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Abstract

Background: Effective emotion regulation abilities are essential for engaging in positive, validating parenting prac-
tices. Yet, many parents report difficulties with both emotion regulation and positive parenting, and these difficulties
may in part be the result of parents’own childhood experiences of invalidation. Building upon prior literature docu-
menting the intergenerational transmission of invalidation and emotion dysregulation, the present study examined
the associations between these constructs and a specific parenting practice — parental apology — that can be concep-
tualized as a type of validating parenting practice.

Methods: Using a sample of 186 community mothers, we tested direct and indirect relationships via correlational
and path analysis between participants'retrospective reports of parental invalidation during childhood, difficulties
with emotion regulation, and two aspects of parental apology — proclivity (i.e., participants’self-reported propensity
to apologize to their child) and effectiveness (i.e., participants'inclusion of specific apology content when prompted
to write a child-directed apology). Parental invalidation, difficulties with emotion regulation, and parental apology
proclivity were measured via self-report questionnaires. Apology effectiveness was measured by coding written
responses to a hypothetical vignette.

Results: There was a significant negative bivariate relationship between difficulties with emotion regulation and
parental apology proclivity and effectiveness. Parents’own childhood experiences of invalidation were linked to
parental apology indirectly via emotion regulation difficulties.

Conclusions: Results suggest that mothers with greater difficulties regulating emotions may be less able to or have
a lower proclivity to apologize to their child when appropriate. Thus, parent apology may be an important addition to
current calls for parent validation training.
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Background

Parenting is inherently stressful and emotionally evoca-
tive, making parents’ ability to regulate their emotions an
essential component of effective parenting [1]. Effective
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such as when a parent makes a mistake that warrants an
apology (e.g., blaming child for something the child did
not do). Although there has been a recent call to increase
attention to emotion regulation as the most proximal
contributor to many parenting behaviors [2], studies
examining the associations between parents’ emotion
regulation and parental apology are lacking. Moreo-
ver, little is known regarding determinants of individual
differences in parents’ emotion regulation capacities,
though one potential link is parents’ own experiences of
having their emotions invalidated during childhood [3].
Therefore, in this study, we examined the associations
between parents’ emotion regulation difficulties, par-
ents’ own invalidating environments during childhood,
and parental apology. Further, we examined the indirect
role of emotion regulation difficulties in linking parents’
invalidating childhood experiences to parental apology
behaviors.

Invalidation and the development of emotion regulation
difficulties

Two distinct yet converging literatures provide support
for the idea that emotion regulation difficulties develop
from invalidating parenting environments and are, in
turn, prone to intergenerational transmission. The first
literature comes from the field of child development and
examines the role of emotion socialization. Parental emo-
tion socialization refers to the manner in which parents
respond to their own and their children’s emotions [4].
Specifically, emotion socialization theories posit that par-
ent emotion regulation is related to the development of
children’s emotion regulation through parental modeling
of effective emotion regulation, as well as through sup-
portive responses to children’s emotions [5]. Parents who
can more effectively regulate their emotions in an emo-
tionally laden parenting context may respond to their
children’s emotions in supportive and validating ways.
For example, Are and Shaffer [6] found that parents with
fewer emotion regulation difficulties were more likely to
endorse an environment of positive emotion expressive-
ness in the family, which subsequently predicted more
effective child emotion regulation.

The second literature on the development of emotion
regulation difficulties comes from the field of clinical
intervention and similarly examines the developmental
impacts of an invalidating environment. The biosocial
model [7] suggests that a chronic invalidating environ-
ment in childhood accounts for individual differences in
the development of emotion dysregulation. Such invali-
dating environments are characterized by features such
as repeatedly communicating to someone that their
experiences and feelings are wrong and inaccurate; mini-
mizing difficulties; and discouraging the expression of

(2022) 9:21 Page 2 of 9

negative emotions [7, 8]. Parents play a primary role in
shaping children’s emotional environment, and chronic
parental invalidation of children’s emotions is linked to
subsequent difficulties with emotion regulation [9, 10].

