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Abstract 

Despite the extensive bulk of literature on maternal reminiscing style, only a handful of reminiscing 

studies have investigated gender differences in parental reminiscing style, with none of these studies 

having explored the possible relationship between parental involvement level and parental 

reminiscing style. The current study investigated gender differences in parental reminiscing style 

across positive and negative event types in an egalitarian Scandinavian context while exploring the 

potential relationship between parental reminiscing style and parental involvement level. Mothers 

and fathers from N = 88 families reminisced about shared happy and sad events, respectively, with 

their 4-year-old children. Overall, parental involvement level was not related to parental 

reminiscing style. However, mothers’ elaborations and positive evaluations were associated with 

their level of involvement level in the sad event conversations. Although mothers and fathers did 

not differ in their reminiscing style overall, gender differences appeared in the consistency of 

parental reminiscing style across event types.  

 

Keywords: Parent-Child Reminiscing, Gender Differences, Parental Involvement, Autobiographical 

Memory    
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Gender and Parental Involvement in Parent-Child Reminiscing in a Scandinavian Sample 

1. Introduction 

An extensive bulk of literature on maternal reminiscing has established the importance of 

mother-child reminiscing on the development of children’s autobiographical memory (see Fivush, 

2019; Fivush, Haden, & Reese, 2006, for reviews). Mothers have been shown to differ in the way 

they reminisce about the past with their preschoolers. Some add many new details previously not 

mentioned in the conversation, ask many open-ended questions, and provide positive evaluations 

(the “high elaborative style”), while others tend to repeat their own questions (the “low elaborative 

style”). Importantly, children of the “high elaborative” mothers have been shown to provide more 

autobiographical memories concurrently and longitudinally (e.g., Farrant & Reese, 2000; Haden, 

Ornstein, Rudek, & Cameron, 2009). Furthermore, elaborative reminiscing about emotional past 

events, and negative events in particular, has been linked to positive socio-emotional developments 

in children (Laible, 2004a, 2004b; Laible, Panfile Murphy, & Augustine, 2013; Laible & Song, 

2006; Leyva et al., 2020; Salmon & Reese, 2016).  

However, only relatively few studies have examined gender differences in parental 

reminiscing style (Noel et al., 2019; Reese & Fivush, 1993; Reese, Haden, & Fivush, 1996; 

Schröder, Keller, & Kleis, 2013; van der Kaap-Deeder et al., 2020; Zaman & Fivush, 2013). While 

some studies have not found gender differences in the way parents structure reminiscing 

conversations (Haden, Haine, & Fivush, 1997; Reese & Fivush, 1993; Reese et al., 1996; in Costa 

Rica: Schröder, Keller, & Kleis, 2013; van der Kaap-Deeder et al., 2020), other studies have found 

mothers to be more elaborative than fathers (in Germany and Mexico: Schröder, Keller, & Kleis, 

2013). When parents have specifically been asked to reminisce about emotional past events (e.g., 

happy and sad, respectively) with their preschoolers, mothers have appeared to be more emotionally 

elaborative (i.e., including more emotional content) than fathers (Aznar & Tenenbaum, 2015; 
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Fivush, Brotman, Buckner, & Goodman, 2000; Zaman & Fivush, 2013). Therefore, emotional 

reminiscing has at times been characterized as a gendered activity typical of females (Fivush, 2013; 

Fivush & Zaman, 2015). However, recent meta-analyses have not been able to detect child gender 

differences with respect to how mothers reminisce about the past or how they talk about emotions 

with their daughters and sons on an overall basis (Aznar & Tenenbaum, 2019; Waters, Camia, 

Facompré, & Fivush, 2019). Nevertheless, by the time they reach adolescence and adulthood, 

women have been witnessed to have earlier, more detailed, and more coherent autobiographical 

memories compared to men (Grysman & Hudson, 2013; Kingo, Berntsen, & Krøjgaard, 2013).  

Culture specific values and norms have appeared to affect the way mothers reminisce about 

the past (Schröder, Keller, Kärtner, et al., 2013; Tõugu, Tulviste, Schröder, Keller, & De Geer, 

2011; Wang, 2013). However, only one previous study has investigated maternal reminiscing in 

Scandinavia (i.e., Sweden; Tõugu et al., 2011), while no previous studies have examined gender 

differences in parental reminiscing style in a Scandinavian context. Scandinavia in general, and 

Denmark in particular, may provide an interesting cultural context for investigation of gender 

differences due to its gender egalitarian values (Eydal & Rostgaard, 2016; Haas & Hwang, 2013). 

As the majority of the previous studies on gender differences in parental reminiscing style across 

positively and negatively valenced event types have been conducted in cultures where mothers 

typically contribute more to childcare than do fathers (e.g., in the US), the previously found gender 

differences in favor of mothers in the context of emotional reminiscing could potentially be 

explained by mothers’ more involved role as parents rather than by gender per se.  

