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Abstract: The aim of this research was to find out if mindful parenting contributes to internalised and externalised problems in
preschool children. A total of 168 mothers, fathers and preschool teachers took part in the research, which assesses the extent of
internalised and externalised problems in 76 preschool children. Additionally, both parents completed the Mindfulness in Parenting
Questionnaire. Results showed that internalised and externalised problems were significantly correlated, with externalised problems
being more prominent in boys. Mothers and fathers differed only in one aspect of mindful parenting, empathic understanding for
the child, which was higher in mothers. When analysing differences in mindful parenting of boys/girls, the results showed that
fathers of boys have higher parental awareness than fathers of girls, while there were no other significant differences. Mindful
parenting did not prove significant in predicting internalised problems of preschool children. In contrast, the results showed that
30% of externalised problems in children can be explained by the child’s gender and by mindful parenting from both parents.
These findings point to some differences between mothers and fathers contributing to externalised problems. Specifically, the
Jather s focusing attention on the child with acceptance and the mother s self-efficacy were related to lower externalising problems,
while the father s empathic understanding of the child and mother s non-reactivity were related to more externalising problems in
children. The results are discussed in the context of existing knowledge about implicit parenting and child development outcomes.
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INTRODUCTION disorders is 4.4%; behavioural problems, 9.6%; and
ADHD, 8.0% (Bori¢evi¢ Marsanic¢ et al., 2017).

Investigating behavioural problems in the early
years is of great importance for early detection and

Behavioural problems in early childhood and
preschool-aged children are becoming the focus of
practitioners and researchers. Worldwide research

indicates that 9-12% of children of preschool age securing timely and appropriate interventions with
and earlier manifest different forms of emotional children and their families. When not treated in
and behavioural problems (Benedict, Horner, & time, early behavioural and emotional problems

Squires, 2007; Egger & Angold, 2006; Lavigne et often persist and can be related to later school
al., 1996), and among that population is a grow- and relationship problems (Falilucco,'Robert.son
ing number of those manifesting specific psychi- Blackmore, Bejarano, Wysocki, KOZ'kOWSklf &
atric syndromes (Egger & Angold, 2006; Keenan, Gleason, 2016). Even short-term problems in child-
Wakschlag & Danis, 2007; Wichstrom & Berg- hood can endanger the child’s natural development
Nilesen, 2014). Research on behavioural problems and learning; the child has dlfﬁgu!ty SOIV“}%’ kvey
in early childhood and preschool children is rare de‘{‘?lop?}ental Fasks avt.é,l spemflvc, age (ZiveEié
in Croatia, but parental assessments indicate that Becirevic¢, Smojver-Azi¢, & Miscenic, 2903 )-
10.3% of children have symptoms of a psycholog- What also needs to be taken care of is classifica-
ical disorder and are at risk of developing some tion of symptoms, given that behavioural problems
form of psychiatric disorder (Bori¢evi¢ Mar3ani¢, are often “disguised” by common developmental
Zedevié, Paradzik, & Karapetri¢ Bolfan, 2017). changes. Macuka (2008) states that maturation pro-

Among five-year-olds, the prevalence of emotional cesses affect how symptoms are expressed, thus
making them harder to recognise and treat on time.
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Detection of behavioural problems in early
childhood and preschool children also depends
on the assessment method. Thus scientists sug-
gest assessing the child’s behaviour from multi-
ple sources and contexts, especially by parents
and another adult (Achenbach, McConaughy, &
Howell, 1987; De Los Reyes & Kazdin, 2005).
As for the assessment of the child’s internalised
and externalised problems, Ziv¢i¢-Beéirevi¢ et
al. (2003) argue that assessments from parents
and kindergarten teachers correlate significantly,
although moderately, on all scales. Achenbach et al.
(1987) found a greater agreement between adults
from the same context (fathers and mothers) than
between assessors from different contexts (mother
and teacher).

