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Haruka Oshika1, Grace Zechman2, John K. Coffey1, and S. Katherine Nelson-Coffey1
1 School of Social and Behavioral Sciences, Arizona State University
2 College of Education and Human Development, Temple University

Pursuing compassionate goals (i.e., seeking to improve others’ well-being) has generally been linked with
positive emotional and relational well-being, whereas self-image goals (i.e., striving to maintain or enhance
how one is perceived by others) tend to be associated with poorer well-being. However, limited research has
examined these goals in the context of parenting. In this 9-day daily experience study (N = 270), we
investigated whether compassionate and self-image goals in relation to children were associated with parental
well-being, parenting, and child adjustment. We also tested whether empathic and negative emotions mediate
these associations. Results showed that parents who pursued compassionate goals reportedmore optimal well-
being (e.g., greater positive emotions, lower stress) and more positive parenting and child adjustment (e.g.,
more supportive parenting, fewer negative child behaviors) both overall and across the week, in part due to
their association with greater empathic emotions and lower negative emotions. Conversely, self-image goals
were largely unrelated to well-being, parenting, and child adjustment. These findings suggest that parents’
efforts to support their children’s well-being are associated with their own well-being, parenting, and child
adjustment.
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People approach interpersonal interactions—including interactions
with their children—with specific goals. For example, parents may
wish to support their child’s development, portray themselves as a
“good parent” to others, or give and receive love from their child (Le&
Impett, 2019). Two categories that have been used to define inter-
personal goals include compassionate goals (i.e., prosocial aims to
support others’well-being) and self-image goals (i.e., aims tomaintain
or enhance how one is perceived by others; Canevello & Crocker,
2015). For example, after experiencing conflict with their children,
parents with greater compassionate goals may apologize and attempt
to repair the relationship because they have compassion for their
children’s weaknesses and generally aim to be supportive and con-
structive. By contrast, parents with greater self-image goals may not
apologize to their child because they want to avoid the possibility of
being wrong or showing weakness to the child. Although these two
types of goals may appear oppositional, people can hold both
simultaneously, and prior research reveals moderate positive corre-
lations between the two goals (e.g., Crocker & Canevello, 2008).
Furthermore, similar actions, such as donating to charity, may be

motivated by either compassionate or self-image goals (or both), and
these underlying motives predict distinct emotional, social, and
relational outcomes (Canevello & Crocker, 2015). Although
compassionate and self-image goals have been widely studied in
adult relationships (e.g., friendships; see Crocker et al., 2017, for a
review), few studies have investigated these goals in the context of
parenting across multidimensional well-being and family outcomes.
In the current mixedmethods daily diary study, we evaluated whether
parents’ compassionate and self-image goals in relation to their
children were associated with parents’ well-being, parenting, and
child adjustment both globally and over the course of 1 week, as well
as the extent to which these associations were partially mediated by
parents’ empathic and negative emotions.

Compassionate and Self-Image Goals in
Parenting Contexts

Investigating compassionate and self-image goals in parent–child
relationships and their associations with well-being, parenting, and
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child adjustment would advance knowledge of both interpersonal
goals and parental well-being. Among adults in interdependent re-
lationships (e.g., romantic relationships, roommates), compassionate
goals have been linked with more positive outcomes than self-image
goals (e.g., Canevello & Crocker, 2015; Duarte & Pinto-Gouveia,
2015). Yet unlike interdependent relationships among adults, parent–
child relationships are unique in that children are dependent on their
parents for providing care, but parents are not dependent on their
children. This pattern of dependency creates a unique context for
investigating compassionate and self-image goals. Among interde-
pendent adults, compassionate goals may be beneficial because they
generate an upward spiral of support within the relationship, and self-
image goals may be costly because they disrupt this pattern of support
(Crocker et al., 2017). However, given that parent–child relationships
do not involve this type of reciprocated support, it is unclear whether
the benefits of compassionate goals and costs of self-image goals will
even emerge in this context. If they do, it may be due to different
psychological processes, such as parents’ emotions.
Second,Western cultures emphasize highly involved, child-centric

parenting styles (Hays, 1998), which may pressure parents to pri-
oritize their children’s needs. Although this cultural norm may
encourage parents to adopt compassionate goals—aiming for gen-
uine, constructive support—it may also promote parental perfec-
tionism stemming from self-image goals (i.e., the desire to appear
competent or avoid criticism). Indeed, research suggests that societal
pressure to be a “perfect parent” is associated with suboptimal
parenting behaviors, such as parental overprotection, and is not
associated with beneficial parenting practices (Venard et al., 2024).
Thus, child-centric parenting could manifest through either com-
passionate or self-image goals, leading to divergent outcomes for
parent and child well-being.
Third, this investigation also advances understanding of parental

well-being, parenting, and child adjustment. Parental well-being—
including emotions, life satisfaction, mental health, meaning, and
psychological need satisfaction (Nelson et al., 2014)—has been
identified as one of the most important methods of improving chil-
dren’s resilience (National Research Council, 2019). Yet research on
these topics often explores these outcomes in isolation by focusing
primarily on one aspect of parental well-being, parenting, or child
adjustment, rather than considering them together. Moreover, many
investigations of positive psychological constructs in the context of
family focus on a single outcome, such as family communication or
parent–child relationship quality (for a review, seeWaters, 2020). We
sought to capture a multidimensional perspective of parental well-
being, including life satisfaction, depressive symptoms, anxiety and
stress, positive emotions, negative emotions, empathic emotions,
meaning, and psychological need satisfaction. We also evaluated
parenting and child adjustment across domains, including parenting
cognition (i.e., parental reflective functioning [PRF]), parenting
behavior (i.e., supportive parenting), parent–child relationship quality
(i.e., closeness, conflict), children’s behavior (i.e., parent-reported
positive and negative child behavior), and children’s emotions (i.e.,
parent-reported child maladjustment). We also included global re-
presentations of well-being, parenting, and child adjustment along-
side daily assessments, given evidence that some components of these
constructs are relatively stable (e.g., life satisfaction) and others vary
on a daily basis (e.g., emotions, parent–child interactions; Coffey et
al., 2022; Diener et al., 1999).

Parental Well-Being

A growing body of research suggests that parents’ compassionate
goals may be positively associated with well-being, and self-image
goals may be negatively associated with well-being. When parents
prioritize compassion for their children, they may approach their
interactions with greater patience and understanding, thus increasing
their own empathy and well-being. Conversely, seeking to maintain
their own self-image may exacerbate tension and conflict within
parent–child relationships, thus reducing well-being. Indeed, child
centrism—prioritizing children’s needs over one’s own—has been
linked to greater parental well-being (Ashton-James et al., 2013).
Previous research also indicated that communally oriented parents—
those who prioritize giving care to their children—reported greater
authenticity in parenting, which was in turn associated with better
emotional well-being (Le & Impett, 2015). Research has also shown
that having goals that tend to focus on child love and security—similar
to compassionate goals—were linked to greater positive and fewer
negative emotions, whereas having goals that focus on managing
others’ impressions of one’s parenting—akin to self-image goals—
were associated with reduced positive emotions (Le & Impett, 2019).

Notably, however, none of this prior research directly evaluated
parents’ compassionate and self-image goals in relation to their
children. Indeed, communal strength reflects behavioral tendencies
(e.g., sacrifice, support) that may stem from either compassionate
or self-image goals. Communal strength does not predict other-
focused reasons for giving, highlighting the need to distinguish
between different motivational sources (Canevello & Crocker,
2020). Additionally, intensive parenting—a conceptually similar
style characterized by highly involved and resource-intensive
care—has been associated with poorer parental well-being (Kim &
Kerr, 2024; Rizzo et al., 2013). Importantly, intensive parenting
represents a complicated blend of behaviors that could arise from
either compassionate or self-image goals.

