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Parental mentalizing profiles 
based on verbal and nonverbal



Parental mentalizing profiles : Verbal and nonverbal

Verbal  Nonverbal  

Explicit, reflective 
and verbal
processes

Implicit, automatic, 
and nonverbal 

processes

Parental mentalizing

Mind-mindedness
Parental reflective functioning Parental embodied mentalizing

MM+ MM-

Luyten et al., 2019; Shai et Belsky, 2011a; Shai et Belsky, 2011b;  Shai et al., 2022

Parents' ability to explicitly (verbal) and implicitly (nonverbal) 
interpret their child's behaviors according to their emotions, 

thoughts, needs, and perceptions (mental states)



Parental mentalizing profiles : Nonverbal

PEM refers to the parents' 
nonverbal capacity to 
understand the child’s 

mental state and adjust their 
own movements accordingly 

PEM focuses on how the parent adapt kinesthetically to their child's mental states by 
paying attention to :

Parental capacity to repair failures in nonverbal communication occurring in parent-infant 
interactions

Quality of movements

Shai et Belsky, 2011a; Shai et Belsky, 2011b; Shai et Meins, 2018; Shai et al., 2022 

Tempo

Directionality

Space

Tension flow

Pacing

Pathway

Fast Slow

Shrinking Growing

Near Far

Bound Free

Abrupt Gradual

Linear Rounded



Parental mentalizing profiles : Verbal and nonverbal
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Unique and complementary roles

Gagné et al., 2021; Ierardi et al., 2022; Shai et al., 2017;  Shai et Meins, 2018 

Mother’s education

Maternal sensitivity

Infant attachment security

Verbal parental 
mentalizing

MM

Socio-economic statut

Nonverbal parental 
mentalizing

PEM

Co-parental alliance

Maternal anxiety

-Infant attachment security

Perceived parental impact

Maternal depression

*
r=0.30



Parental mentalizing profiles : Verbal and nonverbal

7Gagné et al., 2021; Shai et Meins, 2018

Verbal =
Mind-mindedness

Nonverbal = 
PEM

Child attachment

Parental mentalizing

Raises the idea that they might have different parental mentalizing profiles based on 
verbal and nonverbal



Parental mentalizing profiles : Verbal and nonverbal
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Mind-mindedness and parental embodied mentalizing

Low MM 
High PEM High/High

Low/Low
High MM
Low PEM

To date, no study
investigated mentalizing
profiles based on verbal 

and nonverbal
assessments



Parental mentalizing profiles : Verbal and nonverbal
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Parental mentalizing profiles and child attachment

Child

Socio-demographic
information 

(e.g. age, SES)

Verbal and nonverbal
parental mentalizing

Parent

Interactional context

Child
attachment

How these parental mentalizing profiles relate to the interactional context between parent and child, 
parental characteristics, and subsequent child attachment?



Study context: Methods
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HoldingExploration

Investigation ManipulationStimulation

Transition

Interactional context



Study context
Objective, sample, and methods



Study context : Objectives
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1. Identify parental mentalizing profiles based on verbal and nonverbal by using a 
person-centered approach;

2. Examine association between parental mentalizing profiles and infant 
attachment; 

3. Examine personal factors and parent-child interactional contexts

Objectives



Study context : Sample
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Combinaison of 3 databases (n=412)

Meins Tarabulsy/Gagné Shai

205 mother-infant dyads 
United Kingdoms

107 mother-infant dyads 
Canada

100 mother-infant dyads 
Israel

Psychosocial risk

Mother’s age : 21.66 years

Infant sex : 46.6% girls

56.31% in the upper
middle class

Mother’s age : 28.90 years

Infant sex: 52.68% girls

65.65% in the upper
middle class

Mother’s age : 30.82 years

Infant sex : 47% girls



Study context: Methods
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6 to 8 months 15 monthsPrenatal or after 
birth

Socio-demographics 
informations

Mother’s age, education, 
income

Self-report questionnaire

Infant attachmentParental 
mentalizing

Interactionnal 
context

Nonverbal

Parental embodied 
mentalizing

Observationnal 
scheme

(Shai, 2017)

Likert scale 1 à 7

Verbal

Mind-mindedness

Observational scheme
(Meins et Fernyhough, 2015)

Two frequency scores : 
MM+ and MM-

Security and 
desorganization

Strange situation 
procedure

(SSP; Ainsworth et al., 
1978)

Laboratory

Free play parent-infant interaction 
(8 to 15 minutes)

Socio-
demographic

Holding
Investigation
Manipulation
Stimulation
Transition

Exploration
Means duration 

Observationnal scheme
(Shai, 2017)

Frequency scores

6 to 8 months



Results



Parental mentalizing profiles
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Verbal and nonverbal mentalizing profiles

Low 
consistent InconsistentHigh 

consistent
63.4%
n=260

31.3%
n=131

5.3%
n=21
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secure vs insecure*

organized vs desorganized*

secure vs insecure*

organized vs desorganized

High 
consistent

High 
consistent

Low 
consistent

insecure vs secure*

desorganized vs organized

Associations between parental mentalizing profiles 
and infant attachment

Inconsistent



Associations between 3-profiles and parent characteristics
and interactional context

Low  vs High 

c2

↓ ++
no significant

Low High

↓ ++

↓ ++

++ ↓

++ ↓

++ ↓

↓ ++

↓ ++

Inconsistent vs High 

c2

NS

+ boys

NS

NS

NS

NS

NS

NS

↓ +/-

↓ ++

Low  vs Inconsistent

c2

NS

+ boys

NS

↓ ++

NS

++ ↓

NS

++ ↓

↓ ++

NS

• Mother’s age

• Infant sex

• SES

Interactional context

• Holding

• Investigation

• Manipulation

• Stimulation

• Transition

• Exploration

• Means duration



Conclusion and 
futures directions



Conclusion and futures directions
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Low 
consistent

More involved in 
exploration/playfull

Allowed space for their child to 
investigate

Used their own body as a 
supportive environment for the 

infant’s

High 
consistent

Inconsistent



Conclusion and futures directions
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Low 
consistent

Secure 
High 

consistent
Organized

Consistent with previous studies…

Interesting results….

Low 
consistent

Secure 

Meins et al., 2021; Shai et Meins, 2018; Zeegers et al., 2017

Parent consistency 
and predictability?

Inconsistent

Inconsistent



Conclusion and futures directions
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More involved in 
exploration/playfull

Allowed space for their child to 
investigate

Used their own body as a 
supportive environment for the 

infant’s

Parent Infant  

Insecure
More anxious parent, who has 

performance issues?Inconsistent



Conclusion and futures directions
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Allow an initial classification of different parental verbal and nonverbal 
mentalizing patterns

Empirically supports distinct parental mentalizing profiles and their 
associations with infant attachment and parental characteristics

Highlights the importance of considering both verbal and nonverbal 
aspects as well as their complementarity regarding the infant attachment



Thank you

karine.gagne.6@umontreal.ca


