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Abstract
Objectives Research interest in mindfulness, the capacity for present-oriented, nonjudgmental attention and awareness, and 
its relation to parenting has been growing in recent years. However, factors facilitating the association between mindful-
ness and parenting are not yet well understood. In the present study, we examined whether parents’ biased causal thinking 
about children’s misbehaviors, i.e., parental attributions, may mediate the link between parents’ dispositional mindfulness 
and parenting. Given that parents of children with clinically elevated mental health difficulties tend to report more biased 
parental attributions, we further examined whether the proposed mediation may differ across parents of children with and 
without clinical diagnoses or referrals for mental health difficulties.
Methods Parents (59.8% mothers) of 8- to 12-year-old children with (n = 157) and without (n = 99) clinical diagnoses or 
referrals for mental health difficulties participated in online surveys assessing their mindfulness, parental attributions, and 
negative parenting behaviors.
Results More mindful parents reported less negative parenting, with the link significantly mediated by less biased parent-
directed attributions, but not child-directed attributions. The mediating effect via parent-directed attributions was significantly 
moderated by the child’s clinical status: the effect was retained only for parents of children with clinical diagnoses or referrals 
for mental health difficulties. No significant moderation effect emerged for child-directed attributions.
Conclusions The results provide initial support for the links among parents’ mindfulness, parental attributions, and parenting. 
The present findings suggest that parental mindfulness may be important for less biased parental attributions, with implica-
tions for parenting behaviors at least in the context of children’s mental health disorders.
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Parents’ cognitions about their parenting and the causes of 
their children’s behavior have been the subject of numerous 
studies because of their key influence on parenting behaviors 
and, ultimately, children’s emotional and behavioral func-
tioning (Johnston et al., 2018). One important and under-
studied factor that may be closely associated with parental 

cognitions is mindfulness. Mindfulness is the quality of con-
sciousness marked by present-oriented attention and aware-
ness without self-judgment of internal experiences (Baer 
et al., 2006). Individuals high in mindfulness have been 
shown to demonstrate heightened attention- and emotion-
regulation skills as well as elevated positive regard for oth-
ers as demonstrated through empathic responding and proso-
cial behavior (Dekeyser et al., 2008; Donald et al., 2019).

In the context of parenting, dispositional mindfulness, or 
the cognitive tendency to be mindful, has been researched 
in relation to parenting behaviors and children’s outcomes 
(Baer et al., 2006; Corthorn & Milicic, 2016). Research-
ers posit that parents who have generally high levels of dis-
positional mindfulness, which applies to contexts beyond 
parenting, are better able to demonstrate more positive and 
less negative parenting behavior (Parent et al., 2016). This 
assertion is supported by studies showing that parents with 
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high levels of dispositional mindfulness tend to use more 
warm and responsive and less harsh and inconsistent par-
enting, ultimately linking to children’s well-being and posi-
tive development (Corthorn & Milicic, 2016; Gouveia et al., 
2016; Siu et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2019). Furthermore, a 
recent meta-analysis examining the link between parents’ 
mindful tendencies (e.g., attentive awareness, acceptance) 
and parenting found that mindfulness was correlated with 
less parental stress, laxness, and harshness in parenting 
across studies (Daks & Rogge, 2020). Another meta-analysis 
of 30 studies focusing on parents’ dispositional mindfulness 
and parenting also found that the correlation between dispo-
sitional mindfulness and negative parenting behaviors (over-
reactivity, harshness, parental anger) was similar in strength 
across parents of clinical and community samples of chil-
dren (Kil, Antonacci, et al., 2021b). A recent longitudinal 
study with a community sample of parents demonstrated 
similar patterns: parents who were high in dispositional 
mindfulness reported using less negative (and more posi-
tive) parenting behavior over time, which in turn predicted 
less child internalizing and externalizing difficulties several 
months later (Parent et al., 2021).

