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Parents Reap What They Sow:
Child-Centrism and Parental Well-Being

Claire E. Ashton-James1, Kostadin Kushlev2, and Elizabeth W. Dunn2

Abstract

A controversial feature of modern parenting is ‘‘child-centrism,’’ the tendency for parents to prioritize their children’s well-being
above their own. It has been suggested that child-centric parenting in its various forms may undermine parental well-being. Con-
trary to popular belief, more child-centric parents reported deriving more happiness and meaning from parenthood (Study 1).
Study 2 employed the day reconstruction method (Kahneman, Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz, & Stone, 2004) to capture parents’
actual experiences while taking care of their children. Consistent with Study 1, greater child-centrism was associated with the
experience of greater positive affect, less negative affect, and greater meaning in life when engaged in child care activities. This
link between child-centrism and well-being stands in contrast to recent arguments about the pitfalls of overinvestment in children,
while dovetailing with a growing body of evidence that personal well-being is associated with investing in others rather than
oneself.
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A controversial approach to parenting is the placement of one’s

children at the center of family life, where they receive the lion’s

share of the family’s social, financial, and emotional resources.

Several authors have argued that prioritizing the needs and wants

of one’s children to the detriment of one’s own undermines par-

ental well-being (Hodgkinson, 2009; Liedloff, 1975; Senior,

2010; Skenazy, 2009). Casting doubt on this perspective, a

growing body of evidence suggests that when we invest in the

well-being of others, we experience greater well-being our-

selves. The goal of the present research is to examine the rela-

tionship between what we term child-centric parenting and the

well-being (positive affect [PA] and negative affect [NA] and

meaning) that parents derive from their children.

Child-Centrism

The term child-centrism has been used in the popular media to

describe a variety of different types of highly involved parents

(from ‘‘helicopter parents’’ to ‘‘tiger moms’’) with little con-

ceptual specificity (e.g., Leslie, 2012; Roiphe, 2012; Singh,

2010). In the present research, we use the term child-centrism

to capture the psychological mind-set in which parents are

motivated to maximize their child’s well-being even at a cost

to their own and are willing to prioritize the allocation of their

emotional, temporal, financial, and attentional resources to

their children rather than themselves. Child-centric parents

place their children at the center of their lives, and demonstrate

a high level of personal investment in their children, sacrificing

individual pleasures and pursuits for the benefit of their chil-

dren. As such, child-centrism is distinct from other child-

focused forms of parenting that are more specifically character-

ized by, for example, warmth and nurturance (i.e., responsive

parenting; Landry, Smith, & Swank, 2006), protectiveness and

overinvolvement in children’s academic affairs (i.e., ‘‘helicop-

ter’’ parenting; Hunt, 2008), an emphasis on cultural enrich-

ment (i.e., concerted cultivation; Lareau, 2003) or

achievement (i.e., ‘‘Tiger Moms,’’ Chua, 2011). Importantly,

‘‘self-sacrificing’’ behaviors associated with some of these par-

enting styles may actually be self-enhancing (e.g., the tiger

mom who spends hours overseeing her child’s piano practice

may be driven by her own need for achievement); in contrast,

our conceptualization of child-centrism emphasizes the psy-

chological motive to place children’s needs before one’s own.

The consequences of child-focused forms of parenting for the

well-being of parents have been a source of heated debate in the

popular media, largely in the absence of empirical research

(Acocella, 2008; Gibbs, 2009, but see Rizzo, Schiffrin, & Liss,
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2012). In the present research, we developed a short, 7-item self-

report measure of child-centrism, to empirically examine the

relationship between child-centrism and the well-being that par-

ents derive from taking care of their children.

Prosocial Investment and Well-Being

Diverse strands of research across multiple domains provide evi-

dence for what we term the prosocial investment hypothesis—

that the more individuals invest in others, the greater their own

well-being. For example, individuals who invest more personal

resources in their relationships report greater relationship satis-

faction (Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew, 1998), and spending time

volunteering or caring for others is linked to greater happiness

(Borgonovi, 2008; Meier & Stutzer, 2008) and decreased mortal-

ity (Brown, Nesse, Vinokur, & Smith, 2003). Using experimen-

tal methodology, Dunn, Aknin, and Norton (2008) showed that

spending money on others produces greater well-being than

spending money on oneself. Although the emotional benefits

of such ‘‘prosocial spending’’ emerge even when people give

to strangers (Aknin et al., 2013), recent research shows that these

benefits are magnified when people give to close others (Aknin,

Sandstrom, Dunn, & Norton, 2011). While this body of research

has not specifically examined prosocial behavior toward one’s

children, these findings suggest that the more care and attention

people give to others, the more happiness and meaning they

experience. From this perspective, the more invested parents are

in their children’s well-being—that is, the more ‘‘child-centric’’

parents are—the more happiness and meaning they will derive

from parenting.