In fact, higher parental involvement has been linked to parental sensitivity in parent-child 

interactions overall (Feldman, 2000; Steenhoff, Tharner, & Vaever, 2019), and in verbal 

interactions in particular (Abkarian, Dworkin, & Abkarian, 2003; Leaper, Anderson, & Sanders, 

1998). Moreover, high parental sensitivity has been associated with secure parent-child attachment 
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relations (Brown, Mangelsdorf, & Neff, 2012; de Wolff & Ijzendoorn, 1997). In the context of 

reminiscing, mothers rated as sensitively and emotionally attuned with securely attached children 

have demonstrated a more elaborative and acknowledging reminiscing style when reminiscing 

about the negative past (Laible, 2011; Laible & Song, 2006; Newcombe & Reese, 2004). As the 

formation of a secure parent-child relationship requires frequent, consequent, and sensitive 

interactions between the parent and the child in the first place (Bowlby, 1997; Bretherton & 

Munholland, 2008), the more involved parent may be more inclined to facilitate a warm and 

acknowledging atmosphere for reminiscing about emotional past events compared to the less 

involved parent (cf. Salmon & Reese, 2015). However, children do not only create attachment 

relations to their mothers (Howes & Spieker, 2016), but tend to seek comfort from the parent who 

has provided him/her with care for the majority of the time, irrespective of the gender of the parent 

(Geiger, 1996; Lamb & Lewis, 2013). Furthermore, researchers have argued that mothering and 

fathering should not be considered two distinct constructs (see Fagan, Day, Lamb, & Cabrera, 2014, 

for a discussion) since mothers’ and fathers’ parenting behaviors have been related to children’s 

developmental outcomes in similar ways (Cabrera, Fagan, Wight, & Schadler, 2011; Fagan & Lee, 

2012). Therefore, the gender of the parents per se may not to the same extent influence the way they 

reminisce about the emotional past compared to how involved the parents are in their children’s 

lives on an overall note.  

Curiously, none of the previous reminiscing studies have explored the potential relationship 

between parental reminiscing style and parental involvement. Hence, the aim of the current study 

was to investigate gender differences in parental reminiscing style across positively and negatively 

valenced event types in an egalitarian Scandinavian context—Denmark—where a range of social 

policies encourage gender equal parenting (Craig & Mullan, 2011; Haas & Hwang, 2013). 

Furthermore, we aimed to explore the potential relationship between parental reminiscing style and 
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parental involvement level within families. Thus, we were interested in whether the relative 

involvement level of Danish mothers and fathers from N = 88 families would be related to their 

style of reminiscing (measured by elaborations, repetitions, and positive evaluations) across happy 

and sad event types with their 4.5-year-old children. The second aim of the current study was to 

examine the consistency of mothers’ and fathers’ elaborations, repetitions, and evaluations within 

families a) across positively and negatively valenced events, and b) in relation to children’s memory 

information.  

Due to the fact that gender differences in reminiscing have not been investigated in the 

present cultural context before, and due to the lack of previous investigations of the parental 

involvement level in relation to parental reminiscing, our hypotheses were explorative meaning that 

no direct hypotheses were stated. Moreover, as the evidence of the consistency of mothers’ and 

fathers’ provision of elaborations, repetitions, and evaluations across positive and negative event 

types has been mixed (Fivush, Marin, McWilliams, & Bohanek, 2009; Sales, Fivush, & Peterson, 

2003; van der Kaap-Deeder et al., 2020), and as parental reminiscing variables have been 

differentially related to children’s memory information across cultures (Schröder, Keller, Kärtner, et 

al., 2013), no direct hypotheses were stated in this domain either.   

 

2. Method 

The current study was a part of a larger investigation of parent-child joint communication, 

interaction and reminiscing. Note that the dataset used in the present study is the same as in Svane, 

Kingo, and Krøjgaard (2020) and Svane, Zaman, Merrill, Krøjgaard, and Fivush (2020). However, 

the data on the possible association between parental involvement level and parental reminiscing 

style has not been reported elsewhere.  

2.1. Participants 
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A priori power analysis indicated that the required number of subjects with obtained power of 

80% for detecting small to medium sized effects (d = 0.45) with the alpha level of p = .05 was N = 

79 in each of group (mothers and fathers). A total of 106 families agreed on participating in our 

study. However, 18 of these families were excluded: two of them, due to divorce; 13 withdrew due 

to scheduling difficulties; two families failed to return for the second visit; and one family was 

excluded due to a technical failure (missing recording). Thus, the final sample of participants 

consisted of N = 88 families with children with a mean age of 55 months (43 girls, M = 55.17, SD = 

2.43, range 51-60 months). The age group of 4.5 years was selected as preschoolers by this age 

actively and independently take part in the memory conversations (Nelson & Fivush, 2004). 

All the children were healthy and full-term, primarily Scandinavian Caucasian living in 

families with middle to high SES. All families were opposite gender, biological two-parent families 

with relatively high education levels. The mothers were highly educated with the majority (87.5%) 

having either an undergraduate, a graduate, or a post-graduate degree. Fathers were also highly 

educated with the majority (66%) possessing either an undergraduate, a graduate, or a post-graduate 

degree.  

2.2. Procedure 

Each child participated in the study twice: once with the mother, and once with the father in a 

counterbalanced order. The test sessions were booked with approximately one week apart (M = 3.55 

days in between sessions, SD = 4.85, range 1–9). The actual study took place in a reminiscing 

laboratory at the University of Aarhus. Parents were asked to select three specific one-time events 

they had experienced together with the child within the past six months: one happy event, one sad 

event, and one trip event (e.g., trip, visit to a playground). Notably, only data on the happy and sad 

events are reported in the present study. Parents were instructed not to select reoccurring events 

such as birthdays. Mothers and fathers, respectively, selected the events they wished to talk about 
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with their children in the lab waiting room while the children were able to play. The parent who 

participated in the first test session was instructed not to mention the events they had selected to the 

other parent.  

Details about the topics of the happy and sad events selected by the parents are provided in 

Table 1. The time which had taken place since the events selected by the mothers in the happy (M = 

18.55, SD = 21.30 days ago) and in the sad events (M = 16.25, SD = 22.33 days ago) did not differ 

significantly (p > .05). The happy events selected by the fathers had taken place significantly farther 

away in the past (M = 19.30, SD = 22.59) compared to the sad events (M = 11.13, SD = 14.64), 

t(69) = 2.98, p = .004. However, preliminary analyses indicated that the time since the events had 

taken place was not related to parental reminiscing style nor children’s memory information. 