While the link between parents’ dispositional mindful-
ness and parenting has been explored, only a handful of 
studies have examined its underlying mechanisms, or spe-
cific factors that may mediate their link. These studies have 
examined factors related to parenting as key mediators in the 
mindfulness and parenting behavior link, including interpa-
rental relationship quality and heightened mindful parent-
ing (i.e., the use of mindfulness skills during parent–child 
interactions; Gouveia et al., 2016; Parent et al., 2016). Of 
particular relevance, cognitive factors such as parental stress 
and depressive symptoms appear to be important mediators 
(Campbell et al., 2017; Parent et al., 2010). For example, 
Campbell et al. (2017) found that parents’ lower stress dur-
ing parent–child interactions accounted for the link between 
higher levels of dispositional mindfulness and better parental 
responsivity and sensitivity during childrearing.

Building upon studies linking dispositional mindfulness 
and cognitive factors with parenting behavior, in the present 
study, we propose that one mediator in the link between 
mindfulness and parenting may be parents’ cognitions about 
why children behave the way they do, i.e., parental attri-
butions (Bugental & Johnston, 2000). Parental attributions 
have been classified into two domains: parent-directed or 
child-directed (Snarr et al., 2009). Biased parent-directed 
attributions reflect parents’ self-judgment that they lack par-
enting skills, while biased child-directed attributions reflect 
parents’ perceptions that their children are intentionally and 
purposefully misbehaving and are perhaps to blame for their 
behavioral difficulties.

The assertion that parental attributions may mediate 
between dispositional mindfulness and parenting is made 

based on a number of lines of evidence. First, the broaden-
and-build model of mindfulness (Garland et al., 2015) posits 
that heightened mindfulness propels both self-compassion 
and other-oriented compassion, even in the face of negative 
experiences. Following this framework, parents who are high 
in dispositional mindfulness may be cognitively equipped to 
accept themselves in a self-compassionate way, and be less 
biased in their parent-directed attributions. Research support-
ing this assertion demonstrates that adults with high levels of 
mindfulness tend to report greater self-acceptance, even of 
negative characteristics (Pepping et al., 2013; Randal et al., 
2015; Xu et al., 2015). Such self-acceptance may propel 
fewer self-blaming attributions such as parent-directed attri-
butions. In support of this hypothesis, Lippold et al. (2019) 
found in their prospective intervention study on parents of 
children 10 to 14 years of age that parents who used more 
mindfulness in parenting at the beginning of the study were 
less biased in their parent-directed attributions 8 weeks later, 
regardless of whether they spent those 8 weeks in a parenting 
intervention or in a control condition. Additionally, although 
not directly related to parenting contexts, correlational and 
intervention research on mindfulness in the context of anxiety 
and depression has similarly shown that individuals who are 
more mindful report fewer negative judgments about them-
selves and their perceived flaws (Goyer et al., 2022; Van Dam 
et al., 2014). Based on these studies, we may expect an asso-
ciation between higher dispositional mindfulness and less 
biased parent-directed attributions.

Turning to the other-oriented compassion proposed in the 
broaden-and-build model, parents who are high in dispositional 
mindfulness may be able to sustain positive and empathic regard 
for others, including their children when they misbehave or do 
not comply. As such, they may be less biased in their child-
directed attributions. Research supporting this assertion shows 
that higher dispositional mindfulness is linked to greater inter-
personal sensitivity, marked by empathy, perspective-taking, and 
prosocial behavior (Z. Chen et al., 2020; Dekeyser et al., 2008; 
Donald et al., 2019). Mindfulness-based intervention studies 
with individuals and couples have echoed these findings, report-
ing increased mindreading, acceptance, and heightened empathy 
following the interventions (Carson et al., 2004; Kappen et al., 
2019; Tan et al., 2014). Thus, parents who are high in mindful-
ness may be expected to hold such other-oriented compassion 
during interactions with their children, taking their perspective 
and giving benefit of the doubt, even when they show challeng-
ing behaviors. Overall, based on this collective evidence, it may 
be expected that parents who are high in dispositional mindful-
ness may hold fewer parent-directed and child-directed attribu-
tions regarding their children’s difficult behavior.