Overview

Two studies investigated the relationship between child-

centrism and the well-being that parents derive from their

children. Study 1 aimed to provide validation for a newly

developed child-centrism scale and to examine the relationship

between child-centrism scores and the global happiness and

sense of meaning in life that parents derive from parenthood.

Study 2 employed the day reconstruction method (DRM;

Kahneman et al., 2004) to investigate the relationship between

child-centrism and parents’ episodic reports of the happiness

and meaning that they experienced while taking care of their

children.

Study 1

Study 1 was conducted to examine the conceptual validity of

the 7-item self-report measure of child-centrism that was devel-

oped for the present research. For this purpose, participants

completed the child-centrism scale in addition to several

measures of theoretically related indices of parental invest-

ment, parental sacrifice, and parental identity. In addition, we

examined the relationship between our measure of child-

centrism and characteristics of ‘‘over-involved’’ parenting

styles as they have been described in the popular media (heli-

copter parenting, little emperor syndrome, and tiger mom par-

enting) and research articles (concerted cultivation; Lareau,

2003). Moreover, Study 1 measured parents’ global evaluations

of the happiness and meaning that they derive from parenting.

Method

Participants

One hundred thirty-six parents with at least one child 18 or

younger living at home completed all items of our measure

of child-centrism and were included in the study.1 The demo-

graphic characteristics of the sample are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Participant Demographics Across Studies and Samples.

Study 1: Total
Sample

Study 2: Total
Sample

Study 2: Public
Places

Study 2:
Online—Lab

Website
Study 2:

Online—MTurk

N 136 186 66 29 91
% Female 78.7 76.3 72.7 93.1 73.6
Median age 34 36 38 40 35
Median education College/university

degree
College/university

degree
College/university

degree
College/university

degree
College/university

degree
Median household income $50,000–$60,000 $70,000–$80,000 $80,000–$90,000 $100,000–

$110,000
$50,000–$60,000

Median (range) number of children
living at home

2 (1–6 or more) 2 (1–6 or more) 2 (1–5) 1 (1–4) 2 (1–6 or more)

Median (range) age of the youngest
child

5.5 (.02–18) 4 (.17–18) 3 (.17–10) 6 (1–14) 4 (.34–18)

Median (range) of oldest child living at
home

10 (.67–36) 6 (.25–42) 6 (.25–27) 7 (1–25) 6 (1–42)

% married 84.6 86 84.8 89.7 85.7
% single (never married) 9.6 7.5 9.1 0 8.8
% divorced 5.1 6.5 6.1 10.3 5.5
% Caucasian 83.8 81.2 77.3 79.3 84.6
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Procedure

Participants were recruited via Amazon’s MTurk service for an

online survey ‘‘about your experience as a parent.’’ Participants

first completed the child-centrism scale, followed by measures

of parental investment, parental sacrifice, and parenting styles.

Next, participants rated the happiness and sense of meaning

they derived from parenting and completed a battery of demo-

graphic questions.

Child-Centrism Scale. The 7 items of the child-centrism scale (see

Appendix A) reflect the core attitudes and behaviors character-

istic of child-centric parents as conceptualized in the present

research. By indicating the degree to which they agreed with

each statement (e.g., My children are the centre of my life and

The happiness of my children is more important to me than my

own happiness) on a scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 6 (very

much), parents rated the extent to which they are willing to

invest their personal resources in their children rather than

themselves. Child-centrism scores were derived by calculating

the average of the seven child-centrism items (a ¼ .77); higher

scores indicate greater child-centrism.

Behaviors Reflecting Investment and Sacrifice. To validate our

child-centrism scale, we evaluated the attentional, temporal,

and emotional resources that parents dedicated to their chil-

dren. Specifically, we measured the percentage of time parents

spent together with their children, spent thinking about their

children, and spent talking about their children relative to their

friends, as well as how many hours they normally spent driving

their children to activities per week. In the same vein, we asked

parents to consider how they normally behave if their child is

away for a week (e.g., for a school camp) and to report how

often they want to contact their child, and actually contact their

child, in such situations. To assess their financial commitment,

we asked parents to report what percentage of their financial

resources they devoted to their children. We also evaluated

parents’ willingness to sacrifice their own well-being for the

well-being of the child. In particular, we asked parents to report

the number of times they sacrificed their own desires to accom-

modate the desires of their children and the number of times

they changed their leisure plans to accommodate their children

over the previous 2 weeks.