After the selection of the specific events, parents were instructed to initiate conversations 

about the events with the child, as they would normally do at home, and they were asked to talk 

about each event for as long as the child was motivated. The order of the happy and the sad events 

were counterbalanced, and the trip event (not reported here) was always the last to be reminisced 

about. Conversations took place in a cozy room furnished specifically for the purpose of the study. 

No time limit was set up for the parents, and the researcher left the room after giving instructions. 

All conversations were video recorded. 

2.3. Coding 

All the conversations were in Danish (except for one in Norwegian, which, however, was 

transcribed to Danish). The conversations were transcribed in full based on the video recordings, 

and all subsequent coding was based on the transcriptions as this procedure allowed for making the 

coders blind to the gender of the parent as well as to the gender of the child. All parental and child 

utterances were divided into coding units using a mutually exclusive and exhaustive coding system 

(Reese & Fivush, 1993; Reese & Neha, 2015). Coding units consisted of independent clauses with a 
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unique or implied verb. Parents’ and children’s utterances were coded into the categories depicted 

in Table 2. 

Two independent coders coded 20% (N = 18 families, a total of 36 narratives from T1 and T2 

respectively) of the total material. Average agreement across all the codes was 84.1% with a 

Cohen’s kappa of k = .827 (for happy events k = .824 and for sad events k = .827), which indicated 

a strong level of agreement (Cohen, 1960). Disagreements were solved by discussion, and 

thereafter, the remaining conversations were divided evenly between the two coders.  

2.4. Parental Involvement Questionnaire 

Mothers’ and fathers’ relative involvement level was measured via the Qualtrics on-line 

survey system at the time of the recruitment of the families to the present study prior to the actual 

reminiscing test sessions. The parental involvement questionnaire was designed for the purpose of 

the present study by adapting the procedure from previous studies investigating parental 

involvement in families with children below and above the age of three (NICHD Early Child Care 

Research Network, 2000; Laflamme, Pomerleau, & Malcuit, 2002; McBride & Mills, 1993). The 

questionnaire consisted of 21 items assessing mothers’ and fathers’ relative involvement level in 

various child-related activities covering both caregiving and leisure activities (as in Laflamme et al., 

2002). The specific items are listed in the Appendix. The majority of the items (N = 12) were 

directly adapted and translated to Danish from the NICHD Early Child Care Research Network 

(2000) study (items # 1-11, 21, in the Appendix). Additionally, nine items were added in order to 

cover the kind of leisure activities parents of 4-year-old children typically engage in with their 

children (items # 12-20, in the Appendix, e.g., reading, playing, coloring). There was an acceptable 

internal consistency across the 21 items (Cronbach’s Alpha α = .71), which was equivalent to 

previous studies using a similar relative scale of parental involvement (Brown et al., 2012; NICHD 

Early Child Care Research Network, 2000).  



Notice: This is the author’s version of a work that was accepted for publication in Scandinavian Journal of Psychology. A definitive 

version was subsequently published in Scandinavian Journal of Psychology. DOI: 10.1111/sjop.12695 

 

10 
 

Parents were asked to indicate on a 5-point Likert scale who usually takes care of each of the 

21 activities: 1 = mother almost always, 2 = mother most often, 3 = mother and father equally often, 

4 = father most often, 5 = father almost always (see Brown et al., 2012; Brown, McBride, Shin, & 

Bost, 2007; Laflamme et al., 2002; McBride & Mills, 1993, for a similar 5-point rating scale). In 

addition, a ‘not relevant’ option was offered, and subsequently the non-relevant responses were 

excluded from the analyses. Parents were asked to rate the items together on-line (as in Brown et 

al., 2007; McBride, 1990) as previous studies have found discrepancies in mothers’ and fathers’ 

ratings of their involvement level when the data was collected separately from the parents (Charles 

et al., 2018). Therefore, parents were also asked to report on a 4-point scale how well they agreed 

with each other while completing the questionnaire (1 = no agreement, 2 = some agreement, 3 = 

predominant agreement, 4 = total agreement). All families indicated that they had a predominant (N 

= 27) or total agreement (N = 61) across the items (M = 3.69, SD = .46).  

An overall score of parental involvement level in each family was calculated by averaging the 

5-point ratings across the 21 items. The mean score of parental involvement across all items in the 

whole sample was M = 2.79, SD = .30, range 2.00–3.53. A one-sample t-test indicated that the 

present sample differed significantly (p < .001) from a test value of M = 3.00, which would have 

indicated an equal division of involvement between mothers and fathers, indicating that mothers 

were generally more involved than fathers. In addition, one-sample t-tests were conducted for each 

21 items against the mean value of M = 3.00 (see Laflamme et al., 2002, for a similar procedure). 

As higher mean scores indicated higher father involvement, and lower scores indicated higher 

mother involvement, the negative t-values illustrated in the Appendix revealed that mothers were 

overall more involved in half of all the items. In only two of the items (i.e., playing with the child 

and playing rough-and-tumble), the parental involvement level was higher than the test value of M 

= 3.00, indicating a significantly higher father involvement. The mean score of parental 
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involvement level in each family was subsequently used in the main analyses investigating the 

possible relationship between the parental reminiscing variables and the parental involvement level.  