As a second line of evidence supporting the hypothesized 
mediation, it is well established that parental attributions 
and parenting are linked. Johnston and Ohan (2005) have 
proposed that parental attributions for child behavior guide 
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discipline practices and parenting responses in caregiving. A 
number of studies have supported this assertion, demonstrat-
ing that parents who hold biased parent-directed and child-
directed attributions are more likely to endorse negative and 
less effective parenting practices (see Bugental & Corpuz, 
2019; Johnston et al., 2018). However, in our hypothesized 
model, parental attributions may also be differentially asso-
ciated with mindfulness and parenting behavior depending 
on whether children show elevated emotional or behavioral 
problems. For example, for parent-directed attributions, two 
studies on parents of children without clinically elevated 
difficulties have shown that parents holding more biased 
parent-directed attributions may use more lax parenting 
(Leung & Slep, 2006; Slep & O’Leary, 1998). However, 
other community-sampled parents have demonstrated no 
relation between parent-directed attributions and harsh or 
lax parenting (e.g., Smith & O’Leary, 1995). Meanwhile, for 
parents of children with disruptive behavior, those who hold 
more biased parent-directed attributions have been shown to 
use less positive parenting but more inconsistent discipline 
(Kil et al., 2020). In the context of child internalizing behav-
iors as well, biased parent-directed attributions have been 
linked to higher rates of child internalizing problems (Cola-
lillo et al., 2015; Laskey & Cartwright‐Hatton, 2009). Thus, 
there is initial evidence to support that the extent to which 
biased parent-directed attributions are present may depend 
on whether children experience clinically elevated difficul-
ties in mental health.

On the other hand, research on child-directed attribu-
tions has found that parents holding more biased child-
directed attributions tend to use more harsh, intrusive, 
and overreactive parenting, and report greater anger about 
the child’s behavior (Kil, Aitken, et al., 2021a; Slep & 
O’Leary, 1998; Wagner et al., 2018). Additionally, child-
directed attributions appear to be especially elevated in 
parents of children with clinically elevated behavioral dif-
ficulties (MacBrayer et al., 2003) and emotional problems 
such as anxiety (Sheeber et al., 2009). Even in community 
samples, parents who hold highly biased child-directed 
attributions have been found to report heightened exter-
nalizing (Nix et al., 1999; Snyder et al., 2005) and inter-
nalizing problems in their children (M. Chen et al., 2009). 
Indeed, these links between biased child-directed attribu-
tions, negative parenting, and elevated child mental health 
difficulties have been replicated in longitudinal studies 
(Johnston et al., 2009; Wagner et al., 2018). Thus, the 
body of evidence on child-directed attributions demon-
strates consistent links between more biased attributions 
and heightened child emotional and behavioral difficul-
ties. Overall, parents of children with clinically elevated 
levels of mental health difficulties may hold more biased 
parent- and child-directed attributions compared to par-
ents of children without difficulties.

While the links between parenting and either mindful-
ness or parental attributions have been demonstrated in 
some samples, it remains unclear whether parental attri-
butions may account for (i.e., mediate) the association 
between dispositional mindfulness and parenting behavior. 
Thus, our primary research aim was to examine whether 
parents’ tendency to make less biased parent- and child-
directed attributions may mediate the association between 
parents’ dispositional mindfulness and their parenting 
behavior. We hypothesized that less biased parent- and 
child-directed attributions would mediate the association 
between higher levels of dispositional mindfulness and 
less negative parenting. Additionally, based on the litera-
ture reviewed above on differences in parental attributions 
and parenting across parents of children with and without 
clinically elevated difficulties, we expected that the hypoth-
esized mediation may differ across these samples. Specifi-
cally, we hypothesized that the mediation effect would be 
stronger for parents of children with clinical diagnoses and 
those referred for mental health treatment than for parents 
of children without clinically elevated difficulties.