Highly Involved Parenting Styles. In order to evaluate the associa-

tion between the concept of child-centrism measured by our

scale (described above) and highly involved parenting styles

as they are described in the popular media, we asked partici-

pants to use 9-point scales (1 ¼ never or definitely not, 9 ¼
always or definitely) to indicate the frequency with which they

identified with attitudes and behaviors characteristic of ‘‘heli-

copter’’ parents (who try to resolve their child’s problems and

try to stop them coming to harm by keeping them out of dan-

gerous situations; Nelson, 2010), ‘‘little emperor’’ parents (who

give their children all the material goods they desire, so that

they want for nothing; Cutler, 1988), ‘‘tiger moms’’ or tiger

parents (who expect exceptional achievement from their

children and will not accept anything less; Chua, 2011), and

parents who engage in ‘‘concerted cultivation’’ (scheduling

extracurricular schooling, tutoring, and coaching during chil-

dren’s leisure time to give them a competitive edge over other

children; Lareau, 2003). Each set of items (Appendix B)

showed moderate reliability (mean a ¼ .68), so items were

averaged to reflect composite scores for each parenting style.

Parental Well-Being. We examined parents’ global evaluations of

the happiness and meaning (or sense of purpose) in life that

they derive from their children by adapting items from the Sub-

jective Happiness scale (e.g., ‘‘In general, when I am spending

time with my children I am: 1¼ not at all happy, 7¼ extremely

happy’’; Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999) and the ‘‘presence’’

subscale of the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ; e.g.,

‘‘My children make my life meaningful’’: 1 ¼ not at all true,

7 ¼ absolutely true; Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006).

Both adapted scales had good inter-item reliability (as ¼ .80

and .79, respectively).

Results and Discussion

Child-Centrism Validation

First, we examined the relation between child-centrism scores

and a range of behaviors reflecting parental investment and

sacrifice. As presented in Table 2, participants’ scores on the

child-centrism scale were positively related to the time they

spent with their children, the time they spent thinking about

their children, the time they spent talking about their children

relative to their friends, and the financial resources parents

reported dedicating to their children. In addition, when asked

to imagine their child being away for a week, more child-

centric parents reported a marginal desire to contact their chil-

dren more often, and reported being significantly more likely to

actually do so. In addition, more child-centric parents reported

sacrificing their own desires to accommodate the desires of

their children more often in the past 2 weeks, and were margin-

ally more likely to change their leisure time plans to accommo-

date their children. Child-centrism scores did not predict the

amount of time parents spent driving their children to activi-

ties.2 Taken together, these results strongly suggest that our

measure of child-centrism is associated with actual parental

behavior, thus confirming our conceptualization of child-

centrism as a tendency to dedicate more time, effort, and

resources to one’s children.

Next, we examined the relationship between child-centrism

and a number of over-involved parenting styles, including heli-

copter parenting, little emperor parenting, tiger mom parenting,

and concerted cultivation. As shown in Table 2, we found that

child-centrism was positively correlated with helicopter parent-

ing and little emperor parenting. Child-centrism was inver-

sely—but only marginally—related to ‘‘tiger mom’’

parenting, and was not associated with concerted cultivation,

although it is possible that stronger associations would emerge
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with longer, more reliable measures of these parenting styles.

These results support our theorizing that although child-

centrism may be related to some frequently discussed over-

involved parenting styles, child-centrism is a distinct construct

from any of those parenting styles.

Child-Centrism and Well-Being Derived From Parenthood

As an initial test of the hypothesis that child-centrism would be

related to parental well-being, we also examined the relation-

ship between child-centrism and self-reported subjective hap-

piness and meaning derived from parenthood. We found a

significant positive relationship between child-centrism and the

subjective happiness and sense of meaning in life that partici-

pants reported deriving from parenting (Table 2).

