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PARENTAL ATTITUDES IN CHILD MALTREATMENT
Abstract
An information-processing approach to maladaptive parenting suggests that high-risk and
maltreating parents are likely to hold inaccurate and biased preexisting cognitive schemata
about child development and child rearing. Importantly, these schemas, which may include
values, beliefs, expectations and attitudes, are known to influence the way parents perceive
and subsequently act towards their children. However, the few studies specifically addressing
parental attitudes only considered global maltreatment, not distinguishing abuse from neglect.
Moreover, few have considered dual-process models of cognition, relying mostly on the
explicit level of parental attitudes that can be prone to various biases. Based on the Social
Information Processing (SIP) model of child abuse and neglect, the current study examines
the association of parents preexisting cognitive schemata, namely explicit and implicit
parental attitudes, and child abuse and neglect. A convenience sample of 201 mothers (half
with at least one child referred to child protection services) completed a measure of explicit
parental attitudes and a speed-accuracy task related to parenting. Abuse and neglect were
measured with self-report and professionals-report instruments. Overall, the results support
the hypothesis that maladaptive parenting is related with more biased preexisting cognitive
schemas, namely attitudes related to parenting, but only for neglect and particularly when
reported by professionals. Moreover, the results observed with both the explicit and implicit
measures of attitudes were convergent, with mothers presenting more inadequate explicit
attitudes also exhibiting an overall lower performance in the implicit attitudes task. This
study is likely to contribute to the SIP framework of child abuse and neglect, particularly for
the elucidation of the socio-cognitive factors underlying maladaptive parenting, while also
providing relevant cues for prevention and intervention programs.
Keywords: Maladaptive parenting; Child abuse and neglect; Information processing;
Parental attitudes; Parental cognitions
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Parental Attitudes in Child Maltreatment
The science of parenting has long been emphasizing the role of parental cognitions in
shaping parent-child interactions. For example, social cognitive learning theory has focused
on perceptions of self-efficacy (e.g., Jones & Prinz, 2005), attachment theory on internal
working models of relationships (e.g., Mayseless, 2006), and attributional theories on control
ability, intentionality, locus, and stability of parental-related events (e.g., Nix et al., 1999).
Recent cognitive approaches to parenting suggest that parental cognitions are key
elements in organizing socialization goals and caregiving behaviors (e.g., Azar et al., 2008).
According to these approaches, preexisting cognitive schemas constitute crucial elements in
cognitive information processing and refer to the knowledge structures that assist people in
organizing their experiences and to respond to stimulus events (e.g., Sigel & McGillicuddyDeLisi, 2002). Several studies have been identifying a set of parental cognitive schemas that
are linked to parental behaviors and family functioning. For example, the lack of maternal
knowledge about child development and child-rearing concepts has been associated with
poorer family environments (e.g., Benasich & Brooks-Gunn, 1996). Further, parental
attitudes about corporal punishment have been related with the use of coercive discipline
methods towards children (e.g., Slep & O’Leary, 1998).
These socio-cognitive approaches have also been important to understand maladaptive
parenting, and specifically child abuse and neglect (e.g., Milner, 2003), which are known to
not only harm the current life of the child, but also to present adverse effects on the child’s
later development (Jaffee & Maikovich-Fong, 2011), with serious social and economic costs
for the community (Radford et al., 2013).
The Social Information Processing (SIP) model applied to child abuse and neglect
(e.g., Azar et al., 2017; Milner, 2003) suggests that abusive and neglectful parents cannot
adequately respond to their child’s needs because of errors or biases in information
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processing, particularly in information related to the child and the caregiving role. According
to this model, preexisting schemas, when activated, may act as a filter of the environmental
information to which parents are expected to attend (e.g., Azar et al., 2008). Therefore, they
are likely to influence parental perceptions and interpretations about their child’s needs and
behaviors, and to determine the subsequent response selection and implementation (Milner,
2003). Within this framework, the current study specifically addresses parental preexisting
cognitive schemata, namely by systematically examining the association between parental
attitudes, and child abuse and neglect.
This association between parental attitudes and maltreatment has been receiving some
empirical support, with research showing that high-risk and maltreating parents are more
likely to hold more inaccurate and biased preexisting cognitive schemata about child
development and education (e.g., Crouch et al., 2012). Recent meta-analytic data also
supports that personal-specific schemata, as well as parental beliefs and attitudes, partly
explain maladaptive parenting practices such as child abuse and neglect (Camilo et al., 2019).
Specifically, abuse has been associated with unrealistic expectations about child development
(e.g., Haskett et al., 2006), higher belief in the value of corporal punishment (e.g., Slep &
O’Leary, 2007), self-attributions to external locus of control (McElroy & Rodriguez, 2008),
higher accessibility of negative schemata attributes (e.g., Hiraoka et al., 2014), less empathic
schemata (e.g., Rodriguez & Tucker, 2015), and inadequate parenting attitudes (e.g.,
Rodriguez et al., 2016). For instance, Rodriguez and colleagues (2016) tested the SIP model
in the context of child physical abuse. In this study, expectant mothers and fathers’
inadequate attitudes predicted lack of knowledge of appropriate disciplinary strategies and
higher expectations of child compliance, which in turn increased child physical abuse risk.
Although the studies conducted with neglectful parents are still scarce, research has already
shown that neglectful parents demonstrate higher unrealistic expectations (Azar et al., 2012;
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Azar et al., 2017), higher external locus of control (Rodriguez & Richardson, 2007), and
lower empathic concern (Rodrigo et al., 2011). Furthermore, maladaptive parenting seems to
be associated with less positivity attributed to parenting, higher schemata rigidity and a more
simplistic thinking about parenthood (Camilo, Garrido, Ferreira et al., 2019), even when
considering parents’ general intellectual functioning (e.g., Azar et al., 2012), which, along
with poverty, might interfere with the SIP activities (e.g., Azar et al., 2008).
Parents’ attitudes toward parenting are part of parents’ knowledge structures (Holden &
Buck, 2002). In general, attitudes reflect "(a) a relatively enduring organization of beliefs,
feelings, and behavioral tendencies towards socially significant objects, groups, events or
symbols, and (b) a general feeling or evaluation – positive or negative – about some person,
object or issue" (Hogg & Vaughan 2017, p. 154). Specifically, parental attitudes are a product
of parents’ knowledge, values, beliefs and expectations towards their children, which are
informed by cultural and social representations, as well as by parents' own experiences and
values (Holden & Buck, 2002). Thus, attitudes about parenting in general, and harsh
