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Abstract 

 

Parents’ Prenatal Wishes for their Children: Relations with Parenting 

Sensitivity and Children’s Developmental Outcomes 

 

Brittany Marie Wittenberg, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2014 

 

Supervisor:  Nancy Hazen-Swann 

Co-Supervisor: Elizabeth Thompson Gershoff 

 

Before a child is born, parents might have a general (e.g., happy and healthy) or 

particular vision for their child (e.g., become a doctor). Parents’ ability to focus on their 

child’s needs and interests (child-oriented goals) above their own self-interests (parent-

oriented goals) has been found to predict their sensitivity to their children in the moment 

(Dix, 1991; 2000). In this study, 126 mothers and fathers, during the mother’s third 

trimester of pregnancy with both parents’ first child, were asked to verbally report three 

wishes for their future child. Content analyses of parents’ transcripts revealed eight wish 

categories: 1) well-being, 2) personal relationships, 3) particular characteristics, 4) 

particular goals, 5) personal achievement and responsibility, 6) personal fulfillment, 7) 

protection, and 8) dependence on the parent. Mothers reported more wishes that their 

future children would be happy and emotionally fulfilled (child-oriented), and fathers 
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reported more wishes that their future children would have a particular characteristic or 

achieve a particular goal (parent-oriented). Whether mothers wished for their children to 

have a particular characteristic and whether fathers wished for their children to achieve a 

particular goal, were negatively associated with their parenting sensitivity (for both 

fathers and mothers) and children’s developmental outcomes (for mothers only) at 24 

months. Linear regression analysis revealed that parenting sensitivity at 24 months acted 

as a partial mediator among whether mothers reported a prenatal particular characteristic 

wish and their children’s autonomy at 24 months. Similar mediation analyses were 

performed with fathers’ prenatal wishes, parenting sensitivity, and children’s 

developmental outcomes; however, none of the results were significant. 
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Introduction 

It’s a typical scenario: A friend or coworker announces she is pregnant and 

someone asks about the baby’s gender. The pregnant woman does not know the baby’s 

gender and says, “Well, I don’t care if it’s a boy or a girl. I just want it to be happy and 

healthy.” Could these prenatal wishes–happy and healthy, among various other wishes–

be meaningful to the parent in such a way that they affect their future parenting and their 

future child? 

Before a child is born, parents might have a general (e.g., happy and healthy) or 

particular vision for their child (e.g., become a doctor). Parents’ ability to focus on their 

child’s needs and interests (child-oriented goals) above their own self-interests (parent-

oriented goals) has been found to predict their sensitivity to their children in the moment 

(Dix, 1991; 2000), but little is known about whether and how parents’ prenatal 

expectations for their children might affect their later parenting and their children’s 

developmental outcomes. The purpose of this study is to examine mothers’ and fathers’ 

prenatal wishes as predictors of their parenting sensitivity and their children’s 

developmental outcomes, specifically autonomy and emotion regulation, at 24 months. 

First, the expectancy-value theory of motivation will be used as a framework to explain 

why parents’ prenatal wishes influence their later parenting and their children’s later 

developmental outcomes. Then, the existing literature on prenatal parenting expectations 

and its relation with postnatal parenting behaviors and attitudes will be reviewed as well 

as prenatal parenting expectations and its relation with their children’s later 
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developmental outcomes. Finally, a brief discussion on parenting sensitivity and 

children’s developmental outcomes during the early childhood years will be presented.  

THE EXPECTANCY-VALUE THEORY OF MOTIVATION 

The expectancy-value theory of motivation posits that one’s expectation of 

success and one’s subjective value of a task both influence later choices and performance 

regarding the task (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). The expectancy-value theory was founded 

in the 1960s, but was later tested and refined by Jacquelynne Eccles in the 1980s to 

explain children’s achievement in schools (Eccles, 1983; Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). 

Eccles (1983) investigated the gender-achievement gap in high school mathematics and 

physical science classes and its influence on students’ later class choices (Eccles, 2014; 

Wentzel, Wigfield, & Miele, 2009). Eccles (1983) found that students’ appraisal of 

success (expectancy) in a physical science class and their personal value or meaning of 

the physical science class (subjective task value) both influenced whether students chose 

to take the physical science class in the upcoming school year (Eccles, 2014). This 

revealed that traditional gender stereotypes of women not being as good at math and 

physical science courses influenced the beliefs of female adolescents’ mathematics and 

physical science abilities (Eccles, 2014). The expectancy-value theory is embedded 

within an ecological framework, allowing for culture and society to influence an 

individual’s expectancy for success and subjective task values, and thus, the choices one 

makes. 

The expectancy-value theory is made up of three components: expectancy, 

subjective task value, and achievement or motivational behaviors. The expectancy 
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construct answers the question, “Can I do the task?” and is defined as the belief that 

oneself is capable of attaining the task (Wigfield, Tonks, & Klauda, 2009). The subject 

task value construct answers the question, “Do I want to do the task?” and is defined as 

the degree to which one views that there are benefits for completing the task (Wigfield, 

Tonks, & Klauda, 2009). One’s decision to devote sustained energy and resources toward 

a task depends on the answers to these two questions. For example, if a new father 

believes he can succeed at parenting well (high expectancy), and parenting well is 

important to him (high value), the new father will choose to devote sustained energy and 

resources toward parenting well (high achievement behaviors). In contrast, if a new 

mother does not believe she can succeed at parenting well (low expectancy), and 

parenting well is not important to her (low expectancy), she will choose not to exhaust 

her physical, emotional, and tangible resources when parenting her child (low 

achievement behaviors). Expectancies for parenting success and the subjective value of 

parenting are important determinants in the motivation to perform different parenting 

practices to become a successful parent (Wigfield, 1994; see Figure 1). 

Wigfield and Eccles (1992) postulate that other cognitive processes influence 

individuals’ motivational beliefs (expectancies and values) and are embedded within 

individuals’ perceptions of the social environment and interpretations of past events and 

experiences. To determine one’s expectancy of being successful at a task, individuals 

must cognitively assess their goals, judgments of competence, self-schemas, and 

perceptions of task difficulty (Wigfield & Eccles, 1992). To determine subjective task 

value, individuals review their affective memories. These cognitive processes are 



 4 

embedded within the individual’s social world, which includes cultural milieu, beliefs 

and behaviors of society, and past experiences (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). Cultural milieu 

consists of gender role and cultural stereotypes (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000).  

In the present study, we hypothesize that the prenatal wishes parents report for 

their children can be explained as tasks for the parent to achieve throughout the transition 

to parenthood. In order for parents’ prenatal wishes to be carried out in their later 

parenting behaviors, parents would have to find personal value in the wish and believe 

they can be successful at attaining the wish for their children. Then, these thoughts and 

beliefs would lead parents to devote effort, cognitive engagement, and persistence in 

attaining the wishes for the children. In support of this hypothesis, Simpkins, Fredricks, 

and Eccles (2012) reported that “parents’ beliefs predict parents’ behaviors; in turn, 

parents’ behaviors predict youths’ motivational beliefs, and youths’ motivational beliefs 

predict their behaviors” (p. 1019). This may explain the possible link among parents’ 

prenatal expectations for their children, parents’ later parenting behaviors, and the later 

developmental outcomes for their children. 

PRENATAL PARENTING EXPECTATIONS 

Individuals expecting their first child are known to feel excited, anxious, 

optimistic, and uncertain about becoming a parent (Dix, 1991; Delmore-Ko, Pancer, 

Hunsberger, & Pratt, 2000; Coleman, Nelson, & Sundre, 1999; Harwood, McLean, & 

Durkin, 2007). Several studies have investigated mothers’ prenatal parenting expectations 

and attitudes and their effects on later parenting behavior, particularly parenting 

sensitivity. Coleman, Nelson, and Sundre (1999) found a strong association between 
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prenatal expectations and postnatal parenting attitudes, specifically between mothers who 

had realistic rather than unrealistic views about the transition to parenthood. Future 

mothers with a realistic view of parenthood reported understanding the positive and 

negative aspects of their future role as a mother whereas mothers with an unrealistic view 

of parenthood tended to overly focus on either the positive or negative aspects of their 

future role as a mother (Coleman, Nelson, & Sundre, 1999). Similarly, Delmore-Ko et al. 

(2000) found that parents who were cognitively prepared and reported being ready to 

cope with the transition to parenthood adaptively adjusted to parenthood after the birth of 

their child. 