Together, these distinct literatures converge to pro-
vide compelling support for the idea that invalidating
emotional environments in childhood confer risk for the
development of difficulties with emotion regulation and
suggest a pathway for the intergenerational transmission
of parental invalidation through emotion regulation dif-
ficulties. In support of this pathway, results of a recent
study indicated mothers and fathers who report expe-
riencing invalidation in their own childhood engage in
more invalidation of their children’s emotions, and this
association was mediated by parents’ emotion regulation
deficits [11]. Other research suggests that such parenting
behaviors are related to children’s emotion dysregulation
[3]. Thus, emotion dysregulation may be both a cause and
a mechanism of parental invalidation.

Parental apology as validation

One understudied parenting behavior related to valida-
tion and invalidation is parents’ proclivity and ability to
apologize to their children after a parenting mistake. In
general, an apology is a complex speech act with impor-
tant social implications. An apology is commonly pro-
vided in situations in which an individual commits a
transgression or violation against another [12]. Because
of its complexity, apology has been studied from a vari-
ety of theoretical perspectives. Generally, research on
apology in psychology has examined an individual’s ten-
dency or proclivity to apologize in a situation in which
they committed a transgression [13] and the effective-
ness of their apology, as assessed by examining whether
the necessary components of an apology are included in
the apology [14]. Apology proclivity and apology effec-
tiveness are both necessary when considering apology,
as even individuals who recognize their wrongdoing and
apologize may not include the elements of apology that
facilitate healing and repair.

Given that parents do make mistakes, the parent—child
relationship is rife for opportunities to apologize. Paren-
tal apology represents a validating parenting practice, as
the admission of wrongdoing and expression of remorse
communicate that the child’s experience and feelings
resulting from the parental transgression are warranted
[15]. In contrast, a failure to apologize, or engaging in
ineffective apology, may represent a form of parental
invalidation that communicates that a child’s understand-
ing of their own experiences and emotions is inaccurate
and wrong. When parents fail to repeatedly apologize,
this may constitute chronic invalidation.
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Although parental apology is of increasing interest in
the media [16], little empirical research has been con-
ducted with only a few notable exceptions [17, 18]. Both
aspects of apology — proclivity and effectiveness — have
been examined in this preliminary literature base. Ruck-
staetter and colleagues [18] examined individual differ-
ences in parents’ proclivities to apologize to their child.
Findings suggested that proclivity to apologize is an
important measure of interest in the context of parent-
ing, as it was related to greater parental empathy and to
more secure parent—child attachment [18]. Adams-Clark
and colleagues expanded upon this research by examin-
ing how mothers’ apology proclivity was related to apol-
ogy effectiveness. In this study, the content of parental
apologies was coded for specific components that have
been established as particularly important for forgive-
ness and relationship repair in the general apology litera-
ture, such as expression of remorse, acknowledgement of
responsibility, offer of repair, and promise of forbearance
[19]. Results indicated that there was only a small, posi-
tive correlation between apology proclivity and apology
effectiveness. Although mothers recognized their parent-
ing mistake and offered an apology to their child, mak-
ing an apology did not automatically equate to making an
effective apology, suggesting a need to better understand
factors that may make it more challenging to effectively
apologize.

Emotion regulation difficulties and apology

While effective emotion regulation is critical to engaging
in effective and validating parenting behaviors generally,
it may be particularly necessary for apologies. Apologies
often occur in highly emotional contexts of interpersonal
conflict [20]. Such emotionally charged situations can
elicit threatening and aversive emotional experiences that
impact one’s proclivity and ability to effectively apologize
[21]. For example, previous research suggests that higher
levels of shame may impede apology [22]. Similarly,
mindfulness, which has been robustly associated with
higher levels of emotion regulation, has been associated
with higher trait and state levels of apology [23]. Thus,
in the context of parenting mistakes, parents may need
to regulate their own emotions to engage in more effec-
tive apologies, and parents with greater difficulties with
emotion regulation may engage in less effective apology-
specific behaviors.