parenting in particular, vary substantially across cultures (e.g., Bornstein et al., 2011;
Mesman et al., 2020). For instance, among the very few studies about parenting cognitions
conducted in Portugal (e.g., Narciso et al., 2018; Camilo, Garrido, Ferreira, et al., 2019), none
has specifically explored parental attitudes at an implicit level.
Research on parental cognitions has recently drawn some attention to dual-process
models, namely by acknowledging that cognitions exist at different explicit and implicit
levels (e.g., Johnston et al., 2017). Specifically, this framework suggests that, cognitions exist
in two qualitatively distinct processing structures: explicit level, under high levels of
conscious control, and more prone to cognitive distortions and reporting biases, and implicit
level, more unconscious, impulsive, and stable (e.g., Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). At an
explicit level, cognitions are typically evaluated through self-report questionnaires and
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interviews (Jobe, 2003). To assess cognitions at the implicit level, social and cognitive
psychologists have been using experimental paradigms, involving response latencies (e.g.,
Bargh & Chartrand, 2014) or psychophysiological measures (e.g., Blascovich et al., 2011).
Parental attitudes have been typically assessed through self-report questionnaires (e.g.,
Okagaki & Bingham, 2005), which entail a set of advantages such as direct access to thinking
contents or easiness of administration. However, these measures only assess the explicit
processing of events (e.g., Sturge-Apple et al., 2015) and are potentially prone to perceptual
biases and report distortions, in order to avoid social judgment or even legal interventions
(Portwood, 2006). Implicit measures have been particularly important in the study of
attitudes, stereotypes, close relationships and health behavior (for a review, see Fazio &
Olson, 2003). Specifically, these measures are often obtained with priming paradigms to
assess what is activated from memory during the presentation of some attitude object. Faster
responses suggest high accessibility of the concepts in memory, revealing the influence of a
schema (prime-related mental constructs) in information processing activities (Bargh &
Chartrand, 2014).
Some studies have already included implicit measures to assess parental cognitions in
the parenting domain, and specifically in child abuse and neglect research (for a review see
Camilo et al., 2016). For example, Johnston and colleagues (2017) adapted an Implicit
Association Test to evaluate mothers’ implicit attitudes toward children on a community
sample. Their results suggest that mothers’ implicit positive attitudes about their children
were significantly associated with less negative parenting practices, even when controlling
for explicit self-reports. Further, Sturge-Apple and colleagues (2015) used a Go/No-go
Association Task to assess mothers’ implicit attitudes toward their children and found these
to be significant predictors of reported and observed parenting behavior. The application of
dual-process models to parenting is likely to allow a better understanding of the different
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levels of parental cognitions, at implicit and explicit levels, and even more so when parents
are under the child protection services’ (CPS) evaluation and/or legal intervention as in child
abuse and neglect cases.
However, the few studies that specifically looked at parental attitudes have
predominantly been considering negative or harsh parenting (with non-referred samples), or
only addressing global maltreatment (e.g., cases referred to child protection services), thus
not distinguishing abuse from neglect. Moreover, few studies have considered dual-process
models of cognition, relying mostly on the explicit level of parental attitudes that can be
prone to various biases. The application of implicit measures, extensively used in social
cognition literature, to child abuse and neglect assessment, may add an important contribution
to the traditional self-report methods, but the novelty of using these measures in assessing
parental cognitions requires extra efforts in ensuring their internal and external validity
(Drost, 2011).
Moreover, self-report measures of abuse and neglect require parents to have conscious
awareness of their practices and are prone to social desirability (Lau et al., 2006). For these
reasons, research on child abuse and neglect has been suggesting the use of multiple sources
of information (such as professionals’ assessment) in the evaluation of maltreatment practices
(Cicchetti & Manly, 2001; Jackson et al., 2019). Therefore, studies on the predictors of child
abuse and neglect, assessing the different types of child maltreatment through multiple
sources, are probably more informative in capturing these complex phenomena. Further, the
assessment of abuse and neglect needs to consider the multidimensionality of child
maltreatment, in order to disentangle the different putative causal mechanisms specifically
associated with abuse and neglect (Warmingham et al., 2019).
The current study examines the association of explicit and implicit parental attitudes
and child abuse and neglect. To this end we recruited mothers referred and non-referred to
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CPS; independently assessed abuse and neglect through self- and professionals-report
instruments; and measured their (implicit and explicit) parental attitudes.
Based on the available literature, we expected that mothers with higher abuse and
neglect scores would present: a) more inadequate explicit parental attitudes; b) lower
performance (lower accuracy and longer response latencies) in positive-implicit associations
with parenting; and c) better performance (higher accuracy and shorter response latencies) in
negative-implicit associations with parenting, than those with lower scores. Additionally,
although consistency between implicit and explicit measures of parental attitudes might be
expected, the implicit measure is likely to show higher sensitivity to the influence of abuse
and neglect, than the explicit measure, since the latter is more dependent on self- awareness
and more prone to social desirability. Moreover, we also explored the potential convergence
between self- and professionals-report measures of abuse and neglect. Finally, due to the
potential role of intellectual functioning (e.g., Azar et al., 2008) and poverty (e.g., Rudy &
Grusec, 2006) in social information processing, we controlled for the effect of these variables
in the models.
Method
Participants
A convenience sample of 201 Portuguese mothers participated in this study. Their age
ranged from 24 to 53 years old (M = 38.57, SD = 6.58), and they had between one and eight
children (M = 2.65, SD = 1.41). Most of the mothers were White (68.2%) and did not
complete high school (57.5%). Approximately half of the sample (n=101) had at least one
child referred to the Portuguese child protection services. The remaining (n=100) were
recruited in schools and community services from socially vulnerable communities, to
balance the socio-demographic characteristics of the sample. Mothers were eligible for
participation if they had at least one child within the age range of 5–13 years old in order to
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meet the requirements of the maltreatment measures used. Moreover, we defined as exclusion
criteria mothers with severe intellectual disabilities and lack of native language proficiency
given the cognitively demanding nature of the tasks in the protocol. Finally, for the referred
group, and in line with previous studies (e.g., Hildyard & Wolfe, 2007), mothers with a
substantiated record of sexual child abuse as a perpetrator were not included, given the
specificities of sexual abusive behaviors.

