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EDITORIAL

From parents to children and back again: Bidirectional
processes in the transmission and development of depression
and anxiety
Anxiety and depression both emerge over the course of childhood

testing for these relations. The subsequent findings, whether positive

and adolescence, impacting long‐term functioning for both in-

or negative, allow researchers to then circle back to refine, reinforce,

dividuals and their families (Beesdo‐Baum & Knappe, 2012; Essau

or revise guiding principles. Thus, in this special issue, we present 10

et al., 1999). Research points to three main pathways for inter-

empirical papers that examine bidirectional relations in parent and

generational transmission, including genetic inheritance, fetal pro-

child anxiety and depression symptoms. Across the studies, the au-

gramming through maternal experiences during pregnancy, and the

thors present possible mechanisms and individual differences that

active and passive socialization of emotion through parental beha-

may underlie the development of these important relations over time.

viors (Perlman et al., 2021 under review). The last 20 years have seen

As expected, some of the papers find evidence for bidirectional re-

an emergence of studies examining patterns of risk transmission for

lations while others do not. However, across all 10 papers, we see

mood disorders from parent to child. For example, prolonged ex-

several important themes.

posure to parental anxiety has been associated with increased de-

First, caregiver anxiety symptoms do indeed predict child anxiety

pression and anxiety in offspring (Borelli et al., 2015). Anxious

symptoms over time. For example, Cioffi et al. (2021) report that both

parents also have distinct parenting profiles that impact socio-

mothers' and fathers' depressive symptoms in infancy predicted child

emotional development (Buss & Kiel, 2011), and these parenting ef-

internalizing symptoms in toddlerhood. Similarly, Level and collea-

fects may result in broad alterations to the biological and cognitive

gues (Level et al., 2021) report that increased maternal depression

profiles of their children (Maag et al., 2021).

was concurrently associated with lower maternal sensitivity at 2‐

Much of this work has started from the necessary, but relatively

months and lower child engagement at 16‐months. This relation

limited, starting point of transmission from parent or caregiver to

extends well into the second decade of life. Hastings et al. (2021), for

child. The focus is on the unidirectional downstream consequences of

example, found that maternal internalizing pathology predicted

parental traits and behaviors. However, as with most developmental

worsening youth anxiety and depressive problems over the course of

and clinical mechanisms, we quickly note that causal relations are

adolescence. These trait‐level relations are likely carried by the be-

rarely static or noncontingent (Aktar & Bögels, 2017). Rather, these

haviors that parents display in their daily interactions with children.

mechanisms are active agents interacting with the environment, both

For example, Johnco et al. (2021) not only found that parental anxiety

influencing and being influenced by dynamic relations. Here, the fo-

was associated with increases in child anxiety and depression in 11‐

cus is on one specific dynamic—and potentially bidirectional—relation

year‐olds, but also that parental rejection and low warmth were as-

in the well‐known association between parental socioemotional

sociated with increases in child depression. In addition, the impact of

functioning and child outcomes (Brooker et al., 2015).

parental traits goes beyond a one‐to‐one relation between symptom

This special section has a specific emphasis on studies that work

classes. For example, Felton et al. (2021) found that maternal de-

to capture inflection points in developmental pathways of disorder or

pression symptoms impacted adolescent depression, via its impact on

risk for disorder. Parental traits shape the environments in which

adolescent emotion regulation abilities.

children live, and children respond accordingly with predictable

Second, child anxiety symptoms are also prospectively related to

cognitive, affective, and behavioral profiles. There is emerging data

caregiver symptoms in many, but not all, of the featured studies.

suggesting that these child profiles loop back to impact parental le-

Overall, the studies show that our constructs of interest are rarely

vels of anxiety and depression, creating a bidirectional cycle. Child

stable over time. For example, Hunter et al. (2021) noted increases in

responses, as such, provide a trigger point for shifts in parental be-

intrusive behavior over time, likely in response to changes in child

haviors and traits. However, there has yet to be a systematic gath-

behavior. The next question then focuses on whether these changes

ering of studies examining these pathways in one place.

are predictive of changes in the individual or their dyadic partner. For

In framing this special issue, our goal was to emphasize the im-

example, Johnco et al. (2021) found that child anxiety and depression

portance of looking for bidirectional patterns, even when they are not

were associated with increases in parent depression over the course of

eventually born out in the data. That is, acknowledging the bidirec-

three years. Further, Yirmiya et al. (2021) found that child anxiety at

tional relations often inherent in theory must lead us to empirically

early childhood, late childhood, and early adolescence each predicted
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maternal anxiety and maternal sensitivity at the following time point.

daughters' depression more strongly than among adolescent sons.

Even earlier in development, Buss and colleagues (Buss et al., 2021)

Furthermore, there was no evidence in this study that fathers'

found that dysregulated fear in children at age 2 was related to sub-

emotional problems conferred risk to their adolescents' later inter-

sequent

nalizing difficulties.

measures

of

maternal

anxiety.