3. Results  

3.1. Preliminary Analyses and the Statistical Plan 

Preliminary analyses indicated that the overall length of the test sessions with mothers (M = 

13.18, SD = 6.17) and fathers (M = 13.43, SD = 6.47) measured in minutes and seconds did not 

differ significantly from each other, t(87) = -.299, p = .766, d = .04. The total length of the 

conversations did not differ as a function of gender of the child either. Neither the total amount of 

conversational codes provided by mothers (M = 47.05, SD = 25.19) and fathers (M = 48.22, SD = 

29.91) in the happy event, nor the total amount of conversational codes provided by mothers (M = 

35.05, SD = 18.29) and fathers (M = 34.10, SD = 18.87) in the sad event differed significantly from 

each other (ps > .05).  

Preliminary analyses indicated that parents provided significantly more conversational codes 

in the happy event (M = 47.63, SD = 20.56) than in the sad event (M = 34.57, SD = 12.93), F(1, 86) 

= 42.07, p < .001, ηₚ2 = .329. Consequently, the main analyses were based on the proportions of 

parental total elaborations (a sum score of elaborative questions and statements), repetitions (a sum 

score of repetitive questions and statements), and positive evaluations, over the total number of 

conversational codes in the happy and sad events respectively (for a similar procedure, see Pavlova 

et al., 2019; Sales et al., 2003). Similarly, children provided more conversational codes in the happy 

event (M = 28.52, SD = 14.43) compared to the sad event (M = 19.04, SD = 9.03), F(1, 87) = 59.10, 

p < .001, ηₚ2 = .404, and therefore, children’s memory information was compared over the total 

amount of conversational codes. The use of proportions, rather than frequencies, allowed us to 

control for the differing length of the happy and sad events.  
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The associations between parental elaborations, repetitions, and evaluations a) across event 

types (happy vs. sad) for mothers’ and fathers’ respectively, and b) between mothers and fathers 

within the same families, and c) in relation to children’s memory information were examined with 

Pearson’s correlations. Furthermore, the association between the overall level of parental 

involvement level and parental reminiscing variables, and between parental involvement and 

children’s memory information in the happy and sad events were investigated with Pearson’s 

correlational analyses.  

Finally, a series of repeated measures ANCOVAs with the gender of parent (mother vs. 

father) and the event type (happy vs. sad) as within-subjects measures, and the parental 

elaborations, repetitions, and evaluations, as well as children’s memory information, as the outcome 

variables, respectively were conducted with the parental involvement as a covariate included in the 

model. Notably, the preliminary analysis with the gender of the child as the between-subject 

variable did not reveal any main or interaction effects, which is why girls and boys were collapsed 

in the main analyses. Significant main effects in the within-subjects variables were subsequently 

followed by two separate paired-samples t-tests. The p-values were adjusted for multiple 

comparisons, p = .05/3 = .016.  

3.2. Correlational Analyses  

First, the consistency of the mothers’ and fathers’ elaborations, repetitions, and evaluations, 

respectively, across the happy and sad events were examined (see Table 3). Mothers’ elaborations 

were reliably associated across the happy and sad events. Fathers’ repetitions were correlated across 

the happy and sad events, while mothers’ repetitions were not. Thus, while mothers were consistent 

in their use of elaborations across the happy and sad events, fathers were consistent in their use of 

repetitions. Both parents were consistent in their provision of evaluations across the event types. 
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Second, we were interested in whether mothers’ and fathers’ elaborations, repetitions, and 

evaluations within the same families would be related (see Table 3). Mothers’ and fathers’ 

elaborations and repetitions within families were reliably correlated in the happy event, but not in 

the sad event. However, mothers’ and fathers’ evaluations were correlated in the sad event, but not 

in the happy event. Hence, individual differences in parental elaborations and repetitions were more 

likely to appear when reminiscing about the sad event, while mothers and fathers within the same 

family were consistent in their use of elaborations and repetitions while reminiscing about the 

happy event.  

Third, we were interested in whether mothers’ and fathers’ reminiscing variables were 

correlated with children’s memory information in the happy and sad events (see Table 4). The 

correlational analyses indicated that neither mothers’ nor fathers’ elaborations in the happy and sad 

events were reliably associated with children’s memory information. Both mothers’ and fathers’ 

repetitions, on the other hand, were negatively associated with children’s memory information in 

both events. In addition, mothers’ and fathers’ evaluations correlated positively with children’s 

memory information in both event types. Therefore, in the current sample, only parental positive 

evaluations were reliably associated with children’s memory information. 

   Finally, the possible associations between the parental involvement level and the parental 

reminiscing variables were investigated (see Table 5). There was a significant positive association 

between maternal elaborations in the sad event and the parental involvement level. Thus, as the 

mean score of parental involvement increased, indicating a higher involvement level of the father, 

the more elaborations were provided by mothers in the sad event. Moreover, there was a significant 

negative relationship between maternal evaluations in the sad event and the parental involvement 

level. Therefore, as the mean score of parental involvement level decreased, indicating a higher 

mother involvement, the more positive evaluations were provided by mothers in the sad event (see 
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Table 5). Parental involvement level did not appear to be associated with children’s memory 

information. No other significant associations were detected between the parental involvement level 

and parental reminiscing style. 

 

3.3. Gender Differences in Parental Reminiscing Style  

Next, gender differences in the proportions of mothers’ and fathers’ elaborations, repetitions, 

and evaluation were investigated in three separate repeated measures ANCOVAs with the mean 

level of parental involvement added as a covariate. In addition, children’s memory information with 

mothers and fathers in the happy and sad events were analyzed in a separate repeated measures 

ANCOVA. The parental involvement level was included as a covariate in the analysis as we were 

interested in whether potential gender differences in parental reminiscing style were related to 

parents’ relative involvement level.   