Method

Participants

Participants were 256 parents of children between 8 and 
12 years of age. Of these, 157 were parents of children 
who had received clinical diagnoses or had been referred 
for mental health services because of elevated internal-
izing or externalizing problems, and 99 were parents of 
children who had not received any clinical diagnoses or 
referrals. Parent demographics by child clinical status are 
presented in Table 1.

Procedures

Participants were recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 
(MTurk) website. MTurk is a frequently used crowdsourcing 
platform in psychological research (Mason & Suri, 2012). On 
MTurk, potential participants browse available studies for par-
ticipation, and if they meet inclusion criteria, they can self-enroll 
and complete participation for a small payment. For the present 
study, inclusion was restricted to participants who were parents, 
lived in Canada or the USA, and had a task approval rate over 
95% on the platform. All parents consented to participation 
prior to beginning the survey. Participants were paid $5 USD 
for completing the survey. Study procedures were approved by 
the Ethics Board at the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health 
in Toronto, Canada.
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Measures

Mindfulness We assessed dispositional mindfulness in par-
ents using the Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire-15 
(FFMQ-15; Gu et al., 2016). A shorter form of the 39-item 
FFMQ (Baer et al., 2006), the FFMQ-15 includes a total 
of 15 items that target five facets of mindfulness: observ-
ing (e.g., I pay attention to sensations, such as the wind in 
my hair or sun on my face), describing (e.g., I’m good at 
finding words to describe my feelings), acting with aware-
ness (e.g., I do jobs or tasks automatically without being 
aware of what I’m doing, reverse scored), nonjudgment (e.g., 
I believe some of my thoughts are abnormal or bad and I 
shouldn’t think that way, reverse scored), and nonreactiv-
ity (e.g., When I have distressing thoughts or images I just 
notice them and let them go). Responses across items are 
summed for an overall score of mindfulness, with higher 

values indicating higher levels of mindfulness. The FFMQ 
variants have been validated in parents of children of varying 
ages and clinical diagnoses (e.g., de Bruin et al., 2015; Kil 
& Grusec, 2020). Using the 15-item scale, interitem con-
sistency as indicated by Cronbach’s alpha (α) for parents 
of children without clinical status was lower than expected, 
α = 0.66. Further investigation of the item-total statistics 
revealed low corrected item-total correlations, r = 0.08 
and 0.04, respectively, for the nonjudgment items “When 
I have distressing thoughts or images, I ‘step back’ and am 
aware of the thought or image without getting taken over by 
it” and “When I have distressing thoughts or images I am 
able just to notice them without reacting,” in the parents of 
children without clinical status group. Omitting these items 
from both samples improved interitem consistency, as seen 
in Table 2. This 13-item scale was thus used for the present 

Table 1  Sample demographics

a Only marital status significantly differed across subsamples, t(247) = 2.275, p < .024

Child clinical status

With Without

M SD % M SD %

Parent
  Age 37.55 8.15 37.43 8.36
  Gender (female) 60.5 58.6
  Relation to child
   Biological parent 95.5 98.0
   Non-biological parent 4.5 2.0

Marital  statusa

  Married/common law 79.6 89.9
  Separated/divorced 11.5 5.1
  Single 7.0 3.0
  Other 1.9 1.0

Education status
  Some or completed high school 15.3 17.2
  Completed post-secondary or higher 84.7 80.8

Employment status
  Full time/self-employed 87.2 79.8
  Part-time 5.1 9.1
  No employment 7.0 8.1

Child
  Age 10.59 1.11 10.61 1.16
  Gender (female) 42.0 47.5
  Birthplace (USA) 99.4 99.0

Ethnoracial Origin
  White or European origin 88.5 84.8
  Mixed origins 7.6 9.1
  Black or African origin 1.3 3.0
  Other 2.6 3.0

Medication status (yes) 58.0 -
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study. Descriptive statistics, reliability, and consistency for 
measures of interest are provided in Table 2.