Two recent studies have directly evaluated compassionate and self-
image goals in relation to parental well-being. In one cross-sectional
study including parents of first-year college students, compassionate
goals were positively associated with parents’ psychological need
satisfaction, whereas self-image goals showed the opposite pattern
(Smith et al., 2023). In another cross-sectional study of parents of
children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), compassionate goals
were linked to greater parenting and life satisfaction, as well as greater
presence of meaning in life. Conversely, self-image goals were
associated with a stronger search for meaning (Conti, 2015).
Together, these findings suggest that compassionate goals may
support parental well-being—including emotional health, satisfac-
tion, and meaning in life—whereas self-image goals may undermine
it; however, the research directly considering parents’ compassionate
and self-image goals relied on cross-sectional studies, and few studies
have considered whether these goals are related to parents’ daily
emotions and experiences caring for their children. In addition, little
research has examined their associations with clinical indicators of
mental health such as depression, anxiety, and stress, representing an
important gap in the literature.

Parenting and Child Adjustment

Growing evidence suggests that compassionate and self-image
goals may be related to parenting behaviors and child adjustment.
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Compassionate goals may foster empathetic, supportive, and
responsive parenting, which would in turn promote positive in-
teractions between parents and children. Conversely, self-image
goals may be associated with controlling behaviors, frustration,
and conflict, thus undermining parenting and child adjustment.
Evidence indicates that communal orientation was associated with
greater parent–child closeness, less conflict, and more responsive
parenting (Le & Impett, 2015). Additionally, child love and
security goals were linked to more closeness and responsiveness
and fewer conflicts in parent–child interactions, whereas parent
image goals were linked to greater conflict (Le et al., 2019). In
parents of children with autism spectrum disorder, compassionate
goals were positively associated with perceived parenting efficacy
(Conti, 2015). Further, compassionate goals have been associated
with facilitative parenting—a responsive and autonomy-support-
ive parenting style—whereas self-image goals have been linked to
controlling parenting, characterized by attempts to intrusively
manage the child’s thoughts and behavior (Kirby et al., 2019).
Notably, the research directly examining parents’ compassionate and

self-image goals in the context of parenting and child adjustment is
limited to two studies, each of which rely on a cross-sectional design
and consider only a single outcome. More work is needed to consider
additional outcomes beyond parenting efficacy and facilitative par-
enting, including additional measures of parenting behavior as well as
child adjustment. Accordingly, we evaluated parenting and child
adjustment across domains, including parenting cognition (i.e., PRF),
parenting behavior (i.e., coder-rated supportive parenting), parent–child
relationship quality (i.e., closeness, coder-rated conflict), children’s
behavior (i.e., parent-reported positive and negative child behavior),
and children’s emotions (i.e., parent-reported child maladjustment).

Empathic and Negative Emotions

We suggest that parents’ empathic and negative emotions are two
potential psychological processes that explain the connection between
interpersonal goals and parents’ well-being, parenting, and child
adjustment. In addition to considering broad positive emotions, recent
research has focused on empathic emotions—a subset of positive
emotions, such as caring and softheartedness—which are psycho-
logically and functionally distinct from other positive emotions for
their focus on others (Weidman & Tracy, 2020). Given their other-
focus, empathic emotions align closely with compassionate goals and
the caregiving role (Dix, 1991). Indeed, compassionate goals were
related to greater sympathy—an empathic emotion—toward others’
suffering (Yue & Yang, 2021). Evidence also indicates that viewing
images of children elicits empathic emotions among people without
children (Lishner et al., 2011; Nelson-Coffey & Cavanaugh, 2022).
These emotions have been linked to effective communication (Hardee,
2003), relationship satisfaction (Wen et al., 2022), and subjective well-
being (e.g., Shanafelt et al., 2005). In parenting contexts, parental
empathy predicted less familial dysfunction (Pu & Rodriguez, 2023),
greater mother–child relationship satisfaction and life satisfaction
(Chen-Bouck et al., 2023), reflective functioning (Borelli et al., 2021),
and child social skills (Meng et al., 2020). Thus, empathic emotions
may be a key experience through which compassionate goals are
associated with well-being and supportive parenting.
Compassionate and self-image goals may also be associated with

parents’ well-being, parenting, and child adjustment due to their
links to negative emotions. Compassionate goals are associated with

reduced negative emotions, whereas self-image goals have been
consistently associated with heightened fear, anxiety, and other
negative emotions (Canevello & Crocker, 2015; Duarte & Pinto-
Gouveia, 2015). Parental negative emotionality has also been linked
to children’s whining, arguing, and use of negative emotion words
(Slatcher & Trentacosta, 2012). Parents’ frequent negative emotions
are associated with their infants’ poorer emotion regulation capa-
bilities and social–emotional development (Aktar & Bögels, 2017).
Experiencing frequent negative emotions is also associated with
reduced well-being among parents (Nelson et al., 2014). Together,
these findings suggest that compassionate and self-image goals may
be linked to parents’ well-being and parenting via their association
with negative emotions.

The Present Study

The present study draws on secondary data to investigate how
parents’ interpersonal goals relate to their well-being and parenting
and child adjustment, as well as the emotions that may underlie these
associations. First, we investigated whether parents’ compassionate
and self-image goals were associated with global well-being (i.e., life
satisfaction, anxiety and stress, depression) and parenting and child
adjustment (i.e., PRF, child behaviors, child maladjustment). Based
on previous literature, we suggest that compassionate goals would be
positively associated with parental well-being (e.g., greater life sat-
isfaction, reduced stress) and parenting and child adjustment (e.g.,
enhanced PRF, more positive child behavior), whereas self-image
goals would be negatively associated with these outcomes. Given
prior evidence that interpersonal goals and parental well-being are
associated with demographics (e.g., parent age, parent gender,
number of children, age of children; Crocker & Canevello, 2008;
Nelson et al., 2014), we include these characteristics as covariates
in our analysis.

Second, using a daily diary approach, we investigated whether
these interpersonal goals predicted daily parental well-being (e.g.,
positive emotions, satisfaction, meaning in life) and parenting out-
comes (i.e., coder-rated parental support, parent–child closeness,
coder-rated conflict). We also evaluated whether daily empathic and
negative emotions partially mediate the links between goals and daily
outcomes. Given prior evidence that compassionate and self-image
goals predicted behavior over the course of a week (Crocker &
Canevello, 2008; Jiang et al., 2023), parents reported their com-
passionate and self-image goals in relation to their children at baseline
for the upcoming week and then reported daily well-being and
closeness. Parents also provided a narrative description of a care-
giving experience each day, which was subsequently coded for
parenting support, conflict, and care difficulty. Because some care-
giving experiences may be more challenging than others and elicit
greater compassion and empathy or greater stress and negative
emotion, we controlled for daily caregiving difficulty in our analysis
of the daily outcomes in addition to the demographic covariates
described above, consistent with prior daily diary studies investi-
gating parents’ well-being (e.g., Le & Impett, 2015). Finally, we
also include diary day as a covariate to account for change over time,
consistent with recommended procedures in daily diary method-
ology (Bolger et al., 2003). Thus, our diary approach offers an
important contribution to the literature by capturing parents’ ex-
periences of parenting as it is lived, minimizing recall and other
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biases due to the idealization of parenthood (Bolger et al., 2003;
Eibach & Mock, 2011).