Measures
Given the lack of validated measures of abuse and neglect in the Portuguese context,
we translated, adapted and validated two well-established parental self-report measures of
abuse and neglect. Further, in order to get separate scores of abuse and neglect reported from
professionals, a confirmatory analysis was conducted with a previous measure of
professionals’ report of maltreatment validated for the Portuguese context. Likewise, the
explicit measure of parental attitudes was translated, adapted and validated to our sample.
Professionals’ Report of Abuse and Neglect. These reports were obtained through the
Maltreatment Severity Questionnaire (MSQ; Calheiros et al., 2019), consisting of 21 items
(e.g., Physical hygiene and wellbeing), each composed by four severity descriptors (e.g.,
from 1 = They keep the child looking dirty (e.g., does not take a bath, does not wash her head
or teeth, stinks, has parasites and/or fleas) to 4 = They let the child have health problems or
injuries due to her hygienic conditions (e.g., skin diseases, infected skin injuries). Originally,
the MSQ is organized in a three-factor structure: Physical neglect, Psychological neglect, and
Physical and psychological abuse. In the current study, we obtained two separate global
scores of abuse and neglect [χ² (129) = 387.567, p < .001, χ²/df = 3.004; comparative fit index
(CFI) = .815; and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .101] with good
internal consistency indicators: Physical and Psychological neglect (14 items; α = .87) and
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Physical and Psychological abuse (4 items; α = .71). Higher scores in the MSQ dimensions
mean higher levels of maltreatment. The MSQ was completed with the information available
regarding each target-child, by CPS case-workers (for the referred group of mothers) and by
the child’s teacher/ professional of community service (for the non-referred group).
Self-reported Abuse. The Conflict Tactics Scale - Parent to Child (Straus et al., 1998)
is a self-report measure that obtains reports of abuse from parents. The questionnaire with 22
items (e.g., Spanked him/her on the bottom with your bare hand) is originally organized in
three main dimensions: Non-violent discipline, Psychological aggression, and Physical
assault (this last, composed by Corporal punishment, Physical maltreatment, and Extreme
physical maltreatment). Mothers rated statements on a 7-point scale ranging from 0 = never
happened to 7 = more than 20 times in the past year. In the current study, an abuse scale was
used, constituted by the dimensions of Psychological aggression and Corporal punishment [χ²
(39) = 79.198, p < .001, χ²/df = 2.031; comparative fit index (CFI) = .907; and root mean
square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .067]. This scale included 7 items (α = .72), with
higher scores meaning higher abuse.
Self-reported Neglect. The Multidimensional Neglectful Behavior Scale – Parent
Report (MNBS; Kantor et al., 2003) is a self-report measure that obtains reports of neglect
from parents with children aged between 5-15 years old. A previous version of the MNBS
validated for a Portuguese sample (Neves & Lopes, 2013) was used, composed by 49 items
(e.g., Did not know where your child was playing when she/he was outdoors), divided in four
core dimensions: Emotional neglect, Cognitive neglect, Supervision neglect, and Physical
neglect. Respondents were asked about their parental behaviors in a 4-point scale, ranging
from 1 = never to 4 = always. In the current study, a global score of neglect was used [χ²
(346) = 573.744, p < .001, χ²/df = 1.658; comparative fit index (CFI) = .926; and root mean
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square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .057], revealing good internal consistency (α =
.83), with higher scores meaning higher neglect.
Explicit parental attitudes. The Adult-Adolescent Parenting Inventory–2.1 Form A
(AAPI; Bavolek & Keene, 2010) is a self-report measure of beliefs regarding child-rearing
that characterizes abusive parenting. The original AAPI-2.1 (form A) includes 40 items (e.g.,
Children learn respect through strict discipline), to be responded in a 5-point scale ranging
from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree, that are distributed across five core
dimensions: Inappropriate parental expectations, Parental lack of an empathic awareness of
children’s needs, Strong belief in the use and value of corporal punishment, Parent-child role
reversal, and Oppressing children’s power and independence. In this study, a global score
was used [χ² (401) = 745.205, p < .001, χ²/df = 1.858; comparative fit index (CFI) = .856; and
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .061], with good internal consistency (α
= .92). Higher scores in AAPI dimensions mean higher maladaptive child rearing attitudes.
Implicit parental attitudes. A speed-accuracy task was developed to indirectly
measure how strongly participants associated a mother’s role with positive and negative
attributes. This task was adapted from well-documented implicit measures of attitudes (e.g.,
Dotsch & Wigboldus, 2008; Fazio & Olson, 2003). Participants were asked to classify
pictures associated with a mother’s role (e.g., pictograms of a woman with a child, doing
caregiving-activities like playing with a child with toy blocks) as well as positive and
negative attributes (e.g., loving, responsible, cold, aggressive; selected from Camilo, Garrido,
Ferreira et al., 2019). The task included two blocks. In the positive block, participants had to
classify 24 stimuli (7 positive words, 7 images and 10 negative words) as “Good or Mother”
(left key) or as “Bad” (right key). In the negative block, participants had to classify 24 stimuli
(10 positive words, 7 negative words and 7 images) as “Good” (left key) or as “Bad or
Mother” (right key). Each block was preceded by 24 practice trials, immediately followed by
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the 72 test trials (with the replacement of each type of stimuli three times). Within blocks, all
stimuli were presented in a random order. The stimuli remained on the screen until
participants responded. In the practice trials, if participants failed to respond within 1,500 ms,
a reminder to “Please respond more quickly!” appeared for 500 ms. Following each response,
participants were given feedback regarding the accuracy of their response. Accuracy and
response times were collected from the positive and negative blocks. High performance (high
accuracy and shorter response latencies) on the block of trials where “Mother or Good” were
paired would suggest more positive implicit attitudes, whereas high performance on the block
of trials where “Mother or Bad” were paired would suggest stronger negative implicit