Parental Attributions We assessed parental attributions 
using the Parenting Cognition Scale (PCS; Snarr et al., 
2009). Two subscales are derived: seven items target parent-
directed attributions (e.g., I’m not structured enough with 
my child), and nine items target child-directed attributions 
(e.g., My child purposely tries to get me angry). Responses 
across items are summed by subscale, with higher values 
indicating more biased parental attributions. The scale has 
been validated for use with parents of children with and 
without clinical diagnoses (Snarr et al., 2009; Lysenko et al., 
2021).

Negative Parenting We assessed negative parenting using 
the Parenting Scale (Arnold et al., 1993). In the scale, 11 
items target laxness (e.g., When I say my child can’t do 
something, I let my child do it anyway), and 10 items tar-
get overreactivity (e.g., After there’s been a problem with 
my child, I often hold a grudge). Although an additional 
subscale of verbosity exists, it has been found to show prob-
lematic reliability and validity (Salari et al., 2012) and thus 
is not included in this study. An overall negative parenting 
score was calculated by summing 21 items from laxness and 
overreactivity, with higher scores indicating more negative 
parenting. The PS has been validated for use with parents 
of children with and without clinical diagnoses (Freeman & 
DeCourcey, 2007; Rhoades & O’Leary, 2007).

Data Analyses

Data were first cleaned for quality due to collection via 
MTurk (see Chmielewski & Kucker, 2020). Participants 
who were deemed to have completed the online question-
naire too quickly (less than 8 min) were excluded from the 
dataset (n = 28). All variables were then standardized. In 
order to assess all hypotheses in a parsimonious model, we 

used PROCESS (Hayes, 2017) in SPSS to test for moder-
ated multiple mediation. The moderator of child clinical 
status was coded using parents’ responses to a single ques-
tion of whether their children did or did not have a diagno-
sis or clinic-referral for emotional or behavioral difficulties 
(1 = Yes, 2 = No). Child age, child sex, and parent gender 
were controlled in the model. Direct, indirect, and moder-
ated indirect estimates were obtained through PROCESS. 
Bootstrapping at 10,000 samples was used to obtain 95% 
confidence intervals. Confidence intervals that do not cross 
zero are indicative of a significant estimate (Preacher & 
Hayes, 2008).

Results

Correlations among the variables of interest are depicted 
in Table 2, and results of the moderated mediation model 
are presented in Table 3. As seen in Fig. 1, parents who 
reported higher levels of dispositional mindfulness reported 
less negative parenting. Parents who had higher levels of 
dispositional mindfulness were also less likely to hold 
biased parent-directed attributions, which in turn associ-
ated with less negative parenting. A significant mediation 
effect was found, such that less biased parent-directed attri-
butions mediated the association between mindfulness and 
negative parenting. Furthermore, this mediation was signifi-
cantly moderated by the child’s clinical status on the path 
between parent-directed attributions and negative parent-
ing, as depicted in Table 4. That is, for parents of children 
clinic referred for or diagnosed with mental health difficul-
ties, parent-directed attributions were positively associated 
with negative parenting behavior, which mediated the link 
between greater mindfulness and less negative parenting, 
as seen in Fig. 2. This mediation effect was not significant 
for parents of children without clinically elevated difficul-
ties, however.

Table 2  Descriptive statistics and correlations among variables of interest

*  p < .05, ** p < .01. Cronbach’s alpha is depicted as α, and McDonald’s omega is depicted as ω. ω was not available for some measures for par-
ents of children without clinical status due to negative item covariance on some items. Correlations above the diagonal represent parents of chil-
dren with clinical diagnoses or referral, below the diagonal represents parents of children without clinical diagnosis or referral. aChild-directed 
attributions differed across the two subsamples, t(254) = 4.193, p < .001. No other variables significantly differed by subsample, p = .101 to .915