Another study investigated whether mothers’ prenatal parenting expectations were 

unrealistically optimistic compared to their postnatal parenting experiences (Harwood, 

McLean, & Durkin, 2007). The researchers found that women with high prenatal 

expectancies of their parenting abilities (i.e., believed they would be successful at 

parenting) were also optimistic about parenthood, and found that their postnatal parenting 

experiences exceeded their prenatal expectations in regards to enjoyment and reward 

received from parenting (Harwood, McLean, & Durkin, 2007). 

Parent Gender Differences  

Although there are several studies on mothers’ expectations about the transition to 

parenthood, there are few studies on fathers’ prenatal parenting expectations and 

postnatal experiences. Delmore-Ko et al.’s (2000) study looked at differences in mothers’ 

and fathers’ interviews about the transition to parenthood. The two differences among 

mothers’ and fathers’ prenatal parenting expectations were described by the authors as 
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differences in the 1) “content discussed” and 2) “time orientation” of the content 

discussed (Delmore-Ko et al., 2000, p. 634). Regarding differences in content, fathers 

typically discussed playing with and teaching their future child whereas mothers typically 

discussed how they would cope with the physical and emotional demands of having a 

newborn infant (e.g., having enough sleep; Delmore-Ko et al., 2000). Regarding 

differences in time orientation, fathers reported on parenting roles when their child would 

be school-aged or an adolescent, whereas mothers reported on parenting roles required 

immediately following the birth of their child as well as during the early childhood years 

(Delmore-Ko et al., 2000). 

PARENTING SENSITIVITY 

Parenting sensitivity is defined as the parent’s alertness to their child’s signals; 

appropriate interpretation of these signals; and the developmentally appropriate, prompt 

response to these signals (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; Dix, 1991; Seifer & 

Schiller, 1995; Kiang, L., Morena, A. J., & Robinson, J. L., 2004; Feldman, Eidelman, & 

Rotenberg, 2004; Hallers-Haalboom et al., 2014). Parenting sensitivity is observed when 

parents empathically acknowledge and validate their children’s negative emotions, 

openly discuss emotions, and help their children to solve problems related to negative 

emotions (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978). There is ample research indicating 

that sensitive parenting predicts positive developmental outcomes for children 

(Ainsworth et al., 1978; Dix, 1991; Miller, Sable, & Beckmeyer, 2009; Kiang, Morena, & 

Robinson, 2004). 
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Dix (1991; 2000) conceptualized parenting behavior as parents’ ongoing 

prioritization and assessment of their child-oriented goals versus parent-oriented goals. 

Child-oriented goals support the interest of their child’s development and well-being with 

little consideration of the parents’ personal goals (e.g., Jill and her father go to the park 

after school), whereas parent-oriented goals promote parents’ personal goals, failing to 

include the needs and interests of their child’s development and well-being (e.g., Jill’s 

inquiries are ignored so her father can watch television; Dix, 1991; 2000). When parents 

choose to fulfill their child-oriented goals, parents are known to be more sensitive, warm, 

and patient with their children than when parents choose to fulfill their parent-oriented 

goals (Dix, 1991; 2000). Parents are constantly assessing and appraising child-oriented 

versus parent-oriented goals; the choice to fulfill one type of goal versus another depends 

on the “parents’ mood, immediately preceding events, parents’ appraisal of the costs of 

promoting children’s interests, their appraisal of the probability that particular concerns 

can be promoted, and their assessment of children’s moods and abilities” (Dix, 2000, p. 

96). Dix’s (1991; 2000) framework on the motivation behind sensitive parenting can be 

easily integrated into the expectancy-value theory of motivation, as will be discussed 

later in this paper. For the present study, parenting sensitivity will be used as an outcome 

variable for parents’ prenatal wishes and tested as a mediating variable for children’s 

developmental outcomes. 

PRENATAL PARENTING EXPECTATIONS PREDICTING LATER CHILD OUTCOMES 

Currently, there are few studies about how parents’ prenatal parenting 

expectations or preconceptions about parenting relate to their children’s future 
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developmental outcomes. Preconceptions about parenting consist of prenatal values and 

beliefs parents have about parenting and children, based on their own experience of being 

parented (Kiang, Moreno, & Robinson, 2004). One study found that maternal 

preconceptions about parenting predicted their future child’s temperament, their later 

parenting sensitivity, and their child’s later empathy (Kiang, Moreno, & Robinson, 2004). 

Another study found that mothers’ motivation to be pregnant and to have a child 

predicted the quality of the mother–infant bond and, in turn, children’s later attachment 

security (Miller, Sable, & Beckmeyer, 2009). This study identified several maternal 

variables that sequentially led to later child outcomes: 1) maternal traits, 2) maternal 

cognitive states (i.e., preconception motivation and pregnancy wantedness), 3) maternal 

behavior, 4) maternal/child behavior, and finally, 5) child traits (p. 1176). This study 

provided support for the idea that mothers’ prenatal expectations about parenting are 

related to their future parenting behavior and possible child outcomes; however, more 

research is needed to support this hypothesis for both mothers and fathers. 

CHILDREN’S DEVELOPMENTAL OUTCOMES 

It is well known that children begin to exert their autonomy during their second 

year of life (Erikson, 1963; Crain, 2005). According to Erikson (1963), toddlers enter the 

autonomy versus shame and doubt developmental stage once they are mobile, usually at 

12 months of age. During this stage, toddlers must find a balance between exerting their 

autonomy and behaving in a socially acceptable manner so as not to feel ashamed of 

themselves, thus learning to regulate their emotions and behavior (Crain, 2005). 

Emotion Regulation 
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Emotion regulation is defined as the “extrinsic and intrinsic processes responsible 

for monitoring, evaluating, and modifying emotional reactions,” specifically in intensity 

and duration, “to accomplish one’s goals” (Thompson, 1994, p. 27–28; Cole, Martin, & 

Dennis, 2004). In the developmental literature, it is known that appropriate emotion 

regulation is related to better social and emotional adjustment for children and that 

inappropriate emotion regulation is related to poor social adjustment in children 

(Eisenberg, Fabes, Bernzweig, Karbon, Poulin, & Hanish, 1993; Eisenberg, Fabes, 

Murphy, Maszk, Smith, & Karbon, 1995). Emotions can be over-regulated, meaning no 

emotion is displayed when it is appropriate to display emotion, or under-regulated, 

meaning that negative emotion is inappropriately displayed. For this study, we will 

examine appropriate emotion regulation as an adaptive developmental outcome for 

children at 24 months. 

Autonomy 

The development of autonomy is a key developmental milestone for toddlers 

(Erikson, 1963; Crain, 2005). As young children mature, they become less in need of 

their parents’ assistance for learning experiences and begin to explore their environment 

(Crain, 2005). Thus, children learn to exert their will and control in their environment and 

begin to develop a sense of self apart from the rest of the world. For this study, children’s 

autonomy will be examined as a positive developmental outcome for children at 24 

months. 

THE PRESENT STUDY 
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The aim of the present study was to identify mothers’ and fathers’ prenatal wishes 

for their children and to determine if these wishes helped explain their later parenting 

sensitivity and their children’s developmental outcomes (specifically, emotion regulation 

and autonomy) at 24 months. Seven research questions were proposed: 

1. What types of prenatal wishes do mothers and fathers report for their first child?  

This was an exploratory question and content analyses were done prior to 

examining other hypotheses. 

2. Is there a difference in the prevalence of prenatal wish types between mothers and 

fathers?  

This was also an exploratory question; however, based on Delmore-Ko et 

al.’s (2000) findings, it was hypothesized that fathers would discuss their role as a 

teacher, and therefore have wishes that encompassed specific goals for their 

children to accomplish, whereas mothers would discuss their role as helping their 

future children to cope with emotions and life in general, and therefore have 

wishes for their children’s emotional well-being. 

3. Which types of parents’ prenatal wishes, if any, are related to their parenting 

sensitivity at 24 months? 

As Dix’s (1991) framework would suggest, we expected the prenatal 

wishes that were primarily child-oriented (e.g., happy, healthy, and personally 

fulfilled) to better predict parenting sensitivity than more parent-oriented wishes, 

in which the parent envisioned their child in a particular way. 
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4. Which types of parents’ prenatal wishes relate to children’s autonomy and 

emotion regulation at 24 months? 

Again, we expected the prenatal wishes that were primarily child-oriented 

to better predict children’s autonomy and emotion regulation than parent-oriented 

wishes. 

5. Does parenting sensitivity at 24 months act as a mediator, linking parents’ 

prenatal wishes and children’s developmental outcomes at 24 months? 

