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Bridging the Gap: Parent-Child Play
Interaction and Peer Interactive Competence

Kevin MacDonald and Ross D. Parke

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

MacDoNALD, KEVIN, and PARKE, Ross D. Bridging the Gap: Parent-Child Play Interaction and
Peer Interactive Competence. CHILD DEVELOPMENT, 1984, 55, 1265-1277. A multimeasure, mul-
ticontext study of the relationship between father-child and mother-child play and children’s
competence with preschool peers was conducted. 13 boys and 14 girls, ages 3—4 years, and their
parents participated. Children were videotaped while playing with each parent separately for
20 min in their homes. Children’s social competence with their peers was independently eval-
uated by 3 measures: (1) rankings of preschool teachers of popularity with peers, (2) Q-sort ratings
of children’s competence by their teachers, and (3) assessments of social interaction with 3
different preschool peers on separate occasions. Differential patterns of maternal and paternal
behavior were associated with the social competence of boys and girls. Paternal physical play,
engagement, and maternal verbal behavior were positively related to children’s peer relations,
especially for boys. Paternal directiveness was negatively related to popularity for boys and girls,
while maternal directiveness was positively linked with popularity for girls. Opportunities for
learning to regulate affect are hypothesized to contribute to these relationships. The study il-
lustrates the linkages between family and peer social systems.

Recent models of social development
have recognized the embeddedness of the
child in a variety of social systems and have
emphasized the need to discover the links
between the various social worlds of child-
hood (Hartup, 1979; Lewis & Fiering, 1981).
Social systems theory (Sameroff, 1983) pro-
vides a useful perspective by its emphases
on the interdependence of the family and
peer system and the reciprocal causalities oc-
curring both within and between these sys-
tems. Both descriptive research, in which the
variations in properties of central aspects of
each system are systematically related, as well
as experimental research, in which modifi-
cations in one system are introduced in order
to explore the impact within and across sys-
tems, are useful approaches to uncovering
the links between systems. The present study
is in the first tradition and provides a de-
scription of the interrelationships between
mother and father play interaction and peer
competence.

It is assumed that these links can be es-
tablished directly and indirectly. Direct in-
teraction with family members such as par-
ents and siblings may provide opportunities
to learn, rehearse, and refine social skills such

as initiating, maintaining, and conflict re-
solving that are common to successful social
interaction not only in family contexts but in
other social contexts (e.g., peer settings) as
well (Asher, Renshaw, & Hymel, 1982). An-
other view stresses the direct link between
families and peers through the establishment
of a secure attachment, which in turn me-
diates the child’s subsequent adaptation to
peers (Sroufe, 1979). Indirectly, in infancy
and early childhood, family and peer systems
are linked by the opportunities provided by
parents for peer interaction.

In recent years, examinations of this is-
sue have been dominated largely by only one
of these viewpoints—the impact of infant-
parent attachment on later social compe-
tence. A number of investigators (Arend,
Gove, & Sroufe, 1979; Easterbrooks & Lamb,
1979; Pastor, 1981; Waters, Wippman, &
Sroufe, 1979) have found associations be-
tween attachment classification and mea-
sures of peer competence assessed up to age
3. While this approach has demonstrated a
link between the parent-child and peer so-
cial systems, the alternative approach, which
seeks to discover specific aspects of the par-
ent-child relationships that are related to so-
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cial competence, has received less emphasis.
As Eckerman and Stein (1983) point out, there
is a need for more molecular constructs that
permit detailed tracing of clear antecedents
and consequences of social functioning in
addition to more global constructs such as
attachment.