Child clinical status 1 2 3 4

With Without

M SD α/ω M SD α/ω

1. Mindfulness 44.90 7.50 .79/.72 43.71 6.53 .70/-  − .524**  − .139  − .608**
2. Parent-directed attributions 19.24 7.08 .88/.87 19.63 7.01 .88/.88  − .565** .547** .622**
3. Child-directed  attributionsa 32.50 9.69 .92/.92 27.36 9.30 .90/.90  − .287** .667** .231**
4. Negative parenting 67.69 20.02 .90/.89 71.67 1.16 .83/-  − .317** .270** .284**
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On the other hand, parents’ dispositional mindfulness lev-
els were unrelated to child-directed attributions, although 
more biased child-directed attributions were associated with 
less negative parenting. The path between child-directed 
attributions and negative parenting was moderated by the 
child’s clinical status. That is, for parents of children with-
out any clinic referrals or diagnoses, higher child-directed 
attributions were linked to more negative parenting. Mean-
while, for parents of children with clinic referrals or diag-
noses, there was no significant link between child-directed 
attributions and negative parenting, although the trend was 
negative. The link between dispositional mindfulness and 
negative parenting was not mediated by child-directed attri-
butions, and the moderated mediation was not significant. 
However, there was a significant difference in the moderated 
mediation effects for parents of children with vs. without 
clinical referrals or diagnoses, as depicted in Table 4.

Discussion

With increasing evidence of important associations between 
parents’ dispositional mindfulness and more positive, less 
negative parenting, there is a need to understand the mecha-
nisms underlying this link. The present study assessed the 
mediating role of parental attributions on the link between 
parents’ dispositional mindfulness and parenting behavior. 
Findings demonstrated a direct association between greater 
mindfulness and less negative parenting, echoing numerous 
existing works. An indirect association also emerged, through 
parent-directed attributions: in line with our first hypothesis, 
parents who were more mindful tended to hold less biased 
parent-directed attributions, which in turn linked to less nega-
tive parenting. That parents with high levels of dispositional 
mindfulness tended not to attribute their children’s negative 
behaviors to their own parenting is in line with findings by 
Lippold et al. (2019), which found that parents who were 
mindful in their parenting behaviors made fewer parent-
directed attributions over time. Building on these previous 
findings, our data suggest that, beyond mindful parenting 
skills, parents who have a cognitive capacity for mindfulness 
may also be less likely to attribute child misbehavior to their 
own lack of parenting skills. The findings also extend on the 
broaden-and-build model of mindfulness with a contextual 
lens on parenting, suggesting that parents who are highly 
mindful tend to be self-accepting and may reappraise difficult 
parenting situations in a self-compassionate manner.

On the other hand, child-directed attributions did not 
mediate the link between parents’ dispositional mindfulness 
and parenting behavior. We had hypothesized that parents 
who had higher levels of mindfulness may be more com-
passionate and empathetic to others, including their chil-
dren. However, the present findings suggest that parents’ Ta
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mindfulness may be unrelated to whether they attribute the 
cause of their children’s behavior to internal or purposeful 
child characteristics. Furthermore, this link was nonsignifi-
cant regardless of the child’s clinical status. One potential 
explanation for this unexpected finding may be that parents 
who have high dispositional mindfulness are not necessar-
ily using mindfulness in their interactions with others. The 
FFMQ used in the present study captured parents’ dispo-
sitional mindfulness and related cognitive and affective 
regulatory skills, rather than the use of mindfulness skills 
in parenting. It has been shown that mindfulness skills facili-
tate interpersonal sensitivity (e.g., Berry & Brown, 2017). 
However, mindfulness skills applied to the interpersonal 
context—mindful parenting, for example, which embod-
ies compassion and acceptance towards the child—may be 

Fig. 1  Tested moderated media-
tion model. Note. Black paths 
are significant; gray paths are 
not significant. Standardized 
path estimates and standard 
errors are displayed. Child age, 
child sex, and parent sex were 
controlled