Method

Participants

Parents (N = 270, 65.3% women) from the United States with at
least one child under the age of 18 living in the home were recruited
via Amazon Mechanical Turk to participate in a 9-day daily expe-
rience study in exchange for $8.75 (Nelson-Coffey & Coffey, 2018).
We decided to recruit 270 participants based on the budget available
for the study, which would provide >80% power to detect a medium
effect size for between-person effects (Arend & Schäfer, 2019). The
majority of parents were White (75.6%), followed by African
American (8.9%), Asian American (6.3%), Latinx (4.8%), American
Indian/Alaskan Native (1.5%), other (0.7%), and Middle Eastern
(0.4%). Parents’ ages ranged from 22 to 64 (Mage = 36.21, SD =
7.72). A plurality of participants reported household incomes between
$50,000 and $99,999 (43.9%), followed by $24,000–$49,999
(24.2%), $100,000–$149,999 (14.5%), $15,000–$24,999 (7.1%),
$14,999 or less (5.2%), and $150,000 or more (5.2%). A plurality of
participants had earned a college degree (45.5%), attended some
college (31.0%), or attended graduate education (13.1%); 9.0%
graduated from high school; and 1.5% attended some high school. On
average, parents reported that they had 1.98 children (SD= 1.06) with
an average child age within families of 6.15 (SD = 3.90) years.

Procedure

On the first day of the study, after providing informed consent,
participants completed questions regarding demographics, global
well-being (i.e., life satisfaction, depressive symptoms, anxiety,
stress), PRF, and child behavior and adjustment, along with reports of
emotions, psychological need satisfaction, meaning in life, and sat-
isfaction felt that day. On Days 2–8, parents were invited to complete
a short daily diary survey, including a narrative description of a
caregiving experience focusing on their child with the most recent
birthday (adapted from Le & Impett, 2015), as well as emotions,
psychological need satisfaction, meaning in life, satisfaction felt that
day, and closeness to their child. On the final day (Day 9), parents
again reported global well-being, PRF, and child adjustment, along
with emotions, psychological need satisfaction, meaning in life, and
satisfaction felt that day. This study was approved by The University
of the South Institutional Review Board.
The current analysis focuses on baseline reports of life satisfaction,

anxiety, depressive symptoms, perceived stress, PRF, and perceptions
of children’s behavior and adjustment; nine daily reports of emotions,
psychological need satisfaction, meaning in life, and satisfaction felt
that day; and seven narrative descriptions of daily caregiving experi-
ences and reports of parent–child closeness (see Table 1 for descriptive
statistics and correlations among study variables and https://osf.io/yqa
38 for the full study protocol, including additional items not involved in
the current analysis). One participant indicated that they did not have
children, and one additional participant failed more than two of 11
attention checks; these participants were excluded from further anal-
ysis. Thus, our analyses include all available data from participants (n=
268) who met eligibility criteria and passed at least nine of 11 attention
checks.

On average, parents completed 4.46 (SD = 2.69) out of seven
diaries, providing 1,205 diaries in total, and 51.4% of participants
completed six or more diaries. Survey completion was largely unre-
lated to demographic and psychological characteristics. Additional
analyses of missing data are included in the additional online material,
as well as analyses including only participants who completed at least
two diaries (https://osf.io/yqa38).

Measures

Compassionate and Self-Image Goals

In the baseline survey, participants responded to 14 items re-
flecting compassionate (e.g., “I tried to be supportive of my child”)
and self-image (e.g., “I tried to convince my child that I am right”)
goals (adapted from Crocker & Canevello, 2008) on a scale from 1
(not at all) to 5 (very much). Scores were created for compassionate
(α = .87) and self-image (α = .85) goals by averaging all available
responses for participants who completed at least 60% of the items.
All items and additional analyses evaluating the structure, validity,
and distribution of this scale are included in the additional online
material (https://osf.io/yqa38).

Global Well-Being

As indicators of global well-being, during the baseline survey,
parents completed the Satisfaction With Life Scale (e.g., “I am
satisfied with my life”; 1= strongly disagree, 7= strongly agree; α=
.94; Diener et al., 1985), the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (e.g., “I
feel nervous”; 1 = not at all, 4 = very much so; Spielberger et al.,
1971), the Perceived Stress Scale (e.g., “In the last month, how often
have you felt nervous and stressed?” 1= never, 5= very often; Cohen
et al., 1994), and Beck’s Depression Inventory (e.g., “I do not feel sad
[0]; I feel sad [1], I am sad all of the time and I can’t snap out of it [2], I
am so sad and unhappy that I can’t stand it [3]”; Beck & Steer, 1984).
Given the conceptual overlap and strong correlation between the
State-Trait Anxiety Inventory and the Perceived Stress Scale (r= .82,
p < .001), we created a composite of stress and anxiety by stan-
dardizing the summed scores for the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory
and Perceived Stress Scale, respectively, and averaging the stan-
dardized scores. A composite score was calculated for the Satisfaction
With Life Scale by averaging the items, and scores for the Beck’s
Depression Inventory were summed.

Global Parenting and Child Adjustment

Parental Reflective Functioning. In the baseline survey, par-
ents completed the Parental Reflective Functioning Questionnaire
(PRFQ; Luyten et al., 2017), an 18-item scale including three sub-
scales measuring prementalizing (e.g., “My child cries around
strangers to embarrass me”; α = .86), certainty about mental states
(e.g., “I can always predict what my child will do”; α = .78), and
interest and curiosity (e.g., “I like to think about the reasons behind
the waymy child behaves and feels”; α= .73). Each itemwas rated on
a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).
Scores were calculated for each subscale by averaging the items.

Child Behavior and Maladjustment. During the baseline
survey, parents rated their child’s positive (e.g., “My child is respectful
to me”; α= .93) and negative (e.g., “My child is rude to me”; α= .91)
behavior toward the parent, as well as perceptions of maladjustment
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(e.g., “My child is irritable”; α = .93; Luthar & Ciciolla, 2015) on a
scale from 1 (very rarely) to 5 (usually). Composite scores were
calculated for each subscale by averaging the respective items.

Daily Well-Being

Daily Emotions. Parents reported seven positive (e.g., happy;
ωw = .89, ωb = .98), six empathic (e.g., tenderness; ωw = .84, ωb =
.97), and nine negative (e.g., frustrated; ωw = .85, ωb = .96)
emotions each day on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much;
Diener & Emmons, 1984; Lishner et al., 2011). We created daily
composites for positive emotions, empathic emotions, and negative
emotions by averaging all available responses within each emotion
category for participants who completed at least four positive
emotion, three empathic emotion, and five negative emotion items.
Daily Psychological Need Satisfaction. Each day, parents

completed the 18-item Balanced Measure of Psychological Needs

(Sheldon & Hilpert, 2012), including subscales for autonomy (e.g.,
“I was free to do things my own way”), competence (e.g., “I took on
and mastered hard challenges”), and connectedness (e.g., “I was
lonely” [reversed]). Participants rated each statement on a scale from
1 (no agreement) to 5 (much agreement). Daily scores were cal-
culated for overall psychological need satisfaction by averaging all
available responses for participants who completed at least 12 items
(ωw = .86, ωb = .94).

Daily Satisfaction. Participants rated their daily life satisfaction
on one item (i.e., “How satisfyingwas your life today?”; 1= not at all,
7 = very much). Single-item measures of life satisfaction are rea-
sonably valid, correlating with other well-being measures, including
written interviews, informant reports, and measures of daily affect
(Sandvik et al., 1993).

