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We explored children’s compliance to their mothers’ and fathers’ control strategies in
a sample of 49 Latino toddlers and their immigrant parents during a cleanup task. We
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Houck & Lecuyer-Maus, 2004; LeCuyer-Maus
& Houck, 2002). Because these studies do not
typically control for a host of contextual factors
(e.g., socioeconomic status) that might also be
related to self-regulatory behaviors, their gener-
alizability to low-income, ethnically diverse
families is limited. Further, the small body of
research including low-income, ethnically di-
verse families suggests that many low-income
parents do not use directives, and when they do,
they do not seem to have the same negative
effects on children as they do among White
families (Ispa et al., 2013). Moreover, there is
limited research on whether mothers and fathers
differ in the strategies they use to elicit compli-
ance with their sons and daughters and how
sons and daughters differentially comply to
each parent.

We focus on Latinos because they are the
largest ethnic group in the U.S. and the most
likely to live in poverty. Studies of low-income
Latino parents find that they emphasize defer-
ence and respect for elders as central socializa-
tion goals for their children (Calzada, Huang,
Anicama, Fernandez, & Brotman, 2012). Latino
mothers have been shown to employ more
controlling and directive parenting behaviors
compared to White mothers (Chaudhuri, East-
erbrooks, & Davis, 2009; Fuligni & Brooks-
Gunn, 2013). However, other studies that in-
clude Latino mothers suggest that they employ
control strategies that are more consistent with
the warm, sensitive strategies that have been
demonstrated to be most beneficial for White
children (Brady-Smith et al., 2013). The few
studies on Latino families focus on older chil-
dren, and those that include young children
(e.g., Ispa et al., 2004, 2013) do not examine the
cultural context of rearing children. Moreover,
Latino fathers are not included in any study of
how parents socialize their children to comply.
This omission is notable because fathers’ con-
tributions to children’s development is inde-



as high power assertion (e.g., harsh, intrusive
discipline) and low power assertion (e.g., sug-
gestions; Kochanska & Knaack, 2003), and still
others use terms such as positive (e.g., teaching,
encouraging, and guiding) and negative control
(e.g., the use of anger, harshness, and criticism;
Karreman, van Tuijl, van Aken, & Deković,
2006).

Research on the control strategies low-
income Latino parents use to help young chil-
dren comply is relatively rare (Koenig, Cic-
chetti, & Rogosch, 2000; Smith, Calkins,
Keane, Anastopoulos, & Shelton, 2004). A re-
view of the literature revealed that, as a group
and including children of all ages, Latino par-
ents use control strategies that can be catego-
rized as nonpunitive (e.g., rule setting, monitor-
ing, directing, modeling, and physical guidance)
and punitive (e.g., physical/verbal punishment
and psychological punishment; Halgunseth et
al., 2006). A large-scale study of low-income
ethnically diverse mothers and their toddlers
enrolled in Early Head Start found that Mexican
American mothers were more intrusive (Ispa et
al., 2004) and demonstrated higher amounts of
directiveness and controlling behaviors than
White mothers during a play task (Chaudhuri et
al., 2009; Fuligni & Brooks-Gunn, 2013; Ispa et
al., 2013; Livas-Dlott et al., 2010) and adhered
to similar dimensions of warmth and authorita-
tiveness as White parents (Brady-Smith et al.,
2013). These findings suggest that low-income
Latina mothers may be more controlling than
White mothers; however, it is unclear whether
Latino fathers exhibit similar patterns of con-
trolling parenting behaviors. We address this
gap in this study.

Parental Control Strategies, Compliance,
and Child Gender

Theories of gender suggest that parents of
young children treat their children differently
based on their gender (Ruble & Martin, 1998),
with both mothers and fathers employing more
warm, sensitive strategies with their daughters
than their sons. For example, in a sample of two-
parent middle-class Israeli parents with toddlers,
fathers were significantly more likely to use warm
(e.g., praise, redirection of attention) and sensi-
tive control strategies (e.g., adapting to child’s
needs, supportive presence) with their daughters
than their sons (



Parental Control Strategies and Child
Compliance in Latino Families

Studies of White middle-class families find
consistent associations between parental control
strategies and children’s compliant behaviors.
Overall, mothers who use high power-related
control strategies (e.g., direct commands) seem
to be less effective than mothers who employ
low-power or nonintrusive strategies (e.g.,
warmth, support, guidance, distractions, and
sensitive responsiveness) in promoting self-
regulation and evoking child compliance (Feld-
man & Klein, 2003; Houck & Lecuyer-Maus,
2004; LeCuyer-Maus & Houck, 2002). Nonin-
trusive control strategies, such as reasoning,
may be effective because they are autonomy
granting and provide toddlers with a choice,
making children feel like a partner in a recip-
rocal interaction rather than a subordinate in a
unilateral one (Crockenberg & Litman, 1990).