Table 4  Indirect effect of mindfulness on negative parenting

Effect SE CIL 95% CIU 95%

Via parent-directed attributions
  Child clinical status = with  − .251 .055  − .366  − .151
  Child clinical status = without .049 .076  − .089 .210
  Index of moderated mediation .300 .089 .131 .480

Via child-directed attributions
  Child clinical status = with .009 .013  − .012 .042
  Child clinical status = without  − .076 .045  − .174 .001
  Index of moderated mediation  − .085 .047  − .187  − .003

Fig. 2  Moderation by child 
clinical status in the association 
between parental attributions 
and negative parenting
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more closely related to other-oriented thought processes 
such as child-directed attributions. Indeed, engaging in 
child-focused interpersonal mindfulness, i.e., mindful par-
enting, may be associated with engaging in fewer maladap-
tive child-directed attributions, particularly in the context 
of child mental health disorders that are considered to be 
uncontrollable by the child. It remains to be seen whether 
dispositional versus interpersonal forms of mindfulness may 
differently link to parent-directed and child-directed parental 
attributions, as well as whether this link differs across child 
clinical status.

In line with our second hypothesis, for parents of chil-
dren with clinical diagnoses or clinic-referred for mental 
health difficulties, high levels of dispositional mindfulness 
were associated with less biased parent-directed attributions, 
and in turn, less negative parenting. This finding extends 
on knowledge of the associations between parent-directed 
attributions and parenting in extant literature, which has not 
been fully consistent (Leung & Slep, 2006; Slep & O’Leary, 
1998). The present findings suggest that the parenting behav-
iors of parents of children with elevated mental health dif-
ficulties may be linked to their biased parent-directed attri-
butions. It is possible that parents of children with elevated 
emotional and behavioral challenges may experience ele-
vated parenting stress and negative emotional responses 
about parenting (Barroso et al., 2018; Vaughan et al., 2013), 
which may in turn contribute to diminished confidence in 
their parenting (Bogenschneider et al., 1997; Sevigny & 
Loutzenhiser, 2010), as well as negative parenting cogni-
tions and behaviors. Additionally, it may be that these par-
ents of children with mental health disorders themselves 
have mental health difficulties—i.e., demonstrating intergen-
erational transmission (Reck et al., 2016; Thornberry et al., 
2003). Mental health disorders in parents may be associated 
with more negative thinking patterns, such as rumination, 
and lack of confidence about parenting skills (e.g., Dix & 
Meunier, 2009). However, further work is needed to clarify 
whether stress, parental mental health needs, or other factors 
indeed drive the inconsistencies in parent-directed attribu-
tions and parenting found in existing literature.

Although child-directed attributions did not mediate the link 
between parent mindfulness and parenting, and no significant 
moderated mediation emerged, biased child-directed attributions 
were related to more negative parenting for parents of children 
without clinical diagnoses or referrals for mental health difficul-
ties. The finding is in line with previous work on families of 
children from community samples. Snarr et al. (2009) found 
in a community sample of parents of children without mental 
health difficulties that more biased child-directed attributions 
were correlated with more overreactive, lax, and aggressive 
parenting (Snarr et al., 2009). Similarly, other work has demon-
strated that parents’ biased child-directed attributions are linked 
to harsher parenting of children without diagnosed difficulties, 

at least when those parents experience high stress (in the form 
of working memory load; Sturge-Apple et al., 2014). Borrowing 
from this latter study, since data collection for the present study 
took place during the first summer of the coronavirus pandemic, 
it is especially possible that parents may have been experiencing 
high levels of stress (Achterberg et al., 2021), with spillover into 
attributional style and parenting.