Daily Meaning. Participants rated their daily meaning in life on
the two-itemDailyMeaning Scale (e.g., “Howmeaningful did you feel
your life was today?”; 1= not at all, 7= verymuch; Steger et al., 2008).
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Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of All Variables

Variable M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Compassionate
goals

4.26 (0.68) —

2. Self-image goals 2.87 (0.97) .15* —

3. SWLS 4.92 (1.48) .11 .01 —

4. PSS-STAI −0.008 (0.96) −.13* .07 −.63*** —

5. BDI 2.42 (5.24) .01 .10 −.45*** .56*** —

6. Positive child
behavior

4.22 (0.85) .44*** −.11 .23*** −.28*** −.18** —

7. Negative child
behavior

1.85 (0.89) −.31*** .15* −.24*** .41*** .24*** −.68*** —

8. Child maladjustment 2.22 (0.80) −.22** .21*** −.22*** .41*** .23*** −.63*** .77*** —

9. PRFQ—PM 2.29 (1.27) −.34*** .37*** −.14* .24*** .17** −.34*** .48*** .40*** —

10. PRFQ—CM 4.21 (1.10) .08 .19** .20** −.32*** −.19** .39*** −.27*** −.34*** .04 —

11. PRFQ—IC 5.32 (0.95) .47*** −.16* .09 .05 .02 .21*** −.06 −.02 −.34*** −.07 —

12. Positive emotions 4.83 (1.16) .29*** .08 .50*** −.58*** −.29*** .41*** −.31*** −.36*** −.12 .31*** .13
13. Negative emotions 1.92 (0.74) −.08 .22*** −.34*** .63*** .39*** −.29*** .43*** .37*** .41** −.22** .003
14. Empathic emotions 4.84 (1.23) .41*** .04 .26*** −.29*** −.02 .35*** −.15* −.20** −.09 .18* .27***
15. Need satisfaction 3.92 (0.53) .30*** −.17* .49*** −.70*** −.33*** .42*** −.47*** −.45*** −.39*** .40*** .07
16. Meaning 5.55 (1.21) .30*** −.01 .52*** −.60*** −.36*** .37*** −.30*** −.32*** −.16* .37*** .04
17. Daily satisfaction 5.48 (1.21) .27*** −.03 .56*** −.63*** −.40*** .40*** −.36*** −.38*** −.17* .40*** .02
18. IOS 5.04 (1.45) .17* .12 .19* −.30*** −.17* .34*** −.27*** −.31*** .004 .42*** .04
19. Conflict 0.53 (0.66) .11 .08 −.13 .12 .09 .02 .05 .16* .03 −.08 .07
20. Support 2.26 (0.82) .10 −.05 −.08 −.02 .01 −.04 −.04 −.04 −.02 −.01 .07
21. Care difficulty 1.54 (0.90) .03 .03 −.17* .19** .11 −.03 .07 .17* .11 −.07 −.03

Variable 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21

12. Positive emotions —

13. Negative emotions −.35*** —

14. Empathic emotions .77*** −.01 —

15. Need satisfaction .70*** −.71*** .47*** —

16. Meaning .77*** −.48*** .53*** .77*** —

17. Daily satisfaction .78*** −.50*** .50*** .77*** .97*** —

18. IOS .40*** −.18* .32*** .33*** .39*** .38*** —

19. Conflict −.12 .30*** .02 −.25** −.14 −.19* −.06 —

20. Support −.04 −.001 .12 .10 .05 .06 .07 −.11 —

21. Care difficulty −.20** .42*** .03 −.26*** −.18* −.22** −.09 .61*** .15* —

Note. All daily variables were averaged across the study period prior to calculating correlations (positive emotions, negative emotions, empathic
emotions, need satisfaction, meaning, daily satisfaction, IOS, conflict, support, care difficulty). SWLS = Satisfaction With Life Scale; PSS = Perceived
Stress Scale; STAI = State-Trait Anxiety Inventory; BDI = Beck’s Depression Inventory; PRFQ = Parental Reflective Functioning Questionnaire; PM =
prementalizing; CM = certainty about mental states; IC = interest and curiosity; IOS = Inclusion of Other in Self Scale.
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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A composite score was created by averaging responses across the two
items (αs ranging from .90 to .97 across days).

Daily Parenting and Child Adjustment

Closeness With Child. To measure relationship closeness
between parents and children, parents completed the Inclusion of
Other in Self scale (Aron et al., 1992), which presents individuals
with two circles reflecting themselves and their child that range from
not touching (1) to almost completely overlapping (7). Parents were
asked to select the pair of circles that best represents their rela-
tionship with their child that day.
Parenting Narratives. Parenting narratives were coded for the

level of challenge/difficulty in the interaction, the amount of conflict,
and the level of support parents provided their children by two
independent coders. Coders were trained to reliability on a separate
set of 52 responses to the same prompt, collected for training pur-
poses. After achieving interrater reliability on the training narratives,
the two coders each coded 67% of responses, overlapping by 33% to
evaluate reliability in the study sample. The full coding manual is
available on the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/yqa38).
Care Difficulty. Coders rated the extent to which the interaction

was challenging for either the parent or the child on a scale ranging
from 0 (no challenge described) to 4 (complex or intense challenge
described). Interrater reliability was good, average intraclass cor-
relation coefficient (ICC; 2,1) = .83 (range .75–.89).
Conflict Interactions. Coders rated the extent to which the

interaction demonstrated a conflict between the parent and the child
on a scale ranging from 0 (no conflict described) to 4 (complex
description of a parent–child conflict). Interrater reliability was
good, average ICC(2,1) = .77 (range .61–.94).
Supportive Interactions. Finally, coders rated the extent to

which the parent provided support, warmth, and kindness toward
the child on a scale ranging from 0 (no support mentioned) to 4
(description demonstrates parent’s intention to help the child or
demonstrate love for the child). Interrater reliability was moderate,
average ICC(2,1) = .67 (range .53–.93).

Transparency and Openness

Our hypotheses, study design, and analyses were not preregistered.
We have provided detailed information regarding our sample size
determination, data exclusions, manipulations, and measures. Data
and study materials can be accessed on the Open Science Framework
(https://osf.io/yqa38).

Results

Are Parents’ Compassionate and Self-Image Goals
Related to Global Well-Being, Parenting, and Child
Adjustment?

We conducted regression analyses to evaluate whether parents’
compassionate and self-image goals were associated with global well-
being (i.e., life satisfaction, perceived stress and anxiety, and depressive
symptoms) and parenting and child adjustment (i.e., positive child
behavior, negative child behavior, child maladjustment, PRFQ pre-
mentalizing, PRFQ certainty about mental states, and PRFQ interest
and curiosity) at baseline. Compassionate and self-image goals were
included as simultaneous predictors. We present models including all
covariates (i.e., parent gender, parent age, number of children, and age
of youngest child) here, and simplified models including only com-
passionate and self-image goals are included in the additional online
material (https://osf.io/yqa38). All continuous variables (i.e., com-
passionate goals, self-image goals, parent age, number of children, and
age of youngest child) weremean-centered prior to analysis, and gender
was dummy coded with women as the reference group.

Compassionate goals were associated with less perceived stress
and anxiety, but not life satisfaction or depressive symptoms (see
Table 2). Self-image goals were unrelated to any well-being outcome.
Compassionate goals were also associated with parenting and child
adjustment (see Table 3), including more positive child behavior, less
negative child behavior, lower levels of child maladjustment, lower
PRFQ prementalizing, and greater PRFQ interest and curiosity about
mental states, but were unrelated to PRFQ certainty. Self-image goals
were associated with less positive child behavior, more negative child
behavior, greater child maladjustment, greater PRFQ prementalizing,
greater PRFQ certainty, and less PRFQ interest and curiosity about
mental states. In sum, compassionate goals were largely associated
with greater well-being, parenting, and child adjustment, whereas
self-image goals were associated with poorer parenting and child
adjustment, but not well-being.

