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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to determine the relationship between neighborhood danger and 

disorganization and emotion regulation behaviors of toddlers. The study involved twenty-one 

Mexican American families. Each mother was given a survey about their parenting behaviors 

and their perception of how dangerous and disorganized they think their neighborhoods are The 

toddlers were given an intentionally frustrating task, and were observed regulating their 

emotions. From this study we learned that children in more dangerous and disorganized 

neighborhoods are seeking help from their mother more as a means of regulating their emotions. 

In the future, research could be done to find out if the neighborhood changes the way the mother 

parents, or changes the child’s behavior based on a necessary response to a dangerous 

environment. 
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Introduction 

Children as young as two-years old use a multitude of strategies to regulate their 

emotions and react appropriately during times of stress and difficulty. Although many of these 

strategies are instinctual, the parents, specifically the mother or primary caregiver, model and 

encourage or discourage many of these tactics (Cole, LeDonne & Tan 2013). In addition, the 

environment that a child inhabits affects these strategies. More specifically, if the environment is 

particularly stressful for the parent this will affect the child. For example, researchers examined 

how home chaos or the lack of routine and consistency within the home as reported by the 

primary caregivers was related to the behavioral development of the child and cooperation with 

his or her caregiver, and found decreased social competence and nurturing parenting when 

children were exposed to high levels of household chaos (Dumas et. al 2005). The present study 

examines how chaos outside of the home infiltrates the family system and thereby influences the 

child’s emotional development. 

A common stressful condition for parents is neighborhood danger (Ceballo, and McLoyd 

2002) It is important to find out how parenting is affected by neighborhood danger so 

adjustments and interventions may be enacted to ensure that all children receive the proper tools 

for regulating emotions because poor regulation can lead to externalizing problems such as 

aggression and violence later in life (Eisenberg et al., 2001) The purpose of this study is to 

discern: Does neighborhood danger and disorganization,  factors determined by mothers’ reports, 

relate to a toddler’s ability to regulate their emotions in an intentionally stressful task?  

It is important to note that emotion regulation is targeted at altering a mood or emotional 

state, not at changing an event (Clore & Robinson 2000). In toddlers it is paramount to 

distinguish these reactive events from manipulative behavioral tactics used to acquire a desired 



NEIGHBORHOOD DIFFICULTY AND EMOTION REGULATION 4 

result. This intentionally frustrating task observed by the experimenters will display how each 

participant exercises effortful control over their emotions in a frustrating or upsetting situation. 

Emotion regulation, the capacity to respond flexibly in a socially acceptable way to 

different environmental demands (or stimuli), allowing for spontaneity as well as being able to 

inhibit behavior (Levine and Munsch 2014), can be explained from what is called a hedonic 

principle, meaning all behavior is motivated by the need for regulation. This principle relies on 

three assumptions, 1) all behavior is motivated by a goal, 2) feedback indicates the status of a 

goal, and 3) feedback causes behavioral coping (Clore & Robinson 2000).  Clore and Robinson 

(2000) suggest that the goal of emotion regulation is not to maximize pleasure and minimize 

pain, but rather to achieve gratifying responses from other people in the form of relationships.  

For example, the child may be seeking a response perhaps from his or her mother. Emotion 

regulation develops as a result of biological temperament, life experiences, social constructs and 

parental sensitivity and responsiveness (Barrett et al 2013).  These social constructs, for example, 

may be that throwing a screaming tantrum in a store earns a scolding or the desired object from 

his or her parent. Certain situations warrant certain adaptive emotional outbursts and others do 

not as determined by our social constructs for what is healthy and normal. Halligan, Cooper, 

Fearon, Wheeler, Crosby and Murray (2012) preformed a study that found that sensitive 

maternal behavior and her coping strategies in her own distress are related to the development of 

emotion regulation and can lead to fewer externalizing behaviors by the child. 