The principal aim of this study is to ex-
amine the relationship between specific fea-
tures of parent-child interaction and peer
competence. Fathers as well as mothers are

included in view of the evidence indicating -

differences in interactive style of mothers and
fathers (Clarke-Stewart, 1980; Lamb, 1977a,
1977b; Power & Parke, 1982), as well as evi-
dence from earlier child-rearing studies that
suggest that both mothers’ and fathers’ be-
haviors are related to children’s social rela-
tions (Baldwin, 1948; Hoffman, 1961; Win-
der & Rau, 1962). Although limited by
reliance on either interview methods or
global rating scoring systems, these early
studies provide suggestive guidelines con-
cerning the parental variables that may relate
to peer relations. Parental directiveness, es-
pecially paternal control, is expected to be
negatively related to peer competence, while
parental responsivity and involvement are
hypothesized to be positively linked to peer
interaction. An observationally based assess-
ment of these aspects of parent-child inter-
action will provide a more adequate evalu-
ation of their relationship to peer competence.
A second aim of the study is to extend the
examination of stylistic differences in mother
and father play beyond infancy to the pre-
school period.

Method

Overview of procedures.—The study in-
volved collecting two sets of data and ex-
amining their interrelationships. On the par-
ent-child side, there were assessments of the
parents playing with their children in a home
setting. On the child-peer side, there were
behavioral assessments of the children in-
teracting with three different peers on sep-
arate occasions. In addition, the children were
ranked by their teachers according to their
social popularity (Connolly & Doyle, 1981),
and the teachers performed a Q-sort describ-
ing the children’s social behavior.

Subjects—The subjects were 27 Cau-
casian nursery school children aged 36-59
months and their ‘parents. The sample in-
cluded 14 girls and 13 boys recruited from
three nursery schools in a small Midwestern
city. All parents were middle class and well
educated. Parents were sent a letter describ-

ing the study and later contacted by tele-
phone. Only families with both parents liv-
ing with the child were included in the study,
and approximately 25% of the parents thus
contacted volunteered for the study.

Home observation procedure.—Chil-
dren were videotaped in their homes with
their mother and father separately and on
different days. Each play session was 20 min.
The order of mother-child and father-child
sessions was counterbalanced. For the first
10 min, the parents were asked to play with
their children “as they normally do,” or, if
they do not play with their children, to per-
form any other activity they typically do to-
gether. In the second 10 min, the experi-
menter stated that he was interested also in
physical play (i.e., activities such as tickling,
wrestling, and playing horsey), and that he
would like to see some examples of this type
of play if that is part of their normal activity
together. If they did not normally play with
the child in this manner, it was suggested
that they could continue playing in the way
they had been or switch to an activity of their
choice.

Home observational measures.—The
videotapes were divided into 10-sec epochs
and scored for a variety of physical and ver-
bal behaviors as indicated below:

1. Physical play: The number of epochs
in which the parent and child engaged in
physical play together. Physical play in-
cluded a wide range of active play styles
characterized by wrestling, tickling, swing-
ing the child in the air, and so on, but was
not restricted to these specific activities, and
included physically active parent-child in-
teractions that did not correspond readily to
any of the usual categories of physical play.

2. Positive affect of the child with the
parent: Each 10-sec epoch was rated on a
four-point scale, with a rating of 1 indicating
neutral affect; 2, low-level laughter; 3, mod-
erate laughter; and 4, intense laughter. A
child’s total positive affect score was the sum
of his or her ratings for each 10-min session
(i.e., 60 epochs). Negative affect was too in-
frequent to merit scoring.

3. Directiveness: Instances in which a
parent issues a command to the child.

4. Parental engagement: Number of ep-
ochs in which the parent was actively par-
ticipating in the child’s activity as opposed
to merely observing the activity.

5. Number of verbal interchanges: This
category was arrived at by counting the num-



ber of times the parent spoke to the child.
An interchange was bounded on both sides
either by a statement by the child or by a
pause of at least 5 sec.

Teacher assessment.—Two nursery
school teachers were asked to rank the chil-
dren in their classes according to the fre-
quency and extensiveness with which they
were sought out as playmates by other chil-
dren, that is, their social popularity (Con-
nolly & Doyle, 1981). The rankings were then
averaged to give final popularity scores. In
addition, the teachers completed the Cali-
fornia Q-sort (Baumrind, 1968). Again, two
teachers completed the sort, and their rank-
ings of the items were averaged.

