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Given the importance of the caregiving environment in 
shaping development and functioning, researchers have 
focused for decades on examining caregivers' (typically 
biological mothers') cognitions and emotions about their 

young children as a cause and target of interventions for 
caregiving behaviors. For example, one tenet of attach-
ment theory is that individuals (in this case, caregivers) use 
attachment-related social information to process and infer 
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Abstract
Given the relevance of caregivers' perceptions, cognitions, and emotions about 
their child's mental states for caregiving behavior and children's development, 
researchers from multiple theoretical perspectives have developed constructs to 
assess caregivers' cognitions, resulting in a large but scattered body of literature. 
In this article, we highlight the conceptual overlap among and uniqueness of six 
constructs assessing caregivers' cognitions about their child at 36 months and 
younger: infant intentionality, mental representations, mind-mindedness, parental 
embodied mentalizing, parental empathy, and parental reflective functioning. We 
define constructs, present approaches to measurement, and propose elements of 
importance that fall under the umbrella of caregivers' cognitions and that may 
be associated differentially with children's early cognitive and social–emotional 
development. We conclude with recommendations for researchers aiming to 
capture caregivers' cognitions about their child's mental states, whether focusing 
on one of the six reviewed constructs or on specific elements (e.g., awareness of 
the child's mind or accuracy of caregivers' perceptions of their child) under the 
umbrella of caregivers' cognitions.
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new information about others (in this case, their child), 
likely contributing to their behaviors toward their child 
and their child's own social information processing (for a 
comprehensive review, see Dykas & Cassidy, 2011). Many 
other theories also point to social cognition as relevant to 
interpersonal behavior (see Table 1), especially in the early 
caregiver–child relationship (Bowlby,  1982; Bugental & 
Johnston, 2000; Fonagy et al., 2002). Perhaps because of the 
multiple theoretical pathways to this area, researchers have 
developed and examined several constructs to characterize 
caregivers' cognitions about their children, including infant 
intentionality; mental representations; mind-mindedness; 
and parental embodied mentalizing, empathy, and reflec-
tive functioning (for definitions, see Table 2).

These constructs have mainly been conceptualized 
and studied separately, resulting in different bodies of 
literature and a general ambiguity surrounding their 
common and singular dimensions (Quesque et al., 2024). 
Moreover, numerous instruments are used in various re-
search designs (e.g., questionnaires, interviews, observa-
tions), which may lead to instruments that purportedly 
assess the same construct but capture different dimen-
sions. For instance, the association between parental re-
flective functioning and caregiving behaviors may vary 
by assessment (e.g., stronger associations for self-focused 
than for child-focused parental reflective function-
ing in the few studies having assessed subdimensions; 
Stuhrmann et al., 2022). Furthermore, while some con-
structs share common elements (e.g., awareness that the 
child has thoughts and feelings; see Figure 1), other ele-
ments are construct- or measure-specific. These unique 
elements may capture variations in caregivers that are 
relevant for better understanding, and potentially inter-
vening in, caregivers' behaviors that may influence chil-
dren's subsequent development. Therefore, it is necessary 
to identify similarities and differences in these constructs 
and how they relate to children's development.

In this article, we review studies evaluating constructs 
under the umbrella of caregivers' cognitions and their as-
sociations with young children's cognitive and social–emo-
tional development. We identify and define constructs that 
researchers use frequently. We selectively focus on infancy 

and toddlerhood (i.e., 36 months or younger), a period 
when children are highly dependent on their caregivers and 
when caregiving may be largely inference-based since chil-
dren cannot fully communicate and explain their mental 
states to their caregivers (Silletti et  al.,  2022; Stuhrmann 
et al., 2022). Then, we review measures and designs used 
to evaluate constructs and consider how the elements as-
sessed may result in different associations with children's 
development. Finally, we examine conceptual overlap and 
uniqueness, and propose recommendations for researchers. 
Although we searched the literature extensively, our review 
is not systematic (for information about search methods 
and eligibility criteria, see Supporting Information).

