
 
Volume: 13  Issue: 1  Year: 2016 

 

Emotion understanding of Turkish preschoolers and 
maternal emotional socialization1 2 

 
Şükran Kılıç3 

Abide Güngör Aytar4 
 
 

Abstract 

The aim of the study is to investigate the relationship between emotion understanding and 
maternal emotional socialization responses to children's negative emotions. Emotion 
understanding was also investigated according to children's age and gender. The participants 
included 210 Turkish children and their mothers living in Ankara, Turkey. All children were 
recruited from kindergartens and all of them were between 48-72 month-olds. To gather data, 
Affect Knowledge Test (AKT) and Coping with Children’s Negative Emotions Scale were  used. 
Confirmatory Factor Analysis was performed for construct validity for AKT. Pearson 
correlation coefficients, ANOVA and posthoc tests  were conducted. In this study, no relations 
were established between emotion understanding and the maternal emotional responses to 
children's negative emotions.  It also has been revealed that 72 month-olds  had better emotion 
understanding skills and emotion understanding did not change according to children's gender. 
It may be useful to include other important predictors of children’s social and emotional 
competence and paternal responses for future studies. 
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1. Introduction 
 

     Emotion understanding is one of the important components of the emotional competence 
for preschoolers (Denham, Mitchell-Copeland, Strandberg, Auerbach, & Blair 1997). In addition, it 
is a significant task for preschoolers according to developmental perspective (Dunn, Bretherton, & 
Munn, 1987). Emotion understanding which forms up a successful social interaction during 
childhood is generally defined as the cognitive representation of feelings and emotional behaviours 
of an individual (Meerum, Tergowt, & Olthof, 1989, Gomez-Guerrero, 2003). Emotion 
understanding is defined as the ability to understand verbal and nonverbal expressions of one’s 
emotion and others’ emotions. More specifically, it has been suggested that it is a composite score 
which depends on multifaceted abilities, the ability to recognize other’s emotional expression, the 
ability to perceive situational cues, the ability to consider other’s  emotional perspectives based on 
expressional and contextual clues ( Denham, Blair, DeMulder, Levitas, Sawyer, & Auerbach-Major, 
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2003). During preschool period, children start developing skills which help them understand 
emotions as a part of a comprehensive emotional and cognitive development (Harris, 1989). 
Studies concerning emotion understanding report that preschoolers can recognize and label basic 
emotional facial expressions (Cutting & Dunn, 1999). Furthermore preschoolers have affective 
perspective taking abilities (Denham, 1986). Already developed emotional vocabularies and social 
experiences of children enable them to understand the others’ perspectives as well as to refer to 
emotions (Smith & Walden, 1998). Numerous studies on emotion understanding of children 
assume that the most fundamental changes are detected between 36-72 month-olds (Dunn & 
Hughes, 1998). Research conducted in the last two decades on emotional and cognitive 
development demonstrate that there is a developmental change in the emotion recognition abilities 
of children from 12 to 36 month-olds (Pons & Harris, 2005). Whenever a drawing, photograph or 
picture showing an expression is showed to children in 48 and 60 month-olds, it is known that they 
can recognize happy, sad and angry facial expressions and label them correctly, as well (Camras & 
Allison,1985). As children grow up, emotional facial expressions based clues are diminished and 
situational based clues are heightened. Morever their emotion situation knowledge and affective 

perspective skill continue to develop according to different studies (e.g., Gnepp, 1983).  
 

Preschool period is a critical period for social and emotional  competencies (Bronson, 2000) 
and in this period although children make friends, they still have close relations with their mothers 
(Denham, 1998). Mothers, one of the most significant adults enabling the socialization of children 
shape the emotional competence of their children with their responses against the emotions of their 
children (Eisenberg, Cumberland, & Spinrad, 1998).  
 