However, studies with ethnic minority moth-
ers show mixed results (Ispa et al., 2004; Po-
merantz & Wang, 2009; Wood, Grau, Smith,
Duran, & Castellanos, 2017). In a small-scale
study of 24 low-income Mexican American
mothers and their 4-year-old children, Livas-
Dlott and colleagues (2010) found that mothers
used predominantly direct verbal commands
during naturalistic observations of daily play
activities in the home, as opposed to strategies
that incorporated reasoning, explanation, or
choice. While the commands were almost never
given in the context of anger or negative affect,
they were direct and clear and allowed little
room for discussion. Children were observed to
be compliant immediately after maternal direct
commands most of the time. Another study of
ethnically diverse toddlers and their mothers
found that maternal use of direct, intrusive strat-
egies was not negatively related to Mexican
American children’s engagement with their
mother, though they were for children of all
other ethnic groups (Ispa et al., 2013). Still,
other studies suggest that patterns of control and
compliance in Latino families are more similar
to middle-class White families than different.
For example, one recent study of adolescent
Puerto Rican mothers and their 24-month-old
toddlers found high levels of control were re-
lated to child defiance, while maternal guidance
predicted child compliance (Wood et al., 2017).

The few studies that include low-income fa-
thers of young children have shown that fathers
use more directives and less bargaining, affec-
tion, and justification than mothers (Blandon &
Volling, 2008; Malin et al., 2014; Power,
McGrath, Hughes, & Manire, 1994; Volling,
Blandon, & Gorvine, 2006). However, none of
these studies analyzed their data by ethnic
group. Therefore, whether Latino fathers’ use of



related to the control strategies Latino immi-
grant parents employ with their children.

Current Study

The current study seeks to extend the litera-
ture on parental control and child compliance by
examining the control strategies that low-
income Latino mothers and fathers use to help
their children comply with their requests during
a cleanup task; it also seeks to explore how
these control strategies are related to early in-
dicators of children’s self-regulation. In our first
research question, we explored what control
strategies mothers and fathers used to help their
children comply with their requests during a
cleanup task. Within this question we also ex-
plored the role of child gender by examining the
types of control strategies low-income Latino
mothers and fathers used with their sons and
daughters. In our second research question, we
investigated how sons and daughters responded
to maternal and paternal bids for compliance
and tested whether mothers’ control strategies
were related to children’s compliant behavior.
In our third research question we tested how
maternal control strategies were related to the
cultural value of respeto. Based on ecocultural
theories that posit that cultural beliefs such as
respeto are related to parenting practices, we
expected that mothers who highly endorse the
cultural value of respeto would use more direc-
tive and nonnegotiable strategies to elicit com-
pliance. However, because there is no empirical
research testing this hypothesis, we explored
descriptively whether these variables were as-



cleaning up. Unlike a prohibition task, which
requires the child to inhibit a prohibited act
(e.g., “don’t touch that!”), the cleanup task pro-
vides the child with the unique challenge of
carrying out a sustained activity based on a
directive from their parent, which some re-
search suggests is more difficult (Kochanska &
Aksan, 1995).

Measures

Coding parental and child behaviors.
Two non-Latino bilingual research assistants
coded the cleanup tasks. Each coder determined a
single code for each control event and a single

code for each child response after a minimum of
three passes through the entire videotaped session.
During the first pass, coders watched the entire
cleanup interaction to become familiar with it.
During the second pass, coders marked the time of
each control event and coded each control event
and child response. During the third pass, scores
were double checked. If there was a disagreement
as to whether a control event had occurred, the
tape was reviewed with the entire research team.
The coding schemes are described in more detail





and respeto. Fathers were omitted from the cor-
relational analysis due to small sample size.