attitudes.
Family socioeconomic status. Mothers were asked to report their highest completed
education level, monthly family income, income source, housing and neighborhood
characteristics, in a 5-point scale. Since all variables were positively and significantly
correlated (all p’s < .01), the scores were computed into a socioeconomic status index (SES;
α = .77) (e.g., Beckerman et al., 2018). Lower scores indicated lower SES.
Mothers’ intellectual functioning. Four subscales of the WAIS-III (Arithmetic, Matrix
reasoning, Information, Coding; α = .62 (Wechsler, 1997; Portuguese version of CEGOC,
2008) were used as an estimate of general intellectual functioning due to their previously
reported high correlation with the full scale (e.g., Azar, et al., 2017).
Procedure
The data reported in the current paper represents a selection of the measures collected
during 2017 and 2018, in the context of a more comprehensive research program about
maternal cognitions associated with abusive and neglectful behaviors. All measures and
procedures were approved by the Ethics Committee of the host institution (EA# 08/2016).
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After obtaining the permission from the institutions (12 CPS agencies, 8 schools, and 9
community institutions), mothers who met the inclusion criteria were contacted by the CPS,
community services and schools, and were invited to participate in a study about parenting.
Those who agreed to participate were invited for two individual sessions taking place at the
respective CPS agencies (referred group), schools and community services (non-referred
group). Participants were informed that they would participate in a study examining how
mothers perceive, think, and remember information about child rearing and development, and
their influence on parental practices.
In the first session, after reading and signing the informed consent, participants were
asked to provide demographic information. Then they completed the implicit parental
attitudes task, using E-Prime 2.0 in a laptop provided by the researcher, and filled in the
AAPI. In the second session, they were asked to complete the WAIS subscales, the MNBS
and the CTS-PC. In the end of both sessions, participants were thanked, debriefed and
compensated with a 10€ gift card. Later, the MSQ was completed by the CPS caseworkers or
by the child’s teacher/ community service professional.
Data analysis strategy
SPSS 25.0 was used to conduct data-analysis. The independent variables were
standardized, and analysis of normal distribution and potential outliers revealed the absence
of standardized scores extremely lower than -3.29 or extremely higher than 3.29 (Tabachnick
& Fidell, 2012), except for the abuse dimension of the MSQ. However, since the absolute
value of skewness of this dimension was lower than 3, it was considered as non-problematic
in terms of distribution (Kline, 2005).
Regarding the implicit task data reduction (e.g., Bargh & Chartrand, 2014), participants
with an accuracy rate lower than 70% were excluded from analysis, resulting in the
elimination of 1 participant (accuracy rate = 48.61%). Responses with latencies lower than
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350 ms and higher than 2500 ms were eliminated as well as responses lower or higher than
2.5 standard deviation from the mean response latencies for the positive and negative blocks.
Subsequently, participants with less than 50% of valid responses were excluded from
analysis, resulting in the additional exclusion of 6 participants (rate of valid responses
between 4.86% - 49.31%). In total, 7 participants (3.07%) were excluded from the analysis.
Data from the practice blocks were discarded.
To explicitly test our hypothesis, the relationship between abuse / neglect and implicit /
explicit attitudes was explored by means of the General Linear Model (GLM). Specifically,
our main independent variables were self-reported abuse and neglect, and professionalsreported abuse and neglect (once self and professionals-reports were not correlated; see Table
1). Given the significant correlations between abuse and neglect (Table 1) and considering
the high co-occurrence of different types of maltreatment, namely neglect, emotional
maltreatment, and physical abuse reported in the literature (Kim et al., 2017), abuse and
neglect were entered in the models together, in order to control each other. The dependent
variables were the AAPI scores (explicit attitudes), and accuracy and response latency of
correct responses in the positive and negative blocks of the speed-accuracy task (implicit
attitudes). Within-participant effects of the type of stimuli (images, positive and negative
words) were also explored in order to control the effect of the stimuli and examine their
variability according to the abuse and neglect scores. Moreover, due to the high correlations
of the dependent measures with participants’ intellectual functioning and SES (Table 1), the
effects of these two variables were subsequently controlled.
Results
Explicit attitudes about parenting
Results of the explicit parental attitudes (presented in Table 2) revealed an effect of
self-reported neglect, with higher neglect associated with higher inadequate explicit parental
12
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attitudes, even after controlling for mothers’ intellectual functioning and SES. No significant
effects were found for self-reported abuse. A main effect of neglect reported by professionals
was also observed, with higher neglect associated with higher inadequate explicit parental
attitudes. This effect was no longer significant after controlling for mothers’ cognitive
functioning and SES. Again, no significant effects were found for abuse.
Implicit attitudes about parenting
Positive-implicit associations. As for participants’ response accuracy, a main effect of
stimulus type was observed, such that images (M = .992, SE = .003) obtained the highest
accuracy, followed by the positive (M = .974, SE = .003) and the negative stimuli (M = .950,
SE = .004). A similar pattern was observed for response latency, with faster responses for
images (M = 833.09, SE = 15.22), followed by positive (M = 990.07, SE = 19.77), and
negative stimuli (M =1104.46, SE = 23.37).
A main effect of professionals-reported neglect was also observed, with higher neglect
associated with higher response latencies, although no longer significant after controlling for
mothers’ intellectual functioning and SES. These results are presented in Table 3.
Negative-implicit associations. Regarding accuracy, a main effect of stimulus type
was observed, such that positive stimuli (M = .956, SE = .006) obtained the highest accuracy,
followed by the negative (M = .927, SE = .006) and the images (M = .836, SE = .023).