A factor that contributes to parental stress is neighborhood danger. Unsafe neighborhoods 

can place stress on a parent raising a child in a number of ways. The fear of crime and violence 

becomes realistic. This type of environment allows children more unsupervised time, greater 

access to deviant peers, and school systems that are not necessarily conducive to success  



NEIGHBORHOOD DIFFICULTY AND EMOTION REGULATION 5 

(Beyers et al. 2003). Roosa, Deng, Ryu, Burrnell, Tein, Jones, Lopez and Crowder (2013) found 

a correlation between neighborhood danger and externalizing behaviors among pre-adolescent 

and adolescent children. This relationship was found based upon three factors: the peer groups 

for children in poor neighborhoods, experiencing stressful life events, and conflict between 

parent and child (Roosa et al., 2013). In the present study neighborhood danger is determined by 

perceived neighborhood quality and perceived crime rather than census data. The strength of this 

is it may matter more how dangerous parents think the neighborhood is rather than how 

dangerous the neighborhood is as compared to other locations in the United States (Roosa et al.,  

2013). The same study found that there was a distinct difference in externalizing behaviors of 

children in poor neighborhoods between those born in Mexico compared to those born in the 

United States. Neighborhood danger did not seem to correlate as strongly with externalizing 

behaviors of children born in Mexico.  

White, Roosa and Zeiders (2012) hypothesized that parents’ perceptions of neighborhood 

danger would negatively impact the child’s mental health. Also, they postulated that perceived 

neighborhood danger would affect the families’ reaction and daily processes leading to 

influences on the child’s mental health. The independent variables were maternal warmth, 

maternal harsh parenting and family cohesion. This study took into account cultural values for 

Mexican-Americans, including familism. They found that a mother’s cultural beliefs lessened the 

effect of perceived neighborhood danger on the mother’s self-reports of harsh parenting. While 

all factors were influenced by neighborhood danger, it appeared that harsh parenting was more 

directly correlated to mothers’ traditional cultural values, operationalized as familism. Maternal 

warmth did prove to be a mediating factor meaning that in the presence of responsive parenting 

from the mother, the children were not as affected by neighborhood danger. 
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The stresses of a dangerous neighborhood will impact the mother’s parenting and thereby 

have an effect of the child’s control over their emotions. The negative child outcomes caused by 

permissive parenting are greater when in the context of a dangerous neighborhood (Roche, 

Ensminger & Cherlin, 2007). More specifically, effects were greater for male children than 

female children. One longitudinal study found that there were no differences in parental 

sensitivity based on race, but rather differences in discipline and harsh interactions based on 

neighborhood characteristics (Pinderhughes et al., 2004). Parenting practices were also found to 

be a mediating factor on the effect of neighborhood danger on another characteristic of childhood 

behavior: aggression (Colder et al., 2000). The weaknesses of these studies were that the subjects 

did not include Mexican-Americans, but the strengths were its longitudinal nature and its 

multiple measures used to assess neighborhood context. It is possible that the cultural belief of 

familism may alter the way in which neighborhood context affects maternal sensitivity, and 

thereby emotion-regulation of toddlers. While this is not a factor that this study will measure, it 

must be mentioned when studying a predominantly Mexican-American population sample.  

It is unclear whether dangerous neighborhoods cause mothers’ parenting to be harsher as 

in order to protect their children from real, eminent danger, thereby affecting the emotional 

regulation skills of the toddler. Or, as suggested by Kohn and colleagues (2008) it may be that 

both parenting and neighborhood risk individually are affecting the child’s behavior. The 

neighborhood danger does not necessarily influence the mother’s parenting, but rather, the two 

variables in conjunction affect the emotion regulation skills of the child. The aim of the current 

study is to observe the relationship between neighborhood context and emotion regulation in 

Mexican-American toddlers. More specifically, does neighborhood danger relate to a toddler’s 

ability to regulate their emotions in an intentionally stressful task? Considering the research, it is 
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expected that as neighborhood danger and disorganization increase, the amount of strategies used 

for the purpose of emotion regulation will decrease. This will happen because neighborhood 

danger places more stresses and strains on parents, making it difficult for their children to learn 

appropriate emotion regulation skills. This will be evident as seen through the intentionally 

stressful task presented to toddlers by the experimenter combined with their mothers’ reports 

about neighborhood danger. 

Method 

Participants 

Mothers interviewed for the study ranged from ages 19 to 46 and their children were between 21 

and 34 months old (See Table 1). There were differences in education level, and marital status 

varied. Mothers either identified as Mexican or Mexican-American to qualify for this study. 

They were asked if they were born in Mexico or the United States. Although the interview was 

provided in Spanish as well all 21 of the participants in the observational portion chose to 

respond to the English version of the interview. 