It is possible, however, that participants higher in child-

centrism inflated their reports of the well-being they derived

from parenting, perhaps to reduce any cognitive dissonance

stemming from heavily investing in their children (Eibach &

Mock, 2011). It is also possible that more child-centric parents

are particularly prone to socially desirable responding in rela-

tion to the parenting role. In Study 2, therefore, we employed

a novel method of measuring well-being—the DRM (Kahne-

man et al., 2004)—to mitigate the biases associated with global

self-reports of well-being. The DRM requires participants to

reconstruct the previous day, from morning to night, and to

report what they were doing and how they were feeling during

each part of the day. By focusing participants’ attention on spe-

cific episodes of their day (e.g., driving kids to soccer practice),

this method has been shown to circumvent many of the self-

report biases associated with more global reports of well-

being (Kahneman et al., 2004). The DRM also allowed us to

investigate the association between child-centrism and the

well-being that parents derive from child care activities specif-

ically, controlling for the well-being that parents experience in

all of their other daily activities. Classic research shows that

higher correspondence between attitudes and behavior is asso-

ciated with a stronger relationship between the attitude and the

behavior (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977; Davidson & Jaccard, 1979);

thus, we expected that our measure of child-centrism would be

specifically related to parents’ experiences during the behavior

of child care, but not to their experiences during other activities

(e.g., housework).

Study 2
Method

Participants

As part of a larger study, 186 parents, with at least one child 18

years old or younger living at home, completed our survey items,

including reporting at least one child care episode and one non-

child care episode (for other findings from this larger study, see

Kushlev, Dunn, & Ashton-James, 2012; Nelson, Kushlev, Eng-

lish, Dunn, & Lyubomirsky, 2013). As described in Table 1, we

recruited 66 participants in person at public places in British

Columbia, Canada, and 120 participants online (91 through

Amazon’s recruitment service Mturk and 29 through local

schools and our lab website).3 Online participants were recruited

for a study on ‘‘parenting and happiness.’’ In-person participants

were recruited for a study on their ‘‘daily experiences’’ with no

mention of either parenting or happiness.

Materials and Procedure

A modified version of the DRM was used to capture parents’

subjective experiences of happiness (PA and NA) and meaning

Table 2. Child-Centrism Scale Correlations With Parenting Behaviors and Parenting Styles and Parental Well-Being.

Child-Centrism

Parent behavior
What percentage of your time do you spend with your children? .41***
What percentage of your time do you spend thinking about your children? .55***
How much do you talk about your children relative to your friends? .38***
What percentage of your financial resources are devoted to your children? .25**
If your child is away for a week (for a school camp or holiday), how often do you call or make contact with your child? .34***
If your child is away for a week (for a school camp or holiday), how often do you want to make contact with your child? .25
How often in the past two weeks have you sacrificed your own desires to accommodate the desires of your children? .18*
How often in the past two weeks have you changed your leisure plans to accommodate your children? .16
How much time (hours) do you spend driving your kids to activities per week?’’ �.06

Parenting styles
‘‘Helicopter’’ parenting .41***
‘‘Little emperor’’ parenting .44***
‘‘Tiger mom’’ parenting �.16
Concerted cultivation �.06

Parental well-being
Subjective well-being derived from children .27*
Meaning in life derived from children .50***

Note. Due to missing data and excluded outliers, number of respondents varies between 127 and 136.
*p < .05.**p < .01. ***p < .001.
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in life (Baumeister, 1991) while taking care of their children.

By asking participants to reconstruct their previous day

episode-by-episode, ‘‘as a continuous series of scenes or

‘episodes’ in a film’’ participants are prompted to relive their

actual rather than imagined experiences, while engaged with

a variety of activities (e.g., taking care of children, housework,

or commuting). Next, participants indicated the type of activity

in which they were engaged (e.g., eating, working, or child

care), and importantly, their affective state and the meaning

in life that they experienced during each episode.4 Consistent

with Kahneman, Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz, and Stone’s

(2004) method, we measured PA by asking participants to rate

the extent to which they felt happy and warm or friendly during

the episode, as well as how much they enjoyed themselves; we

measured NA as the average of the following items: frustrated

or annoyed, depressed or blue, hassled or pushed around, angry

or hostile, worried or anxious, and criticized or put down. To

measure meaning, we asked participants to rate the extent to

which they felt a sense of purpose and meaning in life during

the activity.5 For all items, participants rated their feelings on

7-point scales (0¼ not at all, 6¼ very much). After completing

all episodic ratings, participants completed our 7-item measure

of child-centrism (a ¼ .78). Participants then answered demo-

graphic questions (e.g., age of children, number of children liv-

ing at home, age, gender, income, education, and marital status)

drawn from Kahneman et al.

Results

Child-Centrism and Positive Affect. Correlational analyses,

presented in Table 3, confirmed our hypothesis that more

child-centric parents reported higher levels of PA when taking

care of their children. In contrast, more child-centric parents

did not report significantly more PA throughout the rest of their

day. Next, we entered child-centrism into a regression predict-

ing PA when taking care of children, while controlling for peo-

ple’s general tendency to experience PA in daily life as

measured by the average level of PA that they reported in rela-

tion to non child care daily activities (e.g., commuting, working,

or shopping). This analysis showed that controlling for the PA

that they experienced during other daily activities, child-

centrism positively predicted the PA that parents experienced

when taking care of their children, b ¼ .15, t(167) ¼ 1.99,

p ¼ .049. This relationship remained substantively unchanged

when we controlled for gender, socioeconomic status, marital

status, and age of the youngest child (bs > .14 and ps < .061).