The lack of a significant association between child-directed 
attributions and negative parenting for those parents of chil-
dren who are clinically involved is surprising. Past research 
appears to support a positive and significant association, with 
parents of children with elevated behavioral and attentional 
difficulties tending to ascribe more biased child-directed attri-
butions compared to parents of children without such diffi-
culties, and using more negative and power assertive parent-
ing responses in turn (e.g., Dix & Lochman, 1990; Gerdes 
& Hoza, 2006; Johnston & Freeman, 1997). However, there 
also exist inconsistencies in past work. Echoing findings from 
the present study, in parents of clinic-referred children with 
behavioral difficulties, child-directed attributions have been 
shown to be unrelated to negative parenting, and surprisingly, 
positively correlated with positive parenting (Kil et al., 2020). 
Considering these inconsistencies in the literature, further 
research is needed to determine other factors that may further 
clarify how biased child-directed attributions may be linked 
to more or less negative parenting behaviors, particularly in 
families of children with elevated mental health difficulties.

Limitations and Future Research

Several limitations must be considered in interpreting the 
present findings. First, the data were self-reported and cross-
sectional, leading to a number of potential biases (common 
method, self-report bias) and lack of directionality in effects 
(Maxwell & Cole, 2007; Podsakoff et al., 2003). In particu-
lar, because the present study tested directionality of effects 
only based on existing longitudinal evidence, an alterna-
tive model in which parents’ mindfulness mediates the link 
between their attributions and parenting is equally plausi-
ble. Additionally, although MTurk is frequently used in psy-
chology research, it has been subject to recent scrutiny for 
inconsistent data quality across studies (e.g., Chmielewski 
& Kucker, 2020). Collecting data using standard recruitment 
methods may be necessary to confirm the present findings. 
Another concern is that children’s internalizing versus exter-
nalizing problems were non-differentiated in our sample. 
Biased parental attributions appear to be more elevated in 
parents of children with behavioral than emotional diffi-
culties (Kil et al., 2021a; Sawrikar & Dadds, 2018); thus, 
assessing domains of child difficulties separately may be 
useful. Similarly, differentiating diagnosed, treated, and only 
clinic-referred but not yet assessed clinical samples may be 
helpful to gain a nuanced understanding of how these links 
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may emerge in diverse clinical contexts. Furthermore, the 
present parent sample was high in SES, mostly White or 
European-descent, and mostly married, limiting the gener-
alizability of these findings. Finally, the present study did 
not assess mindful parenting. Considering work finding that 
dispositional mindfulness and mindful parenting are highly 
correlated (Kil et al., 2021b), future work may examine the 
relative importance and directionality of effects of mindful-
ness and mindful parenting for parental attributions.

With regard to specific and testable future directions, 
parental attributions have been implicated as important 
markers of parents’ treatment readiness and child outcomes 
following interventions for their children’s mental health dif-
ficulties. For example, two recent systematic reviews identi-
fied that, across diagnoses, less biased parental attributions 
may be associated with improvements in children’s behavio-
ral difficulties and treatment engagement (Kil et al., 2021a), 
and that children’s behavioral outcomes can be enhanced by 
explicitly highlighting parental attributions within behav-
ioral parent training (Sawrikar & Dadds, 2018). However, 
we still know little about how to best target biased parental 
attributions. Although no mindfulness-based parenting inter-
ventions have specifically focused on changing parental cog-
nitions, some existing work suggests that such interventions 
may be successful in reducing biased parental attributions 
(Townshend et al., 2016). In light of this existing literature 
and the differential findings for clinical and non-clinical 
samples in the present study, future research is needed that 
(1) confirms and further investigates the mechanisms under-
lying the lack of association between parents’ mindfulness 
and child-directed attributions, and (2) assesses whether 
targeting parents’ mindfulness may be effective in reduc-
ing their parent-directed attributions and thereby improving 
treatment-related outcomes in clinical settings.

Overall, the present findings show that parent mindful-
ness is associated with less biased parent-directed attribu-
tions, and that these attributions may be differentially linked 
to maladaptive parenting skills across parents of children 
with and without clinically elevated difficulties. While fur-
ther work is needed to confirm and extend on these find-
ings, the present work serves as a promising foundation 
for understanding the role of parents’ mindfulness on their 
causal attributions for child difficulties and their parenting 
behaviors.
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