Procedures  

 Families were recruited from locations frequented in Tucson by families with young 

children. To be eligible for the study mothers had to identify as Mexican or Mexican American 

and have a healthy toddler around the age of two years. Each participant was given an interview 

in either English or Spanish, whatever she identified as her primary language. The interview 

questions were previously verified by native Spanish speakers and by a translator specializing in 

Mexican-American Spanish. The interview lasted for the duration of 60-90 minutes and mothers 

were compensated with $30. The data from these surveys will be used to determine the level of 

neighborhood danger and parenting behaviors. Although 83 mothers participated in the interview 
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portion of the study, we gathered observational data on only 21 families.  In order to be eligible 

for the observational interview, mothers had to agree to let the research team visit and film them 

at home. Mothers also had to be fluent in English, and identify a consistent co-parent who was 

also fluent in English and willing to participate in the interview.  Mothers were paid $25 for the 

in-home interview that included five brief, filmed tasks.  This study only considers the 

observations of children’s emotion regulation behaviors. 

 To measure strategies indicative of emotion regulation toddlers were observed. The child 

was placed in a booster seat strapped to a chair in the family’s home. To become acclimated to 

the situation, the child was given a toy camera and allowed to engage in play with his/her 

mother. When the task began, the mother moved directly behind the child to remain out of view, 

but the child knew the mother was still in the room. They were told the task would be no more 

frustrating for the toddler than daily occurrences, but if needed they could stop the experiment at 

anytime. The experimenter then switched the toy camera with a toy phone. The child was given 

ten seconds to play with the phone. The experimenter then took the phone and placed it inside a 

clear rectangle plastic container with a lid the child could not remove, and gave it back to the 

child for 30 seconds. This was done three times. Experimenters later reviewed the videos and 

coded the interactions for emotion regulation techniques such as distraction. 

Measures 

 Demographics and Parenting Behaviors. Data were collected regarding the subject’s 

demographics including, age, marital status, education level and race. Subjects also answered 

questions from the Parenting Behavior Checklist (PBC; Fox, 1994), to discern how nurturing and 

disciplinary/ harsh their parenting behaviors were. This measure has been validated for use with 

Mexican mothers (Solís-Cámara, Fox, & Nicholson, 2000).  For example, mothers rated the 
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frequency of specific parenting behaviors on a scale of almost never/never (1) to almost 

always/always (4).  The nurturing subscale (α = .82) includes 10 items that were summed.  

Sample items include prompts like: “I praise my child for learning new things” or “I spend at 

least one hour a day playing with or reading to my child.” Higher scores reflect parenting that is 

more nurturing and responsive. On the other hand, the harsh or disciplinary subscale (α = .70) 

was also prompted responses on a scale of 1-4 and included questions like, “When my child 

doesn’t do what I tell him/her to do, I spank him/her” or “I yell at my child for whining.” 

 Neighborhood difficulty. Mothers were asked about their perceptions of the danger and 

disorganization in the neighborhood. This was determined by asking questions about their 

perception of the amount of crime that occurred in their neighborhood (Ingoldsby & Shaw, 

2002). Questions were also asked about neighborhood disorganization. Danger and 

disorganization were highly correlated (r = .63), so for simplicity it made sense methodologically 

to combine the two. For example, questions alluding to neighborhood disorganization asked the 

participants on a scale of 1-3, 1 being not at all and 5 being a lot how much graffiti, gang 

activity, litter or abandoned cars they saw in their neighborhood. While questions referencing the 

danger in the neighborhood asked about how often they heard about criminal acts such as 

mugging or rape in their neighborhood. 

 Emotion Regulation. To measure emotion regulation during the task the participants’ 

reactions were coded by research assistants who were not familiar with the hypothesis or other 

information about the families and children.  Each episode was coded for attention strategies 

using duration of attention (scale of 1-5, 1 being they did not maintain any attention and 5 being 

they were consistently engaged and attentive throughout the task). The episodes were also coded 

for disengagement of attention in the form of gaze aversion (absent or absent) and distraction 
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(absent or present). Social strategies that were measured included seeking help from the mother 

or the experimenter, separately, coded as either absent or present. Dealing with the stimulus by 

exploring, resisting, taking control or playing with the stimulus were also coded as separate 

emotion regulation strategies. Finally, redirected action was coded as a strategy for emotion 

regulation in the form of self-stimulation and tension release. Following extensive to ensure 

standard reliability standards were met, research assistants coded episodes individually; 

compared results with a partner and responses were tested for reliability against the group. 