         When taking the emotional socialization of children into consideration, specific behaviors of 
parents directly  towards children are defined as “Emotion Socialization Responses” (Eisenberg et 
al., 1998). According to Gottman, Katz, & Hooven (1996) socialization responses of parents  
include the adaptive and maladaptive thoughts, emotions and approaches that parents make in 
order to trigger childrens’ emotional understanding. Denham (1998) states that there are three 
processes contributing to the explanation how social learning mechanisms are useful for emotional 
socialization: modeling, coaching and contingency. It is reported that supportive responses, positive 
emotional statements and experiences are the most useful implementations for socializing children 
(Denham, Bassett, & Wyatt, 2010). Supportive responses of parents for child emotions (Eisenberg, 
Fabes, & Murphy, 1996) ease the child to differentiate the children to differ their emotions (Fabes, 
Poulin, Eisenberg, & Madden-Derdich, 2002). Fabes, Leonard, Kupanoff, & Martin (2001) claim 
that there are six kinds of parental responses to struggle with children’s negative emotions. These 
are problem-focused responses, emotion-focused responses, expressive encouragement, punitive 
reactions, minimization reactions, as well as parental distress reactions. Supportive responses 
include supports of mothers for coaching and teaching. Problem-focused responses are those 
which are most frequently used by parents for struggling with children’s negative emotions. 
Emotion-focused responses reflect the parental responses to relax and calm child due to the trouble 
that the child is exposed. Expressive Encouragement reflects actively encouraging children’s 
expression of negative emotions. Supportive responses make children more ready and sensitive to 
emotion learning compared to those responses of nonsupportive parental responses (Denham & 
Grout, 1993). Coaching and contingent responses of parents such as problem solution or relaxation 
will produce more information on emotion understanding (Denham, Renwick-De Bardi, & Hewes, 
1994) and enable the children to discover emotional events, give appropriate responses to 
emotional stimuli (Eisenberg et al, 1998. Nonsupportive responses of mother(s) include 
“Minimizing Reactions” (e.g., "don't cry like a baby”), verbal and physical “Punitive Reactions” 
when children express their emotions verbally (e.g., “Tell my child that If she/he does not stop, 
otherwise that anything she/he wants to do will not be realized”),  and the sixth dimension, 
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“Distress reactions”,  reflected the degree to which parents respond to the child emotions in a 
distressing way (e.g., "feel uncomfortable and embarrassed myself”).  How parents react against the 
children’s display of emotion, and particularly negative emotions containing responses are of great 
importance on social emotional functions of children. Punitive or ignoring parental responses affect 
the children’s thoughts over emotions and lead children to regard emotions as more threatening 
(Eisenberg et al, 1998). In addition, when mothers give more negative and discouraging reactions, 
emotion understanding levels of preschool children are indicated  to be shown less (Denham & 
Auerbach, 1995).       
 
           As emotion understanding based upon cognitive and social factors is a dynamic and multiple 
process, it is highly realized with interpersonal interactions in the social environment. Interaction 
with parents is of great significance in the social and emotional relations of preschool children. 
Therefore, the parental responses are one of the most substantial indicators affecting the children’s 
emotional development (Dunn, Brown, & Beardsall, 1991). In the preschool period mothers 
socializing negative emotions is more complicated compared to socialization of positive emotions 
for mothers (Ramsden & Hubbard, 2002).  In the light of all these information, in this study, it was 
aimed to examine the relationship between Turkish children’s emotion understanding during 
preschool period and maternal responses to children’s negative emotions. Emotion understanding 
is also investigated according to children's age and gender. 
 
2. Method 
 
 2.1. Research Model 
 

It can be said that correlational studies are effective in revealing the relations between 
variables and determining the levels of relationships between variables and they are important 
studies providing clues for further studies about those relationships (Büyüköztürk, Çakmak, Akgün, 
Karadeniz & Demirel, 2009). In order to examine the presence and degree of the two or more 
variables correlational survey model was conducted in the current study.  

 
 2.2. Study Group 
 

The participants included 210 Turkish children and their mothers living in Ankara. All 
children were recruited from kindergartens and they were between 48-72 month-olds. Participants 
were selected through purposive sampling to obtain maximum variation in information (Patton, 
1990). The target children consisted of 105 (50 %) girls and 105 (50 %) boys. A total of 210 
mother’s mean age was 35 (ranging from 25 to 48 years). Most of them had university education (% 
53,3). The majority had high status occupations (% 43,8) (i.e. doctor, teacher). The majority of the 
families (%49,5) fell into the medium income category. 
 