Regardless of who is making the assessment,
studies have shown that boys manifest more
symptoms than girls (Gustafsson, Proczkowska-
Bjorklund, & Gustafsson, 2017; Klein, Otto,
Fuchs, Zenger, & von Klitzing 2013), especially
symptoms of externalising problems (Abdi, 2010;
Jun-Li Chen, 2008; Ziv¢ié-Beéirevié et al., 2003).
However, growing research points to co-occur-
rence of internalising and externalising symptoms
in children, even adolescents and adults (Angold,
Costello, & Erkanli, 1999; Cosgrove et al., 2011)

Researching the aetiology of behavioural prob-
lems, especially in preschool children, inevitably
leads to testing different parenting characteristics
that negatively affect developmental outcomes in
children. The literature recognises these charac-
teristics as “family risk factors”. Risk factors are
features and dangers present in an individual and/
or surroundings that have a higher probability of
predicting the development of behavioural prob-
lems (Mrazek & Haggerty, 1994). Starting from
the premise that parents are the most important
socialisers of a child’s behaviour at preschool
ages and that parenting practices have an import-
ant role in developing child’s externalising or/and
internalising problems (Aunola & Nurmi, 2005;
Granic & Patterson, 2006; Parent, McKee, Rough,
& Forehand, 2016; Rohner & Britner, 2002), the
present study focuses on mindful parenting as a
potential predictor of internalised and externalised
problems of preschool-aged children.

Mindful parenting is a contemporary concept
based on mindfulness, which is a metacognitive
attention process that includes focusing on the
“here and now” and on a non-judgmental accep-
tance of personal thoughts and feelings. It was
conceptualised by Duncan and associates (Duncan,
2007; Duncan, Coatsworth & Greenberg, 2009) as
a multi-dimensional construct that includes listen-
ing with attention, non-judgmental acceptance of
self and the child, self-regulation in parenting and
empathy for oneself and the child. Listening with
attention helps understand the child’s verbal mes-
sages. Acceptance refers to establishing a balance
among the goals of the child, the parent and inter-
action between the two. Acceptance also refers to
acceptance of the child’s characteristics. Emotional
awareness means being sensitive to one’s own and
the child’s emotional needs. Self-regulation implies
emotional regulation in parent behaviour, while
empathy for oneself and the child means more
positive affection in the child-parent interaction,
as well as an understanding of one’s own paren-
tal efforts (Duncan et al., 2009). Mindful parent-
ing means dedicated and committed parenting as
opposed to superficial and “automatic” parenting,
where parents are unaware of their own and their
child’s feelings and, often, of the child’s behaviour
(Ljubeti¢, Rei¢ Ercegovac & Mandari¢, 2018).

Although mindful parenting is a relatively
new construct and research exploring the effects
of mindful parenting on child developmental out-
comes is rare, there have been several attempts to
explore whether mindful parenting contributes to
positive outcomes in children. That research has
focused mostly on adolescents, showing that mind-
ful parenting has positive effects on parent-adoles-
cent interaction (Coatsworth, Duncan, Greenberg,
& Nix, 2010; Lippold, Duncan, Coatsworth, Nix,
& Greenberg, 2015) or adolescent psychological
well-being (Moreira, Gouveia & Canavarro, 2018).
One study testing a model delineating the indirect
influence of parent dispositional mindfulness
on parenting and youth psychosocial well-being
(Parent et al., 2016) showed that in the subsam-
ple of parents of preschool-aged children (3-7),
mindful parenting was directly related to positive
and negative parental practices. Negative practices
were then related to internalising and externalis-
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ing behavioural problems, while positive practices
were related only to internalising, but not external-
ising, problems in children (Parent et al., 2016).
A recent study by Corthorn (2018) showed that
mindfulness-based interventions increase mindful
parenting and reduce parental stress in mothers of
preschool-aged children (Corthorn, 2018). Bogles,
Lehtonen & Restifo (2010, according to McCaftrey,
2015) also noted that mindful parenting positively
affects the parent-child interaction through several
mechanisms, including reducing parental stress.
In a sample of mothers of 4-year olds, mindful
parenting, together with maternal general anxiety,
mediated the relationship between maternal anxiety
during pregnancy and child internalising problems
at age 4 (Henrichs, van den Heuvel, Witteveen,
Wilschut, & van den Bergh, 2019).

