2017) found
that hostility and intrusiveness were differentially related to PRF dimen-
sions, suggesting that distinguishing between these two types of negative
behaviors could improve our understanding of their relationship to PRE
Furthermore, our sample had relatively low rates of observed negative
interaction, which could be due to the artificial setting of the observation
(Thomson et al., 2014). We also note that the internal consistency of our
pre-mentalizing scale was only moderate, which might have biased the
estimates downwards (VanderWeele et al., 2012). The mediating effect of
pre-mentalizing on positive parenting behaviors may therefore be stronger
in actuality than we found in our study.
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The small effect sizes we found indicate that the direct effect of ACEs
on negative parenting behaviors and their mediated effect via pre-men-
talizing on positive parenting behaviors are but two of many factors
involved in these relationships. It is important to note that the extent of
ACEs and how individuals cope with these experiences can vary signifi-
cantly (Weems et al., 2021). However, considering the detrimental impact
of parental negative behaviors on child outcomes (Kelly et al., 2005; Shi
et al., 2012), it is imperative to continue investigating the mechanisms by
which parental ACEs affect negative parenting behaviors. We suggest that
it would be valuable to examine whether the impact of ACEs on negative
parenting behaviors is mediated by the mentalization of unresolved trau-
matic “ghost” memories.

Our findings suggest that pre-mentalizing influenced positive parenting
behaviors independently of parental psychopathology. However, prior
research has consistently linked difficulties in reflective functioning to
poorer mental health outcomes, particularly with conditions such as
Borderline Personality Disorder (Ballespi et al., 2018). Since this study did
not assess specific psychiatric diagnoses, we were unable to determine
whether particular disorders might intensify the association between reflec-
tive functioning and parenting behaviors. Future research should include
detailed assessments of parental mental health to explore how different
conditions uniquely affect parental reflective functioning (PRF) and par-
ent—child interactions. Clinicians need to be aware that PRF, mental illness,
and ACEs are interrelated and should address these factors through an
integrated, individualized intervention plan.

Finally, the finding that PCEs did not interact with ACEs in affecting
PRF should be interpreted with caution, considering the relatively small
sample size and the fact that the number of PCEs in our sample was
relatively high. These factors may have reduced our study’s statistical power
to detect interaction effects and the potential buffering influences of PCEs
on the relationship between ACEs and parenting behaviors. Although most
participating dyads were recruited from a mental health clinic where the
children had been referred, our sample was relatively heterogenous in
terms of parental and child characteristics. The participants’ exposure to
ACEs was sufficiently diverse to enable examination of the relationship
between adversity and parenting. Most participants (87.1%) had post-sec-
ondary education, which may limit the generalizability of our findings to
more educated populations. Additionally, although we collected information
on participants’ educational attainment as an indicator of socioeconomic
status, we did not gather comprehensive data on SES. Given that socio-
economic disadvantage is a well-established risk factor for ACE exposure
(Walsh et al.,, 2019), our inability to control for SES means that some



JOURNAL OF FAMILY TRAUMA, CHILD CUSTODY & CHILD DEVELOPMENT . 13

observed associations may be partially attributable to unmeasured socio-
economic variables. However, a meta-analysis by Savage et al. (2019)
showed that the association between ACEs and parenting remains signif-
icant even when SES is accounted for. While including both mothers and
fathers as research participants was a strength of our study, we were not
able to run separate analyses because of the relatively small number of
tathers. There is evidence that PRF differs according to gender: for exam-
ple, Pazzagli et al. (2018) found that mothers in a community sample
displayed more interest and curiosity in interaction with their children
than fathers. To better understand how aspects of PRF differ according
to parental gender and subsequently affect parenting behaviors, adapting
recruitment strategies to also include fathers is recommended (Stover
et al., 2023).

Screening for parental ACEs with a trauma-focused approach can enable
timely interventions for the parent-child dyad. While mentalization-based
interventions can effectively support the development of positive parenting
behaviors by enhancing parents’ ability to attune to their children’s signals
and inner states, clinicians should consider alternative approaches when
negative behaviors prominently shape the parent-child interaction.
Interventions using video feedback, such as Modified Interaction Guidance
(MIG), can be more effective for parents with limited introspective capacity
who therefore benefit from more direct education and feedback (Madigan
et al., 2006).

Conclusion

The present study contributes to the existing literature by providing evi-
dence that parental reflective functioning is an important mechanism in
the relationship between ACEs and positive behaviors within the par-
ent-child interaction. The results thus support the validity of mentaliza-
tion-based interventions to enhance positive parenting behaviors. This
study underscores the importance of adapting interventions to specific
parenting behaviors. It demonstrates that ACEs directly influence negative
parenting behaviors and that interventions targeting parental reflective
functioning are less likely to yield a decrease in negative behaviors such
as hostility and intrusiveness in parent-child interactions. Future research
should explore the concept of mentalizing childhood trauma as a potential
mediator between parental ACEs and negative parenting behaviors.
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