The current study

Previous research provides support for the intergenera-
tional transmission of parental invalidation [11] and its
links to emotion regulation difficulties [3], but no study
has examined these relationships with regard to paren-
tal apology. The current study sought to fill this gap by
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examining the pathways between mothers’ childhood
experiences of invalidation, emotion regulation diffi-
culties, and two facets of maternal apology — mothers’
proclivity to apologize and their apology effectiveness.
Mothers’ histories of being invalidated in childhood may
have both a direct and indirect influence on parental
apology behaviors. As described above, having experi-
enced an invalidating environment during childhood may
indirectly influence parents’ own apology behaviors via
emotion regulation, such that invalidating environments
lead to subsequent emotion regulation difficulties, which
makes it harder to apologize effectively. Invalidating envi-
ronments may additionally have a direct influence on
apology, such that individuals who did not have parents
demonstrating validating parenting behaviors presum-
ably had fewer apologies modeled and may have a lower
proclivity to apologize to their children or have less skill
in crafting an effective apology. Specifically, we hypoth-
esized that:

1) Mothers’ self-reported emotion regulation difficul-
ties would be negatively associated with their apology
proclivity and apology effectiveness.

2) Mothers’ self-reported childhood experiences of
invalidation would be negatively associated with their
apology proclivity and apology effectiveness.

3) Mothers’ self-reported childhood experiences of
invalidation would be indirectly associated with their
apology proclivity and apology effectiveness through
emotion regulation difficulties.

Methods
Participants
Participants were 186 moth-
ers (M, =33.17 years, SD=4.83) with at least

one child between the ages of 7 and 12 (M 4.
age=8.95 years; SD=1.61; 55.4% male, 43.5% female,
1.1% gender not listed). The majority of participants
identified as White (93.2%), Non-Hispanic/Latino
(94.4%), and heterosexual/straight (73.4%). Participants
were recruited using a research database maintained
by the psychology department of a public university in
the northwest United States, which contains contact
information for local families who have consented to be
contacted about opportunities to participate in develop-
mental psychology research (see https://teamduckling.
uoregon.edu/ for more information). Additional eligibil-
ity criteria to participate in the study included being at
least 18 years of age, identifying as a woman, and being
a primary caregiver of a child. Recruitment was strati-
fied based on income, such that study participants fell
within one of three household income brackets: 1) below
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$35,000 (24.7%), 2) $35,000-$75,000 (38.2%), and 3) above
$75,000 (37.1%). The recruitment process for this study
and sample demographics are described further in [17].

Procedure

Interested participants completed a screening survey to
determine eligibility. Eligible participants were directed
to the study survey, which was created using Qualtrics
survey software. Participants completed the survey using
an electronic device at their preferred time and location.
The survey took approximately one hour to complete.
Participants were compensated with a $15 Amazon gift
card. Informed consent was obtained from all partici-
pants, and study procedures were approved by the affili-
ated university’s Institutional Review Board.

Measures

Maternal proclivity to apologize

Mothers’ proclivity to apologize to their child was meas-
ured using the Proclivity to Apologize Measure-Par-
ent (PAM-P; [18]). The PAM-P was created by adapting
the pre-existing, general Proclivity to Apologize measure
(PAM; [13]). In the adaptation, Ruckstaetter and col-
leagues [18] revised the original items to apply to apology
proclivity in the context of the parent—child relationship.
The PAM-P consists of eight negatively valanced state-
ments (e.g., “I don't like to admit to my child that I am
wrong”). One additional question with a positive val-
ance (“I have a tendency to apologize to my child”) was
added to the measure, consistent with prior research on
the PAM [24], for a total of nine items. Participants were
asked to indicate their agreement with each item using
a 7-point Likert scale (1="strong disagreement,’
7="strong agreement”). The original eight negatively
valanced PAM-P items were reverse coded such that
higher values indicated a greater proclivity to apologize
to their child. The nine PAM-P items were averaged to
create an average PAM-P score for each participant. The
PAM-P (¢=0.82) demonstrated excellent internal con-
sistency in this study.