RESEARCH AIMS AND HYPOTHESIS

Because the role of mindful parenting in parent-
ing practice and developmental outcomes in early
childhood has yet to be discovered, the goal of this
research was to examine the relationship between
mindful parenting and the extent of internalised and
externalised problems of preschool children. For that
purpose, we first tried to answer several research
questions including gender differences. Specifically,
we tested for gender differences in internalised and
externalised problems in preschool-aged children,
gender differences between mothers and fathers in
mindful parenting and differences between parents
of boys and girls in mindful parenting. Finally, we
tested whether mindful parenting of mothers and
fathers can predict the extent of internalised and
externalised problems in children.

It was expected that internalised and external-
ised problems would moderately correlate with
gender, with boys showing more externalised prob-
lems than girls. Considering parents, it was expect-
ed that mothers would show higher mindfulness
in parenting, as suggested by Medeiros, Gouveia,
Canavarro, & Moreira (2016) based on a sample of
parents of children aged 8-19. Furthermore, since
mothers are usually more sensitive and responsive
to a child’s needs (Medeiros et al., 2016; Parent et
al., 2016), as well as more accepting than fathers
(Chung, Zappulla, & Kaspar, 2008; Dwairy, 2010),
and since earlier research showed that women have

higher mindfulness than men (Sturgess, 2012), it
was expected that mothers would be more mindful
in parenting, compared to fathers. Finally, since
mindfulness in parenting was shown to be an
important predictor of parental practices (Parent
etal., 2016), it was assumed that mindful parenting
would contribute to less internalised and external-
ised problems in children.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Sample

A total of 168 participants assessed the
behaviour of 76 children. For each child, the
assessment was made by the mother (N=76), the
father (N=76) and the teacher (N=16). One teacher
assessed a maximum of five children. The children
were between the ages 5 and 6 (M=5.81, SD=0.55)
and had been attending a preschool institution for
at least a year by the time the assessment started
(M=3.06, SD=0.98). The behaviour of N=42 boys
and N=34 girls was assessed. The mean age of the
mother was M=35.43 (SD=4.80, range 24-47), and
of the father M=38.21 (SD=5.55, range 25-55).
There were 15.8% of parents with one child in
the family, 56.58% with two children and 27.64%
with three or more children in the family. About
one-third of mothers had a high school education
(30.67%), 20% had a vocational college degree,
and the majority (49.3%) had a university degree.
Among fathers, 60.53% had a high school educa-
tion, 14.47% had a vocational college degree and
23.7% had a university degree.

Instruments

The shortened Questionnaire for Examining
Internalised and Externalised Problems of
Preschool-aged children (Achenbach & Rescorla,
2000; Achenbach, 1992; Brajsa Zganec, 2002;
Glibota, 2017) consists of 26 items that test how
frequently different internalised behaviours (e.g.
“he is reserved”, “he keeps things to himself”) and
externalised behaviours (e.g. “he/she destroys his/
her things™) appear in the previous six months on
a scale of three points.

The original Mindfulness in Parenting
Questionnaire (McCaffrey, 2015), for parents of chil-
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Table 1. Descriptive parameters on subscales of the Mindfulness in Parenting Questionnaire in subsamples of

mothers and fathers

Subscale Parent M SD Range | Cronbach a N Skewness | Kurtosis
Focusing attention on a child | mother 36.27 3.01 28-42 .63 9 -.61 45
with acceptance father 35.82 3.75 27-44 75 9 .04 -26
Empathic understanding of | mother 16.39 1.57 12-19 .61 4 -.60 41
the child father 15.46 2.16 8-20 72 4 -.57 .93
Parental self-efficacy mother 19.24 2.22 12-25 .64 5 -.04 1.00
father 19.55 243 14-25 71 5 -.16 A1
Parental awareness mother 23.05 2.89 13-30 .67 6 -41 1.67
father 23.15 2.78 14-29 .64 6 =52 .83
Non-reactivity mother 14.78 2.18 9-20 73 4 -.48 .03
father 14.66 2.39 7-19 79 4 -22 18