Are Parents’ Compassionate and Self-Image Goals
Related to Daily Well-Being, Parenting, and Child
Adjustment?

To evaluate the associations between parents’ interpersonal goals
and daily well-being, we conducted multilevel models with max-
imum likelihood estimation to account for repeated measurements
within individuals (Singer & Willett, 2003). We included grand-T
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Table 2
Regression Models Predicting Global Well-Being From Compassionate Goals, Self-Image Goals, and Covariates

Predictor

Life satisfaction Perceived stress and anxiety Depressive symptom

B (SE) 95% CI B (SE) 95% CI B (SE) 95% CI

Compassionate goals 0.26† (0.14) [−0.02, 0.54] −0.25** (0.09) [−0.42, −0.07] −0.12 (0.49) [−1.09, 0.85]
Self-image goals −0.002 (0.10) [−0.02, 0.54] 0.08 (0.06) [−0.04, 0.21] 0.48 (0.35) [−0.20, 1.16]
Parent gender 0.11 (0.20) [−0.29, 0.51] −0.25† (0.06) [−0.50, 0.01] −1.25† (0.71) [−2.64, 0.14]
Parent age −0.02 (0.01) [−0.05, 0.003] −0.01 (0.01) [−0.03, 0.01] −0.07 (0.05) [−0.17, 0.02]
Number of children 0.22* (0.10) [0.02, 0.42] −0.03 (0.07) [−0.16, 0.10] −0.54 (0.36) [−1.25, 0.16]
Age of youngest child −0.001 (0.10) [−0.20, 0.20] −0.05 (0.07) [−0.18, 0.08] 0.28 (0.35) [−0.42, 0.97]
R2 .04 .05 .04

Note. Compassionate goals, self-image goals, parent age, number of children, and age of youngest child were mean-centered and included as
simultaneous predictors. Parent gender was dummy coded with women as the reference group. SE = standard error; CI = confidence interval.
* p < .05. ** p < .01. † p < .10.
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mean-centered compassionate and self-image caregiving goals as
between-person (Level 2) predictors of daily well-being, parenting,
and child adjustment, as well as random intercepts and slopes for
day. An autoregressive (AR[1]) residual structure was specified to
account for temporal autocorrelation among daily observations. We
present models including all covariates (parent age, parent gender,
age of youngest child, number of children, and care difficulty) here,
and simplified models including only compassionate goals, self-
image goals, and day are included in the additional online material
(https://osf.io/yqa38).

Compassionate goals were associated with greater positive emo-
tions, empathic emotions, need satisfaction, meaning, and daily sat-
isfaction, along with lower negative emotions. Parents’ self-image
goals were associated with lower need satisfaction, but no other daily
well-being outcomes (see Table 4). Turning to daily parenting and
child adjustment, neither parents’ compassionate nor self-image goals
were associated with closeness with their child or with coder-rated
conflict or support in their interactions with their children. In sum,
parents’ compassionate goals were associated with greater daily well-
being but not parenting or child adjustment, and parents’ self-image
goals were largely unrelated to daily well-being, parenting, or child
adjustment (see Table 5).

Are Compassionate and Self-Image Goals Associated
With Daily Parental Well-Being, Parenting, and Child
Adjustment via Empathic and Negative Emotions?

Next, we evaluated the indirect effects of compassionate and self-
image goals on parental well-being, parenting, and child adjustment
via empathic and negative emotions using theMLmedmacro in SPSS
(Rockwood & Hayes, 2017) with maximum likelihood estimation.
We estimated a 2-1-1 multilevel mediation to evaluate the effects of
compassion and self-image goals (Level 2 predictors) on daily
well-being, parenting, and child adjustment (Level 1 outcomes) via
empathic and negative emotions (parallel Level 1 mediators). All
models included random intercepts for each mediator and out-
come, random slopes for day and for the effect of each mediator on
each outcome, and unstructured covariance and residual covari-
ance matrices.1 Compassionate and self-image goals were grand-
mean-centered and included as covariates in one another’s models.
Day was included as a Level 1 covariate with a random slope. Care
difficulty was included as a covariate at both Level 1 (person-mean-
centered) and Level 2 (grand-mean-centered).2 This approach estimates
between-person fixed effects of compassionate and self-image goals on
each mediator (a path) and outcome (c′ paths), both between-person
(grand-mean-centered) and within-person (person-mean-centered) ef-
fects of each mediator on each outcome (b paths). Indirect effects were
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1 We note two deviations from the planned modeling approach due to
convergence issues. The multilevel mediation models estimating the indirect
effects of compassionate and self-image goals on daily need satisfaction and
support each failed to converge. To address this, we removed the random
slope for day each of these models. This simplification allowed the models to
converge while preserving estimation of fixed effects required for mediation.

2 Because the MLmed macro supports only up to three Level 2 covariates,
we took a data-driven approach to covariate selection for the multilevel
mediation analyses. Specifically, we retained only those covariates that were
significantly associated with parents’ daily well-being, parenting, or child
adjustment in our multilevel models (see Tables 4 and 5). Parent age, parent
gender, age of youngest child, and number of children were not significant
predictors andwere excluded to simplify themodels and facilitate convergence.
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estimated at the between-person level using Monte Carlo confidence
intervals based on 10,000 samples. See Table 6 for a summary of
indirect effects and confidence intervals.

Empathic Emotions

Compassionate goals were associated with greater daily empathic
emotions (b = 0.75, SE = 0.12, p < .001), whereas self-image goals
were not associated with empathic emotions (b = −0.04, SE = 0.08,
p = .64). In turn, empathic emotions were associated with greater
positive emotions (within-person: b = 0.51, SE = 0.04, p < .001;
between-person: b = 0.81, SE = 0.05, p < .001), meaning (within-
person: b= 0.33, SE= 0.04, p< .001; between-person b= 0.52, SE=
0.05, p< .001), daily satisfaction (within-person: b= 0.41, SE= 0.04,
p < .001; between-person: b = 0.53, SE = 0.06, p < .001), and
closeness (within-person: b = 0.53, SE = 0.06, p < .001; between-
person: b = 0.31, SE = 0.09, p = .001) at both between- and within-
person levels. Interestingly, empathic emotions predicted reduced
need satisfaction (b = −0.04, SE = 0.01, p = .005) at the within-
person level but greater need satisfaction (b = 0.19, SE = 0.02, p <
.01) at the between-person level. In other words, on days when parents
felt more empathic emotions relative to their own average, they
reported lower need satisfaction, but parents who felt greater empathic
emotions across the week compared to other parents in the sample
reported greater need satisfaction across the week. In addition,
empathic emotions predicted greater support (b= 0.49, SE= 0.05, p<
.001) at the within-person level butwas unrelated to support (b= 0.07,
SE = 0.05, p = .12) at the between-person level. Empathic emotions
were not associated with conflict at either the within- or between-
person level (jbsj < 0.03, p > .34). The indirect effects of com-
passionate goals via empathic emotions on greater daily well-being
(i.e., positive emotions, meaning, daily satisfaction, need satisfaction)
and greater parenting and child adjustment (i.e., closeness) were
statistically significant, but none of the indirect effects of self-image
goals on daily well-being or parenting and child adjustment via
empathic emotions were significant.