Although the main effects of self-reported abuse and neglect were not significant, a
significant interaction was found between stimulus type and neglect. A contrast analysis
showed that higher scores on neglect were marginally associated with high accuracy on
images (b = .05), t(193) = 1.93, p = .055, ηp2 = .019, but no significant associations were
found between neglect and the accuracy in classifying positive and negative stimuli.
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A significant main effect of professionals-reported abuse was also observed, with
higher abuse associated with higher accuracy. This effect was no longer significant after
controlling for mothers’ intellectual functioning and SES. Results also revealed a significant
interaction between stimulus type and abuse, and contrast analysis showed that higher scores
of abuse reported by professionals were associated with higher accuracy on images (b =.08),
t(191) = 2.77, p = .006, ηp2 = .039, but no significant association was found between abuse
and positive and negative stimuli. Further, a significant main effect was found for
professionals-reported neglect, with higher scores of neglect associated with lower accuracy
that remained significant even after controlling for mothers’ intellectual functioning and SES.
A significant interaction between stimulus type and neglect reported by professionals was
also observed, and contrast analysis showed that higher scores on neglect were associated
with lower accuracy on images (b = -.12), t(191) = -4.36, p < .001, ηp2 = .090, but no
significant associations were found between neglect and positive and negative stimuli.
For response latency, the results revealed a main effect of stimulus type, with faster
categorization latencies for images (M =753.81, SE = 14.39), followed by positive (M =
938.44, SE = 18.43), and negative stimuli (M = 1053.85, SE = 21.79). Only the main effect of
professionals-reported neglect was significant, with higher neglect associated with higher
overall latencies, although no longer significant after controlling for mothers’ intellectual
functioning and SES. The results for negative-implicit associations with parenting are
presented in Table 4.
Relationship between explicit and implicit measures of parental attitudes
Correlational analysis (presented in Table 1) showed that, the AAPI scores were
negatively correlated with accuracy and positively correlated with response latencies on the
negative block of the implicit measure, indicating that more inadequate explicit attitudes are
associated with less accurate and slower responses on the negative-implicit associations with
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parenting. Importantly, and as predicted, the AAPI scores were positively correlated with
response latencies in positive associations with parenting, indicating that more inadequate
explicit attitudes are associated with slower responses on the positive-implicit associations
with parenting. Overall, these results indicate that as inadequate explicit attitudes increase,
the general performance in positive and negative attitudes implicit tasks decreases.
Discussion
The SIP model applied to child abuse and neglect suggests that preexisting cognitive
schemas constitute a key element in cognitive information processing related to caregiving
(Azar et al., 2008; Milner, 2003). Parental attitudes towards parenting are an integral part of
these knowledge structures (Holden & Buck, 2002). However, explicit and implicit parental
attitudes in maladaptive parenting remain largely understudied (e.g., Johnston et al., 2017).
The present research further examined the role of parental attitudes in child abuse and
neglect. Specifically, we investigated the association between parental attitudes and abuse
and neglect in mothers that were referred and non-referred to CPS, assessing abuse and
neglect through self- and professionals-report instruments and measuring parental attitudes
using explicit and implicit measures.
Overall, our results support the hypothesis that maladaptive parenting is related with
more biases in preexisting cognitive schemas, namely attitudes related to parenting, but only
for neglect. Specifically, when considering professionals’ reports of maltreatment, mothers
that were evaluated as more neglectful reported higher inadequate explicit parental attitudes
and revealed more biases when making implicit associations with parenting, even when
controlling for mothers’ intellectual functioning and SES. The lower overall performance
observed for more neglectful mothers is in line with previous research (e.g., Johnston et al.,
2017) and supports the SIP model applied to neglect. Specifically, this model states that
neglectful parents fail to respond to child’s signals because they are not able to advance in the
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complex pattern of mental processing that precedes the parental response (e.g., Crittenden,
1993). Moreover, the results are consistent with previous research revealing the low
complexity of parental cognitions characteristic of maladaptive parenting (e.g., Camilo,
Garrido, Ferreira et al., 2019).
Regarding abuse, mothers scoring higher on abuse showed better performance in
detecting negative associations with parenting, but this result was no longer significant when
controlling for mothers’ intellectual functioning and socioeconomic status. Overall, our
results suggest that higher scores on abuse are associated with fewer biases in implicit and
explicit parental attitudes, a pattern that was not observed in those scoring high on neglect.
These differences are in line with the idea that, whereas neglect can be a product of an early
interruption in cognitive processing, abusive parents may go through the cognitive processing
stages, and present distortions in a later stage that lead to an inadequate parental response
(e.g., McElroy & Rodriguez, 2008; Slep & O’Leary, 2007). For example, abusive parents
may engage in attentional processes and perceive the child’s signals, but make biased
interpretations of those signals (e.g., Ateah & Durrant, 2005) and choose inadequate
responses (e.g., Dadds et al., 2003). However, our results are not convergent with previous
studies that have been showing the importance of parental attitudes (e.g., Rodriguez, 2018)
and of the accessibility of negative schemata (e.g., Farc et al., 2008) in explaining parental
abusive behaviors. This may be the case because these studies predominantly assessed child
abuse with measures of risk (such as CAPI) and did not control for neglect.
Importantly, the pattern of results observed is not always consistent across the source of
maltreatment reporting. This is not surprising given that the correlations between self- and
