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ABSTRACT
Cross‐cultural research on maternal mind‐mindedness‐ the proclivity to view the child as a mental agent‐can enhance our
understanding of caregiving determinants and children's social‐cognitive variations across cultures. However, cross‐cultural
studies on mind‐mindedness remain limited. To address this gap, we examined mothers' use of appropriate (AMRCs) and
non‐attuned (NAMRCs) mind‐related comments in Italy (N = 88), Germany (N = 64), and the Netherlands (N = 97) with their
12‐month‐old infants (N = 249; 133 girls and 116 boys). Cluster analysis revealed three maternal profiles: low use of both
AMRCs and NAMRCs, high use of both AMRCs and NAMRCs, and high AMRCs with low NAMRCs. Almost half of the
German mothers belonged to the first profile, most Italian mothers to the second, and Dutch mothers were equally distributed
across the three. These findings highlight, for the first time, cultural influences on maternal mind‐mindedness within Western
countries and emphasize the need to move beyond a simplistic West‐East comparison, recognizing that cultural differences can
be observed even within similar contexts, and call for culturally sensitive psychoeducational interventions to enhance care-
givers' mentalizing skills.

1 | Introduction

Born from a rib of the broader and influential construct of
maternal sensitivity over 2 decades ago, mind‐mindedness
(MM) refers to the caregiver's capacity to treat the child as an
individual with autonomous mental states, such as emotions,
desires, and thoughts (Meins 2013). MM is typically assessed by
examining caregivers' descriptions of the child produced in in-
terviews or analyzing their spontaneous speech during the
interaction with the infants, according to whether the child is
older or younger than 1 year. In the last case, it is possible to

distinguish between appropriate mind‐related comments
(AMRCs) and non‐attuned mind‐related comments (NAMRCs;
Meins 2013). The first refers to the mothers' accurate or plau-
sible interpretations of the infants' mental states (e.g., stating the
children require the toy when they gesture toward it), and the
latter describes the misinterpretation of the infants' mental
states (e.g., stating the children are bored with the toy when
they are still acting with it; Meins and Fernyhough 2015).
Mothers with optimal MM produce NAMRCs seldom and
AMRCs often (Larkin et al. 2019). Mothers who experience
mental health challenges, exhibit reduced sensitivity, come from
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lower socioeconomic status, or have lower educational levels
generally show a less optimal MM (C. A. McMahon and
Bernier 2017).

MM is a crucial maternal feature as consistent findings have
shown that it is predictive of many adaptive developmental
outcomes. Previous studies have shown, for instance, that par-
ents' AMRCs contribute to secure attachment (Zeegers
et al. 2017), social understanding (Centifanti et al. 2016), lan-
guage skills (Bernier et al. 2017), and theory of mind (Tompkins
et al. 2018). In contrast, NAMRCs are related to insecure
attachment (Meins et al. 2018), emotional dysregulation (C.
McMahon and Newey 2018), social and behavioral difficulties
(Colonnesi et al. 2019), and less empathic behavior (Licata
et al. 2013). Moreover, MM has been shown to act as a protective
factor, buffering the impact of biological and psychosocial risk
conditions (Costantini et al. 2017; Hughes et al. 2017;
Meins 2013). This pattern of findings endorses the multidi-
mensional nature of MM (Meins et al. 2012) and underlines the
importance of further investigating this construct during infants'
first year, identifying factors responsible for individual differ-
ences among caregivers.

Previous work on MM variability focused on individual factors,
such as parents' age, sensitivity, educational level, and socio-
economic status (e.g., Silletti et al. 2022). However, the universal
repertoire human parents are endowed with is at least partly
culturally shaped (Bornstein and Cheah 2006). When examining
parenting, it is important to consider both universality and
specificity. Universality encompasses aspects consistent across
different cultures, indicating a common human experience.
Specificity highlights the unique aspects of caregiving and
development shaped by particular cultural practices and values:
parents across cultures receive different guidance on rearing
children, from formal sources like advice books to informal ones
such as observing family examples (Bornstein and Espo-
sito 2020; Bornstein et al. 2021). Accordingly, while maternal
MM is exhibited universally by parents, its expression may differ
both quantitatively and qualitatively across cultures. Yet, most
contributions have focused on a single cultural group, particu-
larly English‐speaking countries (for a review see Aldrich
et al. 2021; C. A. McMahon and Bernier 2017). The lack of cross‐
cultural comparisons represents a significant gap, as cultural
differences in parental MM could contribute to prizing more
about the cross‐cultural validity of the MM construct, deepen
the understanding of the cultural determinants of caregiving,
and proffer ideas into notified contrasts in children's social‐
cognitive development across cultures (Dai et al. 2020; Fujita
and Hughes 2021).