Negative Emotions

Compassionate goals were associated with lower daily negative
emotions (b = −0.19, SE = 0.07, p = .01), whereas self-image goals
were not associated with daily negative emotions (b = 0.07, SE =
0.05, p = .18). In turn, negative emotions were associated with lower
positive emotions (within-person: b = −0.14, SE = 0.06, p = .02;
between-person: b = −0.47, SE = 0.07, p < .001), meaning (within-
person: b = −0.54, SE = 0.05, p < .001; between-person: b = −0.89,
SE = 0.08, p < .001), daily satisfaction (within-person: b = −0.80,
SE = 0.07, p < .001; between-person: b = −0.93, SE = 0.09, p <
.001), need satisfaction (within-person: b = −0.31, SE = 0.01, p <
.001; between-person: b=−0.49, SE= 0.03, p< .001), and closeness
(within-person: b = −0.47, SE= 0.10, p < .001; between-person: b=
−0.64, SE = 0.14, p < .001). Negative emotions were also associated
with less conflict (b=−0.24, SE= 0.04, p< .001) and greater support
(b = 0.28, SE = 0.06, p < .001) at the within-person level but were
unrelated to conflict (b = −0.06, SE = 0.04, p = .19) or support (b =
0.01, SE = 0.07, p = .85) at the between-person level. The indirect
effects of compassionate goals via lower daily negative emotions on
greater well-being (i.e., positive emotions, meaning, daily satisfac-
tion, need satisfaction) and better parenting and child adjustment (i.e.,

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
t
is
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al

A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le

is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al

us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al

us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.

A
ll
ri
gh
ts
,
in
cl
ud
in
g
fo
r
te
xt

an
d
da
ta

m
in
in
g,

A
I
tr
ai
ni
ng
,
an
d
si
m
ila
r
te
ch
no
lo
gi
es
,
ar
e
re
se
rv
ed
.

T
ab

le
4

M
ul
til
ev
el

M
od
el
s
P
re
di
ct
in
g
P
ar
en
ts
’
D
ai
ly

W
el
l-
B
ei
ng

F
ro
m

C
om

pa
ss
io
na
te

G
oa
ls
,
Se
lf-
Im

ag
e
G
oa
ls
,
an
d
C
ov
ar
ia
te
s

E
ff
ec
t

P
ar
am

et
er

P
os
iti
ve

em
ot
io
n

N
eg
at
iv
e
em

ot
io
n

E
m
pa
th
ic

em
ot
io
n

P
sy
ch
ol
og

ic
al

ne
ed

sa
tis
fa
ct
io
n

M
ea
ni
ng

D
ai
ly

sa
tis
fa
ct
io
n

B
[9
5%

C
I]

B
[9
5%

C
I]

B
[9
5%

C
I]

B
[9
5%

C
I]

B
[9
5%

C
I]

B
[9
5%

C
I]

F
ix
ed

ef
fe
ct
s

In
te
rc
ep
t

γ 0
0

4.
93

**
*
[4
.5
9,

5.
27

]
1.
40
**

*
[1
.2
0,

1.
60

]
4.
43
**

*
[4
.1
2,

4.
74

]
4.
00
**
*
[3
.8
7,

4.
13

]
5.
68
**
*
[5
.3
6,

6.
01

]
5.
54
**
*
[5
.1
8,

5.
90

]
C
om

pa
ss
io
na
te
go
al
s

γ 0
1

0.
40

**
[0
.1
3,

0.
66

]
−
0.
21

**
[−
0.
36

,
−
0.
06

]
0.
70
**

*
[0
.4
6,

0.
94

]
0.
30
**
*
[0
.1
9,

0.
40

]
0.
54
**
*
[0
.2
9,

0.
80

]
0.
47
**
*
[0
.2
0,

0.
74

]
S
el
f-
im

ag
e
go

al
s

γ 0
2

0.
14

[−
0.
04

,
0.
32

]
0.
05

[−
0.
05

,
0.
15

]
−
0.
01

[−
0.
17

,
0.
16

]
−
0.
08

*
[−

0.
15

,
−
0.
01
]

−
0.
03

[−
0.
21

,
0.
14

]
−
0.
04

[−
0.
22

,
0.
15

]
P
ar
en
t
ge
nd

er
γ 0

3
0.
10

[−
0.
27

,
0.
47

]
0.
13

[−
0.
07

,
0.
34

]
0.
27

[−
0.
07

,
0.
60

]
−
0.
02

[−
0.
17

,
0.
13

]
0.
01

[−
0.
35

,
0.
37

]
0.
11

[−
0.
28

,
0.
49

]
P
ar
en
t
ag
e

γ 0
4

−
0.
01

[−
0.
03

,
0.
02

]
0.
00

1
[−
0.
01

,
0.
02

]
0.
00

1
[−
0.
02

,
0.
02

]
0.
00

1
[−

0.
00

9,
0.
01

]
−
0.
00

02
[−

0.
03

,
0.
02

]
−
0.
00
1
[−

0.
03

,
0.
03

]
A
ge

of
yo

un
ge
st
ch
ild

γ 0
5

0.
05

[−
0.
13

,
0.
22

]
−
0.
09

†
[−
0.
19

,
0.
00

4]
0.
02

[−
0.
14

,
0.
18

]
0.
07
*
[0
.0
00

4,
0.
14

]
0.
07

[−
0.
11

,
0.
24

]
0.
11

[−
0.
07

,
0.
29

]
N
um

be
r
of

ch
ild

re
n

γ 0
6

−
0.
01

[−
0.
18

,
0.
17

]
0.
05

[−
0.
05

,
0.
15

]
0.
02

[−
0.
15

,
0.
18

]
−
0.
03

[−
0.
10

,
0.
04

]
−
0.
03

[−
0.
20

,
0.
14

]
−
0.
04

[−
0.
23

,
0.
14

]
D
ay

γ 1
0

0.
02

[−
0.
02

,
0.
05

]
0.
01

[−
0.
01

,
0.
03

]
0.
03

†
[−
0.
00

2,
0.
06

]
0.
00

3
[−

0.
01

,
0.
02

]
−
0.
00
2
[−

0.
03

,
0.
02

]
0.
02

[−
0.
02

,
0.
05

]
C
ar
e
di
ffi
cu
lty

γ 2
0

−
0.
34

**
*
[−

0.
39

,
−
0.
29

]
0.
27
**

*
[0
.2
4,

0.
31

]
0.
00

1
[−
0.
05

,
0.
05

]
−
0.
11

**
*
[−

0.
13

,
−
0.
09
]

−
0.
16

**
*
[−

0.
21
,
−
0.
12

]
−
0.
24

**
*
[−

0.
29
,
−
0.
18

]
R
an
do

m
ef
fe
ct
s

L
ev
el

1
σ2

ϵ
0.
78

**
*
[0
.7
0,

0.
87

]
0.
33
**

*
[0
.3
0,

0.
37

]
0.
60
**

*
[0
.5
4,

0.
67

]
0.
13
**
*
[0
.1
2,

0.
15

]
0.
65
**
*
[0
.5
8,

0.
73

]
0.
91
**
*
[0
.8
1,

1.
01

]
ρ

−
0.
13

[−
0.
48

,
0.
26

]
−
0.
48

**
[−
0.
75

,
−
0.
07

]
−
0.
45

*
[−
0.
74

,
−
0.
00

4]
−
0.
61

**
*
[−

0.
76

,
−
0.
39
]

−
0.
01

[−
0.
35

,
0.
33

]
0.
18

[−
0.
18

,
0.
49

]
L
ev
el

2
σ2

0
1.
17

**
*
[0
.7
8,

1.
77

]
0.
38
**

*
[0
.2
4,

0.
61

]
1.
14
**

*
[0
.8
0,

1.
62

]
0.
16
**
*
[0
.1
0,

0.
24

]
1.
09
**
*
[0
.7
5,

1.
59

]
1.
44
**
*
[0
.9
6,

2.
15

]
σ2

1
0.
01

†
[0
.0
03

,
0.
03

]
0.
00

5*
[0
.0
02

,
0.
01

]
0.
01
*
[0
.0
04

,
0.
02

]
0.
01

[−
0.
00

2,
0.
01

]
0.
00

1
[0
.0
00

00
04

,
1.
88

]
0.
01

[0
.0
01

,
0.
04

]
σ2

1
0

−
0.
01

[−
0.
07

,
0.
05

]
−
0.
01

[−
0.
04

,
0.
01

]
−
0.
03

[−
0.
08

,
0.
02

]
0.
00

03
[0
.0
00

00
4,

0.
02

]
0.
01

[−
0.
03

,
0.
06

]
−
0.
03

[−
0.
10

,
0.
04

]

N
ot
e.