hetero-reported maltreatment are non-significant. The overall pattern of non-significant
results observed with self-reported abuse and neglect measures is likely the result from the
well-known shortcomings of these measures (e.g., Lau et al., 2006). In turn, professionals-
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reported child maltreatment revealed to be sensitive in discriminating implicit attitudes
associated with maladaptive parenting.
Analyzing the convergence between the explicit and the implicit measure of attitudes,
the results revealed that mothers with more inadequate explicit attitudes also presented an
overall lower performance in implicit attitudes associated with parenting. Social cognition
researchers have long argued that, since implicit cognition may differ from conscious and
explicit cognition, differences between both measures can be expected (e.g., Greenwald &
Banaji, 1995). However, and also in line with the literature (Hofmann et al., 2005), the
consistency between measures observed in our results suggests that our implicit and explicit
measures are conceptually related. While this convergence may confer some robustness to
our findings, it might have resulted from the explicit measure used. Indeed, the AAPI may be
less prone to social desirability than other measures since it evaluates beliefs and attitudes,
and not tangible parental practices, which require a higher disclosure of actual maltreating
behaviors.
Despite the contributions of this study to the advancement of parental cognition
research in the context of child maltreatment, important limitations should be addressed. In
the implicit task, the presentation of the positive and negative blocks was not
counterbalanced, thus preventing the estimation of a single value (like a D score) for the
implicit measure. This issue could be addressed in future designs because the use of a single
dependent measure of the implicit attitude allows the direct comparison between negative and
positive blocks. Additionally, implicit measures are usually collected in controlled
environments like research laboratories. In the current study, these measures were collected
in a community setting, with distractors that could influence response latencies, even if some
literature suggests no impact of the context of application in implicit tasks’ performance (e.g.,
Shepherd, 2019). Moreover, the social context and the specific target of cognition may affect
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the activation of implicit cognition (e.g., Gawronski & Houwer, 2014). Considering that
parenting occurs in context and in response to a specific parent-child interaction, the structure
of this type of implicit tasks might consider the use of familiar stimuli, as videos or
photographs of participants’ own children (e.g., Johnston et al., 2017). Also, the implicit
measure of parental attitudes used in this study was not properly validated with similar
samples, which may limit a more definitive interpretation of the results (Gawronski et al.,
2009). Further, the version of the instrument used to assess cognitive functioning is currently
outdated (WAIS-III). Nevertheless, it is the latest version of this measure validated for the
Portuguese context. Finally, although the Maltreatment Severity Questionnaire presents a
poor fit, the adequate internal consistency of the sub-scales and the importance of having two
separate scores for abuse and neglect justified to proceed with the analyses using the
structures obtained.
Despite these limitations, the application of social cognition approaches to child
maltreatment research constitutes an innovative and important strategy to access parental
cognitions and behaviors related to parent-child interactions. Conceptually, our results add
knowledge about socio-cognitive variables, namely attitudes, which should be addressed
within the context of parenting evaluations and treatments (e.g., Mah & Johnston, 2008). This
is particularly the case for child neglect, which is the most common form of child
maltreatment (e.g., U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, Administration for
Children and Families, Administration on Children, Youth and Families, Children’s Bureau,
2019).
This study also brings important methodological contributions. The combination of
explicit with implicit measures circumvents some of the problems associated with the single
use of questionnaires of self-report and observational methods and is likely to constitute a
better approach in capturing parental cognitions (Camilo et al., 2016). Future research could
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also benefit from integrating experimental manipulations of parents’ affective and
motivational states, use more ongoing and spontaneous forms of assessing cognitions (as, for
example, using video-mediated recall, open-ended interview tasks, or daily diaries), and
employing different methods to capture the complexity and diversity of parental cognitions
(e.g., Johnston et al., 2008).
This study also addressed the importance of using multiple sources of information to
evaluate child maltreatment (e.g., Lanktree et al., 2008), in order to achieve a “best estimate”
of maltreatment experiences (Jackson et al., 2019). According to these authors, parents are an
important source of data but, due to several constrains and bias, they do not provide all the
required information, which needs to be supplemented by professionals that work close to the
family.
Finally, the knowledge on parental cognitions specifically associated with child neglect
examined in the current paper might inform parenting interventions, namely by clarifying the
role of preexisting cognitive schemata in the formation and maintenance of disruptive
responses. Therefore, alongside more mainstream intervention programs with parents, more
specific psychological intervention strategies for cognitive restructuring, problem-solving
training, and reattribution training (e.g., Azar & Wolfe, 2006) should also be considered.
Indeed, parenting programs addressing changes in parental cognitions have demonstrated to
be successful (e.g., Bugental et al., 2012).
Using a multimethod approach to investigate parental cognitions and different sources
of information in the assessment of child maltreatment, the present study examined parental
preexisting cognitive schema, namely parental attitudes, underlying maladaptive parenting.
This research presents a contribution to the scant research about parental cognitions, which
might inform future investigation and support intervention on different types of maltreatment.
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Table 1
Summary of Correlations, Means, Standard Deviations and Range for Study Variables (n = 161)
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