Peer observations.—Each child was vid-
eotaped for 12 min with a same-sex peer from
his or her nursery school class in a mobile
playroom. Each child was observed inter-
acting with each of three different class-
mates. The rear of a recreational vehicle was
partitioned into a play area measuring 2.3 X
2.0 m and an area from which videotapes
were recorded. The play area was heavily
carpeted and contained a canvas-covered in-
nertube (jumpoline), an inflated ball, a pil-
low, and, after 6 min of the play session, an
inflated 1.3-m-tall bobo doll. The children
also had access to two rotatable seats that
were situated on a platform 30 cm above the
playing surface.

Peer observation measures—The vid-
eotapes were rated by two independent rat-
ers on the following seven-point scales: (1)
easygoing—irritable; (2) much acrimony and
verbal fighting—no acrimony and verbal fight-
ing; (3) no negative affect-much negative af-
fect; (4) child is dominant over other child—
child is subordinate to other child; (5) child
often takes the initiative, directs, or makes
suggestions—child never takes the initiative,
directs, or makes suggestions; (6) secure—
fearful; (7) ill at ease-relaxed and easygoing;
(8) disjointed, awkward interaction—coordi-
nated, harmonious interaction; (9) high
agreement on joint activity choices—low
agreement, much negotiation and
disagreement.

The intercorrelations among these mea-
sures revealed four clusters, which, in turn,
were used as dependent variables. The
Abrasive Interaction cluster was composed
of the following ratings: (1) irritability, (2)
negative affect, and (3) acrimony. Intercor-
relations for these ratings averaged .86 for
boys and .65 for girls. The Dominance cluster
consisted of two ratings: (1) dominant, and
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(2) takes initiative, directs, and makes sug-
gestions; these ratings correlated .94 for boys
and .95 for girls. The third cluster measured
how Relaxed the child was in the peer ses-
sions and was indexed by the secure and re-
laxed ratings; these intercorrelated .91 for
boys and .92 for girls. The fourth cluster, la-
beled Harmonious Interaction, consisted of
ratings 7 and 8 (coordinated, harmonious, and
high agreement on joint activities), which
were highly intercorrelated (r = .95 for boys
and .97 for girls). The intercorrelations among
the four clusters of ratings were low, aver-
aging —.31 for boys and —.24 for girls.

Coding and reliability—The following
parental behaviors were scored each time
they occurred, regardless of how many times
they occurred within an epoch: directive-
ness, ending pauses, and verbal inter-
changes. Since the remaining behaviors often
occurred for a considerable time, they were
scored if an instance occurred during a 10-
sec epoch. These included physical play and
engagement. A total of six coders were used
to code the videotapes, with five coders ana-
lyzing the parent-child tapes and two the peer
tapes. No coders were used on both sets of
tapes, with the exception that one of the au-
thors. (KM), who coded some of the parent-
child tapes, also checked the reliability of the
coding of the peer tapes. Reliability was cal-
culated as the quotient of the number of
agreements divided by the number of agree-
ments plus disagreements. Reliability was
above .90 for all these behaviors.

For the ratings, correlations were cal-
culated between the ratings of two indepen-
dent observers. The correlation for the affect
ratings of the parent-child interactions was
based on a sample of ratings made by the five
coders and was based on 461 epochs. For
positive affect, the correlations for the ratings
ofthe children’s interactions with peers were
based on the ratings of two independent ob-
servers for each tape, with a total of three
raters being used. These raters had no
knowledge of the parent-child tapes. The
correlations for these ratings ranged from .62
to .87, with only the rating for irritable—easy-
going (.62) being below .75.

Results

Sex and session differences for parent-
child interaction.—Fathers engaged in sig-
nificantly more physical play with their chil-
dren than mothers (p < .01), while mothers
engaged in more object-mediated play (p <
.01) with their children than fathers. Chil-
dren playing with fathers had higher total
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affect ratings than when playing with moth-
ers (p < .05). Mothers and fathers did not
differ in directiveness or in any aspect of ver-
bal behavior. Both parents talked more to girls
than boys (p < .01). There were a number of
significant session effects that showed that
physical play (p < .001) and affective ex-
pressiveness (p < .001) were higher in the
second session, while object-mediated play
occurred more in the first session (p < .001).
Both parental (p < .05) and child directive-
ness (p < .001) were greater in the second
session than in the first session, which sug-
gests that providing an opportunity for phys-
ical play increases mutual directiveness on
the part of both parents and children.