Child-Centrism and Negative Affect. The relationship between

child-centrism and NA was also consistent with our theorizing.

As shown in Table 3, we found that more child-centric parents

reported lower levels of NA when taking care of their children;

child-centrism was also marginally related in the same direc-

tion to the average level of NA parents experienced throughout

the rest of their day. As with PA, we then entered child-

centrism into a regression predicting parents’ NA when

taking care of their children, while controlling for the NA that

individuals experienced during non-child care activities. Child-

centrism was negatively related to the NA parents experienced

when taking care of children controlling for the NA they

experienced during non-child care activities, b ¼ �.13,

t(164) ¼ �1.99, p ¼.048. This relationship remained substan-

tively unchanged (bs < �.13, ps < .069) when controlling for

gender, socioeconomic status, marital status, and age of the

youngest child.

Child-Centrism and Meaning. Next, we found confirmation that

more child-centric parents also reported higher levels of mean-

ing when taking care of their children, whereas child-centrism

was not significantly related to the average level of meaning

parents experienced throughout the rest of their day (see

Table 3). As above, we then entered child-centrism into a

regression predicting parents’ sense of meaning when taking

care of children, while controlling for the degree of meaning

Table 3. Intercorrelations Among Child-Centrism Scores and Episodic Measures of Positive Affect (PA), Negative Affect (NA), and Meaning.

Measure Child-Centrism
Positive Affect Experienced
During Child Care Episodes

Negative Affect Experienced
During Child Care Episodes

Meaning Experienced
During Child Care Episodes

Child-centrism (a ¼ .78) 1.0
Positive affect experienced during

child care episodes (a ¼ .90)
.17* 1.0

Negative affect experienced during
child care episodes (a ¼ .81)

�21** �.46*** 1.0

Meaning experienced during child
care episodes

.22** .55*** �.27*** 1.0

Positive affect experienced during
child-free episodes (a ¼ .89)

.10 .33*** �.05 .07

Negative affect experienced during
child care episodes (a ¼ .87)

�15 �.07 49*** �03

Meaning experienced during child-
free episodes

.11 .21** �.04 .41***

Note. Due to missing data, number of respondents varies between 167 and 185.
*p < .05.**p < .01. ***p < .001.
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that individuals experienced while doing all activities other

than taking care of their children. Child-centrism positively

predicted the level of meaning that parents experienced specif-

ically when taking care of children, controlling for the meaning

they experienced when not taking care of their children, b ¼
.17, t(174) ¼ 2.48, p ¼ .014. This relationship remained sub-

stantively unchanged when we controlled for gender, socioeco-

nomic status, marital status, and age of the youngest child, bs >

.15, ps < .03.6

General Discussion

Consistent with the prosocial investment hypothesis, we found

a positive association between parents’ child-centrism and their

experience of meaning and PA when taking care of their chil-

dren. By using the DRM and by asking parents to respond to

our child-centrism questionnaire after our happiness questions,

we were able to show that putting one’s children at the center of

one’s life (thus presumably incurring more costs overtime)

does not just enhance parents’ theories about how much enjoy-

ment they derive from their children, but is associated with the

actual enjoyment and meaning that parents derive from their

children (cf., Eibach & Mock, 2011). These findings stand in

contrast to claims in the popular media that prioritizing chil-

dren’s well-being undermines parents’ well-being: In our sam-

ples, while child-centrism was not strongly associated with

differences in the well-being that parents experienced during

non-parenting activities, it was associated with the well-being

that parents experienced when taking care of their children,

suggesting that child-centrism may be associated with benefits

rather than costs for parents’ well-being.

That said, some forms of highly involved parenting may still

be associated with negative outcomes for parents. While par-

ents who scored higher on our ‘‘helicopter’’ or ‘‘little emperor’’

parenting scales also reported greater child-centrism in Study

1, we would only expect these highly involved parents to expe-

rience happiness and meaning when taking care of their

children to the extent that their parenting practices are driven

by child-centric (self-sacrificing) motives. It is also possible

that the relationship between child-centrism and parental

well-being is limited to cultures in which it is expected that

children’s moment-to-moment happiness is prioritized above

the needs and desires of parents. In general, the well-being that

people derive from their daily activities is associated with their

perceived fulfillment of cultural expectations and their beha-

vioral consistency with prevailing social norms (Oishi & Sulli-

van, 2005). The samples employed in the present research do

not provide enough cultural diversity to explore the possibility

that the well-being benefits associated with child-centrism may

be culture-specific. Hence, it would be useful to examine the

interaction between child-centrism and culture in future

research.