We expected that parenting sensitivity would mediate the relation between 

parents’ wishes and their children’s outcomes. Specifically, we hypothesized that 

more child-oriented wishes would predict higher sensitivity, which in turn, would 

predict better emotion regulation and higher autonomy for children. We also 

hypothesized that more parent-oriented wishes would predict poorer emotion 

regulation and less autonomy for children. 

6. Do the hypothesized groups of prenatal parent- and child-oriented wishes predict 

parenting sensitivity and children’s developmental outcomes at 24 months? 

7. Does parenting sensitivity at 24 months act as a mediator, linking parent- and 

child-oriented wishes and children’s developmental outcomes at 24 months? 
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Method 

 This study used data from a larger longitudinal study following couples and their 

children over the transition to first-time parenthood for eight years. Data was collected 

during four phases: 1) third trimester of pregnancy, 2) eight months, 3) 24 months, and 4) 

seven years. This study used data from phases one and three. 

PARTICIPANTS 

 In 1992, couples in the third trimester of their first pregnancy were recruited from 

birthing classes, public service radio announcements, and flyers distributed at 

obstetricians’ offices, birthing centers, and maternity stores within the greater Austin 

area. Interested individuals called the university to set up home visits with the research 

team. In order to participate, female partners had to be in their third trimester of 

pregnancy with both partners’ first child, be living together, and speak English as their 

primary language. 

Participants included 126 couples (M = 30.4, SD = 5.67), ranging in age from 16 

years to 50 years, who were mostly married (93%) and Caucasian (83%). Other 

participants were Hispanic (7%), African American (2%), or Native American, Middle 

Eastern, or Indian (8%). The median family income was $30,000 to $45,0001 with 24.8% 

of the study sample reporting within this income range. Income level varied with 5.6% 

                                                 
1In 2013, equitable income would be $49,815.39 to $74,720.60. The amounts were adjusted for inflation 

based on the poverty levels in 1992 and 2013 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014). 
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reporting family earnings near 150% of the poverty threshold or less in 19922. In 

contrast, 25.6% reported earnings above $60,0003. About 56% of fathers and 64% of 

mothers reported earning a Bachelor’s or graduate degree and another 35% of fathers and 

25% of mothers reported some college or trade/business school coursework. In our 

sample of mothers, 51% were classified as Secure, 14% were classified as Insecure-

Dismissive, 10% were classified as Insecure-Preoccupied, and 25% as Insecure-

Unresolved/Disorganized based on the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI). In our sample 

of fathers, 45% were classified as Secure, 31% were classified as Insecure-Dismissive, 

3% were classified as Insecure-Preoccupied, 15% were classified as Insecure-

Unresolved/Disorganized, and 6% were classified as Insecure-Cannot Classify based on 

the AAI. 

During phase one, 122 mothers (M = 29.3, SD = 4.83) and 118 fathers (M = 31.5, 

SD = 6.25) participated. Mothers’ ages ranged from 16 years to 42 years and fathers’ ages 

ranged from 19 years to 50 years. At 24 months, 102 families remained in the sample. Of 

the 24 families who left the study, 10 families moved, nine couples divorced, three were 

too busy to participate, and two could not be located. Families with incomes of less than 

$30,0004 at the prenatal phase were more likely to drop out of the study at 24 months, 

                                                 
2In Texas, in 1992, 18.3% of Texas residents were at or below the poverty level. Also, in 1992, the United 

States poverty threshold was $9,395 for a two-adult household (under age 65) with no children (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2014). 
3In 2013, equitable income would be above $99,629.12. The amount was adjusted for inflation based on the 

poverty levels in 1992 and 2013 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014). 
4, 5

In 2013, equitable income would be $49,815.39. The amounts were adjusted for inflation based on the 

poverty levels in 1992 and 2013 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014). 
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compared with those reporting incomes of greater than $30,0015, (M = 2.92 v. M = 3.62), 

F(1, 123) = 6.95, p = .009. Additionally, mothers (M = 27.03 v. M = 29.89), F(1, 124) = 

7.16, p = .008, and fathers (M = 29.21 v. M = 32.05), F(1, 121) = 4.08, p = .046, who 

were younger were more likely to drop out of the study at 24 months. Also, the mothers 

within families who dropped out were less likely to have graduated from college, (M = 

4.08 v. M = 4.66), F(1, 124) = 4.64, p = .033, than those who remained in the study at 24 

months. Families who dropped out did not differ on ethnicity, child gender, or attachment 

classification; however, mothers who did not report a personal fulfillment wish were 

more likely to drop out, χ
2 

(1, N = 122) = 5.02, p = .036, and mothers who did report a 

dependence wish were more likely to drop out, χ
2 

(1, N = 122) = 4.73, p = .040. 

In return for their participation in the study, each family received a $506 savings 

bond for their child at the completion of each of the three phases of data collection (for a 

total of $150 in savings bonds), bimonthly project newsletters, a shirt for their infant, and 

an audiotape of lullabies. At the end of the study, parents received copies of the 

videotaped interactions with their child. 

PROCEDURE 

Data for the present study were collected when the mother was pregnant and 

again when the child was 24 months old. During the prenatal session, mothers and fathers 

were administered the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI; George, Kaplan, & Main, 1984; 

                                                 
 
6In 2013, adjusted savings bond amount would be about $83, for a total of $249 in savings bonds. The 

amounts were adjusted for inflation based on the poverty levels in 1992 and 2013 (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2014). 
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1985; 1996) separately in a laboratory setting. All interviews were recorded and 

transcribed. Additionally, families were visited twice when their child was 24 months 

old. The first visit took place at the university laboratory and the second visit was held in 

the couples’ homes. For the present study, only data from the university laboratory were 

used at 24 months. At the university laboratory, mothers and fathers were filmed 

separately while participating in 20 to 25 minutes of free play and a five minute clean-up 

activity with their 24 month old child. Then, children were filmed completing problem-

solving tasks and the barrier box test with a research assistant.  

MEASURES 

Parents’ Prenatal Wishes for their Children’s Future (Third Trimester of 

Pregnancy) 

The Adult Attachment Interview (AAI) is a semi-structured, one hour interview in 

which participants are asked to describe and evaluate their early childhood experiences, 

including the loss of attachment figures through death and abuse experiences. Several 

trained faculty members and graduate students conducted the AAI with mothers and 

fathers individually in a laboratory setting during the mothers’ third trimester of 

pregnancy. Prior to beginning the interview, all subjects were informed that the questions 

would be about their relationships with parents and memories of childhood, and an effort 

was made for interviewers to establish rapport with participants and to answer any 

questions from participants. Interviews lasted from 60 to 90 minutes, and the protocol 

allowed interviewers to use frequent probes to increase the specificity of participants’ 

responses and to facilitate the recall of memories related to attachment. The interviews 
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were audiotaped and transcribed by trained undergraduates who were unaware of 

hypotheses. Transcripts were later used to classify parents according to their current state 

of mind regarding attachment (e.g., Secure, Insecure-Dismissing, Insecure-Preoccupied, 

or Insecure-Unresolved/Disorganized). However, in the present study, only the last 

question from the AAI was used to assess parents’ prenatal wishes for their children: If 

you had three wishes for your child 20 years from now, what would they be? 

Parenting Sensitivity (24 Months) 

Individually, mothers and fathers were videotaped interacting with their 24 month 

old during a free play and clean-up session in the laboratory. The procedures and protocol 

were adapted from Matas, Arend, and Sroufe’s (1978) assessment of free play and clean-

up activities. Prior to the free play, parents were given the instruction to “play with your 

child as you normally would.” Each parent was separately observed for about 20 minutes 

of free play in a laboratory playroom with their child. After about 20 minutes, the 

researcher returned to the laboratory playroom and instructed the parent to facilitate toy 

clean-up with their child for about five minutes. To assess parents’ responses to their 

children’s emotions at 24 months, the Parents’ Responses to Children’s Emotions Rating 

Scales (PRCERS) were developed by a graduate student to rate parent–child interactions 

during play and problem-solving activities. These rating scales were adapted from Fabes, 

Eisenberg, and Bernzweig’s (1990) Coping with Children’s Negative Emotions Scale 

(CCNES), originally a self-report measure for parents. Three independent coders rated 

mothers’ and fathers’ sensitive responses to their children’s negative emotions using a 
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Likert scale with 1 given when there was no evidence of sensitive parenting responses 

and 7 given when there was high evidence of sensitive parenting responses.  