Sex differences in peer interactive be-
havior.—A repeated-measures analysis of
variance involving sex of child and session
revealed no order of session effect. Boys en-
gaged in more wrestling (p < .04) and more
hitting, kicking, and throwing objects (p <
.02) than girls. Girls were higher in suggest-
ing (p < .01) and pretending (p < .01). There
were no other differences in behavior fre-
quencies for the boys and girls. Analyses of
the behavior ratings indicated that boys’ in-
teractions were rated as faster paced (p < .02)
and as more often involving physically in-
tense play with either objects (p < .05) or
other children (p < .01).

Associations between parent variables
and child social behavior—In order to ex-
amine the relationships between parental
behavior and peer competence, a series of
correlations between parental variables and

the following peer measures are presented:
(a) teacher rankings of popularity, (b) teacher
Q-sort ratings of the children, and (c) peer-
interaction measures. Similar patterns of re-
sults, not presented here, were found using
ratings of the parent-child sessions and coded
behaviors in the peer sessions.

a) Parent behavior and teacher rankings
of popularity: Table 1 shows the correlations
between parental variables and the teacher
rankings of popularity. For boys, both ma-
ternal and paternal behaviors were related to
teacher popularity rankings. Boys whose
mothers were engaging, directive, verbally
stimulating, and who elicited positive affect
during play were rated as popular. Paternal
engagement was also positively correlated
with popularity, but paternal directiveness
was negatively related to the teacher ratings.
Girls’ popularity rankings were positively
correlated with paternal physical play and
affect during play and negatively related to
paternal directiveness and verbal inter-
changes. The correlations between the rank-
ings of the girls and mother-daughter inter-
action showed a positive relationship
between maternal directiveness and social
popularity.

Examination of the intercorrelations
among the parent measures revealed strong
associations among physical play, directive-
ness, and engagement for both boys and girls.
Physical play between fathers and sons is
positively correlated with directiveness (r =
+.66, p < .01) and engagement (r = +.53,
p < .01), while engagement and directive-

TABLE 1

CORRELATIONS AND PARTIAL CORRELATIONS (in Parentheses) BETWEEN PARENTAL VARIABLES AND
TEACHER RANKINGS OF POPULARITY

FATHERS MOTHERS
PARENTAL BEHAVIOR Session 1 Session 2 Session 1 Session 2
Boys:
Physicalplay .................. (.56)** . R
Affect of child with parent...... . (41)* S2*¥*(B1)**  42* (.45)*
Parental directiveness .......... —.43* -.37* S1** o
Parental engagement ........... A46**( .65)** 37*  (.55)** .53**(.32) B62**(,6]1)**
Verbal interchanges ............ - - 43* (.43)* B3**(,67)**
Girls:
Physical play .................. 36* (.40)* STLHRRR(TE)*H* (.45)* ...
Affect of child with parent...... L. AT7** (.40)* . .40*
Parental directiveness .......... —.56%* 58** 37*
Parental engagement ........... (—.42)*
Verbal interchanges ............ —.40* (—.41)*
*p <.10.
**p < .05.

***p < 0l



ness are not significantly correlated (r =
+.22, N.S.). For fathers and girls, there were
no significant correlations among these vari-
ables. Maternal physical play is positively
correlated with directiveness for both boys
(r = +.64, p < .01) and girls (r = +.63, p
< .01) but nonsignificantly correlated with
engagement (r = +.40, p < .10, for boys, and

= —.01 for girls). Maternal directiveness
and engagement were not significantly cor-
related. Since these analyses suggest that
physical play and directiveness are corre-
lated, further correlational analyses between
teacher popularity rankings and parental be-
haviors were run controlling for parental di-
rectiveness. The partial correlations are
shown in parentheses on Table 1.

Both paternal physical play engagement
and the affect of the child with the father in
the second session show higher associations
with teacher popularity rankings of boys with
this variable controlled and revealed a higher
correlation between first-session physical
play for both sexes of parents and teacher
rankings for girls.