Results

Mothers’ and Fathers’ Control Strategies

There were six primary types of control strat-
egies mothers and fathers used during the
cleanup task: direct commands, indirect com-
mands, modeling, incentives/bribery, neutral
physical discipline, and praise (see Appendix A
for definitions and examples). The most fre-
quently used strategies by both mothers and
fathers were direct commands (e.g., “put that
away”) and indirect commands (e.g., “let’s
clean up together”), followed by praise (e.g.,
“good job!”). More than one third (36%) of all
strategies fathers used were direct commands,
and almost half (46%) were indirect commands.

Table 2 shows the types of control strategies
mothers used with their toddlers and whether
these strategies varied by child gender. Overall,
mothers overwhelmingly used direct and indi-
rect commands when attempting to elicit com-



physical discipline (2%). T tests revealed no
significant child gender differences among the
control strategies used by fathers.

Ninety percent of fathers (17 fathers) used at
least one direct command during the cleanup
task, while 100% (19 fathers) used at least one
indirect command. Twenty-six percent (five fa-
thers) used praise, modeling, and incentives/
bribery at least once to elicit compliance during
the cleanup task. Finally, 16% (three fathers)
used neutral physical discipline at least once.
Overall, there was no significant mean differ-
ence between how many direct commands
mothers or fathers used with their children.
However, fathers (M � 4.89, SD � 2.71) gave
significantly more indirect commands to their
children than mothers did (M � 3.28, SD �
2.38); t(62) � �2.40, p � .019.

Children’s Compliance in Response to
Mothers’ and Fathers’ Control

Next, we examined the patterns of compli-
ance children generally displayed during the

cleanup task. Table 4 shows the percentage of
child compliance in response to mothers’ and
fathers’ control strategies. Overall, children
complied significantly more often with their
fathers (M � 6.79, SD � 4.5) than their mothers
(M � 3.85, SD � 2.62); t(63) � �3.422, p �
.001. There were no significant mean differ-
ences in rates of noncompliance by parent gen-
der. Moreover, children significantly engaged in
more situational compliance with their fathers
(M �



t(45) � 2.13, p � .038. Likewise, boys (M �
3.19, SD � 3.43) exhibited significantly more
refusal/negotiation response to maternal bids
for compliance than girls, (M � 1.15, SD �
1.16); t(45) � 2.84, p � .007. Boys also exhib-
ited significantly more instances of defiance
(M � 1.62, SD � 2.01) than girls (M � 0.62,
SD � 1.17) in response to maternal bids for
compliance, t(45) � 2.14, p � .038. Lastly, an
independent samples t test of children’s overall
compliance revealed that boys (M � 7.33, SD �
4.93) displayed significantly more instances of
overall noncompliance toward their mothers
than girls (M � 3.23, SD � 2.47); t(45) � 3.71,
p � .001.

We then used Pearson product–moment cor-
relations to examine associations among the six
most frequently occurring maternal control
strategies, child compliance, and child gender to
test whether mothers’ control strategies were
related to child compliance (see Table 5). Ma-
ternal direct commands were significantly and
positively correlated with child noncompliance,
r � .671, p � .01, and significantly and nega-
tively correlated with child gender, r � �403,
p � .01. Maternal indirect commands, r � .355,
p � .05, and maternal praise, r � .479, p � .01,
were significantly and positively correlated with
child compliance. Maternal incentives were sig-
nificantly and positively correlated with child
noncompliance, r � �.334, p � .05. Moreover,
child noncompliance was significantly and neg-
atively correlated with child gender, r � �.484,
p � .01, such that being a boy was associated
with more noncompliance.

Maternal Control Strategies and Respeto

To address our third research question, we
conducted Pearson product–moment correla-
tions. We examined the associations among the
six most frequently occurring control strategies
and maternal endorsement of the cultural value
respeto (see Table 5). Maternal endorsement
respeto was significantly and positively corre-
lated with maternal direct commands, r � .360,
p � .05, such that higher endorsement of res-
peto was associated with greater maternal use of
direct commands.

