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This study presents descriptive data on Japanese mother-infant emotional communica-
tion in the home. It is the first phase of a longitudinal, cross-cultural study of socializa-
tion of emotion. Twelve Japanese mothers and their 5-month-old infants were random-
ly chosen from a longitudinal sample of 44 in order to develop a coding system. Analysis
was carried by replaying the video and coding spontaneous emotional expressions of
mothers and infants at home. For this report, both infants and mothers’ hedonic tones
were analyzed.

Main findings were as follows: Mothers seldom respond negatively to their infants’
negative emotion. By contrast, mothers tend to encourage and sustain infants’ positive
emotion by expressing clearly positive or playful affect. Percentage of mothers’ non
response to each of infants’ emotion expression varies: Lower percentage of infants’
intense (cry) or clear (smile, laugh) expression tended to meet mothers’ non-response
than infants’ slightly negative or slightly positive expression.

Key words : mother-infant emotional communication ; negative and positive emotion
expression

Introduction

Izard and Malatesta (1987) reviewed several cross-cultural studies and pointed out
the cultural specificity of emotion socialization and the developmental role of very early
instruction in emotion expression regulation. Caudill and Weinstein (1969) found that
American mothers stimulated their infants more and their speech to the infants appeared

The earlier version of this paper was presented at the biennial meeting of the International Society
for the Study of Behavioral Development, Tokyo, July, 1987.

This research was supported by grants from the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture (No.
60301011, Principal investigator : Kazuo Miyake), and Japan Society for the Promotion of Sci-
ence. (US-Japan Educational and Cultural Cooperative Research : Principal investigator : Kazuo
Miyake)

Requests for reprint should be sent to Yuko Kanaya, Kokugakuin Women’s Junior College,
Takikawa, Hokkaido, 073, Japan.



56

to be directed at reinforcing the happy vocalization, while Japanese mothers’ speech to
their infants usually occurred in order to soothe them and put down their unhappy
vocalization. Dixon et al. (1981) mentioned that early parent-infant relationships among
the Gusii of Kenya were characterized by avoidance of eye-to-eye contact and restraint in
playful interactions. The Gusii believe the “ evil eye,” therefore they avert gaze and use
bland countenarce in interpersonal relationships. These findings suggest that cultural
differences in socialization might be implicitly influenced by belief system each culture has
to produce different styles of expression regulation.

The purpose of this study is to present descriptive data on Japanese mother-infant
emotional communication in the home. It is the first phase of a longitudinal, cross-
cultural (Japan-US) study of socialization of emotion, focusing on how infants’ regula-
tion of their expression is enculturated through the mother’s behavior. In order to
understand this process, it is necessary to gather data on maternal responses to different
types of infant expressions and on the nature of the emotion expressions mothers display
to their infants in the home.

Method
Subjects
Twelve mothers and their 5-month-old infants were randomly selected from a
longitudinal sample of 44 (Table 1). They were participants in a Japan-US comparative
study of infant emotional socialization.
TABLE 1

The number of subjects

5-month-old Total First-born Second-born
boy girl boy girl
15 11 11 7
Longitudinal sample 44
26 18
Randomly selected 3 3 3 3
for this study 12 LG——I lTJ

Procedure
(1) Home observation of mother-infant emotional communication at 5 months of age

A total 90 minutes of spontaneous mother-infant communication in the home was
videotaped using 2 cameras, one focusing on each partner. Each mother was instructed
to behave as usual and to try to reduce their anxiety about being observed. The two
camera operators and one observer made every effort not to interfere with the mother and
infant’s ongoing flow of behavior.

(2) Coding system for describing maternal and infant emotion expression

For this analysis, 30 seconds of every 2 and a half minutes were coded. The digital
timer images superimposed on the tapes were used. Categories used for infants’ facial
and vocal expressions were as follows : (1) intense negative (e.g. intense cry), (2)
negative (e.g. fuss, cry, or negative vocalization), (3) slightly negative, (4) clearly
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positive (e.g. clear smile, or laugh), (5) slightly positive or neutral. Both the anteced-
ent events and the mother’s expressive and instrumental responses were recorded.
Maternal expressions were rated for hedonic tones (negative, slightly negative, neutral,
positive, and clearly positive) and quality (as playful, stimulating, or soft when rele-
vant). These coding systems were tentatively developed by consulting Izard’'s MAX
(1983) and Scherer’s research on vocal expression (1982).

Three coders independently coded both the maternal and infant facial or vocal
expression. With regard to disagreements, final decision was made after thorough exam-
ination and discussion among the coders.

Results and Discussions
(1) Mothers’ different hedonic tomes in vesponse to their infants’ negative or positive
emotion
Mothers’ types of response to infants’ negative, slightly positive/neutral, or posi-
tive emotion expression were illustrated in Figure 1. Primary findings were as follows:
Mothers almost never display negative affect to their 5-month-old infants except occa-
sional empathic mock sad signals. When infants showed positive expressions, mothers
tended to respond with the same expression with slight exaggeration. This was not true
when infant expressions were negative.
%
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FIGURE 1 Japanese mothers’ emotional expression in response to their 5-month-old infants’ emotion
expression.

(2) Mothers’ non-response to infants’ negative expression

The percentages of mothers’ non-response to infants’ negative vocalization and/or
negative facial expressions and intense cry were lower than when infants showed other
negative expressions (Figure 2). Low frequency of the infants’ intense negative express-
ion may cause higher percentage of mothers’ non-response to them.
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FIGURE 2 Japanese mothers’ non-response to their infants’ negative expressions. The numbers on the
graph indicate the percentage of mothers’ non-response to each of infants’ negative ex-
pression.

(3) Mothers’ non-response to infants’ positive expression

As shown in Figure 3, the percentages of mothers’ non-response to infants’ interest
(face) and slightly positive expressions (face and/or vocal) were higher than to infants’
positive expressions (smile or laugh).

Infants’ interest

Infants’ slightly positive

Infants’ positive
(Smile)

Eﬁa Infants’ positive
(

Laugh)

FIGURE 3 Japanese mothers’ non-response to their infants’ positive expressions. The numbers on the
graph indicate the percentage of mothers’ non-response to each of infants positive ex-
pression.

This suggests that mothers of 5 month-olds may tend to express clearly positive
emotion in responding to their infants’ positive emotion expression in order to encourage
or sustain their infants’ pleasantness. They seldom show negative emotion expression to
any infants’ negative signal, although they show some sad/sympathetic responses to
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infants’ distress, a finding consistent with reports from more structured observations.
Rather than matching infant negativity, they displayed neutral or slight (but not intense)
positive emotions to their infants’ negative emotion as they played the role of modulator
of their infants’ negative emotion. As these findings were based on a small sample, we
must examine the validity of the coding system adopted with larger sample and comparing
samples from other societies.
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