Sensitive responses were defined as the degree to which the parent acknowledged 

and validated the child’s negative emotions and showed empathy for their child. If a child 

became upset due to discipline from the parent, parents were still considered sensitive if a 

reason was provided as to why the child’s behavior was inappropriate. Examples of 

sensitive parenting responses included physically comforting their upset child and 

verbally acknowledging their child’s negative emotions with an empathetic facial 

expression. 

A graduate student and two undergraduate research assistants independently 

coded mothers’ and fathers’ sensitive parenting responses using the PRCERS. The coders 

demonstrated good inter-rater reliability for the sensitive parenting response scale, ICC = 

0.74. The average score among the coders was used for all analyses in this study. 

Children’s Developmental Outcomes (24 months) 

Children’s autonomy and emotion regulation were measured using two 

videotaped problem-solving tasks administered in the university laboratory. The problem-

solving tasks were meant to be challenging for 24 month old children. Children were 

asked to complete two problem-solving tasks with only the researcher present. The first 

task was the removal of a snack from a long tube which required the child to piece blocks 

together and insert them in the tube to gain access to the snack. The second task, the 

barrier box task, consisted of a large, clear box filled with attractive, developmentally 

appropriate toys that was locked by a padlock. Children were asked to figure out how to 
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gain access to the toys. To solve the task, children needed to ask the researcher for a key 

and use the key to unlock the padlock. Researchers were trained to assist the children as 

little as possible; however, when children appeared distressed, the researchers increased 

assistance. Each task lasted about five to 10 minutes. 

To assess children’s autonomy at 24 months, the total score of the Children’s 

Autonomy Scales (CAS) was used. This measure was developed by a graduate student 

and faculty member and consisted of nine scales: 1) child’s interested involvement and 

persistent task approach; 2) child’s flexibility and resourcefulness; 3) child’s dependency; 

4) child’s directness and clarity of help-seeking communication; 5) child’s controlling 

and manipulative behavior; 6) child’s compliance and acceptance of researcher’s 

suggestions; 7) child’s frustration and negative affect; 8) child’s positive affect toward 

researcher;  and 9) child’s enthusiasm and pride upon completion of task. Likert scales 

were used for each variable with 1 given when a very small amount of the variable was 

displayed by the child and 7 given when very high amounts of the variable were 

displayed by the child. Two independent coders rated each videotaped interaction on each 

scale in the CAS. Inter-rater reliability was good, averaging, ICC = 0.76, for all scales. 

All variables from the CAS were added together to create the total score for children’s 

autonomy at 24 months. 

To assess children’s emotion regulation at 24 months, the Children’s Emotion 

Regulation Scale (CERS) was used to rate each child during their problem-solving task 

interaction with the researcher. This scale was developed by a graduate student and 

measured the tendency for a child to become so overwhelmed by emotions that the child 
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was unable to control himself/herself and could not focus on finding a solution to what 

was causing the distress. The CERS is a 7-point Likert scale, with 1 given when the child 

was totally unable to regulate his/her emotions and 7 given when the child was able to 

regulate his/her emotions. A graduate student and an undergraduate research assistant 

coded all videotaped interactions of children during the problem-solving tasks at 24 

months. Inter-rater reliability was excellent, ICC = 0.96. 
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Results 

 This section will discuss the analyses performed and results for each research 

question. First, the content analyses will be described as well as a description of each 

prenatal wish category. 

TYPES OF PRENATAL WISHES 

One faculty member and one graduate student performed content analyses using 

mothers’ prenatal transcripts, which yielded eight wish types: 1) well-being, 2) personal 

relationships, 3) particular characteristics, 4) particular goals, 5) personal achievement 

and responsibility, 6) personal fulfillment, 7) protection, and 8) dependence on the parent. 

Transcripts from mothers’ and fathers’ prenatal interviews were then coded for the 

presence of each wish type by independent coders: the author, one faculty member, two 

graduate students, and one undergraduate research assistant, with a total of three coders 

for each transcript. Transcripts were coded as 1 if the prenatal wish type was present in 

the parent’s transcript or 0 if the prenatal wish type was not present. The first 40 

transcripts were conference-coded while training and used to establish reliability among 

coders. 

In the following section, each wish type will be described in detail as well as the 

prevalence of each wish type for mothers and fathers. Information on the frequencies of 

wish types for mothers and fathers are in Table 1 and Figure 2. 

Well-Being 

The well-being wish is a general wish that the child will be happy, well-adjusted, 

and healthy; this wish does not specify what should make the child happy. The well-
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being wish encompasses the typical “happy and healthy” wish response, as well as wishes 

for the child to be emotionally stable. Other examples of well-being wishes include: “I 

want him to be able to communicate emotions” and “I want her to have a high self-

esteem.” In our sample, about 78% of mothers and 64% of fathers reported at least one 

prenatal well-being wish for their child. 

Personal Relationships 

The personal relationships wish is a wish for the child to have positive, close 

relationships with family and friends for the child’s own sake, rather than for family 

members’ sake. Some personal relationship wishes were about their child finding a mate 

in life. Some examples of these wishes included: “I want him to have somebody to care 

about,” and, “I want her to find Mr. or Mrs. Right or be on the track for finding that 

person.” In addition, the personal relationship wish also encompasses wishes for the child 

to “be close to family” and “have lots of friends.” About 27% of mothers and 36% of 

fathers reported a prenatal personal relationships wish for their child. 

Particular Characteristics 

The particular characteristics wish is a wish that the child will (or will not) have 

a certain type of personality, be a certain way, or have particular personal outcomes. The 

particular characteristics wish encompassed topics such as: religion, physical appearance, 

positive personality characteristics, social acceptability, and to not have negative 

characteristics. For example, regarding the particular characteristics wish about religion, 

one mother reported that she wanted her child to “be Catholic” and a father reported that 

he wanted his child to “[grow] up in the fear of God.” In regards to physical appearance, 
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one mother reported, “[I want my child to be] attractive. I don’t want an ugly child.” 

Many parents wished for their child to have positive personality characteristics, such as: 

“dedicated,” “tenacious,” “kind,” “intelligent,” empathetic, “tolerant,” “warm,” 

“considerate of others,” and “respectful.” A sense of altruism was also included in these 

characteristics, such as: “[I want my child to] bring out the best in people…” and 

“…change the world.” A few parents reported that they wanted their child to be “socially 

acceptable.” Other wishes in this sub-category were: “I’d like a normal child” or “a 

normal male.” Lastly, parents reported wishes for their child to not be a particular type of 

person, such as: “not be an atheist,” “not put people down,” “not have the cynical outlook 

that I have,” “not be gay,” “not be a bum,” “not be greedy,” or “not be an alcoholic.” 

Still, other parents wished for their child to be “athletic,” to “have a sense of humor,” or 

to be “a logical, left-[brained] child rather than an artsy-crafty, musical right-brained 

child.” In our sample, 34% of mothers and 52% of fathers wished for their child to have 

at least one particular characteristic. 

Particular Goals 

The particular goals wish is a wish that the child will (or will not) achieve a 

specific goal or outcome, or display a specific behavior. Examples of particular goals 

stated by parents include: “go to college,” “be a physician,” “go to grad school,” “be 

wealthy,” “be musically inclined,” and “get married.” Some parents stated goals 

negatively, such as: “not end up dead or in jail,” “not be married or with kids yet,” “not 

ask for money [from parents],” and “not do drugs.” From our sample, 31% of mothers 

and 45% of fathers wished for their child to have a particular goal. 
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Personal Achievement and Responsibility 

The personal achievement and responsibility wish is a wish for the child to be 

successful in his/her work or accomplishments in general, as well as for the child to be 

able to take care of himself/herself and to be responsible. This wish does not specify 

particular achievements or successes for the child. Examples of this wish type include: 

“be financially capable of taking care of self,” “stick with your goals,” “make own 

decisions,” “be able to function well in society,” and be “disciplined and responsible 

about education.” About 41% of mothers and 51% of fathers reported a wish that was 

categorized as personal achievement and responsibility. In addition, this is the only wish 

type in which there was a significant correlation among mothers and fathers, r(113) = .21; 

p = .025.  

Personal Fulfillment 

The personal fulfillment wish is a wish that the child will be happy and excited 

about what he/she does in life, and will be intrinsically motivated to learn and do. This 

category also includes wishes that the child will be his/her own person and make 

decisions that make him/her happy. This is a general wish category and does not specify 

what the child should learn or do. Examples of the personal fulfillment wish type include: 

“follow natural inclinations and abilities,” “be successful in terms that are meaningful to 

him,” “enjoy his work,” “go into a field where he will be happy,” “makes choices he’s 

proud of,” “experience a lot in life,” and “be well on their way to learning everything 

they want to learn.” In our sample, 41% of mothers and 25% of fathers reported wishes 

categorized as personal fulfillment. 
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Protection 

The protection wish is a wish that the child will be safe and protected from harm 

that is out of the control of the parent or child. Examples of the protection wish include: 

“have a strong foundation [that is] needed to survive in the world today,” “live in a 

society where they can freely express themselves,” “not have worries about how they’re 

going to survive,” and “not [have] a war going on that he or she might be drafted into.” 