1. Positive – Acc

-

2. Positive – Rt

.021

-

3. Negative – Acc

.198**

-.204**

-

4. Negative – Rt

-.072

.879**

-.187*

-

5. AAPI.

-.034

.431**

-.260**

.430**

-

6. SR Abuse

-.123

.008

.000

.084

.136

-

7. SR Neglect

-.027

.092

.099

.128

.175*

.313**

-

8. PR Abuse

-.048

.100

-.014

.142

.055

.075

.102

-

9. PR Neglect

-.037

.185*

-.252**

.270**

.256**

.131

.108

.527**

-

10. Intellectual
functioning

.100

-.618**

.339**

-.630**

-.538**

.109

.019

-.069

-.304**

-

11. SES

.045

-.409**

.293**

-.404**

-.484**

-.044

-.030

-.224**

-.417**

.566**

Note. Acc = accuracy; Rt = response time; SR = self-report; PR = professionals-report.
* p < .05.
** p < .01.

11.

-

M (SD)

Range

.97 (.03)

.82 – 1

975.77 (248.82)

500.32 – 1703.79

.91 (.11)

.53 – 1

939.27 (229.39)

482.19 – 1633.26

2.55 (.56)

1.23 – 4.35

2.01 (1.28)

0–6

1.57 (.36)

1 – 2.82

1.17 (.41)

1 – 3.50

1.41 (.59)

1 – 3.73

83.88 (27.24)

20 – 155

2.79 (.67)

1 – 4.33
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Table 2
GLM Table for Explicit Parental Attitudes (AAPI)
Self-report

b

t

p

ηp2

SR Abuse

0.050

1.210

.228

.008

SR Neglect

0.082

1.977

.049

.020

b

t

p

ηp2

SR Abuse

0.060

1.761

.080

.017

SR Neglect

0.076

2.213

.028

.026

Intelectual func.

-0.239

-5.923

<.001

.161

SES

-0.124

-3.070

.002

.049

b

t

p

ηp2

Professionals-report

b

t

p

ηp2

PR Abuse

-0.068

-1.354

.177

.010

PR Abuse

-0.040

-0.940

.349

.005

PR Neglect

0.176

3.840

<.001

.072

PR Neglect

0.033

0.782

.435

.003

Intelectual func.