3.3.1. Parental elaborations. First, a 2 x 2 repeated measures ANCOVA with gender of 

parent (mother vs. father) and event type (happy vs. sad) as within-subjects measures, and with the 

proportion of parental elaborations as the dependent variable, was conducted with the parental 

involvement level included as a covariate. There was no main effect of the gender of parent, and no 

main effect of the event type (ps > .05) with the parental involvement level included as a covariate 

(see Table 6). There was a significant two-way interaction effect between the gender of parent and 

the event type, F(1, 86) = 6.10, p = .015, ηₚ2  = .066. However, when the interaction effect was 

followed by separate paired samples t-tests on parents’ elaborations in the happy and sad events, 

respectively, neither one of the comparisons was significant (p > .05). 

Overall, the parental involvement level did not appear to be significantly related to parental 

elaborations in the happy and sad events, F(1, 86) = .041, p = .839, ηₚ2  = .000. However, a closer 

inspection of the parameter estimates revealed that there was a significant positive relationship with 
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the parental involvement level and mothers’ elaborations in the sad event, b = .116, t = 2.95, p = 

.004, ηₚ2  = .092. The positive beta-value of b = .116 revealed that as the parental involvement level 

increased (higher score indicating higher father involvement), so did mothers’ provision of 

elaborations in the sad event, thus mirroring the results from the correlational analyses in section 

3.2. Parental involvement level was not significantly related to the other variables of interest.    

3.3.2. Parental repetitions. Second, a 2 x 2 repeated measures ANCOVA with gender of 

parent (mother vs. father) and event type (happy vs. sad) as within-subjects measures, and with the 

proportion of parental repetitions as the dependent variable, was conducted with the parental 

involvement level included as a covariate. There was no main effect of the gender of parent, or the 

event type (ps > .05) after controlling for the effect of parental involvement level (see Table 6). The 

parental involvement level was not significantly related to parental repetitions in the happy and sad 

events, F(1, 86) = .105, p = .747, ηₚ2  = .001.   

3.3.3. Parental evaluations. Third, a 2 x 2 repeated measures ANCOVA with gender of 

parent (mother vs. father) and event type (happy vs. sad) as within-subjects measures, and with the 

proportion of parental evaluations as the dependent variable, was conducted with the parental 

involvement level included as a covariate. There was no main effect of the gender of parent, or the 

event type (ps > .05) after controlling for the effect of parental involvement level (see Table 6).  

Overall, the parental involvement level was not significantly related to parental evaluations, 

F(1, 86) = .228, p = .635, ηₚ2  = .003. However, a closer inspection of the parameter estimates 

revealed that there was a significant negative relationship with the parental involvement level and 

mothers’ evaluations in the sad event, b = .-.101, t = -2.66, p = .009, ηₚ2  = .076. The negative beta-

value b = -.101 indicated that as the parental involvement level decreased (indicating higher mother 

involvement), the more evaluations mothers provided in the sad event, thus mirroring the results 
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from the correlational analyses in section 3.2. The parental involvement level was not significantly 

related to the other variables of interest.      

3.3.4. Children’s memory information. Finally, a 2 x 2 repeated measures ANCOVA with 

gender of parent (mother vs. father) and event type (happy vs. sad) as within-subjects measures, and 

the proportion of children’s memory information as the dependent variable, was conducted with the 

parental involvement level included as a covariate. There was no main effect of the gender of 

parent, or event type after controlling for the effect of parental involvement level (p > .05). Thus, 

children provided a similar amount of memory information to their mothers and fathers, 

respectively (see Table 6). The parental involvement level was not significantly related to children’s 

memory information in the happy and sad events, F(1, 86) = .380, p = .539, ηₚ2  = .004.   

4. Discussion 

The current study aimed to add to the otherwise dearth of literature on gender differences in 

parental reminiscing style by extending the investigation of gender differences within reminiscing 

to an egalitarian Scandinavian cultural context. Furthermore, the objective was to conduct a first 

preliminary investigation of the potential association between parental involvement level and 

parental reminiscing style across positively and negatively valenced event types.    

Overall, the relative involvement level of parents was not related to parental reminiscing in 

the present sample. The general lack of association between parental involvement level and parental 

style of reminiscing thus supports the claim that parent-child reminiscing is a unique social context 

which may not be influenced by the way parents communicate with their children in other 

communicative contexts, such as free play or book reading (Haden & Fivush, 1996; Laible, 2004a). 

However, the relative involvement level of the parents in the present study was linked to mothers’ 

elaborations and evaluations in the sad event conversations, while the other variables of interest 

were unrelated to the parental involvement level. In particular, an increase in the relative 
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involvement score, which indicated a higher involvement level of the father, was positively related 

to mothers’ elaborations in the sad event. Thus, the more involved the fathers were, the more 

elaborations mothers provided in the sad event conversations. Moreover, a decrease in the mean 

score of parental involvement level, which indicated a higher involvement level of the mother, was 

negatively related to mothers’ positive evaluations in the sad events. Hence, the more involved 

mothers were, the more positive evaluations they provided in the sad event conversations. 

Interpreting these findings is not simple. 