The relationship between child-centrism and parental well-

being may also vary with family structure (e.g., age of children

and number of children living at home). For instance, Rizzo,

Schiffrin, and Liss (2012) studied the parenting experiences

of mothers with children 5 years old or younger, and found that

while more child-centered parents reported more fulfillment

(e.g., ‘‘Being a parent brings a person the greatest joy they can

possibly experience’’) they also reported less life satisfaction.

Rizzo and colleagues’ measure of child-centeredness (a sub-

scale of the Intensive Parenting Attitudes Questionnaire; Liss,

Schiffrin, MacKintosh, Miles-McLean & Erchull, 2012) was

comparable to the child-centrism scale used in the present

study (an example item is ‘‘Children’s needs should come

before their parents’’). While our samples were not powered

to test the interactive effects of child-centrism and child age

on the well-being that parents experience when taking care of

their children, the results of Rizzo and colleagues suggest that

this possibility be taken into consideration in the development

and analysis of future research on child-centrism.

Coda

By identifying a core psychological construct—child-cen-

trism—that predicts the well-being that parents’ derive from

parental activities, the present research stands to bring specifi-

city and theoretical rigor to the ever-evolving monikers used to

describe modern parenting and bring clarity to the conditions

under which parenthood undermines well-being. Our findings

also contribute to the emergence of research supporting the

prosocial investment hypothesis, that investing financial and

emotional resources in others is associated with greater happi-

ness than investing in oneself (i.e., Brown et al., 2003; Dunn

et al., 2008). In short, when it comes to parental well-being, you

reap what you sow.

Appendix A

Child-Centrism Scale

Instructions: Please indicate the extent to which you agree

with each of the following statements.

(0 ¼ very strong disagreement; 6 ¼ very strong agreement)

1. My children are the centre of my life.

2. The happiness of my children is more important to me

than my own happiness.

3. My children are the most frequent topic of my

discussions.

4. I do not mind leaving my children to spend time with my

friends (reversed item).

5. I would be willing to make almost any sacrifice for my

children.

6. My schedule revolves around my children.

7. The needs of my children come before my own.

Appendix B

Over-Involved Parenting Styles

Instructions: Please indicate how much each statement is

true of you using the 9-point scale below. Please note that

for convenience we use ‘‘children’’ to refer both to a
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single child and multiple children, whatever the case

might be.

Helicopter parenting items (a ¼ .73):

1. If my children have a problem, I will come to the rescue to

solve it for them.

2. I keep tabs on my children’s activities.

3. I expect to be involved in my children’s decisions about

how to spend their time or money.

4. If my children cannot solve a problem on their own, my

children can expect me to solve it for them.

5. I feel responsible for my children’s safety, even when they

are not under my direct care.

Little Emperor parenting items (a ¼ .72):

1. My household structures itself around the desires of the

children.

2. My children command the sole attention of their parents

and grandparents.

3. My children receive the material goods that they desire.

4. It is not uncommon for my children to be better dressed

than me.

5. I would not be surprised to hear that people think my chil-

dren are spoiled brats.

Tiger Mom parenting items (a ¼ .59):

1. I expect the best from my children and don’t settle for any-

thing less.

2. I don’t believe in making exceptions or excuses for my

children’s failures.

3. Each child is special in their own way (reversed item).

4. My children see me as a merciless task master.

5. I have extremely high expectations of my children.

Concerted cultivation items (a ¼ .50):

1. My children participate in more extracurricular activities

than other children.

2. My children have little free time to play with friends.

3. I believe that my children should ‘‘work hard, play later.’’

4. I encourage my children to question the reasoning behind

my decisions.

5. I encourage my children to make their aspirations known.
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Notes

1. Forty-one additional participants who completed the survey

were excluded for failing the Instructional Manipulation Check,

a validated tool for eliminating participants based on their fail-

ure to follow counterintuitive instructions that are embedded

within a paragraph of text (Oppenheimer, Meyvis, & Davi-

denko, 2009). This drop-out rate is consistent with previous

research using Mturk (Downs, Holbrook, Sheng, & Cranor,

2010).