About 11% of mothers and 21% of fathers reported a wish categorized as protection. 

Dependence 

Lastly, the dependence wish is a wish that the child love, care for, or do things for 

the parent and appreciate all the parent has done for him/her. This is a parent-centered 

wish that focuses on a need of the parent instead of the child. Some examples of 

dependence wishes include: “live close to family so Mom can see him,” “be friends with 

parents,” “be successful for himself and maybe for us too,” “appreciate he’s educated 

because parents paid for it,” and “be comfortable expressing feelings to me.” In our 

sample, 18% of mothers and 20% of fathers reported wishes categorized as dependence.  

Intraclass correlation was used to determine reliability between coders. Reliability 

was good for all wish types except the protection wish, which was poor: well-being, ICC 

= 0.78; personal relationships, ICC = 0.87; particular characteristics, ICC = 0.80; 

particular goals, ICC = 0.81; personal achievement and responsibility, ICC = 0.74; 

personal fulfillment, ICC = 0.81; protection, ICC = 0.35; and dependence, ICC = 0.83. If 

discrepancy between coders existed, the conferenced code was used. We removed the 

protection wish from future analyses due to low reliability among coders. 
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Upon completion of the content analyses, we hypothesized that the well-being, 

personal relationships, and personal fulfillment wishes would be positively associated 

with parenting sensitivity and child outcomes at 24 months because these are child-

oriented wishes, and research has shown that parents who are child-oriented are more 

sensitive (Dix, 1991). We also hypothesized that the particular characteristics, particular 

goals, and dependence wishes would be negatively associated with parenting sensitivity 

and child outcomes at 24 months because these are parent-oriented wishes and pertain to 

the parent’s personal vision of their future child. We hypothesized that the personal 

achievement and responsibility wish would be positively associated with parenting 

sensitivity and child outcomes at 24 months.  

GENDER DIFFERENCES IN PRENATAL WISHES 

 Paired samples t-tests were conducted to examine differences in the prevalence of 

mothers’ and fathers’ prenatal wish types using IBM SPSS Statistics Version 22. There 

was a significant effect for parent gender on the prevalence of the well-being and 

personal fulfillment prenatal wish types, with mothers reporting more well-being and 

personal fulfillment wishes than fathers. In addition, there was also a significant effect for 

parent gender on the prevalence of the particular characteristics, particular goals, and 

protection prenatal wish types, with fathers reporting more particular characteristics, 

particular goals, and protection wishes than mothers (see Table 1 and Figure 2). 

CORRELATIONS BETWEEN STUDY VARIABLES 

Pearson r-correlations were run separately on mothers’ and fathers’ prenatal wish 

types, parenting sensitivity, and child outcome variables (see Table 2 and Table 3, 
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respectively). For mothers, the particular characteristics wish was negatively correlated 

with mothers’ sensitivity at 24 months and children’s autonomy and emotion regulation 

at 24 months. The personal relationships wish was positively correlated with children’s 

emotion regulation at 24 months for mothers. For fathers, the particular goals wish was 

negatively associated with fathers’ sensitivity at 24 months. Fathers’ personal 

achievement and responsibility wish was negatively associated with children’s emotion 

regulation at 24 months.  

PRENATAL WISHES AND PARENTING SENSITIVITY AT 24 MONTHS 

 Linear regression analyses were used to examine which prenatal wishes were 

unique predictors of parenting sensitivity at 24 months (see Table 4). The seven prenatal 

wish types were used to predict parenting sensitivity at 24 months, using separate 

regressions for mothers’ sensitivity and fathers’ sensitivity. All analyses controlled for 

the gender of the child, family income at phase one, parents’ age, parents’ education 

level, and parents’ attachment security versus insecurity. 

 Whether mothers reported particular characteristics wishes was negatively 

associated with their sensitive responses to their children’s negative emotions at 24 

months, β = -.22, p < .05. Whether fathers reported particular goals wishes was 

negatively associated with their sensitive responses to their children’s negative emotions 

at 24 months, β = -.20, p < .10. 

PRENATAL WISHES AND CHILDREN’S AUTONOMY AND EMOTION REGULATION AT 24 

MONTHS 
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 Linear regression analyses were used to examine which prenatal wishes were 

unique predictors of children’s emotion regulation and autonomy at 24 months. Mothers’ 

and fathers’ seven prenatal wish types were used to predict children’s emotion regulation 

and children’s autonomy at 24 months, using four separate regressions: mothers’ wishes 

predicting emotion regulation (Table 5, Model 1), mothers’ wishes predicting autonomy 

(Table 6, Model 1), fathers’ wishes predicting emotion regulation (Table 7, Model 1), and 

fathers’ wishes predicting autonomy (Table 8, Model 1). All models controlled for the 

gender of the child, family income at phase one, parents’ age, parents’ education level, 

and parents’ attachment security versus insecurity. 

 Mothers’ wishes for particular characteristics were negatively associated with 

their children’s emotion regulation, β = -.28, p < .01, and children’s autonomy at 24 

months, β = -.27, p < .05, whereas mothers’ wishes for personal achievement and 

responsibility were positively associated with their children’s emotion regulation at 24 

months, β = .27, p < .05. Fathers’ wishes for personal relationships, β = -.27, p < .05, and 

personal achievement and responsibility, β = -.24, p < .10, were negatively associated 

with their children’s emotion regulation at 24 months. None of fathers’ wishes were 

associated with their children’s autonomy at 24 months. 

PARENTING SENSITIVITY AT 24 MONTHS AS A MEDIATOR FOR PARENTS’ PRENATAL 

WISHES AND CHILDREN’S DEVELOPMENTAL OUTCOMES AT 24 MONTHS 

Four mediation models were used to answer this question (see Model 2 in Tables 

5 through 8). Linear regression analyses were conducted on children’s emotion regulation 

and children’s autonomy at 24 months by mothers and fathers, separately. The five 
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covariates previously mentioned were entered in block one, then the seven wish types 

were entered in block two, and lastly, the sensitive parenting response was entered in 

block three. 

 For each mediation model, Sobel’s test was performed to understand the 

relationship of parenting sensitivity among the parents’ prenatal wishes and children’s 

developmental outcomes at 24 months. For the mediation model in Table 5, Sobel’s test 

statistic was not significant, t = -1.49, p = 0.14, two-tailed. Because this test statistic was 

not significant, this indicated that there were no mediating effects of sensitivity and only 

direct effects of the presence of mothers’ wishes for particular characteristics on 

children’s emotion regulation at 24 months. For the mediation model in Table 6, Sobel’s 

test statistic was marginally significant, t = -1.68, p = 0.09, two-tailed. Because this test 

statistic was marginally significant, this showed there was a reduction in the predictor, 

whether mothers reported a particular characteristics wish, once the mediator, mothers’ 

parenting sensitivity, was included in the model (see Figure 3). Approximately 29.6% of 

the particular characteristics wish was attenuated by mothers’ parenting sensitivity at 24 

months when predicting children’s autonomy at 24 months. Thus, sensitivity partially 

mediated the relation between mothers’ wish for particular characteristics and their 

children’s autonomy. 

The mediation models tested with fathers’ parenting sensitivity were not 

significant (see Model 2 in Tables 7 and 8). 
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PRENATAL PARENT-ORIENTED AND CHILD-ORIENTED WISHES, PARENTING 

SENSITIVITY AT 24 MONTHS, AND CHILDREN’S DEVELOPMENTAL OUTCOMES AT 24 

MONTHS 

 To test our hypothesis on parent-oriented and child-oriented wishes, we created 

two composite variables. The parent-oriented composite variable consisted of combining 

the particular characteristics, particular goals, and dependence wishes together. The 

child-oriented composite variable consisted of combining the well-being, personal 

relationships, and personal fulfillment wishes. Each composite variable had a score from 

0 to 3. A score of 0 indicated that no wish types were present for the composite variable 

and 3 indicated that all three wish types were present for the composite variable. The 

personal responsibility and achievement wish was eliminated from the composite 

variables because this wish did not seem more parent- or child-oriented. 