CONSTRUCTS ASSESSING 
CAREGIVERS' COGN ITIONS 
A N D ASSOCI ATIONS W ITH 
CH ILDREN'S DEVELOPM ENT

To inform our study, we included articles examining 
the association between caregivers' cognitions and 
children's cognitive or social–emotional development 
during infancy or toddlerhood (for details of the 
studies reviewed herein, including sociodemographic 
characteristics, please see Tables S1 and S2). Specifically, 
we examined studies that assessed infant intentionality, 
mental representations, and mind-mindedness, and 
parental embodied mentalizing, empathy, and reflective 
functioning. We present definitions of constructs, drawn 
from theoretical and empirical research, in Table  2, 
along with measures used in the reviewed literature 
and elements of caregivers' cognitions assessed by each 
measure. Next, we summarize constructs' definitions 
and measures, beginning with constructs for which we 
identified the most agreement in definitions.

Summary of constructs and measures

Researchers agree on the conceptualization of mind-
mindedness (Meins & Fernyhough,  1999), mental 

TA B L E  1   Theoretical traditions emphasizing social cognition as relevant to interpersonal behaviors.

Theory Conceptualization of social cognitions

Attachment Individuals develop internal working models (i.e., mental representations of themselves and others) that 
shape expectations and behaviors in future social relationships (Bowlby, 1982)

Social learning Individuals learn by observing and interpreting others' social information and use cognition to perceive, 
interpret, and act in social contexts (Bandura, 1986)

Social information processing Individuals' social behaviors are influenced by a four-step cognitive process in which they encode and 
interpret social cues, and search for and select a response (Crick & Dodge, 1994)

Mentalization Individuals perceive, interpret, and predict the self and others in terms of intentional mental states such 
as thoughts, feelings, desires, or intentions (Fonagy et al., 1991, 2002)

Note: Mentalizing is deeply rooted in attachment theory and posited to partly develop from attachment relationships (Fonagy et al., 1991). The experience of being 
held in mind by a responsive and sensitive caregiver is thought to be crucial to developing a coherent representation of one's own world, including the internal 
world and mental states (Fonagy et al., 2002).
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representations (or internal working models; Zeanah 
et al., 1994), and parental embodied mentalizing (Shai & 
Belsky, 2011). Measures evaluating these constructs (i.e., 
rater-coded interviews and observations) are uniform 
across studies (Meins & Fernyhough,  1999, 2015; Shai 
& Belsky, 2017; Zeanah et al., 1996). Mind-mindedness 
may be coded through both interviews and observa-
tions. Observations, in comparison to interviews, permit 

a judgment of the (non)attunement of comments on chil-
dren's behavior, a design on which most studies rely.

Operational definitions of other constructs are 
more variable. For example, researchers agree on 
the conceptualization of parental reflective function-
ing (Slade,  2005), but its operational definition varies 
across measures (for a review, see Slade & Sleed, 2024). 
Self-report questionnaires (e.g., the Parental Reflective 

TA B L E  2   Constructs assessing caregivers' cognitions about their child, definitions, and measures, as well as associations with child 
cognitive or social–emotional development.

Construct Suggested consensus definitiona Available measures
Elements 
assessedb

Infant intentionality Caregivers' attributions of 
purposeful and goal-directed 
intent behind their child's behavior 
(Feldman & Reznick, 1996)

Infant Intentionality Questionnaire (Feldman & 
Reznick, 1996; Reznick, 2008)

1, 4

Parent Cognition Scale (Snarr et al., 2009) 1, 4

Mental representations Caregivers' psychological schemas 
of their relationship with their 
child and their perception of that 
child (Zeanah et al., 1994)

Working Model of the Child Interview Coding 
Manual applied to interviews (Zeanah et al., 1986, 
1996)

1, 3, 5, 6

Mind-mindedness Caregivers' tendency to attribute 
attuned mental states to their 
child's experience and behaviors 
(Meins & Fernyhough, 1999)