First, although highly involved parents could be expected to be more sensitive in parent-child 

interactions overall (e.g., Feldman, 2000; Steenhoff et al., 2019), some studies have not been able to 

link high parental involvement to a more positive parenting behavior (Brown et al., 2012; Brown et 

al., 2007). In fact, higher father involvement has sometimes been related to lower father sensitivity, 

whereas sensitive fathers have been shown to engage in high quality parent-child interactions 

irrespective of their level of involvement (Brown et al., 2012). Therefore, parental involvement is a 

complex multifaceted construct, which may not be directly linked to parenting behavior—nor to 

parental reminiscing style in particular. It is likely that the association between the level of parental 

involvement and parents’ way of interacting with their children is moderated by other factors as 

well, such as parental sensitivity. Hence, as argued elsewhere, the extent to which parents engage in 

child-related activities may be less important than the way they interact with their children (Lamb, 

2010).   

Therefore, the finding that the relative involvement level was related to mothers’ elaborations 

and evaluations in the sad event could potentially be explained by means of the complex 

interrelations between maternal sensitivity and mothers’ involvement level. For instance, there is 

evidence suggesting that maternal sensitivity is linked to a more equal division of childcare between 

the parents (Feldman, 2000). As sensitive and affectionate mothers have been shown to be more 
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elaborative when reminiscing about negative past events (Laible, 2011; Laible & Song, 2006), the 

increase in father involvement (indicated by the increase in the parental involvement score) could 

indirectly have affected mothers’ provision of elaborations positively in the sad events. 

Furthermore, the finding that mothers provided more positive evaluations in the sad event as the 

involvement level of mothers increased, could point in the direction that more involved mothers are 

generally more sensitive and acknowledging in their parent-child (verbal) interactions (cf. Feldman, 

2000; Hallers-Haalboom et al., 2017; Leaper et al., 1998). Conversations about negative events—in 

contrast to the positive ones—may be more challenging for both parents and children due to the link 

to negative emotions (Salmon & Reese, 2015). Therefore, mothers who were generally more 

involved in childcare may have been better able to facilitate a supporting and acknowledging 

atmosphere for discussing the negative experiences by encouraging their children’s own 

contributions to the conversation with a rich use of positive evaluations.  

Notably, the variability in the parental involvement level was small (Mean range = 2.00-3.53) 

in the current sample. The low variability of parental involvement level could potentially have 

contributed to the general lack of association between parental involvement level and parental 

reminiscing style. Somewhat surprisingly, despite the fact that equal parenting is highly valued and 

encouraged through various social policies in Denmark, mothers of preschoolers were still 

relatively more involved compared to fathers in various child-related activities in the present 

sample. In fact, fathers were relatively more involved than mothers only when playing with the 

child, and when playing rough-and-tumble. These findings support the literature on father 

involvement, according to which fathers spend proportionally more time in play activities, while 

mothers still largely hold main responsibility for caregiving activities (Lamb, 2010; Yeung, 

Sandberg, Davis-Kean, & Hofferth, 2001).  
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Despite the fact that mothers were more involved in child-related activities compared to 

fathers in the present Danish sample, mothers’ overall higher involvement level did not appear to 

contribute to gender differentiated ways of reminiscing. Hence, it is plausible that the generally 

more gender egalitarian cultural context—rather than the relative parental involvement level within 

families—may have contributed to the lack of gender differences in the present Danish sample. In 

fact, mothers and fathers did not differ in their provision of elaborations, repetitions, or evaluations 

while reminiscing with their 4.5-year-olds about happy and sad events, although previous studies 

have found mothers to be more elaborative than fathers when specifically asked to reminisce about 

emotional past events (e.g., Fivush et al., 2000; Zaman & Fivush, 2013). The present study thus 

challenges the theoretical claim of reminiscing as a stereotypical female activity (Fivush, 2013), and 

suggests that time and place of data collection may have an influence on whether gender differences 

are likely to appear in the context of reminiscing.  

However, parental gender appeared to play a role in the consistency of mothers’ and fathers’ 

reminiscing style across positively and negatively valenced events, despite the fact that parents did 

not differ substantially in the sheer amount of elaborations, repetitions, and evaluations. While 

mothers were consistent in their provision of elaborations, fathers were consistent in their provision 

of repetitions across positive and negative event types. Moreover, the present findings indicated that 

reminiscing about the positive events appeared to reflect a family-specific style of talking about the 

past (see also Schröder, Keller, & Kleis, 2013), while reminiscing about the negatively valenced 

events more readily activated individual, parent-specific differences in the reminiscing style (cf. 

Reese & Fivush, 1993). Given the magnitude of literature highlighting the importance of 

elaborations in facilitating children’s autobiographical memories (see Fivush et al., 2006, for a 

review), it was somewhat surprising that parental elaborations were not related to children’s 

memory information in the present sample. In fact, only parental positive evaluations were reliably 
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related to children’s memory information, while parental repetitions were negatively correlated with 

children’s memory information. These findings thus illustrate that parental reminiscing variables 

may be differentially related to children’s memory information based on the cultural context of the 

data collection (see also Schröder, Keller, Kärtner, et al., 2013; Tõugu et al., 2011). In line with 

previous findings, positive evaluations of children’s own memory contributions appear to be highly 

facilitative of children’s memory in Scandinavian samples (see also Tõugu et al., 2011). 

Nevertheless, children did not reminisce differently with respect to the gender of the parent, which 

suggests that mothers’ and fathers’ reminiscing style was similarly related to children’s memory 

outcomes.   

The current study had a number of limitations. First, the Danish families participating in the 

current study were homogeneous concerning their socio-economic status and education level. 