 Linear regression analyses were used to determine the association among the 

composite wish variables and parenting sensitivity at 24 months. As seen in Table 9, 

mothers’ presence of parent-oriented wishes was negatively associated with mothers’ 

sensitivity to their children at 24 months at the level of a trend, β = -.20, p < .10. For 

fathers, neither the presence of parent- or child-oriented wishes were significantly 

associated with fathers’ sensitivity to their children at 24 months. 

PARENTING SENSITIVITY AT 24 MONTHS AS A MEDIATOR FOR PARENT-ORIENTED AND 

CHILD-ORIENTED WISHES AND CHILDREN’S DEVELOPMENTAL OUTCOMES AT 24 

MONTHS 
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 For the mediation model in Table 10, Sobel’s test statistic was not significant, t = 

-1.50, p = 0.13, two-tailed. Because this test statistic was not significant, there was no 

mediation and only direct effects of mothers’ parent-oriented wishes on children’s 

emotion regulation at 24 months. For the mediation model in Table 11, Sobel’s test 

statistic was not significant, t = -0.58, p = 0.11, two-tailed. Because this test statistic was 

not significant, there was no mediation and only direct effects of mothers’ parent-oriented 

wishes on children’s autonomy at 24 months. 

 No mediation models were tested for fathers’ parent- or child-oriented wishes 

because neither of these variables were significantly associated with fathers’ sensitivity 

toward their children at 24 months. 
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Discussion 

Before a child is born, mothers and fathers tend to have preconceptions about 

their future child. Some parents may have specific goals and achievements they would 

like their children to accomplish whereas others may have general wishes for their 

children’s happiness or well-being. Parents’ prenatal expectations for their future children 

has been shown to predict later parenting behaviors and attitudes (Coleman, Nelson, & 

Sundre, 1999; Delmore-Ko et al., 2000; Harwood, McLean, & Durkin, 2007), which in 

turn, has affected their children’s later developmental outcomes (Kiang, Moreno, & 

Robinson, 2004; Miller, Sable, & Beckmeyer, 2009; Simpkins, Fredricks, & Eccles, 

2012). The results from this study partially support previous research findings. 

PRENATAL WISHES  

In this study of parents about to have their first child, we identified eight types of 

prenatal wishes that parents reported for their future children: well-being (e.g., “happy 

and healthy”); personal relationships (e.g., “have somebody to care about”); particular 

characteristics (e.g., “intelligent” or “not be an atheist”); particular goals (e.g., “be a 

physician”); personal achievement and responsibility (e.g., “be financially capable of 

taking care of self”); personal fulfillment (e.g., “be successful in terms that are 

meaningful to him”); protection (e.g., “not have worries about how they’re going to 

survive”); and dependence on the parent (e.g., “live close to family so Mom can see 

him”). Later in the analyses, the parent-oriented wish variable–which combined particular 

characteristics, particular goals, and dependence wishes types, and the child-oriented 
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wish variable–which combined well-being, personal relationships, and personal 

fulfillment wish types, were formed. 

GENDER DIFFERENCES 

Mothers and fathers reported similar wish types but at different frequencies. 

Mothers were more likely to report well-being and personal fulfillment wishes than 

fathers, and fathers were more likely to report particular characteristics, particular goals, 

personal achievement and responsibility, and protection wishes than mothers. These 

findings generally supported our hypothesis that fathers would report specific goals for 

their children to accomplish and mothers would report wishes for their children’s 

emotional well-being. 

Interestingly, these results could also be interpreted as fathers tending to have 

more parent-oriented prenatal wishes and mothers tending to have more child-oriented 

wishes. The parent-oriented wishes were something the parents wished their children to 

do whereas child-oriented wishes focused on allowing their children to be. These results 

were partially supported by findings from Delmore-Ko et al.’s (2000) study where fathers 

tended to discuss their role as a teacher for their future children and mothers tended to 

discuss paying attention to their children’s emotional needs. 

In addition, mothers’ prenatal wishes were more influential of their later parenting 

sensitivity and children’s emotion regulation and autonomy compared to fathers’ prenatal 

wishes. This could be because mothers traditionally spend more time with their young 

children than fathers, who are often working. This could also be due to one limitation of 
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this study in which only mothers’ prenatal transcripts were used to create the eight wish 

categories. Both of these topics will be further discussed in this section. 

PARTICULAR CHARACTERISTICS WISH AND PARENT-ORIENTED WISHES 

The prenatal particular characteristics wish was interesting in that most of the 

characteristics reported seemed to be out of the parents’ control (e.g., “I don’t want an 

ugly child,” “[I want] a logical, left-[brained] child rather than an artsy-crafty, musical 

right-brained child,” and “[I want] a normal male”). Some of the parents who reported a 

particular characteristics wish gave the impression that the future child would not be 

loved if he/she did not (or did) have the particular characteristic provided. This wish 

became particularly interesting to the research team in that whether mothers reported a 

prenatal particular characteristics wish proved to be the most influential of mothers’ later 

parenting sensitivity and children’s developmental outcomes when compared to all other 

wish types. This was also seen for the parent-oriented wishes variable in that it proved to 

be negatively associated with mothers’ later parenting sensitivity and children’s emotion 

regulation and autonomy at 24 months.  

Perhaps this can be explained by the expectancy-value theory of motivation in 

that the mothers who reported a particular characteristics wish (and the parent-oriented 

wishes variable) placed a higher subjective task value on this wish type, believed their 

parenting abilities would make it possible for the child to have this particular 

characteristic, and therefore, motivated the parent to display parenting behavior that 

would not allow their child to display particular characteristic, which included low 

parenting sensitivity. 
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Perhaps parents who reported parent-oriented wishes maintained a high value for 

those wishes or tasks compared to parents who reported child-oriented wishes. If this is 

true, the expectancy-value model would suggest that parent-oriented wishes would better 

predict parents’ later parenting behavior, as seen in our results with parent-oriented 

wishes being negatively associated with later parenting sensitivity. 

PARENTING SENSITIVITY AS A MEDIATOR  

With the finding that mothers’ parenting sensitivity acted as a mediator between 

the particular characteristics wish and children’s emotion regulation and autonomy at 24 

months, we have strong evidence that the particular characteristics wish and children’s 

autonomy were mediated by mothers’ parenting sensitivity. This could be explained by 

the expectancy-value theory in that mothers who reported a particular characteristics wish 

must have found high value in the wish and believed that the wish was attainable for their 

child, thus motivating their parenting behavior. In turn, we can speculate that when these 

mothers observed their children not displaying the particular characteristic, mothers’ 

parenting sensitivity toward their children decreased. 

LIMITATIONS 

One limitation of this study was that content analyses were only completed on 

mothers’ AAI transcripts. Upon completion of the content analyses, the eight wish 

categories were created. Then, all mothers’ and fathers’ transcripts were coded for the 

presence or absence of each wish type. Therefore, no new wish types were added based 

on the content of fathers’ AAI transcripts. 
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Another limitation could be the timing of when the wishes question is asked to 

parents. The wishes question is the last question in the AAI, which can be an unpleasant 

interview because the interviewee is asked to report feelings and events related to the 

death of an attachment figure or any traumatic experiences (e.g., physical or sexual 

abuse) as a child. Thus, the wishes question could be quickly answered to decrease the 

interview length and to escape feeling of emotional exhaustion after completing a 

stressful interview. 

Lastly, another limitation includes the generalizability of this study. This study 

contained a small sample size with couples who were mostly White, married, highly 

educated, and of middle- to high-socioeconomic status. More research is needed before 

generalizations can be made about parents’ prenatal wishes and their impact on parenting 

behavior and children’s development. 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

More research is needed to determine the prenatal expectations parents, especially 

fathers, have for their children in order to determine how these expectations affect 

postnatal parenting behaviors and children’s later development. This study could be 

easily replicated among other scientists who have used the AAI as a measure within a 

study. Future research could also test the expectancy-value theory and see how much 

parents report valuing their wishes prenatally. It would also be interesting to explore how 

parents’ wishes for their children change after birth and throughout life. 

It is also important to learn adolescents’ and adults’ prenatal expectations and 

prenatal attitudes about children as early as possible (i.e., during adolescence), so values 
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and beliefs about children could change prior to pregnancy and the transition to 

parenthood. This could promote sensitive parenting and positive developmental outcomes 

for children. 

This study on parents’ expectations for their future children contributed to the gap 

in the literature regarding parents’ hopes and dreams for their future children. One unique 

feature of the data in this study included fathers’ prenatal wishes and expectations for 

their future children, which had only been collected and reported in one other study. 