Mind-Mindedness Coding Manual (Meins & 
Fernyhough, 1999, 2015) applied to observations of 
caregiver–child interaction or caregiver interviews

1, 2, 4, 6, 7

Parental embodied mentalizing Caregivers' capacity to understand 
their child's mental states observed 
through movements and bodily 
gestures, as well as to adjust 
on a nonverbal level (Shai & 
Belsky, 2011)

Parental Embodied Mentalizing Coding 
Scheme (Shai & Belsky, 2017) applied to muted 
observations of caregiver–child interaction

1, 3, 4, 6, 7

Parental empathyb Caregivers' ability to infer and 
share what their child is feeling and 
experiencing (Stern et al., 2015)

Interpersonal Reactivity Index–Parent Empathy 
(Davis, 1980, 1983; Stern, 2016)

1, 2

Parental Empathy Measure (Stern et al., 2015) 1, 2

Parental reflective functioning Caregivers' ability to think about 
and envision their child's mental 
states and to attribute meaning to 
their own experience as caregivers 
(Slade, 2005)

Parental Reflective Functioning Questionnaire 
(Luyten et al., 2017)

1, 3, 5

Reflective Functioning Scale (Fonagy et al., 1998; 
Slade, Bernbach, et al., 2004) applied to interviews 
(Slade, 2003)

1, 2, 3, 5, 6

Note: We use terms from the literature to refer to constructs (e.g., parental empathy, reflective functioning); however, throughout the rest of the article, we favored 
the word caregiver to recognize the diversity of family structures and individuals caring for children.
aDefinitions provided here are drawn from theoretical and empirical research on each construct and are proposed tentatively to clarify the scope of each construct.
b(1) Awareness that the infant has a mind and an emotional experience; (2) Tendency to think about the infant's thoughts and feelings; (3) Understanding of 
the nature of the child's mental and emotional states; (4) Accuracy of the perceptions of the infant's thoughts and feelings; (5) Organization and coherence of 
caregivers' thoughts and feelings; (6) Appropriateness of thoughts and feelings; (7) Translation to behaviors/evidence to the child that their thoughts and feelings 
are being recognized.

F I G U R E  1   Elements of interest when studying caregivers' cognitions regarding their child's mental states. Like a wave has rip currents, this 
model is nonlinear in nature and is suggested as a way to highlight elements of caregivers' perceptions of and cognitions regarding their young 
children's internal world.
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Functioning Questionnaire; Luyten et  al.,  2017) yield 
three scores—(1) prementalizing (an inability to con-
sider a child's mental states), (2) interest and curiosity 
about a child's mental states, and (3) certainty in in-
ferences—while the coding of interviews (Slade, 2003; 
Slade, Aber, et al., 2004) rates the complexity of reflec-
tive functions (Fonagy et  al.,  1998; Slade, Bernbach, 
et  al.,  2004). Concerns regarding the internal consis-
tency of the questionnaire have been raised (see, e.g., 
Stuhrmann et al., 2022), with Cronbach's alphas reach-
ing as low as .40 (e.g., Wendelboe et  al.,  2021). Some 
researchers now turn to a one-factor structure (e.g., 
Arikan & Kumru, 2021) that has not yet been validated 
against interview ratings. Additionally, infant inten-
tionality is often conceptualized according to Feldman 
and Reznick's  (1996) definition but is operationalized 
in various ways. While measures differ, most evaluate 
caregivers' perceived negative intent (or attributions) 
and rely on Feldman and Reznick's  (1996) or Snarr 
et  al.'s  (2009) caregiver-report measures. Finally, defi-
nitions of parental empathy appear to differ across 
studies, with caregiver reports typically assessing di-
mensions such as perspective taking, empathic concern, 
and cognitive and affective empathy (Davis, 1980, 1983; 
Stern, 2016; Stern et al., 2015).