N=number of items

dren aged 2-16, consists of 28 items that refer to dif-
ferent aspects of mindfulness in parenting (Duncan
etal., 2009; de Bruin et al., 2012; McCaftrey, 2015).
A translated and validated Croatian version of the
questionnaire (Rei¢ Ercegovac & Ljubeti¢, 2019)
was applied. The participants had to assess, using a
5-point scale, how often they experienced the men-
tioned behaviours and experiences (1 = never, 5 =
always). The author of the original questionnaire
used in this research suggests deriving two overall
results, one including items directed at the parent
(Parenting self-efficacy); and the other, including
items directed at the child (Being in the moment
with the child). Nevertheless, earlier implementation
of this questionnaire on our samples pointed to a
multifactorial structure (Rei¢ Ercegovac & Ljubetic,
2019), similar to what other authors suggest during
the conceptualisation of mindful parenting (de Bruin
et al., 2012; Duncan et al., 2009). Therefore, the
present study used a five-factor structure found
in a sample of over 500 parents (Rei¢ Ercegovac
& Ljubeti¢, 2019). The factors included Focusing
attention on the child with acceptance (e.g. ...
did you actively bring your attention back to your
child when you noticed you had become distract-
ed?””), Empathic understanding of the child (e.g. “...
could you tell how your child felt by looking at
him/her”?), Parental self-efficacy (e.g. ““...did you
feel confident in your ability to handle difficult par-
enting situations”), Parental awareness (e.g. “...did
you consider your feelings before disciplining your
child?”), and Non-reactivity (e.g. “...did you take
a moment to think before punishing your child?”).
Although reliability parameters were somewhat

lower than expected, especially in the subsample
of mothers, they were still acceptable for research
purposes (Table 1).

Procedure

The study was conducted in cooperation with
two preschool institutions in the urban area. At a
meeting held in the preschool institutions, parents
were introduced to the content of the research and
were asked to participate. After the procedure was
explained to them, parents who agreed to partici-
pate signed informed consent and received ques-
tionnaires with instructions in the envelope. They
were asked to assess the child’s behaviour and
their parenting with respect to that particular kind,
regardless of any other children they may have.
Questionnaires for mother, father, and preschool
teacher were coded so that all of the data for one
child could be matched. Ultimately, 76 complete
sets of questionnaires were collected, one each
from the mother, father and preschool teacher.

The data were analysed using the statistical
application STATISTICA 13. Since almost all
parental measures had skewness and kurtosis
coefficients that ranged from -1 to +1 (Table 3),
parametric tests were applied in the data analysis
(Gravetter & Wallnau, 2014).

RESULTS

At the very beginning, correlations among
assessments by mothers, fathers, and teachers were
calculated for all 26 behaviours. Significant cor-
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Table 2. Correlation coefficients among assessments by mothers, fathers and teachers and factor structure of the

results formed
r mother/father | r mother/ teacher | r father/ teacher |internalised externalised
Item 1 56% A48%* .19
Item 2 23% .07 30%*
Item 3 53%* .07 .03
Item 4 55% .36% .34% 73 .16
Item 5 49% .20 27*
Item 6 A1* 31 27% 28 .67
Item 7 S52% 25% 20% 24 .46
Item 8 4% 46%* 53%* .01 .85
Item 9 35% .07 17
Item 10 T S57* 37* 72 .35
Item 11 .63* 24% 24%*
Item 12 3% A41%* 37* .84 .07
Item 13 52% 29% 48%* .74 28
Item 14 61%* 53% 44%* .82 .01
Item 15 49* 44%* 22
Item 16 53* .38%* .38%* .02 .78
Item 17 25% 17 .19
Item 18 .50% 34% .59% A1 .68
Item 19 58%* 26%* 28%* 55 .04
Item 20 46* A4T7* 44%* 72 12
Item 21 .68* .38%* 27* 81 .29
Item 22 S .05 24%*
Item 23 .65% .30%* A41* .03 .85
Item 24 .50% 15 .14
Item 25 .62% 24% .36% 22 48
Item 26 53* 27* .30%* .84 31
% explained variance 33% 24%
M (sd) 13.41 (4.42) 11.13 (3.25)
Range 9-27 7-22
Cronbach o 91 .83
Average inter-item correlation .56 42
Skewness 1.56 .94
Kurtosis 2.26 .39
*n<.05