C
I
=

co
nfi

de
nc
e
in
te
rv
al
.

*
p
<

.0
5.

**
p
<

.0
1.

**
*
p
<

.0
01

.
†
p
<

.1
0.

8 OSHIKA, ZECHMAN, COFFEY, AND NELSON-COFFEY



greater closeness) were statistically significant. None of the indirect
effects of self-image goals via daily negative emotions on daily well-
being, parenting, and child adjustment were statistically significant.
In sum, parents’ compassionate goals predicted greater daily well-

being, parenting, and child adjustment via greater empathic emo-
tions and lower negative emotions, whereas self-image goals were
unrelated to empathic or negative emotions and, in turn, to well-
being, parenting, or child adjustment.

Discussion

This 9-day daily experience study is among the first to evaluate
parents’ compassionate and self-image goals in relation to their
children and their associations with parental well-being, parenting,
and child adjustment overall and throughout the week. Consistent
with prior research (Canevello & Crocker, 2015), compassionate
and self-image goals were positively associated with one another,
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Table 5
Multilevel Models Predicting Daily Parenting and Child Adjustment From Compassionate Goals, Self-Image Goals,
and Covariates

Effect Parameter

Closeness with child Conflict Support

B [95% CI] B [95% CI] B [95% CI]

Fixed effects
Intercept γ00 5.10*** [4.66, 5.53] −0.49*** [−0.66, −0.32] 2.36*** [2.10, 2.62]
Compassionate goals γ01 0.31† [−0.004, 0.63] 0.08 [−0.01, 0.17] 0.13 [−0.03, 0.29]
Self-image goals γ02 0.03 [−0.18, 0.24] 0.05 [−0.01, 0.11] −0.11† [−0.22, 0.003]
Parent gender γ03 −0.03 [−0.47, 0.41] 0.13* [0.001, 0.25] −0.03 [−0.26, 0.20]
Parent age γ04 0.01 [−0.02, 0.04] −0.0004 [−0.01, 0.01] 0.01 [−0.003, 0.03]
Age of youngest child γ05 −0.06 [−0.27, 0.15] −0.05 [−0.10, 0.01] −0.03 [−0.14, 0.08]
Number of children γ06 −0.14 [−0.35, 0.07] 0.02 [−0.04, 0.08] 0.01 [−0.10, 0.11]
Day γ10 0.03 [−0.01, 0.07] 0.06*** [0.04, 0.08] −0.04* [−0.07, −0.01]
Care difficulty γ20 −0.14*** [−0.20, −0.07] 0.40*** [0.37, 0.44] 0.06* [0.01, 0.11]

Random effects
Level 1 σ2ϵ 1.36*** [1.22, 1.52] 0.45*** [0.40, 0.50] 0.85*** [0.76, 0.95]

ρ −0.30 [−0.61, 0.08] −0.16 [−0.55, 0.29] 0.14 [−0.30, 0.53]
Level 2 σ20 2.41*** [1.63, 3.56] 0.29** [0.15, 0.56] 0.52** [0.26, 1.05]

σ21 0.02* [0.01, 0.05] 0.004 [0.001, 0.02] 0.01 [0.001, 0.03]
σ210 −0.12† [−0.23, 0.004] −0.03† [−0.06, 0.0002] −0.03 [−0.09, 0.02]

Note. CI = confidence interval.
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. † p < .10.

Table 6
Indirect Effects of Compassionate Goals and Self-Image Goals via Empathic and Negative Emotions on Parents’Daily
Well-Being, Parenting, and Child Adjustment

Effect

Compassionate goal Self-image goal

Effect (SE) 95% CI Effect (SE) 95% CI

Positive emotions
Empathic emotions 0.60*** (0.10) [0.41, 0.81] −0.03 (0.07) [−0.16, 0.10]
Negative emotions 0.09* (0.04) [0.02, 0.17] −0.03 (0.02) [−0.08, 0.01]

Meaning
Empathic emotions 0.39*** (0.07) [0.25, 0.54] −0.02 (0.04) [−0.10, 0.06]
Negative emotions 0.16** (0.07) [0.03, 0.30] −0.06 (0.04) [−0.14, 0.03]

Daily satisfaction
Empathic emotions 0.39*** (0.08) [0.25, 0.55] −0.02 (0.04) [−0.10, 0.06]
Negative emotions 0.17** (0.07) [0.03, 0.31] −0.06 (0.05) [−0.15, 0.03]

Daily need satisfaction
Empathic emotions 0.14*** (0.03) [0.09, 0.20] −0.01 (0.02) [−0.04, 0.02]
Negative emotions 0.09* (0.04) [0.02, 0.16] −0.03 (0.02) [−0.08, 0.02]

Closeness
Empathic emotions 0.23** (0.08) [0.09, 0.40] −0.01 (0.03) [−0.07, 0.04]
Negative emotions 0.11* (0.05) [0.02, 0.23] −0.04 (0.03) [−0.11, 0.02]

Conflict
Empathic emotions −0.02 (0.02) [−0.06, 0.02] −0.01 (0.03) [−0.07, 0.04]
Negative emotions 0.01 (0.01) [−0.005, 0.03] −0.04 (0.03) [−0.11, 0.02]

Support
Empathic emotions 0.06 (0.04) [−0.01, 0.13] −0.002 (0.01) [−0.02, 0.01]
Negative emotions −0.002 (0.01) [−0.03, 0.03] 0.001 (0.01) [−0.01, 0.01]

Note. SE = standard error; CI = confidence interval.
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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yet they were distinctly associated with well-being, parenting, and
child adjustment. Specifically, we found that parents’ compassionate
goals were associated with both global and daily well-being, along
with more positive parenting and child adjustment. These positive
associations with intrapersonal and interpersonal well-being were
explained in part by their associations with greater empathic emotions
and fewer negative emotions. By contrast, parents’ self-image goals
were associated with poorer parenting and child adjustment overall,
but they were largely unrelated to global or daily well-being, nor were
they related to daily parenting and child adjustment.