-0.223

-5.409

<.001

.138

SES

-0.133

-3.115

.002

.051

Note. SR = self-report; PR = professionals-report; SES = socioeconomic status.
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Table 3
GLM Table for Positive-Implicit Parental Attitudes
Accuracy
Self-report

Professionals-report

Within-subjects effects

F

p

ηp2

Stimulus type

41.389

<.001

.177

Stimulus type*SR Abuse

1.382

.252

.007

Stimulus type*SR Neglect

0.480

.619

.002

Between-subjects effects

b

t

p

ηp2

SR Abuse

-0.003

-1.525

.129

.012

SR Neglect

0.001

0.353

.725

.001

Within-subjects effects

F

p

ηp2

Stimulus type

40.643

<.001

.175

Stimulus type*PR Abuse

0.168

.845

.001

Stimulus type*PR Neglect

0.527

.591

.003

t

p

ηp2

SR Abuse

-0.003

-1.478

.141

.012

SR Neglect

0.001

0.419

.676

.001

Intelectual func.

0.004

1.727

.086

.016

SES

-0.002

-0.720

.473

.003

b

t

p

ηp2

Between-subjects effects

b

t

p

ηp2

PR Abuse

-0.002

-0.609

.544

.002

PR Abuse

-0.002

-0.830

.408

.004

PR Neglect

0.000

-0.163

.871

.000

PR Neglect

0.000

0.146

.884

.000

Intelectual func.

0.004

1.619

.107

.014

SES

-0.002

-0.677

.499

.003

Response latencies
Self-report

b

Within-subjects effects

F

p

ηp2

Stimulus type

202.159

<.001

.518
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Professionals-report

Stimulus type*SR Abuse

1.599

.204

.008

Stimulus type*SR Neglect

0.049

.952

.000

Between-subjects effects

b

t

p

ηp2

SR Abuse

-5.596

-0.299

.766

.000

SR Neglect

24.459

1.297

.196

.009

Within-subjects effects

F

p

ηp2

Stimulus type

205.687

<.001

.525

Stimulus type*PR Abuse

1.601

.203

.009

Stimulus type*PR Neglect

2.387

.093

.013

b

t

p

ηp2

SR Abuse

7.291

0.481

.631

.001

SR Neglect

21.524

1.414

.159

.011

Intelectual func.

-147.841 -8.146

<.001

.272

SES

-19.132 -1.068

.287

.006

b

t

p

ηp2

0.648

.518

.002

Between-subjects effects

b

t

p

ηp2

PR Abuse

-0.485

-0.021

.983

.000

PR Abuse

12.200

PR Neglect

46.049

2.160

.032

.024

PR Neglect

-12.322 -0.651

.516

.002

Intelectual func.

-142.502 -7.824

<.001

.257

SES

-24.796 -1.326

.187

.010

Note. SR = self-report; PR = professionals-report; SES = socioeconomic status.
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Table 4
GLM Table for Negative-Implicit Parental Attitudes
Accuracy
Self-report

Professionals-report

Within-subjects effects

F

p

ηp2

Stimulus type

20.363

<.001

.095

Stimulus type*SR Abuse

0.225

.799

.001

Stimulus type*SR Neglect

4.013

.019

.020

Between-subjects effects

b

t

p

ηp2

SR Abuse

-0.004

-0.458

.647

.001

SR Neglect

0.014

1.455

.147

.011

Within-subjects effects

F

p

ηp2

Stimulus type

20.329

<.001

.096

Stimulus type*PR Abuse

8.436

<.001

.042

Stimulus type*PR Neglect

16.152

<.001

.078

t

p

ηp2

SR Abuse

-0.004

-0.491

.624

.001

SR Neglect

0.015

1.654

.100

.015

Intelectual func. 0.031

2.903

.004

.044

SES

0.022

2.082

.039

.023

b

t

p

ηp2

Between-subjects effects

b

t

p

ηp2

PR Abuse

0.022

2.008

.046

.021

PR Abuse

0.020

1.816

.071

.018

PR Neglect

-0.042

-4.143

<.001

.082

PR Neglect

-0.027

-2.504

.013

.033

Intelectual func. 0.026

2.492

.014

.033

SES

1.588

.114

.014

Response latencies
Self-report

b

Within-subjects effects

F

p

ηp2

Stimulus type

303.652

<.001

.645

0.017
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Professionals-report

Stimulus type*SR Abuse

0.949

.388

.006

Stimulus type*SR Neglect

1.618

.200

.010

Between-subjects effects

b

t

p

ηp2

SR Abuse

10.218

0.582

.561

.002

SR Neglect

25.367

1.393

.166

.011

Within-subjects effects

F

p

ηp2

Stimulus type

300.417

<.001

.644

Stimulus type*PR Abuse

0.245

.783

.001

Stimulus type*PR Neglect

0.793

.453

.005

b

t

p

ηp2

SR Abuse

24.245

1.704

.090

.018

SR Neglect

15.514

1.046

.297

.007

Intelectual func. -143.838

-8.295

<.001

.305

SES

-14.121

-0.832

.407

.004

b

t

p

ηp2

Between-subjects effects

b

t

p

ηp2

PR Abuse

-4.393

-0.209

.835

.000

PR Abuse

4.572

0.261

.795

.000

PR Neglect

64.391

3.075

.002

.054

PR Neglect

14.799

0.783

.435

.004

Intelectual func. -132.607

-7.648

<.001

.271

SES

-0.872

.384

.005

Note. SR = self-report; PR = professionals-report; SES = socioeconomic status.
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