2. Since the answers to the four frequency questions and the question

about number of driving hours were open-ended, we conducted

each analysis excluding people whose answer to each question was

2.5 SD above the mean of the sample.

3. Fifty-three additional MTurk participants were excluded for failing

the Instructional Manipulation Check (Oppenheimer et al., 2009).

4. Parents reported an average of 3.24 episodes (SD¼ 1.89; range: 1–

7) when they were taking care of their children and 4.15 episodes

(SD ¼ 1.98; range: 1–7) when they were not taking care of their

children.

5. To validate this measure of meaning, we asked participants at the

end of Study 1 to think of a specific child care episode and to

complete this single-item measure of meaning, as well as a 4-

item version of the MLQ adapted to measure meaning during a spe-

cific episode (e.g., ‘‘During the episode, my personal existence was

very purposeful and meaningful’’). We found that our single-item

measure was strongly correlated with this MLQ subscale, r(133)

¼ .83, p < .001.

6. Three separate regression analyses were ran with the centered

score on the child-centrism scale, the method of recruitment

(online ¼ 1 vs. in-person ¼ 0), and the interaction term

between these two variables entered as predictors. These analy-

ses revealed that the method of recruitment (online vs. in-per-

son) did not moderate the relationship between child-centrism

and PA (p ¼ .352), NA (p ¼ .449), or meaning (p ¼ .838) dur-

ing child care episodes.

References

Acocella, J. (2008). The child trap: The rise of over-parenting. The

New Yorker: Books, November 17. Retrieved from www.newyor-

ker.com/arts/critics/books/2008/11/17/081117crbo_books_

acocella

Ajzen, I., & Fishbein, M. (1977). Attitude-behavior relations: Theore-

tical analysis and review of empirical research. Psychological Bul-

letin, 84, 888–918.

Aknin, L. B., Barrington-Leigh, C. P., Dunn, E. W., Helliwell, J. F.,

Burns, J., Biswas-Diener, R. . . . Norton, M. I. (2013). Prosocial

spending and well-being: Cross-cultural evidence for a psychologi-

cal universal. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology.

Advance online publication. doi: 10.1037/a0031578

Aknin, L. B., Sandstrom, G. M., Dunn, E. W., & Norton, M. I. (2011).

It’s the recipient that counts: Spending money on strong social ties

leads to greater happiness than spending on weak social ties. PLoS

ONE, 6, e17018. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0017018

Baumeister, R. F. (1991). Meanings of life. New York, NY: Guilford

Press.

Ashton-James et al. 641



Borgonovi, F. (2008). Doing well by doing good: The relationship

between formal volunteering and self-reported health and happi-

ness. Social Science and Medicine, 66, 2321–2334.

Brown, S. L., Nesse, R., Vinokur, A. D., & Smith, D. M. (2003). Provid-

ing support may be more beneficial than receiving it: Results from a

prospective study of mortality. Psychological Science, 14, 320–327.

Chua, A. (2011). Battle hymn of the tiger mom. New York, NY:

Penguin Press.

Cutler, B. (1988). China’s little emperors. American Demographics,

10, 58.

Davidson, A. R., & Jaccard, J. J. (1979). Variables that moderate the

attitude-behavior relation: Results of a longitudinal survey. Jour-

nal of Personality and Social Psychology, 37, 1364–1376.

Downs, J. S., Holbrook, M. B., Sheng, S., & Cranor, F. L. (2010). Are

your participants gaming the system? Screening Mechanical Turk

workers. Proceedings of the 28th International Conference on

Human Factors in Computing Systems. Retrieved from http://lor-

rie.cranor.org/pubs/note1552-downs.pdf

Dunn, E. W., Aknin, L. B., & Norton, M. I. (2008). Spending money

on others promotes happiness. Science, 319, 1687–1688.

Eibach, R. P., & Mock, S. E. (2011). Idealizing parenthood to rationa-

lize parental investment. Psychological Science, 22, 203–208.

Gibbs, N. (2009, November 20). The growing backlash against over-

parenting. Time Magazine. Retrieved from http://www.time.com/

time/magazine/article/0,9171,1940697,00.html

Hodgkinson, T. (2009). The idle parent. Toronto, Canada: Hamish

Hamilton.

Hunt, J. (2008). Make room for daddy . . . and mommy: Helicopter

parents are here! Journal of Academic Administration in Higher

Education, 4, 9–11.

Kahneman, D., Krueger, A. B., Schkade, D. A., Schwarz, N., & Stone,

A. A. (2004). A survey method for characterizing daily life expe-

rience: The day reconstruction method. Science, 306, 1776–1780.