Compassionate Goals

The findings that parents’ compassionate goals in relation to
their children were associated with well-being, parenting, and
child adjustment contribute to a growing body of research dem-
onstrating the benefits of giving to others (e.g., Crocker et al.,
2017). Prior research reveals that prosocial behavior (i.e., actions
to support others) improves well-being and relationship quality
(Deci et al., 2006; Nelson et al., 2016); however, this prior work
focuses primarily on interdependent relationships among adults,
such as friends or romantic partners. Parent–child relationships are
unique because children are dependent on their parents to provide
care. Thus, the actions that may seem like an act of kindness within
interdependent relationships, such as preparing a meal for a friend,
may be perceived as an obligation within parent–child relation-
ships. Accordingly, considering specific acts of compassion or
support may not predict well-being within parent–child relation-
ships. Instead, the motivation behind such care may be more
relevant to parents’ well-being and relationship functioning.
Indeed, we found that parents’ compassionate goals in relation

to their children—such as being constructive, supportive, and
compassionate about a child’s weaknesses—were associated with
their own well-being, parenting, and child adjustment in both
global and daily reports, as well as self-reported outcomes and
coded narrative descriptions of caregiving experiences. In terms of
global well-being, parents’ compassionate goals were associated
with lower perceived stress and anxiety, but not life satisfaction or
depressive symptoms. In terms of parenting and child adjustment,
parents with more compassionate goals also reported that their
children were better emotionally adjusted and behaved more
positively and less negatively. Moreover, parents’ compassionate
goals were associated with reflective functioning skills, including
greater interest and curiosity about their child’s mental states and
greater understanding of their child’s behavior. To our knowledge,
this study is the first to link parents’ compassionate goals with
reflective functioning, which has been associated with a host of
positive outcomes, including children’s attachment security,
parental empathy, and supportive parenting behavior (Borelli et al.,
2021; Luyten et al., 2017).
Parents’ compassionate goals were also robustly associated with

parents’ well-being, parenting, and child adjustment in daily reports.
Specifically, parents’ compassionate goals were associated with more
daily positive emotions, empathic emotions, life satisfaction, meaning,
and need satisfaction and with lower daily negative emotions. These
findings parallel existing research demonstrating that compassionate
goals are associated with emotional well-being in other contexts
(Crocker et al., 2017). In our study, parents with more compassionate

goals felt closer to their children on a daily basis via greater empathic
emotions and reduced negative emotions; however, compassionate
goalswere not associatedwith daily conflict or support. These findings
converge with prior research demonstrating that parents’ pursuit of
child love and security goals were associated with parental well-being
and rewarding caregiving experiences (Le et al., 2019). Relatedly,
adolescents felt more loved by their parents on days their parents
reported more support, regardless of whether they also reported
conflict (Coffey et al., 2022). Thus, to the extent that compassionate
goals encourage parents to engage in more supportive parenting
practices, their children may feel more loved.

Our findings highlight empathic and negative emotions as two
possible factors involved in these associations. Parents with greater
compassionate goals felt more tenderness, sympathy, and compassion
along with less frustration, sadness, and anxiety throughout the week,
which were in turn associated with enhanced well-being, parenting,
and child adjustment outcomes. These findings are consistent with
prior research demonstrating the relevance of parental empathy for
child development, including child attachment security and social/
behavioral competence (Borelli et al., 2021; Meng et al., 2020).
Conversely, exposure to parents’ negative emotions has been linked
to children’s emotion regulation capabilities (Aktar & Bögels, 2017),
which may further deteriorate parent–child relationship functioning.
Additional research on other possible mechanisms, such as parenting
behavior, would be informative.

Self-Image Goals

In contrast to compassionate goals, parents’ self-image goals were
less consistently associated with parents’ well-being, parenting, and
child adjustment. Parents’ self-image goals were associated with
greater parent-reported child negative behavior and maladjustment
and lower parent-reported child positive behavior, as well as poorer
reflective functioning capabilities (i.e., greater prementalizing, less
interest, and curiosity in mental states). Given the correlational nature
of these findings, parents of children with more behavioral problems
may be more concerned with how their child’s actions reflect on their
capabilities as a parent. Notably, however, prior research revealed that
parents of children with autism spectrum disorder reported similar
levels of self-image goals as a comparison sample of parents (Conti,
2015). Alternatively, self-image goals within adult relationships have
been linked to a range of negative relational outcomes, such as greater
hostility (Crocker et al., 2017). In the parent–child context, this
dynamic may undermine parents’ ability to effectively guide their
children’s behavior; however, parents’ self-image goals were unre-
lated to most indicators of global and daily well-being, nor were they
related to daily parenting and child adjustment.

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions

This study contributes to the limited literature on compassionate
and self-image goals in parenting by using a relatively large sample
and combining quantitative survey measures with qualitative, coder-
rated daily narratives. Collecting a variety of parent-reported data
across 9 days reduced retrospective bias and provided insight into
parents’ daily lived experiences. Even within the constraints of parent
report, the diversity of indicators (e.g., emotions, relationship close-
ness, PRF, perceptions of children’s behavior) offers a multidimen-
sional portrait of family functioning than reliance on a single outcome.
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By incorporating multiple indicators of parents’ well-being, parent-
ing, and child adjustment, our approach allowed us to assess the
consistency of effects across diverse outcomes and, in turn, evaluate
the robustness of these patterns. Compassionate goals showed a
relatively robust profile, with associations that replicated across most
indicators. Conversely, self-image goals exhibited a more differen-
tiated pattern, with associations that were generally weaker or non-
significant and that varied by domain and by specific measures,
suggesting that the implications of self-image-driven parenting goals
may be more context-dependent. Thus, the inclusion of multiple
indicators enhances the validity of our conclusions by demonstrating
which patterns are consistent acrossmeasures and domains andwhich
are domain-specific.
At the same time, several limitations warrant caution. Because all

measures were parent-reported, including the coded narratives, findings
reflect parents’ perceptions rather than direct observation of parent–
child interactions. These perceptions may be influenced by parents’
own emotions, well-being, goals, or social desirability. Future research
could incorporate observational methods or child-reported outcomes
to provide another perspective of parenting and child adjustment.
Moreover, due to the correlational nature of these findings, we cannot
establish whether parents’ compassion causes improvements in their
well-being and parenting outcomes. Experimental studies would be
valuable in determining whether fostering compassionate or self-image
goals affects parental well-being and relationship dynamics.
Additionally, self-image goals as measured in the present study

primarily reflect attempts to maintain one’s self-image within parent–
child interactions. This approach is consistent with prior measures of
self-image goals in other relationships (Crocker & Canevello, 2008);
however, self-image goals in parenting may also involve parents’
attempts to maintain a desirable image as a parent in the eyes of
others. For example, given cultural pressures for intensive parenting
(Hays, 1998), parents may wish for others to view them as a “good
parent” who is highly involved in their child’s life. Additional
research evaluating parents’ attempts to maintain their parenting self-
image to others beyond their child would be informative.
Furthermore, although we employed a daily diary design, our

analyses primarily examined between-person differences in goals and
outcomes. This reflects both the secondary nature of the analyses and
the available data set, in which compassionate and self-image goals
were measured only at baseline. We therefore focused on the rela-
tively stable aspects of parents’ caregiving goals. However, prior
research suggests that goals can fluctuate meaningfully from day to
day (Crocker et al., 2017), and examining these fluctuations could
provide new insights into how situational contexts shape parenting
motivation and vice versa. Additionally, our well-being indicators
were general rather than parenting-specific (e.g., parenting stress,
parenting satisfaction). More research incorporating parenting-spe-
cific well-being outcomes would be informative. Finally, although we
included parents from diverse backgrounds, many of whom are
underrepresented in parenting research (e.g., single parents, fathers),
the findings presented here primarily represent the experiences of
White, middle-class families living in the United States. Research
including more diverse samples is needed.

Implications and Conclusion

The present study suggests that compassionate goals in parenting
are associated with more favorable psychological and relational

patterns for parents and their families. Maintaining parental well-
being while simultaneously fostering positive parenting and child
adjustment is a crucial societal challenge. Creating environments
that support and encourage compassionate goals in parenting would
be valuable. Societal norms and expectations, especially related to
parenting, may inadvertently pressure parents to adopt self-image
goals, emphasizing external validation or performance-based suc-
cess rather than intrinsic care and connection. Fostering compas-
sion-based parenting norms may contribute to creating healthier,
more resilient families.
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