 Upon compilation and examination of the data, specific, closely correlated and 

conceptually similar variables were combined to create composite scores. For example, physical 

struggle (i.e., writhing, twisting or arching of the back) and distress vocalizations were combined 

(r = 0.78) by taking the mean of the variables to create an over-arching variable, struggle. These 

variables had to be standardized prior to calculating the composite variable because physical 

struggle was coded on a 4 point scale and distress vocalizations were coded on a 5 point scale.  

As a positive sign of emotion regulation observational variables for control and explore were 

combined because they were nearly the same for every episode (r=0.64). With a sample this 

small it is appropriate to assume that the variables are so similar it makes theoretical sense to 

observe them as one single variable. This could have been because they were so structurally 

similar that researchers coding the videos could not decipher between a child controlling or 

manipulating the box and exploring or looking at it. However, another positive strategy for 

emotion regulation, play, could not be combined with control and explore because there was not 

a significant correlation between the two. Although we have compiled data from all of the survey 

participants, descriptive statistics and characteristics will be limited to the sample with 

observational data. The descriptive statistics that will be reported will include, gender of the 



NEIGHBORHOOD DIFFICULTY AND EMOTION REGULATION 11 

child, mother’s marital status, mothers’ education level, race and was the mother born in the 

United States.  

Results 

  Note that given the small sample size, we will interpret significance values at p < .10 as 

statistically significant. From the results of the bivariate correlations, as shown in Table 2, it 

becomes evident that there are three statistically significant relationships. Nurturing parenting 

behaviors and play were found to have a statistically significant correlation (r = 0.40, p= 0.07). 

Neighborhood difficulty and help seeking behaviors were also positively correlated (r= 0.40, p= 

0.07). Finally, play and positive distraction were correlated (r= .40, p=.07). Though typically it is 

necessary to look for a p-value closer to .05, it can be assumed that were the sample not limited 

by the small sample size (N=21), these relationships would have a similar pattern.  

 The results from the regression model provide some support for the hypothesis. As seen 

in Table 3, when nurturing parenting, play behaviors and helping seeking towards the mother are 

controlled for neighborhood difficulty is positively correlated with struggle (B = 0.65, p = .003). 

Also the regression model (table 3) shows that even when help seeking behaviors towards the 

mother, play and nurturing parenting behaviors are controlled for, neighborhood difficulty and 

struggle are correlated. The regression model reveals an extremely strong correlation between 

struggle and help seeking from mom (B = 0.95, p = .000). Also, struggle is related to nurturing 

parenting behaviors (B = 0.63 p = .006) or mothers that reported using more nurturing parenting 

behaviors had children that exhibited more struggle behaviors during this frustrating task. 

Furthermore, children that are struggling more spend less time playing, if the task is found 

distressing the child is not spending his or her time playing with the point of frustration (B= -

0.77, p= .002). This confirms the hypothesis that children living in more dangerous and 
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disorganized neighborhoods, despite differences in parenting strategies, are struggling more 

during the frustrating task. 

Discussion- 

 The goal of this research was to examine the relationship between neighborhood danger 

and disorganization and emotion regulation in toddlers. While it remains unknown by what 

causal pathway these results were achieved, there does seem to be a significant relationship. For 

example, children living in more dangerous, disorganized neighborhoods used the emotion 

regulation strategy of seeking help from their mothers more than those from less disadvantaged 

neighborhoods. Children in these more difficult neighborhoods were also found to be struggling 

more, at seen in the regression model [Table 3]. Furthermore, more nurturing parenting 

behaviors positively associated with more play as a strategy for emotion regulation, and harsh 

parenting behaviors related to helping seeking behaviors towards the mother.  