Highly educated parents generally spend more time with their children (Monna & Gauthier, 2008) 

and provide their children with more stimulating environments in which to grow up (Hart & Risley, 

1992). Moreover, gender differences are less significant among individuals with a high education 

level (Brannon, 2000). Second, the low variability in the parental involvement level in the Danish 

sample may have contributed to the fact that we were not able to find an overall association 

between parental involvement level and parental reminiscing style. Moreover, the parental 

involvement measure used in the present study did not include measures of the specific amount of 

time used in different activities, or of the quality of parent-child interactions (i.e., parental 

sensitivity or attachment security). As these dimensions (specific amount of time used, parental 

sensitivity, and attachment security) may be related to reminiscing, future studies should include 

such multifaceted measures of the construct of parental involvement level. As with any other 

psychological measurement relying on self-reporting, there is also a risk that parents over- or 

underrated their level of involvement in child-related activities. Lastly, the current study was a 
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cross-sectional investigation, which is why we cannot draw any conclusions about the long-term 

effects of parental reminiscing style on child outcomes.  

 Despite these limitations, the current study makes an important contribution to the literature 

on parent-child reminiscing by implementing the first preliminary investigation on the potential 

relationship between parental involvement level and parental reminiscing style, and by calling for a 

more thorough and fine-grained investigation of the complex construct of parental involvement in 

relation to parental reminiscing style. The finding that mothers’, but not fathers’, reminiscing style 

was associated with their involvement level was novel, and highlights the importance of 

investigating factors affecting mothers’ and fathers’ reminiscing style from a broader perspective. 

In particular, future studies should more closely explore the interrelations between the involvement, 

sensitivity, and reminiscing style of parents across genders and cultures.  
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Table 1. Descriptions and Percentages of the Event Types Conversed about in Parent-Child 

Conversations. 

Event Types Happy Events 
 N % 
Activity with the parent, grandparents, 
or with a sibling (e.g., baking, playing, 
gardening, going bike-riding) 

62 35 

Outing (e.g., playground, public 
swimming hall, circus) 48 27 

Playdate with a friend  27 15 
Getting a present (e.g., a piece of toy, 
clothing)  11 6 

Becoming big sister/brother  6 3 
Learned to ride the bike  6 3 
Playing 6 3 
Activity in kindergarten 4 2 
Eating (e.g., ice-cream) 3 2 
Getting a pet 1 0.5 
Learned to swim 1 0.5 
Moving 1 0.5 
 Total 176  
Event Types Sad Events 
 N % 
Getting hurt / sick (e.g., fell on a bike, 
got stomachache)   44 25 

Fight / argument with the parent, 
sibling, or a friend 35 20 

Child did not get his or her will with 
something 34 20 

Saying goodbye to the parent, a 
sibling, a friend, or someone else 17 10 

Missing the parent, a sibling, a friend, 
or someone else 14 8 

Being afraid of something (e.g., 
getting hurt) 6 3 

Pet died 6 2 
Someone died 5 3 
Child ran away / went missing 3 2 
No friends to play with  3 2 
Seeing someone else being sad 2 1 
Being overly tired 1 0.5 
Going to the dentist 1 0.5 
Getting scared 1 0.5 
Loosing in a game 1 0.5 
 Total 173*  

* Note, information of the topic of the event was missing on 3 of the sad events. 
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Table 2. Coding of Parents’ and Children’s Utterances. 

Codes Descriptions Example 
Parent codes 

Elaborations 

Parents requested or provided 
a new piece of information 
about the event. The 
elaborations were open-ended 
questions implying the wh-
questions, statements, or 
closed questions. 

“What happened at 
grandpa’s?” 
 
“You watched a movie in the 
plane.” 
 
“Was it fun in Disneyland?” 

Repetitions 

Parents repeated their own 
previously stated questions or 
statements in open-ended 
questions, in statements, or in 
closed questions. 

 

Positive evaluations 

Parents confirmed positively 
and/or repeated the 
information provided by 
children.  
Parents could receive a total of 
two evaluative codes per 
conversational turn: one code 
for the positive confirmation 
and one code for the repetition 
of the child’s previous 
statement. 

“Yes, we visited grandpa.” 
 
 
 
“Yes, that was fun!” 

Other parent codes 

Negative evaluations, 
Remember prompts, Mother-
place-holders indicating a 
conversational turn without 
adding new information, Fill-
in-blanks, Meta comments, 
Unclassifiable, Off-topic 

“And then what?” 
“Huh” 
“And the winner was…?” 
“Very well remembered!” 
“Pardon?” 
“Come and sit down!” 

Child codes   

Child memory information 

Children provided a unique 
piece of information that had 
not been mentioned previously 
by the parent or the child. 
Children would get one credit 
for each unique verb. 

“We had sushi at the 
restaurant.” 
“I threw it into the water and 
then I picked it up again.” 

Other child codes 

Memory questions, Memory 
repetitions, Child 
placeholders, Meta comments, 
Positive evaluations, Negative 
evaluations, Off-topic 

“Did we stay in the house 
number 6?” 
“I don’t remember.” 
“Why is that [camera] filming 
us?” 

  



Notice: This is the author’s version of a work that was accepted for publication in Scandinavian Journal of Psychology. A definitive version was subsequently published in Scandinavian 

Journal of Psychology. DOI: 10.1111/sjop.12695 

 

33 
 

Table 3. Within Family Correlations of Mothers’ and Fathers’ Elaborations, Repetitions, and Evaluations across Happy and Sad Events.  