Discussion

There were three goals of this study: (a) to
provide a descriptive portrait of the control



Malin et al., 2014) and suggests that Latino
parents often use a combination of directives
and suggestions to elicit compliance. Yet par-



eliciting child compliance (Ispa et al., 2013;
Livas-Dlott et al., 2010). Still, we also found
that the use of direct commands (e.g., “put that
away now”) and bribery (e.g., “we can get ice
cream if you put that away!”) were associated
with noncompliance. Our results lend support to
a large body of literature that suggests the use of
direct commands without explanation seem to
be the least effective type of control strategy
when the aim is to elicit compliance (Braungart-
Rieker, Garwood, & Stifter, 1997; Kuczynski &
Kochanska, 1990; Lindsey & Caldera, 2005;
Wachs, Gurkas, & Kontos, 2004). Our findings
show that direct commands may in fact be nor-
mative due to their high frequency use but may
not be the most effective strategy for eliciting
compliance. It should be noted, however, that
causality cannot be claimed; previous research
has shown that mothers of preidentified behav-
iorally difficult preschoolers were more nega-
tive and controlling of them in a cleanup task,
suggesting that noncompliance may elicit more
intrusive, controlling parenting (Campbell,
March, Pierce, Ewing, & Szumowski, 1991).
Future research should continue to explore how
mothers’ and fathers’ control strategies, as well
as their effectiveness at eliciting compliance,
vary across cultural and socioeconomic con-
texts.

We also examined how the cultural value of



variations in the patterns of control and compli-
ance Latino mothers and their children engage
in. Finally, this study is correlational in nature.
While parental control strategies may likely in-
fluence children’s compliance, we must note the
probable bidirectional and dyadic nature of
these parent–child interactions.

Despite these limitations, this study offers
important insights in the patterns of control and
compliance in a low-income Latino immigrant
sample of mothers and fathers and their tod-
dlers. In line with previous research using sim-
ilar samples, Latino parents predominantly use
commands to elicit compliance, and mothers
who more highly endorse the cultural value of
respeto may also use more direct commands
with their toddler, thus giving them fewer op-
portunities to practice self-regulation. This is
particularly important for low-income children
who may already be at risk for dysregulation
(Blair & Diamond, 2008). Our findings also
demonstrate the importance of examining moth-
ers’ and fathers’ socialization practices sepa-
rately as children often respond in different
ways to their mothers and fathers. Lastly, these
findings highlight the need for more research
that examines the intersection of parental con-
trol, cultural values, and child compliance in
diverse cultural and socioeconomic samples.

Resumen

Exploramos el cumplimiento de los niños con las
estrategias de control de sus madres y padres en una
muestra de 49 niños latinos y sus padres inmigrantes
durante una tarea de limpieza. Reportamos tres re-
sultados. Primero, tanto las madres como los padres
utilizan principalmente comandos directos y coman-
dos indirectos para provocar el cumplimiento. Se-
gundo, no hubo diferencia en el tipo de estrategias de
control que las madres y los padres usaron con sus
hijas contra hijos. Las madres que usaron elogios y
los comandos indirectos 10ían niños que cumplían
más, mientras las madres que usaban comandos di-
rectos e incentivos 10ían niños que cumplían menos.
Todos los niños cumplían más con los pedidos de sus
padres que con los de sus madres, pero las niñas
cumplían más con sus madres que los niños. Tercero,
las madres que usaron mas estrategias de control
directas también respaldaron firmemente el valor del
respeto. Estos resultados resaltan la importancia de
examinar la variación en las estrategias de control de
las madres y los padres latinos.
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Appendix B

Child Compliance Coding Scheme

Kochanska and her colleagues (Kochanska,
2002; Kochanska & Aksan, 1995; Kochanska et
al., 2001) identify varying types of compliance
that reflect differing underlying motivations.
According to this conception, children may ei-
ther express committed compliance, which is
the most advanced form of compliance and re-
quires wholehearted acceptance of the agenda
of another, or situational compliance, which is
the lack of sincere commitment but still appears
to be cooperative and nonoppositional. Often,
situational compliance is gradually replaced
with committed compliance over early child-
hood. Researchers have argued that while both
are types of compliance, the two are motiva-

tionally distinct, and only committed compli-
ance is associated with the internalization of
rules and norms. On the other hand, noncom-
pliance is parsed out into three categories: pas-
sive noncompliance, refusal/negotiation, and
defiance. Passive noncompliance reflects a
sense of reluctance to comply, typically accom-
panied by ignoring directives or intervention,
though no resistance is apparent. Refusal and
negotiation are characterized by more overt re-
sistance, while defiance is characterized by
overt rejection (Kochanska & Aksan, 1995).
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