Caregivers' cognitions and children's 
development across constructs

Infant intentionality
We identified two studies conducted with the same sam-
ple that assessed social–emotional development and re-
ported small to moderate associations between higher 
negative intentionality and increased child internalizing 
and externalizing at 3 months (Arikan et al., 2019) and 
24 months (Arikan & Kumru, 2021). Regarding cogni-
tive development, more language abilities in children 
were associated with increased attributions of negative 
intent behind children's misbehaviors, suggesting that 
language may be used as a marker of advanced devel-
opment that leads to higher—albeit potentially unat-
tainable—expectations in some caregivers (Del Vecchio 
et al., 2014).

Mental representations
Few studies have evaluated associations between car-
egivers' mental representations (through coded inter-
views) and children's cognitive and social–emotional 
development. Infants of mothers with balanced and 
joyful representations had better quality of play and at-
tentional skills (Korja et al., 2010) and anger regulation 
(Feldman et al., 2011) than did infants of mothers classi-
fied as nonbalanced or angry. One study supported only 
an indirect association between mental representations 
and children's outcomes through caregiving behaviors 
(Dollberg et al., 2010).

Mind-mindedness
Mind-mindedness has been examined widely in relation 
to cognitive development and is associated with children's 
executive function (Bernier et al., 2010; Cheng et al., 2018), 
expressive language (Bernier et  al.,  2017; Costantini 
et  al.,  2017; Laranjo & Bernier,  2013; Longobardi 
et  al.,  2018, 2022), and theory of mind (Laranjo 
et al., 2010; Meins et al., 2018). Some studies, featuring 
smaller samples, do not support an association between 
mind-mindedness and facets of cognitive development 
(Dong et  al.,  2023; Licata et  al.,  2014; Longobardi 
et al., 2022; Nyberg et al., 2021). Other studies compared 
associations in mothers and fathers (Bendel-Stenzel 
et al., 2024; Bernier et al., 2023; Laflamme et al., 2022), 
with varying results. Finally, some researchers have 
explored mind-mindedness in relation to children's 
social–emotional development, with two studies finding 
small to moderate associations with better emotion 
regulation (Bernier et al., 2017; Senehi et al., 2018). Some 
studies have not supported statistically significant direct 
associations with behavior problems or temperament 
(An & Kochanska,  2022; Easterbrooks et  al.,  2017) or 
have found mixed support (Larkin et  al.,  2019), results 
that may reflect other risk factors (Brown et al., 2023).

Parental embodied mentalizing
Higher levels of parental embodied mentalizing in 
mothers had a small association with higher levels of 
emotion recognition in toddlers, whereas this association 
was not statistically significant in fathers (Afek 
et al., 2022). Regarding cognitive outcomes, researchers 
documented a prospective association between early 
parental embodied mentalizing and children's cognitive 
and language development between 13 and 28 months 
over confounding factors, including parental reflective 
functioning (Shai et al., 2022).

Parental empathy
Researchers identified small, positive associations 
between parental cognitive and affective empathy 
and children's social–emotional competence (Ojha 
et  al.,  2022). Null associations with toddlers' behavior 
problems during peer interactions were reported, but 
toddlers of mothers rated lower in empathy before 
an intervention demonstrated the greatest reductions 
in problem behaviors following the intervention 
(Christopher et al., 2013).

Parental reflective functioning
Better parental reflective functioning assessed via 
self-reports (e.g., higher interest and curiosity, lower 
prementalizing) has been associated with fewer in-
fant behavior problems (Arikan & Kumru,  2021; Salo 
et al., 2021; Tasdelen et al., 2022) and better social–emo-
tional competence (Gordo et  al.,  2020, 2022; Madsen 
et  al.,  2023; Salo et  al.,  2021); researchers found simi-
lar results using rater-coded interviews (e.g., physical 
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aggression—Smaling et al., 2016, 2017 and self-regulating 
behaviors—Heron-Delaney et al., 2016). In a study that 
used a compositive score of self-reported premental-
izing and negative attributions, researchers found as-
sociations with perceived but not observed children's 
difficulty (e.g., difficulty being soothed, experience of 
negative affect; An & Kochanska, 2022). When separat-
ing caregiver-, child-, and relationship-focused reflec-
tive functioning from interviews, researchers found only 
positive associations with relationship-focused reflective 
functioning (Smaling et  al.,  2016). Finally, in another 
study, researchers found no support for a direct associa-
tion but documented that rater-coded parental reflective 
functioning buffered the association between children's 
predisposition to negative affectivity and behavior prob-
lems (Wong et al., 2017).