In summary, popular boys have mothers
and fathers who are engaging and elicit affect
during play, mothers who are verbally stim-
ulating, and fathers who are low in direc-
tiveness and physically playful. Girls whose
teachers rate them as popular have physically
playful and affect-eliciting but nondirective
fathers, and directive mothers.

b) Parent behavior and teacher Q-sort
items: The teacher Q-sort items provide a
more detailed picture of the specific aspects
of children’s social behavior that are associ-
ated with parental interactions. Using the
prior analyses as a guide, only those parental
variables that were most highly correlated
with teacher popularity scores are presented
in Tables 2 and 3. For boys, these variables
are paternal engagement and physical play,
controlling for directiveness, as well as pa-
ternal directiveness and maternal verbal in-
terchange, while for girls these are paternal
physical play, controlling for directiveness,
and maternal directiveness. Paternal engage-
ment and physical play as well as maternal
verbal interchange are generally positively
associated with desirable attributes such as
helpfulness, leadership, involvement, and
clear communication skills and negatively
associated with undesirable attributes such
as being apprehensive, being unable to get
along with others, and an unwillingness to
share. In addition, these parental behaviors
correlate with a peer versus an adult orien-
tation. Paternal directiveness, in contrast, is
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associated with negative social attributes,
such as socially withdrawn, seldom being
sought out by other children, being hesitant
with other children, and being a spectator in
social activities. Moreover, an adult orien-
tation, indexed by concern about adult ap-
proval and forming an attachment to the
teacher, is positively correlated with paternal
directiveness. For girls, paternal physical play
is again associated with desirable social at-
tributes such as high positive emotional ex-
pressiveness and clarity of communication as
well as originality, novelty, and creativity.
Maternal directiveness, as in the case of pa-
ternal directiveness with boys, is associated
with attraction to adults as well as some at-
tributes that may facilitate peer acceptance,
such as emotional expressiveness and social
assertiveness (lack of hesitancy to engage
others).

In summary, boys show a consistent pro-
file of positive characteristics being associ-
ated with paternal engagement and physical
play and maternal verbal behavior. A nega-
tive array of attributes that are less likely to
lead to peer acceptance is linked with pa-
ternal directiveness for boys. Girls who have
physically playful fathers and to a lesser ex-
tent directive mothers show a consistent set
of positive social attributes as well as aspects
of intellectual competence.

c) Parent behavior and peer interaction:
For analyses, the ratings across all three play
sessions were averaged for each child. Table
4 shows the significant correlations and par-
tial correlations (controlling for directive-
ness) between mother and father behavior
and peer interaction ratings for boys and girls.
Boys with positive peer relations as indexed
by being relaxed with peers and/or having
harmonious peer interactions had fathers who
were high in physical play, elicited positive
affect during their interactions with their sons,
engaged their child during play, and were
not highly verbal in their interactions. In ad-
dition, boys who dominated the interactions
and were high in initiative taking had fathers
who were high in their physical play and
engaging. Boys’ negative peer relations as
rated by the abrasiveness of their interac-
tions were positively correlated with pater-
nal directiveness and negatively related to
paternal physical play and affect. Paternal
verbal behavior was also related positively
to abrasive peer interaction. In contrast, while
maternal physical play and child affect gen-
erated during play did not relate to boys’ peer
play, maternal engagement and verbal be-
havior yielded positive correlations, with boys
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TABLE 3

PARTIAL CORRELATIONS BETWEEN TEACHER Q-SORT ITEMS AND SELECTED PARENTAL
VARIABLES: GIRLS

Father’s Mother’s

Physical Play Directiveness
Self-directed ....... ..o e —.42*
Expressive of positive emotions ..................... 43* 54**
Vaguely apprehensive. ........ B —.38*
Seeks contact with adults .................... ... ... .. .38*
Indirect in asking forhelp .............. ... ... —.52%* — .58%*
Expresses negative feelings openly and directly ... ... R b
Forms attachment to teacher ........................ 55**
Hesitatestoengage..........ccovvviiiieiiinnennnnn. ... —.41*
Communicates message clearly...................... 45**
Characteristically unoccupied ....................... -.37*
Uncurious aboutthenew ......... ... ... ... —.44*
Ordinary, unoriginal in verbal behavior .............. — .60**
Likes to learn new cognitive tasks................... 44*
Creative and original in use of materials ............. 37*
Physically courageous ...............cooiiiiiiiit, .B0**
Stretches to meet demands for excellence............ .39*
Withdraw from excitement or commotion............. —.59**

NOTE.—Both sessions combined.