Fathers play an important role in children’s development, and it is pertinent that explore 

how fathers are affected by the transition to parenthood in order to uncover the possible 

relationship of fathers’ prenatal wishes and their later parenting behaviors. 
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 Mothers  Fathers  

 M SD  M SD t 

Wish type       

Well-being
 

0.77 0.42  0.63 0.49 2.34* 

Personal relationships 0.28 0.45  0.34 0.48 -0.96 

Particular characteristics
 

0.33 0.47  0.51 0.50 -2.67** 

Particular goals
 

0.31 0.47  0.45 0.50 -2.17* 

Personal achievement & 

responsibility 
0.41 0.49  0.51 0.50 -1.79† 

Personal fulfillment
 

0.41 0.49  0.25 0.44 2.61** 

Protection
 

0.10 0.31  0.22 0.41 -2.38* 

Dependence 0.17 0.37  0.19 0.40 -0.49 

 

Table 1: Means, Standard Deviations, and Paired Samples T-Tests Comparing 

Percent of Mothers and Fathers Who Reported Each Prenatal Wish 

Type. 

 

Note. N = 115. † p < .10  * p < .05  ** p < .01. 
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 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Well-being -          

2. Personal relationships -.03 -         

3. Particular characteristics -.11 -.21* -        

4. Particular goals -.28** -.09 .03 -       

5. Personal achievement & 

responsibility 
.00 -.21* .13 -.06 -      

6. Personal fulfillment .04 .06 -.04 -.06 -.29*** -     

7. Dependence -.06 -.14 -.12 .05 -.26** -.04 -    

8. Mothers’ sensitivity -.02 .03 -.22* -.14 .07 .06 -.03 -   

9. Children’s autonomy  .12 -.00 -.20† -.10 .05 -.11 -.06 .37** -  

10. Children’s emotion  

regulation 
-.01 .17† -.28** -.15 .08 .03 .10 .31** .50*** - 

 

Table 2: Correlation Matrix for Mothers. 

 

Note. n = 122. † p < .10  * p < .05  ** p < .01  *** p < .001. 
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 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Well-being -          

2. Personal relationships .12 -         

3. Particular characteristics -.06 -.10 -        

4. Particular goals -.17† -.10 .09 -       

5. Personal achievement & 

responsibility 
.03 -.01 -.14 -.17† -      

6. Personal fulfillment .24** -.11 -.14 .02 .07 -     

7. Dependence -.12 -.01 -.17† -.06 .06 -.04 -    

8. Fathers’ sensitivity -.08 .05 .01 -.21* -.14 -.00 .11 -   

9. Children’s autonomy  -.03 -.06 -.04 .04 -.07 .10 .04 .21* -  

10. Children’s emotion  

regulation 
-.07 -.17 -.02 -.05 -.22* -.02 .06 .26* .50*** - 

 
Table 3: Correlation Matrix for Fathers. 

 

Note. n = 118. † p < .10  * p < .05  ** p < .01  *** p < .001. 
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 Parent Sensitivity (24 months) 

 Mother  Father 

 B (SE) β  B (SE) β 

      

Gender of child (female) 0.46 (0.23) 0.20*  0.33 (0.27) 0.14 

Family income 0.15 (0.10) 0.15  0.08 (0.13) 0.08 

Mothers’ age -0.01 (0.03) -0.02  -- -- 

Fathers’ age -- --  -0.02 (0.02) -0.10 

Mothers’ education level 0.12 (0.11) 0.11  -- -- 

Fathers’ education level -- --  0.03 (0.12) 0.03 

AAI: Insecure -0.31 (0.24) -0.14  -0.67 (0.26) -0.29* 

      

Wish type      

Well-being -0.15 (0.27) -0.06  -0.31 (0.28) -0.13 

Personal relationships -0.04 (0.28) -0.01  -0.01 (0.25) -0.00 

Particular characteristics -0.51 (0.25) -0.22*  0.04 (0.26) 0.02 

Particular goals -0.32 (0.25) -0.14  -0.46 (0.26) -0.20† 

Personal achievement & 

responsibility 
0.30 (0.26) 0.14 

 
-0.24 (0.27) -0.11 

Personal fulfillment 0.29 (0.24) 0.13  -0.09 (0.30) -0.03 

Dependence 0.03 (0.33) 0.01  0.21 (0.33) 0.08 

    

F 1.65†  1.18 

df 94  90 

Adjusted R
2  

0.08  0.02 

 

Table 4: Linear Regression Analyses of Individual Prenatal Wishes Predicting 

Mothers’ and Fathers’ Parenting Sensitivity. 

 

Note. For AAI variable, the Secure classification served as the reference group. 

Marital status and race/ethnicity were not controlled for because 93% of the sample was 

married and 83% of the sample was White.  † p < .10  * p < .05.  
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 Child Emotion Regulation (24 months) 

 Model 1  Model 2 

 B(SE) β  B(SE) β 

      

Gender of child (female) 0.05 (0.24) 0.02  -0.04 (0.25) -0.02 

Family income 0.03 (0.11) 0.03  -0.01 (0.11) -0.01 

Mothers’ age 0.03 (0.03) 0.10  0.03 (0.03) 0.10 

Mothers’ education level -0.07 (0.12) -0.07  -0.10 (0.12) -0.10 

AAI: Insecure -0.34 (0.25) -0.15  -0.24 (0.25) -0.10 

      

Wish type      

Well-being -0.12 (0.30) -0.04  -0.09 (0.30) -0.03 

Personal relationships 0.51 (0.30) 0.19†  0.53 (0.30) 0.20† 

Particular characteristics -0.69 (0.26) -0.28**  -0.60 (0.27) -0.24* 

Particular goals -0.36 (0.28) -0.14  -0.25 (0.28) -0.10 

Personal achievement & 

responsibility 
0.64 (0.29) 0.27* 

 
0.64 (0.30) 0.27* 

Personal fulfillment 0.19 (0.26) 0.08  0.18 (0.27) 0.07 

Dependence 0.62 (0.37) 0.19†  0.67 (0.36) 0.20† 

      

Parenting      

Sensitive    0.26 (0.12) 0.24* 

    

F 1.65†  2.00* 

df 91  88 

Adjusted R
2  

0.08  0.13 

 

Table 5: Mothers’ Prenatal Wishes Predicting Children’s Emotion Regulation 

(Model 1) and as Mediated by Parenting Sensitivity (Model 2). 

 

Note. For AAI classification, the Secure classification served as the reference 

group. Marital status and race/ethnicity were not controlled for because 93% of the 

sample was married and 83% of the sample was White. † p < .10  * p < .05  ** p < .01. 
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 Child Autonomy (24 months) 

 Model 1  Model 2 

 B(SE) β  B(SE) β 

      

Gender of child (female) 1.53 (1.92) 0.08  0.37 (1.93) 0.02 

Family income 1.11 (0.86) 0.14  0.88 (0.87) 0.11 

Mothers’ age 0.19 (0.24) 0.09  0.21 (0.23) 0.10 

Mothers’ education level -0.60 (0.93) -0.07  -0.97 (0.92) -0.11 

AAI: Insecure -3.93 (1.95) -0.21*  -2.77 (1.95) -0.15 

      

Wish type      

Well-being 2.14 (2.35) 0.10  2.44 (2.29) 0.11 

Personal relationships -1.00 (2.32) -0.05  -0.61 (2.28) -0.03 

Particular characteristics -5.18 (2.10) -0.27*  -3.66 (2.12) -0.19† 

Particular goals -1.69 (2.22) -0.08  -0.45 (2.20) -0.02 

Personal achievement & 

responsibility 
0.24 (2.24) 0.01 

 
-0.47 (2.25) -0.03 

Personal fulfillment -1.78 (2.01) -0.10  -2.44 (2.02) -0.13 

Dependence -2.20 (2.91) -0.08  -2.02 (2.83) -0.08 

      

Parenting      

Sensitive    2.72 (0.92) 0.33** 

    

F 1.44  2.10* 

df 93  90 

Adjusted R
2  

0.05  0.14 

 

Table 6: Mothers’ Prenatal Wishes Predicting Children’s Autonomy (Model 1) and 

as Mediated by Parenting Sensitivity (Model 2). 