Summary of common and construct-specific 
findings

Findings regarding the association between caregivers' 
cognitions and children's functioning were generally 
consistent across constructs. However, some constructs 
were studied disproportionally in relation to one facet 
of children's development and vice versa. Overall, most 
studies evaluating the association between caregivers' 
cognitions and facets of children's cognitive development 
assessed caregivers' mind-mindedness and children's 
language development. Since mind-mindedness relies 
extensively on caregivers' oral language, focusing on 
children's language as an outcome may partly mean 
examining a heritable transmission of verbal abilities, a 
problem most studies on mind-mindedness circumvented 
by controlling for caregivers' verbosity. In contrast, most 
studies on parental reflective functioning examined 
children's social–emotional outcomes.

Few studies reported null or mixed findings; these were 
distributed across constructs and outcomes. However, 
research examining caregivers' cognitions about their 
children's mental states is not immune to the tendency 
to publish only statistically significant findings (Lakens 
& Etz, 2017; Mehler et al., 2019). Environmental factors 
(e.g., caregivers' role and culture, children's exposure to 
maltreatment) may influence the strength and statistical 
significance of associations (e.g., Afek et al., 2022; Brown 
et al., 2023; Licata et al., 2016; Nyberg et al., 2021).

CONCEPTUA L A N D EM PIRICA L 
U N IQU EN ESS A N D OVERLAP

In our aim to explore construct singularity and overlap, 
we reviewed studies assessing multiple constructs 
within the same article to better draw conclusions 
on their complementarity. In one study (Arikan & 
Kumru,  2021), researchers found a small association 

between parental reflective functioning and infant 
negative intentionality (r = −.18), and each construct 
demonstrated similar size associations with toddlers' 
behavior problems (internalizing: r = −.21 and .23; 
externalizing: −.11 and .35, respectively). They found 
more support for the mediating role of negative infant 
intentionality than parental reflective functioning in 
the association between psychiatric symptoms and 
toddlers' behavior problems but used a mean score of 
reflective functioning rather than relying on the three-
factor structure of the instrument. Another study, which 
evaluated differences between verbal and nonverbal 
assessments of mentalizing, found a null association 
between parental embodied mentalizing and reflective 
functioning in mothers (r = .11; Shai et al., 2022). A third 
study explored how mind-mindedness and parental 
reflective functioning related to infants' difficulty in 
two separate samples (An & Kochanska,  2022) but 
reported the associations between parental reflective 
functioning and hostile attributions (consistent with 
infant intentionality), which were minimal (r = .13 to.18).

Studies that explored constructs in relation to dif-
ferent outcomes or that included older children provide 
additional insight. For instance, rater-coded parental re-
flective functioning was higher in mothers with balanced 
representations (i.e., rich, coherent, open) than in moth-
ers with nonbalanced representations but did not differ 
between different subtypes of nonbalanced representa-
tions (i.e., disengaged, distorted; Alismail et al., 2022). In 
addition, researchers have documented statistically sig-
nificant yet small (r = .25) associations between parental 
embodied mentalizing and attuned mind-minded com-
ments (Gagné et al., 2021), and between self-reported pa-
rental reflective functioning and mind-mindedness (e.g., 
a moderate negative association between prementalizing 
modes and mind-related comments, but no association 
with other scales; Wendelboe et al., 2024). In summary, 
studies concurrently suggest minimal overlap between 
constructs.