Maternal apology effectiveness

Maternal apology effectiveness was measured by cod-
ing mothers’ written responses to a fictional vignette,
in which a mother becomes angry and vyells at her
child after falsely accusing them of failing to put their
bicycle away. Participants were asked to read the
vignette and script a verbatim apology for the scenario.
This vignette has been previously described in [17] and is
included in the supplementary materials.

(2022) 9:21 Page 4 of 9

Coding scheme
Mothers’ scripted apologies were coded using a directed
content analysis approach [25]. Vignette responses
were coded for components identified as integral in the
construction of an effective apology by prior theoretical
and empirical apology research [14, 15, 26, 27]. Specifi-
cally, the presence or absence of the following six apol-
ogy components were coded: 1) remorse/regret (e.g., “I'm
sorry for yelling at you”), 2) acknowledgement of unjust
or wrong events (e.g., “Yelling at you was wrong”), 3)
acknowledgement of victim’s emotions and/or suffer-
ing (e.g., “I can see that youre crying and that I hurt
your feelings”), 4) commitment of forbearance (e.g., “I
promise that I will work on this in the future”), 5) offer
of repair (“What can I do to make you feel better right
now?”), and 6) explanation/rationalization of what went
wrong (e.g., “I yelled because I had a rough day and
jumped to conclusions”). Based on prior literature sug-
gesting that apologies with a greater number of apol-
ogy elements are more effective [14], components were
summed to create a total score reflecting apology effec-
tiveness that was used in data analysis. The coding man-
ual with examples can be found at: https://mfr.osf.io/
render?url=https://osf.io/c36dy/?pid=w74cy%26direct%
26mode=render%26action=download%26mode=render.
Vignettes were coded by two members of the study
team. Interrater reliability was estimated based on a
random sample of 33% (n=63) of the files, using per-
cent agreement and Cohen’s kappa statistic. The aver-
age Cohen’s kappa was 0.77, and the average percent
agreement was 93.4% across the six components, indi-
cating substantial agreement. However, examin-
ing interrater reliability for individual components
revealed that the percent agreement and Cohen’s kappa
were lower (76.2% and 0.37, respectively) for the “expla-
nation/rationalization of what went wrong” category
compared to the other dimensions, and the decision was
made to exclude this component for further analyses.
After removing this category, the average percent agree-
ment for the five apology components used in subsequent
analyses was 96.8% and Cohen’s kappa was 0.87, indicat-
ing near perfect agreement. Thus, the final categories
included — remorse/regret, acknowledgement of unjust/
wrong events, acknowledgement of harm/emotions,
commitment of forbearance, and offer of repair. Coding
discrepancies were resolved through discussion with the
study team.

Difficulties with emotion regulation

Mothers’ difficulties with emotion regulation were
measured using the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation
Scale (DERS; [28]). The DERS is a 36-item self-report
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questionnaire in which mothers were asked to rate the
frequency that each item relates to them on a 5-point
Likert scale (1 ="almost never’, 5="“almost always”). All
items are summed to yield a total score, such that higher
scores indicate greater difficulty with emotion regula-
tion. The DERS also yields subscales related to emo-
tional awareness, emotional clarity, regulation strategies,
impulse control, goal-directed behavior, and nonac-
ceptance of emotions. For this study, the DERS total
score was used in primary analyses to gauge participants’
global emotion regulation difficulties. The DERS yielded
good internal consistency (& =0.96) in this study.

Childhood experiences of parental invalidation

The Invalidating Childhood Environment Scale (ICES;
[29]) was used to retrospectively assess mothers’ child-
hood experiences of parental invalidation. The ICES is a
retrospective self-report measure in which participants
are asked to rate 14 parental behaviors towards them
during childhood by both their mothers and fathers
(e.g., “When I was anxious, my parents ignored this”) on a
5-point Likert scale (1="never’, 5="all the time”). Items
are summed to create a total score, such that higher
scores indicate higher levels of perceived parental invali-
dation. The ICES has been shown to demonstrate excel-
lent internal consistency and construct validity samples
[29]. In the current sample, the ICES yielded good inter-
nal consistency for participants’ mothers (¢ =0.92) and
fathers (@ =0.93). In this study, both mother and father
scores were summed to create a total score for childhood
experiences of parental invalidation, as both scores were
highly correlated, r=0.60, p <0.001.