         2.3. Data Collection Tools 
 
           Affect Knowledge Test (AKT):  The purpose of AKT (Denham, 1986) is to examine the 
emotional competence of children based upon labeling and recognition of four basic emotions 
(happy, sad, angry, and afraid) and affective perspective taking based on situational knowledge 
according to facial expressions with the same four basic emotions. Four felt faces were shown to 
the children at random. First, children were asked to label a facial expression of each of the four 
faces (e.g., How does he/she feel ?) in the expressive subtest. Then children  were asked to find 
corresponding  to a particular emotion label by pointing (e.g., “Show me the happy face”) in the 
receptive subtest. The affective perspective taking subtest, consists of two types of situations: 
stereotypical and nonstereotypical. The stereotypical situations include 8 situations (vignette) in 
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which most children normally experience one distinct emotion (e.g., feels happy for icecream). In 
constrast, nonstereotypical scenarios provide atypical settings in which a puppet character feels 
opposite emotions to the common individual experience of each child (e.g., feels anger toward a 
favorite food). Since emotional experiences vary individually, each child was interviewed with 
different combinations of nonstereotypical situations. Nonstereotypical situations selected based on 
the results of Parent Questionnaire in the AKT.  Two points were given to each correct answer and 
the incorrect answers got zero points. One point was given to answers which correctly identified 
the valance of emotion, whether positive or negative (e.g., answering angry instead of sad or nice 
instead of happy) (Denham et al., 1997).   
 

The Turkish version of AKT was conducted for this study by the researchers. AKT 
translation and back translation were conducted by  five academicians or professionals of 
developmental psychology, child development and education and early childhood education. 
Combining together the Turkish and English translations, the common aspects of all were searched 
and expressions showing difference were expressed in common statements by discussing with 
translators. The Turkish and English form was given to five professors for examining in terms of 
content validity, semantic and conceptual equivalence and experiential equivalence. Confirmatory 
factor analysis was conducted to investigate the construct validity of the Turkish version of the 
AKT. Each item on the standardized analysis of t values determine whether there is a significant 
value or not. t values ranged 10.25 and 5.68 and t values for all items were statistically significant 
(p<.05). Chi-Square value of emotion recognition and emotion labelling subtests (χ2=37.93, 
p=0.05) were significant. The goodness of fit index values of the emotion recognition and emotion 
labelling subtests was RMSEA= 0.07, NFI=0.95, CFI=0.95, GFI=0.84 and AGFI =0.92. Chi-
Square value of affective perspective taking subtest (χ2=392, p=0.05) was significant. The goodness 
of fit index values of affective perspective taking subtest (stereotypical and nonstereotypical 
situations) RMSEA=0.08, CFI=0.93, GFI=0.84 and AGFI=0.80. The Cronbach’s alpha for 
emotional labeling and recognition subtests. 64 and for affective perspective taking subtest 
(stereotypical and non stereotypical situations). 88 was found for the internal consistency. 

 
Coping with Children’s Negative Emotions (CCNES): In order to measure maternal socialization 

of emotion, mothers completed the CCNES. The CCNES contains 12 short hypothetical situations 
in which children may experience negative emotions such as anger, sadness and fear. Six response 
categories represent problem-focused, emotion-focused, expressive encouragement, punitive, 
minimization and distress responses. Parents rate how likely that they would be showing parental 
responses in each of the five ways. The scale is based on 7-point scale (from very unlikely to likely). 
The alpha coefficients for the internal consistency of the five subscales were. 78 for problem-
focused responses, .80 for emotion- focused responses, .85 for expressive encouragement, .78 for 
minimization reactions, .69 for punitive reactions, .70 for distress reactions. In the CCNES each of 
the six mother behaviours represented a conceptually different way of responding to children’s 
negative emotions. Problem-focused responses, emotion-focused responses, expressive 
encouragement represent supportive maternal responses. Punitive and minimization reactions 
represent nonsupportive maternal responses (Fabes, Poulin, Eisenberg, Madden-Derdich, 2002). 
While the first five dimensions of the scale assess parents’ specific emotion socialization responses, 
the sixth one is linked more to the parents’ own feeling states rather than to children’s feeling states. 
For this reason, the dimension of Distress Reaction was not examined in the present study.  The 
internal consistency of Cronbach’s alpha ranged. 84 for supportive responses and.87 for 
nonsupportive responses in the Turkish version of the scale (Altan, 2006). 
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2.4. Procedure 
 