*p <.10.
**p < .05.

being relaxed and harmonious, as well as
dominant in their peer relations. Maternal
engagement and verbal interchange were, in
turn, negatively related to the abrasiveness
of the boys’ interaction pattern.

In summary, the same parental variables,
namely, maternal verbal behavior and pater-
nal physical play and engagement, that are
associated with teacher rankings of popular-
ity are related to an observed pattern of har-
monious, relaxed, and dominant interaction
with peers. Similarly, paternal directive-
ness—a variable that was related to low pop-
ularity ranking—was correlated with an abra-
sive peer interaction pattern for boys.

For girls, harmonious and relaxed peer
interactions were positively related to father
verbal behavior, while abrasive peer inter-
action and dominance were positively re-
lated to father physical play and father en-
gagement and negatively related to father
verbal interchanges and to the extent to which
fathers maintained the verbal conversation
as indexed by ending pauses. On the mater-
nal side, directiveness was highly and pos-
itively correlated with abrasive peer inter-
actions for girls. Being relaxed with peers
and being dominant were both negatively
associated with maternal verbal behavior. In
summary, the maternal variables that are as-
sociated with peer popularity as rated by the

teacher are related to an observed pattern of
abrasive and dominant interaction with peers
for girls.

Discussion

The findings of the study confirm earlier
results concerning the nature of sex differ-
ences in peer-peer play (Di Pietro, 1981) and
extend prior reports (Clarke-Stewart, 1980;
Lamb, 1977; Parke & Tinsley, 1981; Power
& Parke, 1982) of mother and father differ-
ences in play style from infancy to nursery
school-age children.

Of greater significance are the results that
demonstrate that these stylistic differences
of mothers and fathers are related to popu-
larity ratings and peer interaction patterns of
boys and girls, but in different ways. For boys,
the extent to which the mother verbally en-
gaged her son was a significant correlate of
peer popularity. Possibly, these boys learn
verbal strategies that both help them in ini-
tiating and maintaining peer interaction. A
second factor, directiveness, bears a more
complex relationship with peer popularity, in
part dependent on whether mother or father
is being directive. While maternal directive-
ness is positively associated with popularity,
paternal directiveness is negatively linked
with popularity ratings. Others (Baumrind,
Note 1) have found a similar negative rela-



tionship between paternal directiveness and
boys’ social behavior with peers. Directive-
ness may contribute to the development of
social interaction skills differently depend-
ing on the degree and frequency of direc-
tiveness. Directiveness at moderate levels
may provide opportunities to learn to control
the direction, tempo, and content of social
interaction, whereas at high levels, few op-
portunities to practice these skills are af-
forded. Maternal and paternal directiveness
may relate differentially to boys’ as well as
girls’ popularity, then, due to the differing
degrees of directiveness on the part of moth-
ers and fathers. In the present case, father-
son combinations tended to exhibit more di-
rectiveness than other parent-child combi-
nations. Moreover, a median split of the sam-
ple of boys into those with high- and low-
directive fathers and a similar split of the
sample of girls into those with high- and low-
directive mothers showed that the high-di-
rective fathers were significantly more di-
rective than the high-directive mothers (¢ test;
p < .025). Girls may thus have the opportu-
nity to learn regulatory social skills and at
the same time be provided a model of as-
sertiveness—a characteristic that may well
be related to popularity in girls. The likeli-
hood of adopting the mother as a model is
increased due to the fact that mothers who
were directive were also highly engaging. As
others have shown (e.g., Hetherington &
Frankie, 1967), a combination of power and
warmth is likely to increase the imitation of
a dominant parent. This pattern underscores
the fact that some aspects of parental behav-
ior that are viewed as negative, such as di-
rectiveness, may, at least in the case of girls,
produce positive socialization outcomes.