Data analysis

Pre-Registered Analysis Plan

The hypotheses and analysis plan were pre-registered on
the Open Science Framework (OSF) prior to data analy-
sis (available at https://osf.io/8agx5/?view_only=62f61
8f673e84b8f88d9cf92e12cada9). To address our first and
second study aim, we calculated descriptive statistics and
Pearson r correlation coefficients. To test whether child-
hood experiences of invalidation were indirectly related
to experiences of parent apology characteristics through
difficulties with emotion regulation, we examined a
path analysis model to estimate both the direct associa-
tion of childhood experiences of invalidation on the two
facets of apology, as well as indirect associations through
emotion regulation difficulties. The model was tested
with 10,000 bias-corrected bootstrapped samples.

Covariate inclusion
Covariate inclusion decisions were made based on the
results of a previous study using the same sample [17].
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This preliminary study was distinct in that it examined
the measurement of apology effectiveness in detail, the
relationship between apology effectiveness components,
and their relationships with apology proclivity. Results
from this study did not indicate any demographic differ-
ences in apology variables, with the exception of apology
effectiveness by education F(3, 173) =2.68, p=0.05, such
that higher education level was related to higher apology
effectiveness scores. Differences were examined using
age, education status, household income, race, ethnic-
ity, relationship status, and sexual orientation. Based on
these prior results, we ran the path model in this study
with and without covarying for education level. This did
not change statistical conclusions, so we opted to present
the model statistics without the education variable for
parsimony and consistency with pre-registered analysis
plan.

Missing data

Rates of missing data were low (0% for apology variables;
3.8% for DERS; 13.4% for ICES). The higher rate of miss-
ing data for the ICES was likely due to its positioning at
the end of the study, with participant fatigue contributing
to dropout. Full Information Maximum Likelihood was
used to handle missing data within path analyses. Data
were examined for univariate outliers (defined as exceed-
ing 1.5 multiplied by the interquartile range). Univari-
ate outliers were capped at values corresponding to the
lower or upper 5% of the respective distributions. How-
ever, these outlier procedures did not affect any statistical
conclusions, so we opted to present the results from the
raw data.

Statistical software

Data were analyzed using the R package lavaan (Version
0.6.7; [30]). Two-tailed statistical tests with a significance
threshold of p <0.05 were used.

Results

Bivariate relationships between ICES, DERS, and apology
Descriptive statistics were calculated for each variable
and are listed in Table 1. Mothers’ difficulties with emo-
tion regulation were negatively related to proclivity to
apologize to their child, r(178)=-0.39, p<0.001, and
apology effectiveness, r(178)=-0.18, p=0.019. How-
ever, mothers’ childhood invalidation was not related
to apology proclivity, 7(160) =-0.12, p=0.126, or apol-
ogy effectiveness, r(160)=0.00, p=0.951. Mothers’
apology proclivity and apology effectiveness were posi-
tively related, r(185)=0.23, p=0.001," and mothers’

! This specific association has also been previously reported in [17], but it is
provided in this paper for additional background.
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Table 1 Descriptive Statistics for Continuous Variables (N = 186)
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Mean SD Median Min Max Skew Kurtosis Histogram
Maternal Proclivityto  5.85 080 6.00 289 7.00 -0.84 0.50 []
Apologize I ’ i ’ ‘
Maternal Apology 221 083 200 000 400 005 -0.25
Effectiveness
Adult Emotion 68.07 1636 66.00 40.00 119.00 0.89 0.49 N
Regulation Difficulties [] ‘ ‘ ‘l .
Childhood Experiences 57.59 1892 54.00 28.00 121.00 0.76 0.02

of Invalidation

-001(-.010)