Overlapping terms (i.e., referring to more than one 
construct despite assessing only one) were also rare, but 
some studies measured mind-mindedness while using 
different terminologies (e.g., mentalization-related be-
haviors, representations). While this is not an entirely 
false claim—mind-mindedness, embodied mentalizing, 
and reflective functioning represent operationalizations 
of the theory of mentalizing (Meins et al., 2013; Shai & 
Belsky, 2011; Slade, 2005)—this example of overlapping 
terminology, combined with a lack of unification across 
theories, contributes to ambiguity in the field.

Conceptually, all six constructs share similar ele-
ments (e.g., caregivers' awareness that their children 
have mental and emotional states) while also includ-
ing unique components that may be relevant for care-
giving behaviors and, in turn, children's development. 
Understanding how constructs are measured helps 
determine singularity and overlap between elements 
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assessed (hereafter, italicized words represent ele-
ments; see also Figure 1). One main difference between 
mind-mindedness and parental reflective functioning 
is that the former taps into caregivers' tendency to iden-
tify children's mental states while the latter assesses 
their ability to reflect on them in a coherent manner (for 
similar distinctions in emotion regulation, see Silvers & 
Guassi Moreira, 2019). Thus, mind-mindedness may be 
a prerequisite for parental reflective functioning since 
states must be identified before being reflected upon.

Similarly, both mind-mindedness and parental reflec-
tive functioning differ from parental embodied mental-
izing, which taps into an implicit process demonstrated 
through caregivers' behaviors and nonverbal cues instead 
of relying on language and conscious reflection. While 
turning to observations of caregiver–child interactions 
permits an in-action assessment and a judgment of the 
accuracy of perceptions and translation to caregiving be-
haviors, assessing parental reflective functioning through 
interviews includes an understanding of the nature of 
their perceptions of their children's mental states as well 
as judgments on the coherence of thoughts and appropri-
ateness of inferences. Since both constructs consider how 
children respond to caregivers' inferences or behaviors, 
mind-mindedness and parental embodied mentalizing 
may have more ecological validity than explicit measures 
(e.g., self-reports) of caregivers' cognitions.

Parental empathy, infant intentionality, and men-
tal representations also include distinct components. 
Parental empathy is primarily centered around emo-
tional experience rather than mental states and does not 
always consider reasoning efforts. However, parental 
empathy can capture empathic concern regarding chil-
dren, perspective taking, and shared experience, and it 
has different measure-dependent definitions. These di-
mensions may be at the core of how caregivers respond 
sensitively to infants' cues by reflecting their increas-
ing awareness and attunement to children's emotional 
experiences.

Instead of focusing on caregivers' tendency and abil-
ity to think about their children's mental and emotional 
states, infant intentionality focuses on caregivers' attri-
butions of their children's behavior, particularly neg-
ative intentions. This distinction may be important in 
understanding caregivers' response to infants' cues. For 
instance, a caregiver who thinks their infant is being 
manipulative may be less motivated to respond than 
one who interprets crying as communicating a need. 
Therefore, the valence and accuracy of caregivers' percep-
tions may be an important component of caregivers' cog-
nitions that can be assessed by this construct.

Mental representations of the child encompass care-
givers' beliefs and expectations about their child, the 
caregiver–child relationship, and the caregiving role. 
These representations may shape how caregivers notice, 
interpret, and react to infants' cues in everyday interac-
tions. Thus, their assessment emphasizes the organization 

of thoughts (coherence and richness) and the appropriate-
ness of representations.

Finally, some specificities arise at the construct level, 
particularly in the case of parental reflective function-
ing and empathy, since both are measured using various 
assessments. For instance, while interviews measuring 
parental reflective functioning permit a dynamic, af-
fectively tuned, and relationally focused assessment of 
reflective functions in the caregiver–child context, ques-
tionnaires measure mental processes in a more distanced 
or offline context. Furthermore, different question-
naires that measure parental empathy tap into different 
dimensions: One assesses cognitive and affective em-
pathy (Stern et  al.,  2015), while another measures per-
spective taking and empathic concern toward the child 
(Davis,  1983; Stern,  2016). Thus, an important distinc-
tion between constructs lies in whether they are assessed 
explicitly (e.g., through self-reports) or implicitly (e.g., 
through interviews or observations, such as mental rep-
resentations). While explicit measures tap into conscious 
thoughts and feelings, implicit assessments draw on rep-
resentations that are not fully declarative and may reveal 
deeper, perhaps unconscious, internal working models.