The parent questionnaire, which is a part of AKT was attached the consent form. Mothers 
firstly filled out this questionnaire which asks them to evaluate typical reactions of their children in 
spesific situations. Scenario types for the affective perspective taking subtest was selected on the 
basis of parents’ answers to the questionnaire. Before starting the implementation, the necessary 
legal permissions were received from the Ministry of Education. The aim of the study was 
explained to the parents and their consent was obtained to involve their children in the research. 
Each child was tested individually in a quiet room in his/her preschool,  kindergarten in suitable 
days and times. The child was told that if she/he does not want to complete session, he/she has a 
right to end up the testing. During the sessions if the child seemed inattentive or not responding 
and talking, the researcher stopped to play or chat with the child for a while. Each child completed  
AKT tasks in one session and all tasks took approximately 30–40 minute long. After completing 
the session, the child was thanked, given his or her reward (sticker) and escorted back to his or her 
classroom.    
 
2.6. Research Ethics 
 
          In this study, parents did complete a consent form to give permission to the researches. 
Furthermore, a verbal and official permission asked form the director of preschoolers.     
 
2.5. Data Analysis 
 

Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to investigate the construct validity of AKT. 
The results of confirmatory factor analysis was submitted in the data tool section. Multivariate two 
way analysis was performed to explore whether children’s emotion understanding performance and 
mother reported supportive and nonsupportive responses to children’s negative emotions differed 
by children’s age and gender. Multivariate one way analysis was conducted to find the differences of 
emotion understanding and mothers reported responses to children’s negative emotions based on 
mother’s education, occupation and family income. Dunnet C and Scheffe Test were used for Post 
Hoc Comparisons. Pearson correlation coefficients were employed to assess the relations between 
the children's emotion understanding and the mother’s reported responses to children’s negative 
emotions.  

 
3. Results 

 
To examine whether maternal responses to children’s negative emotions and emotion 

understanding was related, correlations were conducted between the maternal reported responses 
and AKT. Unexpectedly, none of the mothers’ responses were significantly correlated with 
children’s AKT scores. There was only one and very little significant correlation between emotion 
labeling subtest and mother’s emotion-focused responses (r=.15, p<.05). 

 
Based on the second aim of this study  emotion understanding is also investigated 

according to children's age and gender. Based on multivariate analysis there was significantly main 
effect of children’s age on emotion recognition, [F(2, 204)=6.870; p<.01]. Effect size of children’s age 
explained % 6 of the total variance of emotion recognition scores. Results of post hoc Dunnett C 
analysis reflected that 48-59 month-olds children scores (M=7.47, SD=.793), on emotion 
recognition is less than 60-71 month-olds children scores (M=7.81, SD=.546) and 72 and more 
month-olds children’s emotion recognition scores (M=7.81, SD=.519). As shown Table 1. 
multivariate analysis also indicated that there was significantly main effect of children's age on 
affective perspective taking (stereotypical and nonstereotypical situations), [F(2, 204)=10.162 p<.01]. 
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Effect size of children’s age explained % 10 of the total variance affective perspective scores. 
Results of post hoc Dunnett C analysis reflected that 72 and more month-olds scores (M=38.65, 
SD=1.80) were more than 60-71 month-olds children scores (M=37.02, SD=4.38) and 48-59 
month-olds children scores (M=35.24, SD=6.11). Analysis did not produce significant age 
differences for emotion labeling scores  [F(2, 204)=.615; p>.05]. Multivariate analysis also did not yield 
and significant gender differences on  children's emotion recognition, emotion labeling and 
affective perspective taking scores. 
 