Maternal
Proclivity to
Apologize

Childhood
. 257(.298)***
Experiences of | —
Invalidation

Emotion
Regulation
Difficulties

- 019(-.394)¥#*

.109(.183)**

Effectiveness (N=186). Note. **p <.01, ***p <001

002(.052)

Fig. 1 Unstandardized (and Standardized) Parameter Estimates for Path Model of Maternal Proclivity to Apologize and Maternal Apology

-010(-.196)**

Maternal
Apology
Effectiveness

difficulties with emotion regulation were positively
related to their childhood experiences of invalidation,
r(158) =0.29, p<0.001. In exploratory, follow-up analy-
ses (not pre-registered), we examined the association
of apology variables with DERS subscales. Apology
proclivity was significantly associated with all DERS
substances, all p’s<0.01 (nonacceptance of emotions,
goal-directed behavior, impulse control difficulties,
lack of emotional awareness, limited emotion regula-
tion strategies, and lack of emotional clarity). However,
apology effectiveness was only significantly related to
lack of emotional awareness, p =0.001.

Path model examining ICES, DERS, and apology

Path analysis indicated a significant indirect effect of
childhood experiences of invalidation on both apol-
ogy proclivity and apology effectiveness through dif-
ficulties with emotion regulation. The bootstrapped
unstandardized indirect effect for apology proclivity
was estimated to be -0.005, z=-2.77, p=0.006. The
bootstrapped unstandardized indirect effect for apol-
ogy effectiveness was estimated to be -0.003, z=-2.18,
p=0.029 (see Fig. 1). There were no significant direct
or total effects of childhood experience of invalidation
on apology proclivity or apology effectiveness.
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Discussion

Drawing on concepts from the complementary litera-
tures on parenting, emotion regulation, and apology,
the current study investigated direct and indirect rela-
tionships between mothers’ perceptions of parental
invalidation during childhood, difficulties with emotion
regulation, and use of apology within a parenting context.
We hypothesized that mothers’ childhood experiences of
invalidation would relate to their apology proclivity and
effectiveness both directly and indirectly via difficulties
with emotion regulation. Overall, our hypotheses were
partially supported. As hypothesized, there were signifi-
cant bivariate relationships between difficulties in emo-
tion regulation and both parental apology variables, and
parental invalidation experiences were linked to paren-
tal apology variables indirectly via their difficulties with
emotion regulation. However, parental invalidation expe-
riences were not directly related to parental apology.

In our path model, there was a significant positive
relationship between mothers’ childhood experiences of
parental invalidation and their own difficulties in emo-
tion regulation. This relationship was expected and con-
sistent with the biosocial theory [7], parental emotion
socialization research [5], and prior research both within
[10] and outside [31] the domain of parenting. The sec-
ond component of our model, however, tested the novel
associations between mothers’ emotion regulation and
apology. Greater difficulties with emotion regulation
were associated with a lower parental proclivity to apolo-
gize and a less effective apology in the hypothetical par-
enting vignette.

Although Ruckstaetter and colleagues [18] speculated
about the necessity of emotion regulation capacities
for parental apology, this study is the first study to our
knowledge to empirically link overall emotion regula-
tion capacities with any apology-related variable. Despite
the lack of literature linking parental apology specifically
to emotion regulation in any context, this relationship
is consistent with patterns in the general parenting and
emotion regulation literature that indicate that posi-
tive and validating parenting practices, akin to parental
apology, often require parents to regulate emotions. In
addition, it is also consistent with statements made in
the apology literature. In general, scholars theorize that
apology requires complex emotion regulation processes;
to apologize, one must downregulate the emotion of
shame that often emerges after committing a transgres-
sion against another person, while simultaneously acting
on the emotion of guilt [22]. Such is a challenging feat
for even those with well-developed emotion regulation
capacities.
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Providing mixed support for our other hypotheses,
mothers’ childhood experiences of invalidation were
indirectly, but not directly, related to both apology pro-
clivity and apology effectiveness through difficulties with
emotion regulation. The lack of a direct relationship
between mothers’ childhood experiences of invalidation
and apology characteristics suggests that maternal apol-
ogy is linked to childhood experiences of invalidation
only through the difficulties with emotion regulation that
subsequently develops. The lack of a significant direct
relationship could also be an artifact of our specific focus
on apology as only one example of a validating parent-
ing practice. However, similar research examining the
direct and indirect associations between maternal history
of childhood betrayal trauma and revictimization (an
extreme form of the invalidating environment), mater-
nal emotion regulation difficulties, and mothers’ negative
responses to their children’s negative emotions, likewise
found an indirect, but not direct, positive association
between the mothers’ experiences of being invalidated
and responding negatively to their children’s emotional
experiences through the mothers’ emotion regulation dif-
ficulties [32]. Finally, had we measured mothers’ experi-
ence of apology from parents during childhood, we may
have found a direct link. There may also potentially be a
discrepancy between what mothers’ report they would
say (while in a neutral emotional state completing a
research study) and what they would ultimately do and
say in an emotionally laden parenting situation.