relations were observed between the assessments
by mothers and teachers for 19 behaviours, and
between assessments by fathers and teachers for 20
behaviours. Correlations were stronger for parents
than in teacher-parent dyads, which is in line with
earlier research (Achenbach et al., 1987, Ziv&ié-
Becirevi¢ et al., 2003). To form a mean result for
each child based on three assessments, only the
behaviours that proved to have a significant cor-
relation were taken into consideration (Table 1).
In accordance with the suggestion of Achenbach
(1987) to perform mean assessments only when

moderate correlations were present, 17 mean
results (behaviours) were formed for each child.
These results were analysed using exploratory fac-
tor analysis (principal component method, varimax
rotation). The obtained factor structure (Table 1)
was relatively clear, with a high item saturation
on one of the factors, and a low item saturation on
the other, except for one item that had significant,
high saturation on both factors and was left out
from further analysis. Two composite results were
formed, one for the internalised and one for the
externalised problems.
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Table 3. Differences in the extent to which boys and girls demonstrated internalised and externalised problems

Problem type Boys (N=42) Girls (N=34) t p
M sd M sd
Internalised 1.64 .50 1.52 41 1.12 267
Externalised 1.60 .56 1.35 35 2.34 .022
Table 4. Differences and correlations in mindful parenting between mothers and fathers
M SD t (df=75) r
Focusing attention on a child with | mother 4.03 33 .88 14
acceptance father 3.98 42
Empathic understanding of the mother 4.10 40 3.21% 12
child father 3.86 54
Parental self-efficacy mother 3.85 44 -97 31*
father 391 49
Parental awareness mother 3.84 48 -23 .16
father 3.86 46
Non-reactivity mother 3.70 .55 42 33%
father 3.66 .60
*p<.05
Table 5. Differences in mindful parenting depending on the child’s gender
Mboys SDboys Mgirls SDgirls t (df=74)
Focusing attention on a child with | mother 4.00 .35 4.07 32 .99
acceptance father 4.03 44 3.92 38 -1.09
Empathic understanding of the mother 4.13 .36 4.05 44 -.89
child father 3.95 .59 3.76 46 -1.49
Parental self-efficacy mother 3.90 42 3.78 47 -1.17
father 3.95 53 3.86 43 =74
Parental awareness mother 3.87 43 3.81 .54 -.53
father 3.96 43 3.73 48 -2.16%*
Non-reactivity mother 3.74 .54 3.65 .55 -.70
father 3.78 .58 3.52 .60 -1.91

*p<.05

Furthermore, to explore the association between
the extent of internalised and externalised problems
in children, Pearson’s correlation coefficient was
calculated (r=.40; p<.05). It indicated a signifi-
cant moderate relation, thus confirming the initial
hypothesis. To examine whether boys and girls
differed in externalised and internalised problems,
two t-tests for independent samples were calculated
(Table 3). There were no significant differences in
the extent to which boys and girls demonstrated
internalised problems, while externalised problems
were more prominent in boys.

With the aim of comparison of mothers and
fathers on the parenting measures, a series of t-tests

for dependent samples were calculated (Table 4).
Contrary to the hypothesis, the difference was
noted only in one variable, i.e. empathic under-
standing for the child, with mothers being more
empathic than fathers. Significant correlations
between mother-father dyads were obtained for
parental self-efficacy and non-reactivity.