Cross‐cultural studies on parenting, including MM, have pri-
marily focused on comparisons between Eastern and Western
contexts. Hughes et al. (2018) highlighted that U.K. parents
showed greater levels of MM than the Hong Kong sample.
Similarly, Fujita and Hughes (2021) found that compared with
their Japanese counterparts, British mothers gave a significantly
higher proportion of child‐focused and mind‐related comments,
spoke considerably more, and manifested a stronger self–other
distinction. Recently, Bozicevic et al. (2023) found that
compared with UK mothers, Indian mothers made fewer mind‐
minded comments about their infants. These studies deserve

credit for highlighting cultural differences in maternal MM,
suggesting that values associated with individualism and
collectivism, typical of Western and Eastern countries, respec-
tively, influence parent‐child rearing style and interactions.

In more individualistic cultures, there is a greater emphasis on
parents acknowledging their child's mental state, which is
central to MM, aligning with the values of child autonomy,
individuality, and agency (Dai et al. 2020). In contrast, in more
collectivistic cultures, harmony, implicit understanding, and
social roles are prioritized (Keller 2022), which may contribute
to fewer maternal MM. However, the aforementioned studies
did not discriminate between AMRCs and NAMRCs. Given that
the two indices are linked to different developmental outcomes,
a separate investigation could provide a more comprehensive
picture.

Solely two cross‐cultural studies have addressed this constraint.
Dai et al. (2020) reported that Australian mothers, in interaction
with their infants, used a higher proportion of AMRCs and were
less liable to use NAMRCs than their Chinese counterparts. By
contrast, Lee et al. (2025) found no main effect of nationality for
either AMCRs nor NAMCRs between British and South Korean
mothers. Given the paucity of studies, the small sample sizes,
and the inconclusive findings, there is a compelling need for
further cross‐cultural research on maternal MM, distinguishing
between the two MM indices.

To sum up, existing cross‐cultural research on MM has focused
on comparisons between Eastern and Western contexts, rein-
forcing the idea that collectivism and individualism shape
parental MM. However, these cultural dimensions are not
confined to an East‐West divide and also vary, for instance,
within Western societies (Oyserman et al. 2002). Investigating
MM within Western contexts would provide a valuable oppor-
tunity to test whether MM differences reflect the collectivism ‐
individualism orientation or other cultural values influencing
parenting styles. For instance, in some Eastern collectivistic
cultures examined in previous studies (e.g., Japan; Fujita and
Hughes 2021), promoting the virtue of silence and making fewer
comments during interactions with children is emphasized
(Ito 1980; Minami 2002), which may result in fewer maternal
MM. This pattern contrasts with findings from some Western
cultures (e.g., British), where mothers tend to speak signifi-
cantly more than their Eastern counterparts (Fujita and
Hughes 2021). These differences raise the question of whether
the observed cross‐cultural variations in MM are primarily
driven by the collectivism ‐ individualism orientation or by
other culturally specific parenting practices, such as the pref-
erence for verbal versus non‐verbal interactions. We suggest
that examining MM across Western cultures which vary on the
collectivism ‐ individualism orientation (Oyserman et al. 2002),
could provide a clearer understanding of the cultural influences,
by minimizing with this approach other confounding factors
which might occur when comparing Western versus Eastern
cultures.

Particularly, Europe, though a small continent, is rich in history
and cultural diversity, with significant differences in family re-
lationships and parenting (Reher 2004). Despite being roughly
tantamount in terms of modernity, industrialization, literacy,
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and family structure (i.e., nuclear families with mothers as
primary caregivers), European countries vary in their orienta-
tions towards individualism versus collectivism, as well as their
specific cultural values and parenting styles, all of which may
influence MM. The current work, therefore, aims to extend the
research on cultural variations in MM by focusing for the first
time on three European countries: Italy, Germany, and the
Netherlands. Hereabouts, we briefly review the average group
distinctiveness in child‐rearing goals, beliefs, and values, which
make these countries compose a charming comparative set and
molded our expectation that mothers' MM would vary in these
different cultural milieus.