Kushlev, K., Dunn, E. W., & Ashton-James, C. E. (2012). Does afflu-

ence impoverish the experience of parenting? Journal of Experi-

mental Social Psychology, 48, 1381–1384.

Landry, S. H., Smith, K. E., & Swank, P. R. (2006). Responsive par-

enting: Establishing early foundations for social, communication,

and independent problem-solving skills. Developmental Psychol-

ogy, 42, 627–642.

Lareau, A. (2003). Unequal childhoods. Berkeley: University of Cali-

fornia Press.

Leslie, B. (2012, July 24). Beyond the child-centric world. YourOtta-

waRegion.com. Retrieved from http://www.yourottawaregion.

com/opinion/columns/article/1409679

Liedloff, J. (1975). The continuum concept: In search of happiness.

New York, NY: Addison-Wesley.

Liss, M., Schiffrin, H. H., Mackintosh, V. H., Miles-McLean, H., &

Erchull, M. J. (2012). Development and validation of a quantitative

measure of intensive parenting attitudes. Journal of Child and

Family Studies. doi:10.1007/s10826-012-9616-y

Lyubomirsky, S., & Lepper, H. S. (1999). A measure of subjective

happiness: Preliminary reliability and construct validation. Social

Indicators Research, 46, 137–155.

Meier, S., & Stutzer, A. (2008). Is volunteering rewarding in itself?

Economica, 75, 39–59.

Nelson, M. K. (2010). Parenting out of control: Anxious parents in

uncertain times. New York: New York University Press.

Nelson, S. K., Kushlev, K., English, T., Dunn, E. W., & Lyubomirsky, S.

(2013). In defense of parenthood: Children are associated with more

joy than misery. Psychological Science, 24, 3–10.

Oishi, S., & Sullivan, H. W. (2005). The mediating role of parental

expectations in culture and well-being. Journal of Personality,

73, 1267–1294.

Oppenheimer, D., Meyvis, T., & Davidenko, N. (2009). Instruc-

tional manipulation checks: Detecting satisficing to increase

statistical power. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology,

45, 867–872.

Rizzo, K., Schiffrin, H. H., & Liss, M. (2012). Insight into the parent-

hood paradox: Mental health outcomes of intensive mothering.

Journal of Child and Family Studies. doi:10.1007/s10826-012-

9615-z

Roiphe, K. (2012, April 19). Slaves to the child: A review of Elizabeth

Badinter’s ‘‘The Conflict: How modern motherhood undermines

the status of women’’. Slate. Retrieved from http://www.slate.

com/articles/double_x/roiphe/2012/04/

Rusbult, C., Martz, J., & Agnew, C. R. (1998). The investment model

scale: Measuring commitment level, satisfaction level, quality of

alternatives, and investment size. Personal Relationships, 5,

357–391.

Senior, J. (2010, July 24). All joy and no fun. Why parents hate par-

enting. New York Magazine. Retrieved from http://nymag.com/

news/features/67024/

Singh, A. (2010, January 5). Kirsty Young: Britain has become a

child-centric society with too many pushy parents. The Telegraph.

Retrieved from http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/ celebritynews/

6931304/

Skenazy, L. (2009). Free-range kids: Giving our children the freedom

we had without going nuts with worry. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-

Bass.

Steger, M. F., Frazier, P., Oishi, S., & Kaler, M. (2006). The Meaning

in Life Questionnaire: Assessing the presence of and search for

meaning in life. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 53, 80–93.

Author Biographies

Claire E. Ashton-James is an assistant professor in social psychology

at the VU University Amsterdam. Her research broadly considers the

psychological and social mechanisms that are associated with well-

being.

Kostadin Kushlev is a doctoral student and a Vanier Scholar at the

Department of Psychology at the University of British Columbia.

He studies people’s experience of meaning in life as well as positive

and negative emotions including shame.

Elizabeth W. Dunn, PhD, is an associate professor at the University

of British Columbia. Her work focuses on happiness and self-

knowledge.

642 Social Psychological and Personality Science 4(6)

http://lorrie.cranor.org/pubs/note1552-downs.pdf
http://lorrie.cranor.org/pubs/note1552-downs.pdf
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1940697,00.html
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1940697,00.html
http://www.yourottawaregion.com/opinion/columns/article/1409679
http://www.yourottawaregion.com/opinion/columns/article/1409679
http://www.slate.com/articles/double_x/roiphe/2012/04/
http://www.slate.com/articles/double_x/roiphe/2012/04/
http://nymag.com/news/features/67024/
http://nymag.com/news/features/67024/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/ celebritynews/6931304/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/ celebritynews/6931304/


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 200
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 200
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