To find out whether parents differ in mindful
parenting depending on the child’s gender, a series
of t-tests with the child’s gender as an independent
variable were calculated, and the results are pre-
sented in Table 5. There was only one significant
difference: fathers reported greater parental aware-
ness of boys than girls. In all other cases, there

49



Toni Maglica, Ina Rei¢ Ercegovac, Maja Ljubeti¢: Mindful Parenting and Behavioural Problems in Preschool Children

Table 6. Stepwise forward regression analysis with externalised problems in children as the criterion (Step 5 —

final solution)
Variables included in the model VIF | Tolerance | B final step| R (R2) AR2 F (df)
1. Focusing attention on child with acceptance - father | 1.57 .64 - 46%* 27 (.07) 07* 5.93*% (1,74)
2. Child’s gender 1.05 .95 -.28%* A1 (.16) | .09%* | 7.15%* (2,73)
3. Empathic understanding of the child - father 1.53 .66 29%* 46 (.21) .05%* 6.33%* (3,72)
4. Non-reactivity - mother 1.54 .65 36%* .50 (.25) .04* 5.79*%* (4,71)
5. Parental self-efficacy - mother 1.57 .64 -.30%* .55 (.30) .06* 6.12%%* (5,70)

<. 05; **p<.01

were no differences between mindful parenting of
boys or girls.

To address the last research problem and explore
whether mindful parenting significantly contrib-
utes to child problems, regression analyses were
made. Due to the relatively small sample and large
number of predictors (N=11), a stepwise forward
analysis was applied for both criterion variables,
internalised and externalised problems. To test the
potential problem of multi-collinearity, tolerance
and variance inflation factors (VIF) were exam-
ined. Since tolerance larger than 0.2 and VIF below
5 are considered acceptable (Hair et al., 2010), two
regression analyses were conducted. Contrary to
expectations, analysis for internalised problems
showed that none of the potential predictors reached
significance; therefore, mindful parenting did not
appear to be relevant for explaining children’s
internalising problems. Analysis with externalised
problems as the criterion (Table 6) included 5 steps,
and predictors accounted for 30% of the variance in
externalised problems. This analysis also pointed to
different contributions of mindful parenting facets
to children’s externalising problems. Contrary to
expectations, the father’s empathic understand-
ing of the child and mother’s non-reactivity were
related to more externalising problems, while the
father’s focusing attention on the child with accep-
tance and the mother’s self-efficacy were related
to lower externalising problems.

DISCUSSION

Results revealed significant correlation between
internalised and externalised problems in chil-
dren, which supports the initial hypothesis and is
in accordance with earlier research on samples of
children and youth of different ages (Achenbach &
Rescorla, 2000; Angold, Costello, & Erkanli, 1999;

Hammen & Rudolph, 2003; Macuka & Smojver-
Azi¢, 2012). A meta-analysis conducted by Angold
et al. (1999) found statistically significant comor-
bidity of internalising (anxiety and depression) and
externalising disorders (ADHD and conduct disor-
ders/oppositional defiant disorder) in children and
adolescents. Even among adults there is evidence
of co-occurrence between internalising and exter-
nalising disorders (Kruger, 1999).