Source Df  F p 



 

Emotion labeling     
Age 2 .615 .542  
Gender 1 .008 .930  
Age x Gender 2 2.489 .085  
Error 204    
Total 210    
Emotion Recognition    .06 
Age 2 6.870 .001*  
Gender 1 3.461 .064  
AgexGender 2 .080 .923  
Error 204    
Total 210    
Affective Perspective Taking     
Age 2 10.162 .000* .10 
Gender 1 .924 .338  
AgexGender 2 .921 .400  
Error 204    
Total 210    

 
4.  Discussion 

In the current study, the fact that there are no relations between  maternal supportive and 
nonsupportive responses, and children’s emotion understanding can be argued with some findings 
supporting the result of the present study.  There are studies (Song, 2005; Tao, Zhou & Wang, 
2010; Wang, 2003) revealing the different results obtained from Western culture related to the 
responses of parents to the children’s negative emotions. For example, the relation between 
emotion understanding skills of Korean children in 48-60 month-olds and socialization responses 
of their mothers to their negative emotions have been examined and it  was revealed in  that study 
that maternal supportive and non-supportive responses to their children’s negative emotions have 
no relations (Song, 2005). Wang (2003) also has analyzed the development of emotion situation 
knowledge of American and Chinese children in 36-72 month-olds as well as the socialization 
behaviors and practices. Wang (2003) revealed that there are some differences between Chinese and 
American mothers in terms of socialization behaviors. Tao, Zhou, & Wang (2010) have reported in 
study they have performed on Chinese children and their mothers that none of supportive and 
nonsupportive responses can solely predict the child adjustment variables. These studies bring to 
mind that “culture” can be an explanatory variable for the current study result as no relations have 
been detected between the maternal responses and children’s emotion understanding. According to 
Brody & Hall (2000) socialization is reported to a process dependent to culture and the 
socialization of child is realized by the members of culture in which the child lives (Vygotsky, 1978, 
as cited in Mei & Fernandez, 2004). Gordon (1989) also points out that culture has very substantial 
effect on the emotion understanding. Nevertheless, Eisenberg et al., (1998) and Thao et al., (2010) 

http://dx.doi.org/10.14687/ijhs.v13i1.3708


 
Kılıç, Ş., & Güngör Aytar, A. (2016). Emotion understanding of Turkish preschoolers and maternal emotional 

socialization. International Journal of Human Sciences, 13(1), 2102-2112. doi:10.14687/ijhs.v13i1.3708 

 

 

2108 

have stressed out the fact that parental responses to children’s negative emotions, authoritative and 
democratic parental styles may be altogether evaluated with the developmental mechanisms of 
socialization (such as, emotional control of children, understanding and expression of emotions). In 
the current study, contingency, coaching/teaching models have been examined in the basis of 
“emotion socializing responses” defined as the specific behaviors of mothers for the negative 
emotions of children (Eisenberg et al, 1998). That no relations have been acquired between the 
maternal responses and emotion understanding is considered to be more specifically, associated 
with focus solely on socializing emotions, rather than the qualifications of parents. Socialization 
beliefs of parents, socialization goals, styles, practices and strategies are all together named as 
parental characteristics.  Furthermore it is reported that parents use these skills  in order to 
contribute to the development of their children (Collins & Maccoby; Steinberg, Hetherington, & 
Bornstein, 2000; Darling & Steinberg, 1993).               

In this study, the fact that no relations were established between maternal supportive and 
nonsupportive responses and emotion understanding brought to mind that mothers did not try to 
socialize the negative emotions of their children much. Root & Rubin (2010) have underlied that 
mothers tend to make more effort to socialize positive emotions and behaviors. The fact that no 
relations have been acquired between the maternal supportive responses to children’s negative 
emotions and emotion understanding with nonsupportive responses can be expressed with 
different reactions simultaneously, as well. For example, if the child is crying, the mother, as a 
representative of emotion-focused response, can try to calm the child down, and this can be 
followed by expressive encouragement. Mothers at the same time can exhibit punitive reactions, 
frequently. Therefore, the mother may deliver one or more reactions which may cause another 
response (Song, 2005). Gottman et al., (1996) states that emotion-focused responses solely cannot 
be associated with emotion understanding, and that immediately after emotion-focused responses 
problem-focused responses should be followed. This situation puts forward the necessity that 
particularly the combined and subsequent responses of mothers to the negative emotions should 
include different options for measurements. The fact that no relations have been established in the 
study between the children’s emotion understanding and the responses of mothers can be 
expressed with the natural development of children’s emotion understanding abilities and that the 
age of the child is of great significance for the emotion understanding. Perez-Rivierea (2008) also 
emphasized that age is, too, important in the case that no relations have been acquired between 
families and preschool children for socializing behaviors.   
 