As

with

the

relation between maternal emotion regulation and children's depres-

Other factors were also related to the relation between parent and

sive symptoms, Felton et al. (2021) also found that girls' depressive

child anxiety and depression symptoms over time. For example, Hunter

symptoms predicted increases in maternal emotion regulation.

et al. (2021) found that maternal intrusiveness was related to child in-

Third, we note that the relations between child and parental

ternalizing symptoms at age three, but only when not accounting for

symptoms were not always direct. For example, Kiel et al. (2021)

variation in maternal education. The highlighted papers also target the

found that maternal anxiety did not directly predict change in toddler

impact of factors like smoking status (Level et al., 2021), neurobiological

anxiety risk. Likewise, Level et al. (2021) reported that maternal de-

characteristics (Hastings et al., 2021), temperament (Buss et al., 2021),

pression was not directly associated with changes in sensitive par-

treatment interventions (Silverman et al., 2021), and trauma exposure

enting within mother–child interactions over time. The impact of one

(Yirmiya et al., 2021). Further, most of these papers report differential

parental behavior (sensitive parenting) was not directly associated

relations based on age, helping point to specific developmental windows

with the same parental behavior at a later time point. Rather, the

of openness to transmission.

association was carried by variation in child behavior. Finally,

Altogether, this collection of papers highlights the complex,

Silverman et al. (2021) found that a treatment intervention targeting

bidirectional relations between child and parental anxiety and de-

child anxiety was only indirectly associated with child anxiety levels

pressive symptoms, and how these relations might develop over time

at a 12‐month follow‐up through associations with parental anxiety

as a function of mediating individual factors, like emotion regulation,

and psychological control. These findings suggest that while child and

and relational parenting characteristics, like overprotectiveness or

parental anxiety were related to future functioning, these relations

sensitivity. Collectively, this study draws attention to an important

were often “transmitted” through the partner.

area of research for continued investigation and points to the im-

Importantly, data from the bidirectional relations help clarify the

portance of embedding intergenerational transmission into (1) rela-

specific mechanisms that carry relations between parental and child

tions that are dynamic and bidirectional, (2) systems that shape

anxiety and depression over time, pushing the field beyond higher‐

individual trajectories via changes in other people, (3) idiosyncratic

order correlations that simply note that construct a is associated with

pathways that consider individual vulnerabilities, and (4) mechanisms

construct b. For example, Buss et al. (2021) found that dysregulated

that are absent in the individual and only exist at the level of the

fear at age 2 was associated with subsequent maternal over-

parent–child relationship.

protective behavior, and maternal overprotection was then associated with increased child anxiety. Thus, children with dysregulated

ACKNOWLEDGME NT

fear elicit overprotective behavior from mothers, which in turn then

The study was supported by National Institute of Mental Health: R01

elicit increases in child anxiety. Further, Felton et al. (2021) report

MH109692.

that maternal depressive symptoms may shape girls' ability to tolerate distress, and that girls' depressive symptoms contribute to mo-

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

thers' own risk for psychopathology by increasing maternal

This commentary to the special issue has no associated data.

impairment in emotion regulation. Earlier in development, Kiel et al.
(2021) found toddler anxiety risk predicted maternal comforting

KE YW OR DS

behavior enacted in response to toddlers' solicitations. Toddler‐

depression, anxiety/anxiety disorders, child/adolescent,

solicited comforting behavior then predicted change in maternal
anxiety. Finally, Level et al. (2021) found that increased sensitive

Koraly Pérez‐Edgar1

parenting at 9‐months was predictive of increased child engagement

Vanessa LoBue2

at 16‐months, which in turn predicted increases in sensitive parenting

Kristin A. Buss1

at 24‐months.
Finally, the relations between parental and child anxiety and
depression symptoms varied based on a variety of individual difference factors, especially child and parent gender. For example, Cioffi
et al. (2021) found that mothers' depressive symptoms were greater

1

Department of Psychology,

The Pennsylvania State University, University Park, Pennsylvania, USA
2

Department of Psychology,

Rutgers University, Newark, New Jersey, USA

predictors of child internalizing symptoms than fathers' depressive
symptoms. Felton et al. (2021) also found differences based on

Correspondence

gender, with girls' depressive symptoms predicting increases in ma-

Koraly Pérez‐Edgar, Department of Psychology, The Pennsylvania

ternal emotion regulation, and maternal emotion regulation predict-

State University, 270 Moore Bldg, University Park, PA 16802, USA.

ing increases in boys' depressive symptoms. Similarly, Hastings et al.