The findings in the present study also showed
significant differences between boys and girls in
externalised behaviour, where, as expected, boys
showed more such behaviour. Similarly, earlier
research also confirmed gender differences only in
externalised problems, with boys exhibiting more
externalising behaviour than girls (Gustafsson,
Proczkowska-Bjorklund, & Gustafsson, 2017;
Klein, Otto, Fuchs, Zenger, & von Klitzing 2013;
Abdi, 2010; Jun-Li Chen, 2008; Ziv¢i¢-Becirevié
et al., 2003). Several authors pointed that although
gender differences are not evident in the first few
years, they start showing at age five (Lavigne et
al., 1996; Rose, Rose, & Feldman, 1989), which
corresponds with the age of the children in our
sample. Gender differences in externalising
behaviour can be explained within several theo-
retical frameworks. As suggested by Hill, Degnan,
Calkins, & Keane (2006), boys, compared to girls,
could be more socialised toward under-controlling
behaviours. Boys are usually encouraged to high-
er-intensity playing activities (Maccoby, 1990;
1998), sports with physical contact and a higher
level of competition, all of which can nurture more
aggressive and under-controlled behaviour. Parents
and teachers may assess externalising behaviours
to be higher in boys since they prefer engaging in
high-intensity activities that include more phys-
ical aggression, unlike girls who usually play in
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low-intensity activities (Else-Quest, Shibley Hyde,
Goldsmith, & Van Hulle, 2006, Maccoby, 1990;
1998). A longitudinal study by Flanders et al.
(2010) showed a significant relationship between
more frequent rough-and-tumble play with the
father during childhood, which is more common
for boys, and physical aggression. Furthermore,
longitudinal research on large samples showed
that childhood gender-typed play behaviour pre-
dicts physical aggression in early adolescence,
with male-typical play behaviour during child-
hood increasing subsequent physical aggression
(Kung, Golding & Hines, 2018). Socialisation of
more aggressive and under-controlled behaviours
in boys compared to girls is probably related to
temperamental gender differences in children that
start showing in the early years. Indeed, gender
differences in externalising behaviour may also
arise from the child’s temperament, mainly through
differences in dimensions such as effortful control
or surgency (Rohbart, 1981). Research on samples
of toddlers and preschool-aged children showed
a significant relationship between externalising
problems and low effortful control (Murray &
Kochanska, 2002; Olson, Sameroff, Kerr, Lopez,
& Wellman, 2005). A meta-analysis of studies on
gender differences in temperament (Else-Quest
et al., 2006) showed consistent differences, with
girls higher on effortful control by one standard
deviation compared to boys. Boys, on the other
hand, achieve higher scores on the surgency dimen-
sion. The same research showed that differences in
effortful control were most notable in attention reg-
ulation and inhibitory control, which are related to
externalising behaviours (Moffitt, 2003; Teichner
& Golden, 2000). It can be said that early-appear-
ing gender differences in aspects of temperament,
followed by different socialisation of controlled
and under-controlled behaviour in boys and girls,
leads to well-documented gender differences in
externalising behaviours in children.

In exploring differences in mindful parenting
between mothers and fathers, results showed a dif-
ference only in the empathic understanding of the
child, which was higher for mothers. More empa-
thy for the child by the mother can be observed in
the context of a generally higher level of empathy
in women (Rueckert & Naybar, 2008), as well as

a generally higher sensitivity and responsiveness
of mothers to their children’s needs (Medeiros et
al., 2016; Parent et al., 2016).

Different parental roles were implied by
the regression analysis, which tested the role of
mindful parenting in explaining the extent of inter-
nalised and externalised problems in children.
The indicated predictors from previous analyses
proved more efficient in explaining externalised
rather than internalised problems. It is possible
that some other parental characteristics, char-
acteristics of parent-child interactions or even a
child’s temperament, for instance, behavioural
inhibition (Hastings, Helm, Mills, Serbin, Stack,
& Schwartzman, 2015) or negative emotionality
(Davis, Votruba-Drzal, & Silk, 2015), determine
internalised difficulties more.

Analysis of externalising problems showed that
mindful parenting has an important role in explain-
ing the child’s externalising problems. The father’s
focusing attention on the child with acceptance
seems most important among the selected predic-
tors. It is possible that focusing attention on the
child means a better understanding of the child’s
messages and needs (Duncan et al., 2009), which
contributes to reducing externalising problems.
Also, directing attention to the child and focus-
ing on father-child interaction may decrease the
possibility that the child engages in externalising
behaviours, which sometimes serve to attract the
attention of adults. Therefore, if the father is more
focused on the child and the child easily gets his
full attention, the need for externalising behaviours
may diminish. Furthermore, fathers who focus
their attention on the child and show acceptance
are probably more able to reflect upon their paren-
tal behaviours and children’s responses to those
behaviours, thus avoiding negative parental prac-
tices that increase the risk of a child’s externalising
behaviours (Parent et al., 2016).