These conclusions, however, should be tempered by
the limitations of our cross-sectional and larger study
design. Because we collected data at only a single time-
point, we were unable to examine mediation. Although
we are interested in causal processes regarding parental
invalidation and apology, and we have theoretical rea-
sons to believe that retrospectively reported parental
invalidation during childhood precede adult emotion
regulation capacities, we cannot be conclusive about
causality given the present study design. In addition,
several other variables, such as parental empathy or
warmth, child temperament, or parent—child attach-
ment, may influence the relationship between childhood
invalidation and maternal apology, and are unaccounted
for by our model. These unmeasured variables should
be investigated in future studies with longitudinal and
experimental designs. Future studies may also benefit
from examining more intense forms of invaliding envi-
ronments that incorporate experiences of child abuse,
as well as maternal apology strategies, where parents
overcompensate and apologize too frequently, even for
minor offenses.
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Another limitation is the representativeness of our
sample, which consisted of primarily White, middle-
class, cisgender women from the Pacific Northwest.
Future research should examine these relationships using
more diverse ethnoracial and cultural samples, as parent-
ing and apology are inherently influenced by cultural and
environmental factors. Finally, future parenting research
desperately needs to include fathers, and more specifi-
cally, racially/ethnically and culturally diverse fathers.

Despite these limitations, this is the first study to our
knowledge to examine apology as a function of child-
hood experiences of invalidation or emotion regulation
difficulties. It is unique in that it examines associations
using two related, yet distinct, facets of apology among
participants —individual proclivity to apologize to chil-
dren and the apology quality when prompted to provide
one — during a key developmental period for children’s
socioemotional development [33]. Although both facets
of apology operated similarly in the current study, and
our measure of apology effectiveness was limited to one
specific situation (see [17] for further discussion on the
limitations of our analog measure), this initial research
hopefully provides an important foundation for future
investigations regarding both apology constructs.

The results of this study have meaningful implications.
Mothers who experience difficulties regulating emotions,
potentially because of their own childhood experiences of
invalidation, may be less able or have a lower proclivity to
apologize to their children. A better understanding of spe-
cific forms of parental invalidation, such as non-apology,
is key to informing intervention efforts aimed at increas-
ing parents’ abilities to help children develop healthy and
adaptive emotion regulation skills. Lee and colleagues [11]
recommend parent validation training to disrupt intergen-
erational cycles of parental invalidation, and we reiterate
this suggestion with the addition of specific apology-related
instruction. We recommend that parents, particularly those
who may struggle with emotion regulation, be provided
with skills to help regulate their emotions, as well as skills
to recognize situations that may warrant an apology to their
child and to craft an apology that is validating and effective.

Conclusion

As a whole, this study provides preliminary evidence for
direct and indirect links between parental apology, emo-
tion regulation difficulties, and invalidating environments
among a community sample of mothers. These results
not only suggest the necessity of emotion regulation for
the apology process, but also that parental apology spe-
cifically may be a useful parenting strategy to disrupt
cycles of intergenerational transmission of invalidation
and emotion dysregulation.
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