Email: kxp24@psu.edu

(2021) found that maternal depression predicted adolescent

1200

|

EDITORIAL

ORCID
Koraly Pérez‐Edgar

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4051-9563

Vanessa LoBue

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4386-3549

Kristin A. Buss

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5692-6126

REFERENCES
Aktar, E., & Bögels, S. M. (2017). Exposure to parents' negative emotions
as a developmental pathway to the family aggregation of depression
and anxiety in the first year of life. Clinical Child and Family
Psychology Review, 20(4), 369–390.
Beesdo‐Baum, K., & Knappe, S. (2012). Developmental epidemiology of
anxiety disorders. Child and Adolescent Psychiatric Clinics, 21(3),
457–478.
Borelli, J. L., Margolin, G., & Rasmussen, H. F. (2015). Parental overcontrol
as a mechanism explaining the longitudinal association between
parent and child anxiety. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 24(6),
1559–1574.
Brooker, R. J., Neiderhiser, J. M., Leve, L. D., Shaw, D. S., Scaramella, L. V.,
& Reiss, D. (2015). Associations between infant negative affect and
parent anxiety symptoms are bidirectional: Evidence from mothers
and fathers. Frontiers in Psychology, 6, 1875.
Buss, K. A., & Kiel, E. J. (2011). Do maternal protective behaviors alleviate
toddlers' fearful distress? International Journal of Behavioral
Development, 35(2), 136–143.
Buss, K. A., Zhou, A. M., & Trainer, A. (2021). Bidirectional effects of
toddler temperament and maternal overprotection on maternal and
child anxiety symptoms across preschool. Depression and Anxiety, 38,
1201.
Cioffi, C. C., Leve, L. D., Natsuaki, M. N., Shaw, D. S., Reiss, D.,
Ganiban, J. M., & Neiderhiser, J. M. (2021). Examining reciprocal
associations between parent depressive symptoms and child
internalizing symptoms on subsequent psychiatric disorders: An
adoption study. Depression and Anxiety, 38, 1211–1224.
Essau, C., Conradt, J., & Petermann, F. (1999). Frequency and comorbidity
of social phobia and social fears in adolescents. Behaviour, Research,
& Therapy, 37, 881–843.
Felton, J. W., Schwartz, K. T. G., Oddo, L. E., Lejuez, C. W., & Chronis‐
Tuscano, A. (2021). Transactional patterns of depressive symptoms

between mothers and adolescents: The role of emotion regulation.
Depression and Anxiety, 38, 1225.
Hastings, P. D., Ugarte, E., Mashash, M., Marceau, K., Natsuaki, M. N.,
Shirtcliff, E. A., & Klimes‐Dougan, B. (2021). The codevelopment of
adolescents' and parents' anxiety and depression: Moderating
influences of youth gender and psychophysiology. Depression and
Anxiety, 38, 1234.
Hunter, H., Allen, K. B., Liu, R., Jaekel, J., & Bell, M. A. (2021). Examining the
bidirectional relationships between maternal intrusiveness and child
internalizing symptoms in a community sample: A longitudinal study
from infancy to middle childhood. Depression and Anxiety, 38, 1245.
Johnco, C. J., Magson, N. R., Fardouly, J., Oar, E. L., Forbes, M. K.,
Richardson, C., & Rapee, R. M. (2021). The role of parenting
behaviors in the bidirectional and intergenerational transmission of
depression and anxiety between parents and early adolescent youth.
Depression and Anxiety, 38, 1256.
Kiel, E. J., Aaron, E. M., Risley, S. M., & Luebbe, A. M. (2021). Transactional
relations between maternal anxiety and toddler anxiety risk through
toddler‐solicited comforting behavior. Depression and Anxiety, 38, 1267.
Level, R. A., Shisler, S. M., Seay, D. M., Ivanova, M. Y., Kelm, M. R.,
Eiden, R. D., & Schuetze, P. (2021). Within‐and between‐family
transactions of maternal depression and child engagement in the
first 2 years of life: Role of prenatal maternal risk and tobacco use.
Depression and Anxiety, 38, 1279.
Maag, B., Phelps, R. A., & Kiel, E. J. (2021). Do maternal parenting
behaviors indirectly link toddler dysregulated fear and child anxiety
symptoms? Child Psychiatry & Human Development, 52(2), 225–235.
Perlman, S., Lunkenheimer, E., Panlilio, C., & Pérez‐Edgar, K. (2021).
Parent‐to‐child anxiety transmission through dyadic social dynamics:
A dynamic developmental model (under review). Clinical Child and
Family Psychology Review.
Silverman, W. K., Marin, C. E., Rey, Y., Jaccard, J., & Pettit, J. W. (2021).
Directional effects of parent and child anxiety 1 year following
treatment of child anxiety, and the mediational role of parent
psychological control. Depression and Anxiety, 38, 1289.
Yirmiya, K., Motsan, S., Kanat‐Maymon, Y., & Feldman, R. (2021). From
mothers to children and back: Bidirectional processes in the cross‐
generational transmission of anxiety from early childhood to early
adolescence. Depression and Anxiety, 38, 1298.