According to regression analysis results, the
father’s focusing attention on the child with accep-
tance is followed by their empathic understanding
for the child, mother’s non-reactivity and maternal
self-efficacy. These aspects of mindful parenting do
not make similar contributions to the child’s exter-
nalising behaviour. Children of fathers who focus
more attention on the child while accepting them
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express less externalising behaviour, but a father’s
empathic understanding of the child is not benefi-
cial for externalising behaviour. On the contrary,
the results suggest that the more the father empath-
ically understands the child, the more externalis-
ing behaviour the child exhibits. This result was
unexpected, but it may have several explanations.
When considering the items that make up this fac-
tor, it can be seen that they include a father’s under-
standing of the child’s signs and needs without any
special interaction; in other words, a father feels he
can understand what the child is thinking or feeling
just by looking at him or her. It is possible that
fathers who assessed themselves high on this factor
overestimated their understanding of the child or
in fact do not pay enough attention to interactions
with the child, yet they still draw conclusions about
the child’s feelings and thoughts without real com-
munication. Children of preschool age need real
and concrete interaction with their parents, and in
the absence of it, they may seek it with excessively
uncontrolled behaviour that will provide them the
desired attention from the father. In the absence
of the possibility to communicate their thoughts,
feelings, and needs in real father-child interaction,
children can engage in more intrusive behaviours.
Since this result was unexpected and does not fit
into the concept of mindful parenting, it points to
the need for a closer examination of the concept
structure.

For mothers, the results indicate that higher
non-reactivity and lower maternal self-efficacy
relate to more externalising behaviour in children.
Although non-reactivity is assumed to be benefi-
cial according to the concept of mindful parent-
ing, the results of this study suggest differently.
As Duncan et al. (2009) noted, mindful parenting
does not mean that parents do not feel angry or
frustrated, but “involves pausing before reacting
in parenting interactions in order to exercise great-
er self-regulation and choice in the selection of
parenting practices” (Duncan et al., 2009, p. 260).
It is possible that this pause can be effective in
older children, particularly adolescents, but that it
can cause frustration or insecurity in younger chil-
dren given their cognitive and emotional abilities,
especially if the child expects approval or praise.
The reaction is probably the same when the child

is behaving inappropriately. The child expects the
mother’s reaction immediately; otherwise, he or
she feels the parent is disinterested or may experi-
ence fear of subsequent punishment. It is possible
that by changing behaviour, the child is attempting
to provoke a response from the mother. If the child
is exposed to “a slow” response from the mother
for longer periods, the child can start to increasing-
ly draw attention to himself by expressing (exter-
nalised) behavioural difficulties. Since there are no
data in the literature regarding the predictive value
of non-reactivity as part of mindful parenting for
the child’s behaviour, and considering the results of
the present study, the role of this feature of mindful
parenting should be explored in future work.

As for maternal self-efficacy, the results con-
firm that lower self-efficacy in parenting con-
tributes to more externalising behaviours. Earlier
research pointed to the significant relationship
between maternal perceived parenting self-efficacy
and their actual parental competence and parenting
skills (Coleman & Karraker, 1998; Jones & Prinz,
2005; Sanders & Woolley, 2005). Furthermore,
the authors found a positive correlation between
reduced perceived parental self-efficacy and
ineffective parental confrontation with a child’s
behavioural difficulties (Sevigny & Loutzenhiser,
2010). The results of the current research also
point to this relationship. Mothers who perceive
themselves to be less effective in their parenting
probably have fewer parenting skills needed for
positive and desirable parenting practices, which
may result in more externalised problems in chil-
dren. On the other hand, mothers of children who
have more externalising problems may often feel
frustrated and ineffective in their parenting, which
undermines their self-efficacy assessment.

CONCLUSION

Before concluding, it is necessary to look at
the limitations of this research, which primarily
relate to the modest sample of children assessed.
Still, assessments of internalising and external-
ising children’s problems were made by three of
the most relevant adults, thus presenting a more
objective measure than is usually used in similar
research. Furthermore, since the construct of mind-
ful parenting is relatively recent and insufficiently
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explored, including its construct validity, there is
aneed for a better understanding of its factors and
for reviewing existing measures, some of which
have shown marginal reliability in this research.
Despite the shortcomings, the findings of this study
confirm some of the initial assumptions regarding
the relationship between parenting and behaviour
of preschool-aged children, while also pointing to
some new insights that should be further explored.
For example, mindful parenting is a relevant pre-

dictor of a child’s externalised problems as early
as in preschool age, which has so far been shown
mainly in samples of adolescents. Finally, consid-
ering the indirect relationship between implicit par-
enting and child developmental outcomes, it would
be important to explore how mindful parenting is
mediated by actual parental behaviour and whether
it affects child behaviour problems through paren-
tal practice.
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