LIM ITATIONS

We close with recommendations and conclusions—
but caution that both should be interpreted in light of 
some limitations. Although we searched the literature 
extensively, our review was not systematic. Also, we 
focused on the association between caregivers' cognitions 
and young children's cognitive and social–emotional 
functioning, and did not examine associations with other 
developmental or relationship domains (e.g., attachment) 
or caregiving behaviors. As a result, we excluded some 
constructs (e.g., relational schemas), individual articles, 
and measures that have been observed in relation 
to different outcomes or outcomes assessed in older 
children.

Researchers should consider studying other mea-
sures of caregivers' cognitions, including interviews 
(e.g., Family Affective Attitude Rating Scales—Bullock 
& Dishion,  2004, applied to the Five-Minute Speech 
Sample—Bullock et  al.,  2005; Sher-Censor,  2015), and 
coding schemes for existing interviews (e.g., Assessment 
of Representational Risk; Sleed et al., 2021), tasks (e.g., 
vignettes evaluating intentionality; Lee et al., 2019), and 
questionnaires (e.g., distorted representations; Newman-
Morris et al.,  2020). Finally, since most studies rely on 
correlational designs, the field would benefit from ex-
perimental or intervention studies (e.g., Suchman's 
Mothering from the Inside Out; for a review, see Borelli 
et  al.,  2023) and studies using complementary designs 
(e.g., that are behavioral and genetically informed) to 
better draw conclusions regarding the potential causal 
role of caregivers' cognitions in children's development.
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RECOM M EN DATIONS FOR 
RESEARCH

Next, we make suggestions for researchers, touching on 
three areas:

•	 Element-based definition of constructs: We have drawn 
attention to several elements that assess caregivers' 
cognitions about their young children's mental states 
and may be important in understanding overlap and 
complementarity. Informed by points raised by King 
et al.  (2021), we recommend that researchers identify 
elements that best fit their research question to pin-
point constructs and measures of interest for their 
work (see Table 2 and Figure 1).

•	 Operational definition of constructs: As we men-
tioned, different operational definitions within con-
structs (i.e., depending on measurements) tap into 
different elements of these constructs. These opera-
tionalizations are all useful in empirical settings, but 
researchers should position their studies according 
to their chosen methods to clarify the focus of their 
work.

•	 Consideration of a battery of assessments: We identi-
fied few studies that have assessed more than one con-
struct. Even if constructs overlap conceptually, their 
operationalization assesses unique elements that may 
have singular associations with children's develop-
ment. Researchers may consider assessing more than 
one construct in their research designs, perhaps using 
both implicit and explicit measures, to clarify their 
complementarity and the need for integration or par-
simony. In doing so, they may be able to broaden our 
understanding of how cognitions matter for caregiving 
and children's development.

CONCLUSIONS

In this article, we drew attention to conceptual and 
operational similarities and distinctions among six 
constructs assessing caregivers' cognitions about 
their children and emphasized their importance for 
children's development. We highlighted limitations 
in the literature, including the few studies assessing 
more than one construct's contribution to children's 
development; addressing these gaps would allow for 
a more comprehensive understanding of the elements 
of importance, with implications for caregiver–child 
interventions. Researchers from diverse fields could 
provide a more unified voice by clarifying the focus of 
their studies according to the elements of cognitions 
assessed by their approach to measurement, further 
driving advances in developmental science. Such 
advances may prove fruitful for refining current and 
developing new interventions targeting caregivers' 
cognitions.
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