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 
Parent 
reminiscing 
style 

            

1. Mother 
elaboration 
Happy  

-            

2. Mother 
elaboration Sad .236* -           

3. Father 
elaboration 
Happy 

.303** .070 -          

4. Father 
elaboration Sad .142 -.095 .146 -         

5. Mother 
repetition 
Happy 

-.268** -.192 -.119 .186 -        

6. Mother 
repetition Sad -.109 -.117 .030 -.116 .184 -       

7. Father 
repetition 
Happy 

-.119 -.145 -.147 .030 .322** .035 -      

8. Father 
repetition Sad .008 -.048 .073 -.183 .162 .084 .402** -     

9. Mother 
evaluation 
Happy 

-.080 -.059 -.024 -.267* -.240* -.208 .086 .033 -    

10. Mother 
evaluation Sad -.109 -.407** -.175 -.020 .117 -.277** .077 -.032 .229* -   

11. Father 
evaluation 
Happy 

-.103 -.067 -.388** -.226* -.056 .020 -.149 -.103 .114 .231* -  

12. Father 
evaluation Sad -.149 -.266* -.165 -.188 -.073 -.121 -.177 -.254* .267* .471** .323** - 

Note. *p < .05, ** p < .01. 
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Table 4. Correlations between Children’s Memory Information and Mothers’ and Fathers’ 

Reminiscing Variables. 

Parents’ Reminiscing Variables 

Children’s Memory Information 

Event Valence 

Happy Sad 

Mothers:    

 Elaborations .103 -.088 

 Repetitions -.307** -.252** 

 Evaluations .559** .453** 

Fathers:    

 Elaborations -.010 -.127 

 Repetitions -.348** -.213** 

 Evaluations .653** .568** 

Note. *p < .05, ** p < .01.  
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Table 5. Correlations between Parental Involvement Level and Mothers’ and Fathers’ Reminiscing 

Variables, and Children’s Memory Information.  

 
 
 
Parents’ Reminiscing Variables 

Parental Involvement Level 
Event Valence 

Happy Sad 

Mothers:    

 Elaborations -.145 .303** 

 Repetitions -.142 .036 

 Evaluations .075 -.276** 

Fathers:    

 Elaborations -.013 -.089 

 Repetitions -.032 .036 

 Evaluations .059 .008 
Children’s 
Memory 
Information 

 .081 -.037 

Note. *p < .05, ** p < .01.  
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Table 6. Mean Comparisons of Parents’ Elaborations, Repetitions, Evaluations, and Children’s Memory Outcomes as a Function of Parent 

Gender and Event Type. 

Parent Mother Mother Father Father 
F-value (ηₚ2 ) 

Event Type Happy Sad Happy Sad 

 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) Gender parent Event type Interaction 

Parents        

Elaborations .46 (.10) .47 (.11) .47 (.11) .45 (.14) 1.72 (.020) 2.80 (.032) 6.10 (.066)* 

Repetitions .08 (.05) .10 (.07) .17 (.20) .09 (.07) .11 (.001) 1.24 (.014) .19 (.002) 

Evaluations .26 (.09) .24 (.11) .26 (.11) .23 (.13) 2.38 (.027) 2.99 (.034) 2.87 (.032) 

Children        

Memory 

elaborations 
.44 (.16) .43 (.19) .43 (.19) .38 (.19) .48 (.006) .06 (.001) .86 (.010) 

Note. *p < .05
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Appendix. Individual Items in the Parental Involvement Questionnaire, the Means (and Standard 

Deviations) in the Sample across the Individual Items, and One-Sample T-Tests Against the Test 

Value of M = 3.00 Indicating an Equal Level of Parental Involvement. 

Items 

Mean (and SD) score 
in the sample, 5-point 
Likert scale (M = 1.00 
mother always – M = 
3.00 mother and father 
equally often – M = 
5.00 father always) 

One-sample t-test 
against the test value 
of M = 3.00 
(indicating an equal 
division of parental 
involvement) 

1. Putting the child to bed at night  2.6 (.78) t(87)† = -4.65** 
2. Feeding the child / helping the child with 
meals  2.8 (.85) t(87) = -2.50* 

3. Dressing the child / helping the child with 
clothing 2.6 (.89) t(87) = -4.53** 

4. Taking care of the child’s hygiene (e.g., 
brushing the teeth, bathing etc.) 2.7 (.72) t(87) = -4.01** 

5. Attending the child at night (e.g., in case of 
nightmare)  2.8 (1.1) t(86) = -1.60 

6. Taking the child to the doctor’s office 2.1 (1.0) t(87) = -8.13** 
7. Buying clothes for the child  2.1 (1.0) t(86) = -7.73** 
8. Buying toys for the child 2.3 (1.1) t(85) = -6.10** 
9. Bringing and picking the child up from 
preschool 2.0 (1.0) t(87) = -9.60** 

10. Reading for the child  2.8 (.85) t(87) = -2.27* 
11. Playing with the child  3.2 (.71) t(86) = 2.42* 
12. Playing board games with the child  2.8 (.53) t(86) = -3.02* 
13. Painting and coloring with the child 3.0 (1.0) t(79) = .00 
14. Playing ball games with the child  3.0 (.97) t(77) = .35 
15. Kissing and hugging the child  2.8 (.58) t(83) = -3.22* 
16. Playing rough-and-tumble with the child 3.9 (.74) t(87) = 11.01** 
17. Sitting and talking about the day  3.0 (.56) t(86) = .57 
18. Watching TV with the child  3.0 (.56) t(86) = -.57 
19. Playing computer games with the child  3.1 (1.1) t(55) = .81 
20. Taking the child to leisure activities (e.g., 
soccer, ballet)  3.2 (1.1) t(53) = 1.33 

21. Taking the child to outings (e.g., 
playground) 2.9 (.56) t(87) = -1.92 

 Grand M = 2.78 (.30) t(87) = -6.74** 
* significant p < .05, ** p < .001  

† Note that the degrees of freedom vary, as the non-relevant responses were excluded. 
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