A further factor of importance for boys
as well as girls is parents’ physical play. In
contrast to attention given to the cognitive-
learning aspects of play (Rubin, Fein, & Van-
denberg, 1983), the opportunities for learn-
ing affect recognition and regulation in the
context of play have received limited atten-
tion, and generally only in infancy (Power &
Parke, 1982; Stern, 1974). Through physi-
cally playful interaction with their parents,
especially fathers, children may be learning
the social communicative value of their own
affective displays as well as how to use these
signals to regulate the social behavior of oth-
ers. In turn, they may learn to accurately de-
code the social and affective signals of other
social partners. Field and Walden (1982)
present evidence that children’s sociometric
status was related to children’s ability to cor-
rectly identify facial expressions of emotion.
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It is interesting that only after controlling
directiveness does the contribution of phys-
ical play become evident. Possibly children
who interact with highly controlling parents
have fewer opportunities to acquire and
practice at least the initiating aspects of these
skills. Independent assessment of children’s
skills in both encoding and decoding social
and affective signals as a function of parental
interactive style would begin to address these
hypothesized underlying processes.

Closely related is the parent’s ability to
generate positive affect in the child in the
course of play. This factor was also clearly
implicated as a contributor to peer popular-
ity. Perhaps children who are affectively ex-
pressive during parent-child interactions are
also emotionally expressive in their peer in-
teractions. This pattern is consistent with the
recent finding of Sroufe, Schork, Motti, La-
wroski, and La Freniere (1983), who found
positive relationships between affective ex-
pressiveness and peer social competence.

The study also raises some methodolog-
ical questions concerning the relative value
of teacher ratings and direct observations as
approaches to the measurement of social
competence. In our data, some apparent dis-
crepancies exist between the teacher ratings
and the observed peer interactions, espe-
cially for girls. While paternal physical play
is associated with high popularity ratings for
girls, this paternal behavior is associated with
an observed abrasive and dominant inter-
action style. While teachers may view this
more assertive style as positive, it would be
worthwhile through the use of sociometric
ratings to determine whether peers respond
positively to this type of interactive style. In
developing this measure, Connolly and Doyle
(1981) did not establish the differential va-
lidity of the measure for boys and girls sep-
arately, and our findings suggest that the va-
lidity, as indexed by its relationship with
observed behavior, may be higher for boys
than girls. Clearly, further attention to the
relative merits of alternative ways of mea-
suring peer competence is necessary.

Examination of the relationships be-
tween earlier attachment classifications and
these concurrent measures of social inter-
action would be worthwhile in order to as-
sess the relative utility of these two ap-
proaches. It is assumed that these varying
levels of analysis are, however, not incom-
patible. Possibly the parental behaviors that
promote secure attachment, such as oppor-
tunities for controlling the pace of social in-
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teraction, are, in turn, related to being en-
gaging, playful, and nondirective.

It is clear that the direction of effect in
these parent-peer relationships remains un-
specified. While these domains are highly
interrelated, it is plausible that socially skill-
ful children are able to engage their parents
more effectively and require less directive-
ness. While earlier longitudinal studies of
the antecedents of peer social competence
suggest that parents do, in fact, contribute to
their toddlers’ emerging social skill reper-
toire, further longitudinal and experimental
studies that focus on the parental processes
outlined in this paper are necessary.

In addition, this approach represents only
one avenue through which parents influence
peer development. Examination of parental
provision of opportunities for peer interac-
tion, as well as a detailed study of how par-
ents manage peer-peer interactions when su-
pervising these activities, are both
worthwhile. Clearly, family and peer systems
are linked in a variety of ways, and the as-
sessment of the relative importance of these
possible routes across mothers and fathers
and across children at different ages merits
attention.

Reference Note

1. Baumrind, D. Family socialization and de-
velopmental competence project. Paper pre-
sented at the Social Science Research Council
Conference on Intimacy, New York, New York,
May 1983.
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