 

Note. For AAI classification, the Secure classification served as the reference 

group. Marital status and race/ethnicity were not controlled for because 93% of the 

sample was married and 83% of the sample was White.  † p < .10  * p < .05  ** p < .01. 
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 Child Emotion Regulation (24 months) 

 Model 1  Model 2 

 B(SE) β  B(SE) β 

      

Gender of child (female) -0.08 (0.26) -0.04  0.01 (0.25) 0.00 

Family income 0.04 (0.13) 0.04  0.10 (0.13) 0.11 

Fathers’ age 0.01 (0.02) 0.05  0.01 (0.02) 0.05 

Fathers’ education level -0.11 (0.12) -0.12  -0.11 (0.11) -0.12 

AAI: Insecure 0.07 (0.25) 0.03  0.06 (0.27) 0.03 

      

Wish type      

Well-being 0.13 (0.26) 0.06  0.03 (0.27) 0.02 

Personal relationships -0.60 (0.25) -0.27*  -0.66 (0.24) -0.31** 

Particular characteristics -0.09 (0.24) -0.04  -0.23 (0.24) -0.11 

Particular goals -0.05 (0.25) -0.02  0.02 (0.25) 0.01 

Personal achievement & 

responsibility 
-0.50 (0.25) -0.24† 

 
-0.60 (0.26) -0.28* 

Personal fulfillment -0.09 (0.29) -0.04  0.08 (0.29) 0.03 

Dependence 0.14 (0.31) 0.05  0.00 (0.31) 0.00 

      

Parenting      

Sensitive    0.06 (0.11) 0.06 

    

F 0.94  1.14 

df 88  85 

Adjusted R
2  

-0.01  0.02 

 

Table 7: Fathers’ Prenatal Wishes Predicting Children’s Emotion Regulation 

(Model 1) and as Mediated by Parenting Sensitivity (Model 2). 

 

Note. For AAI classification, the Secure classification served as the reference 

group. Marital status and race/ethnicity were not controlled for because 93% of the 

sample was married and 83% of the sample was White.  † p < .10  * p < .05  ** p < .01. 
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 Child Autonomy (24 months) 

 Model 1  Model 2 

 B(SE) β  B(SE) β 

      

Gender of child (female) -0.14 (2.08) -0.01  -0.62 (2.11) -0.04 

Family income 2.54 (1.03) 0.34*  2.78 (1.06) 0.37* 

Fathers’ age -0.30 (0.18) -0.22†  -0.32 (0.18) -0.24† 

Fathers’ education level -0.60 (0.93) -0.09  -0.69 (0.94) -0.10 

AAI: Insecure -0.67 (2.03) -0.04  -0.11 (2.15) -0.01 

      

Wish type      

Well-being -0.76 (2.17) -0.04  -0.60 (2.22) -0.03 

Personal relationships -1.36 (1.97) -0.08  -1.00 (2.00) -0.06 

Particular characteristics -0.64 (2.00) -0.04  -1.33 (2.04) -0.08 

Particular goals -0.39 (2.05) -0.02  0.24 (2.09) 0.01 

Personal achievement & 

responsibility 
-1.09 (2.04) -0.06 

 
-1.04 (2.10) -0.06 

Personal fulfillment 2.82 (2.38) 0.15  3.46 (2.40) 0.18 

Dependence -0.74 (2.55) -0.04  -1.64 (2.60) -0.08 

      

Parenting      

Sensitive    0.69 (0.91) 0.09 

    

F 0.68  0.78 

df 89  87 

Adjusted R
2  

-0.05  -0.03 

 

Table 8: Fathers’ Prenatal Wishes Predicting Children’s Autonomy (Model 1) and 

as Mediated by Parenting Sensitivity (Model 2). 

 

Note. For AAI classification, the Secure classification served as the reference 

group. Marital status and race/ethnicity were not controlled for because 93% of the 

sample was married and 83% of the sample was White.  † p < .10  * p < .05. 
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 Parent Sensitivity (24 months) 

 Mother  Father 

 B (SE) β  B (SE) β 

      

Gender of child (female) 0.40 (0.23) 0.18†  0.29 (0.25) 0.12 

Family income 0.16 (0.10) 0.17  0.07 (0.12) 0.08 

Mothers’ age -0.02 (0.03) -0.07  -- -- 

Fathers’ age -- --  -0.01 (0.02) -0.08 

Mothers’ education level 0.13 (0.11) 0.12  -- -- 

Fathers’ education level -- --  0.06 (0.11) 0.06 

AAI: Insecure -0.25 (0.23) -0.11  -0.70 (0.25) -0.31** 

      

Wish type      

Parent-oriented -0.30 (0.16) -0.20†  -0.08 (0.16) -0.06 

Child-oriented 0.01 (0.14) 0.01  -0.16 (0.14) -0.13 

    

F 2.32*  1.37 

df 94  90 

Adjusted R
2  

0.09  0.03 

 

Table 9: Linear Regression Analyses of Parent-Oriented and Child-Oriented 

Wishes Predicting Mothers’ and Fathers’ Parenting Sensitivity. 

 

Note. For AAI variable, the Secure classification served as the reference group. 

Marital status and race/ethnicity were not controlled for because 93% of the sample was 

married and 83% of the sample was White.  † p < .10  * p < .05  ** p < .01. 

 
  



 

 46 

 Child Emotion Regulation (24 months) 

 Model 1  Model 2 

 B(SE) β  B(SE) β 

      

Gender of child (female) 0.04 (0.26) 0.02  -0.10 (0.26) -0.04 

Family income 0.08 (0.12) 0.06  0.01 (0.12) 0.01 

Mothers’ age -0.00 (0.03) -0.02  0.00 (0.03) 0.01 

Mothers’ education level -0.02 (0.12) -0.02  -0.06 (0.12) -0.06 

AAI: Insecure -0.30 (0.27) -0.13  -0.20 (0.26) -0.09 

      

Wish type      

Parent-oriented -0.34 (0.18) -0.21†  -0.24 (0.18) -0.15 

Child-oriented 0.07 (0.16) 0.16  0.07 (0.16) 0.05 

      

Parenting      

Sensitive    0.30 (0.12) 0.29* 

    

F 0.93  1.64 

df 88  88 

Adjusted R
2  

-0.01  0.06 

 

Table 10: Mothers’ Parent-Oriented and Child-Oriented Wishes Predicting 

Children’s Emotion Regulation (Model 1) and as Mediated by Parenting 

Sensitivity (Model 2). 

 

Note. For AAI classification, the Secure classification served as the reference 

group. Marital status and race/ethnicity were not controlled for because 93% of the 

sample was married and 83% of the sample was White.  † p < .10  * p < .05. 
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 Child Autonomy (24 months) 

 Model 1  Model 2 

 B(SE) β  B(SE) β 

      

Gender of child (female) 1.51 (1.95) 0.08  0.33 (1.90) 0.02 

Family income 1.55 (0.88) 0.18  0.97 (0.85) 0.12 

Mothers’ age 0.15 (0.23) 0.06  0.17 (0.22) 0.08 

Mothers’ education level -0.43 (0.92) -0.06  -0.80 (0.89) -0.09 

AAI: Insecure -3.64 (1.98) -0.19†  -2.77 (1.91) -0.15 

      

Wish type      

Parent-oriented -3.15 (1.38) -0.24*  -2.12 (1.36) -0.16 

Child-oriented -0.62 (1.24) -0.05  -0.55 (1.18) -0.05 

      

Parenting      

Sensitive    2.66 (0.90) 0.32** 

    

F 2.00†  3.02** 

df 90  90 

Adjusted R
2  

0.07  0.15 

 

Table 11: Mothers’ Parent-Oriented and Child-Oriented Wishes Predicting 

Children’s Autonomy (Model 1) and as Mediated by Parenting Sensitivity 

(Model 2). 

 

Note. For AAI classification, the Secure classification served as the reference 

group. Marital status and race/ethnicity were not controlled for because 93% of the 

sample was married and 83% of the sample was White.  † p < .10  * p < .05  ** p < .01. 
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Figure 1: Adaptation of the Expectancy-Value Theory of Motivation. 

 

Subjective Task Value 

Appraisal of 

-Interest & enjoyment from 

parenting; 

-Attainment of being a 

successful parent; 

-Costs for successful 

parenting. 

Expectancy 

 

Parents’ appraisal of being 

successful at parenting 

(i.e., self-efficacy) 

Parenting Behavior 

 

-Parenting choices: devotion 

of time, allocation of 

resources. 

 

-Parenting performance. 
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Figure 2: Prevalence of Mothers’ and Fathers’ Prenatal Wish Types.  

 

Note. This is the same data used in Table 1.  † p < .10  * p < .05  ** p < .01.
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Figure 3: Mediation Model for Mothers’ Parenting Sensitivity. 

 

Note.  * p < .05  ** p < .01. 
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