In the last two decades, the studies on emotional and cognitive development have showed that  
the emotion understanding abilities of children is subject to fundamental developmental changes 
emerged between 36-72 month-olds (Pons, Harris, & de Rosnay, 2004). It is also determined in this 
study that the emotion understanding abilities are increasing depending upon age. This result 
complies with other studies. For example, Thompson & Ontai (2002) underline the fact that in the 
emotion understanding abilities of children, there is a substantial developmental difference from 36 
to 60 month-olds. In this increase, not only the age of children but also the other variables are  
considered to be determiner such as emotional facial expression and verbal clues, accurate 
assessment of situation based clues, and increase of interactions with other people (Nixon & 
Watson, 2001). In this study, children in 72 month-olds have better emotion recognition skills than 
48-59 month-olds and 60-71 months-olds.  Age based change related to emotion recognition in this 
study is parallel to the results of other studies. As a result of Denham & Couchoud (1990) study, 
performed on children between 24 and 48 month-olds on the emotional facial expressions, it has 
been concluded that the older children are better compared to younger children. Denham & 
Couchoud (1990) also state emotional recognition abilities are increased with age. Widen & Russell 
(2004) define that understanding of emotions and recognition processes have developed gradually. 
Harter & Buddin (1987) base upon the cognitive development theory of Piaget and point out the 
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fact that when the young children become more developed in cognitive pattern, they can become 
aware of more than one emotion.  The findings of this study have also revealed that 72 month-olds 
children performed significantly better affective perspective taking skills than younger children. 
This finding is consistent with many other studies pointing out the fact that the emotional 
situational knowledge increases with age (Pons & Harris, 2005). Felleman, Barden, Carlson, 
Rosenberg & Masters (1993) stated that facial and voice expressions are very important in the 
affective perspective taking skills of preschool children.  Emotional labeling is not changed in the 
current study  according to the age of the child. Some studies comparing emotion labeling and 
recognition is complying with the results of this study. In the study of Shields & Padawer (1983) on 
36 and 72 month-olds children, it is stated that labeling emotions is a difficult process. Shields and 
Padawer (1983) also stated that in order for children to label an emotion, it is necessary to 
understand the meaning. In addition, in the study of Nelson & Russell (2008) concerning how 36 
and 72 month-olds children label happy, sad, angry and scared facial expressions based upon body 
and voice clues, it is pointed out that no age based difference and change are available.  
Additionally, beyond children’s age, there is a myriad of other factors such as children’s gender that 
could influence emotion understanding. In this study, it has been revealed that composite scores of 
AKT of children not changed significantly according to gender. Martin & Green (2005) indicated 
that emotion understanding skill is not different according to gender. It should be researched why 
there are no gender based differences in children's understanding of emotions in different cultures 
according to Lenti-Boero & Giacobbe (1999) and Perez-Riviera (2008).  

 
5. Conclusion and Suggestions 
 
  For future studies, it  may be useful to include other important predictors of children’s social 

and emotional competence. First, paternal responses can be studied as well as maternal responses in 
other studies. Second, those studies to be realized for the parental socialization can focus on 
parental variables such as stress levels of parents, marital relations, social and interpersonal skills. 
Third, it is important to obtain data concerning the social emotional skills from independent 
resources (mother, child and teacher) with independent measures. In the current study maternal 
responses to children’s negative emotions measured based on their self report. Obtaining data with 
many methods (e.g., standard test, questionnaire, semi-structured observation etc.) will contribute 
to the multiple dimensional relations. Based upon the supportive and nonsupportive response 
reports, and observations conducted at home, laboratory or school environment, substantial 
contribution will be enabled. Fifth, it is important to note that other components of emotion 
understanding should be added in future researches. In this study emotion understanding skills 
have been examined upon emotion recognition, labeling and affective perspective taking. Future 
studies can include evaluations from many other aspects such as external causes, memory and 
belief. 

 
6. Limitation of the study 
 
       The current study was conducted with 48-72 month-olds and their mothers in Ankara city 

center. Therefore it can be explain the limitation of the study was the age group of preschoolers 
and their mothers. 
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