 It is possible that nurturing mothers are used more often by their children as social 

references for an honest signal of danger. The mother is found to be trustworthy and 

encouraging, so she is therefore more reliable in times of danger. Perhaps she is usually patient, 

so when she responds to a situation with urgency, the child is alerted. Regardless of the 

neighborhood, if a mother is employing positive parenting behaviors, the results show that 

children with nurturing mothers play more. Also, mothers using positive and nurturing parenting 

behaviors are sought out more often for help by their children. This correlates with findings from 

the study by Dumas and colleagues (2005) about home chaos that if a home is more chaotic and 

inconsistent than a child is more likely to develop behavioral problems later in life. In the case of 

this experiment, struggle was used to indicate poor emotion regulation strategies, which may 

lead to behavioral problems later on. Children that struggled more with the experiment sought 
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out help from their mother more as well. In a chaotic, inconsistent home it may be more difficult 

to obtain a response. Although home chaos and neighborhood chaos are different, it is possible 

that they have similar effects. In the future, it would be interesting to perform a similar survey 

experiment using the CHAOS scale as well as the scale used here for neighborhood danger and 

disorganization.  

 Signs of externalizing behaviors were seen in adolescents living in dangerous and 

disorganized behaviors, but in this experiment the children may be too young to tell. Most 

studies observing externalizing behaviors look at children above age five because many 

disobedient behaviors that may appear normative at age two are easily identifiable as 

maladaptive by school-age (Dumas et al. 2005). A possibility for a future experiment could 

include a longitudinal study with toddlers through adolescents. As an aside, externalizing 

behaviors were looked at, but externalizing behaviors were not statistically significantly 

associated with any of the observed variables. Mother reported temperament and observed help 

seeking behaviors towards the experimenter showed no relevant statistically significant 

relationships.  

 If the study were longitudinal and looked at these same children later in life, the factor of 

peer groups would have to be considered and included in the survey. Deviant peer groups may be 

the contributing factor associated with the development from poor emotion regulation in toddlers 

to externalizing behaviors in adolescents (Beyers et Al 2003).  

 One of the most essential ways this research could be advanced in the future would be to 

repeat the experiment with a larger sample. Although the subjects were fairly similar when 

looking at the descriptive statistics, a larger sample would insure that the sample is representative 

of the larger population of Mexican-American toddlers and their families.  With a larger sample 
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size it would be possible to observe the effects of familism in Mexican American families on 

emotion regulation in toddlers. Previous research and the results from this study allow us to 

predict that the beliefs would act as a protective factor (White, Roosa and Zeiders 2012). 

 Overall, it is evident that it matters how dangerous and disorganized the mothers perceive 

their neighborhood to be. This perception may affect how often mothers use harsh versus 

nurturing behaviors and thereby influence the emotion regulation strategies that children use 

whether it be helping seeking from their mother, positive distraction or a more negative strategy, 

such as struggle. 
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[Table 1] Descriptive Statistics of Key Sample Characteristics (N = 21) 

 Variable Mean Std. Deviation Range 

Nurturing Parenting 
Behaviors 

33.05 2.48 10.00 

Struggle 0.00 0.94 3.16 
Help Seeking 
Towards Mother 

0.54 0.39 1.00 

Play Response 0.21 0.31 1.00 
Neighborhood 
Disadvantage 

0.02 0.97 3.06 

Positive Distraction 0.63 0.37 1.00 
Age of Child (in 
months) 

26.81 4.35 13.00 

Valid N (listwise)      
 

 
 

[Table 2] Bi-variate correlations of independent and dependent variables 

 

*p < .05,** p < .01, ***p < .001. 

 

 

Variable  Beta (b) SE Standardized (B) 

Constant 

Neighbor. Difficulty 

Nurturing P.B. 

Play Behaviors 

Help Seeking Mom 

-8.66 

0.63 

0.24 

-2.34 

2.29 

2.54 

0.18 

0.08 

0.62 

0.51 

- 

**0.65 

**0.63 

**-0.77 

***0.95 
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[Table 3] Regression Model Coefficients (Dependent Variable: Struggle) 

 

*p < .05,** p < .01, ***p < .001. 
 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
1. Externalizing Behaviors --        
2. Nurturing Parenting Behavior -.07 --       

3. Harsh Parenting Behaviors .76 -.22 --      
4. Struggle -.09 *.04 -.24 --     
5. Help Seeking Towards Mother -.47 -.15 -.36 .31 --    

6. Play Response -.29 .40 -.13 -.21 .38 --   
7. Neighborhood Disadvantage .38 -.21 .41 .20 -.40 -.08 --  

8. Positive Distraction -.19 *-.03 .06 **-.01 .13 .40 .26 -- 
9. Age of Child  *.03 *.04 .46 *.03 .10 *-.01 .12 *-.03 