Italy generally leans toward collectivism (Oyserman et al. 2002),
while Germany tends towards individualism (Guess 2004). The
Netherlands occupies a middle position along this continuum
(Harkness and Super 2006; Huijbregts et al. 2009). Accordingly,
one might expect Italian mothers to exhibit less MM than their
Northern European counterparts.

However, cross‐cultural studies indicate that Italian mothers
spend more time in synchronous social exchanges with their
infants than mothers from more individualistic cultures (Hsu
and Lavelli 2005) and are more inclined to favor social‐oriented
interactions (Venuti and Senese 2007). Italian mothers also tend
to use more utterances and speak more quickly than Canadian
mothers (Girolametto et al. 2002), and they appear to have
higher expectations for their children's verbal participation in
social interactions compared to Kenyan Gusii, Yucatec Mayans,
and U.S. mothers (Richman et al. 1988). From an early age,
Italian caregivers cultivate liveliness (Axia and Weisner 2002)
and expect high levels of social maturity in their children (e.g.,
Gandini and Edwards 2001). Additionally, Italian parents tend
to adopt a parenting style centered on emotional availability
(Bornstein et al. 2008), which is closely related to MM (C. A.
McMahon and Bernier 2017) and positively related specifically
to AMRCs (Gagné et al. 2021). Accordingly, Italian mothers may
show higher levels of MM overall, and plausibly more AMCRs,
compared to mothers from other cultural groups. Previous
research has noted a higher percentage of MM comments in an
Italian sample than in others, including a Dutch sample, though
this difference was not grounded on statistical inference (Silletti
et al. 2022). Hence, further investigation comparing mothers
from Italy with mothers from other countries is warranted.

German mothers, in contrast, have scored lower on relational‐
socialization goals than participants from Los Angeles and Ath-
ens (Keller 2022). They tend to interact less with their children
than Italian parents (Best et al. 1994) and generally react only after
their child expresses distress (Trommsdorff 2006). Additionally,
German mothers have higher regard for early independence and
autonomy compared to mothers from more interdependent
contexts, such as rural Nso (Kärtner et al. 2008), Japanese
(Trommsdorff 2006), and Italian mothers (Taverna et al. 2011).
These differences suggest that German mothers may exhibit
lower levels of MM than their Italian counterparts.

Dutch mothers, on the other hand, tend to focus on both their
child's social qualities, similarly to Italians, and independence,
similarly to Germans (Harkness and Super 2006; Huijbregts
et al. 2009). Dutch mothers also tend to be less responsive and

verbally interactive than other cultural groups (i.e., Turkish),
both during play and book reading sessions (Durgel and van de
Vijver 2015). In Dutch child‐rearing, the “Three R” ‐ rust (rest),
regelmaat (regularity), and reinheid (cleanliness) ‐ are critical
guidelines for parents, who maintain a quieter and less stimu-
lating waking environment for their children. Dutch mothers
are, indeed, inclined to touch and talk to their babies less than
mothers from other cultural groups (e.g., Americans). These
traits are reflected in Dutch descriptions of their children as
sociable, positive in mood, regular in habits, and able to amuse
themselves for periods, though occasionally needing attention
(Harkness and Super 2006).

Overall, while no studies have directly compared Italian,
German, and Dutch caregivers, existing evidence suggests that
their MM may differ. In light of this, the present study in-
vestigates MM among Italian, German, and Dutch mothers
during a free interaction with their 12‐month‐old infant. Given
the exploratory nature of this research, we refrained from
formulating specific hypotheses. However, based on known
cultural differences in parenting, we expected variations in the
use of mind‐related comments and patterns of AMRCs and
NAMRCs between Mediterranean (Italian) and Northern Eu-
ropean (Dutch and German) mothers.

2 | Method

2.1 | Participants

Mother‐infant dyads (N = 249; 133 girls and 116 boys) were
recruited at the baby's birth in public hospitals in Germany,
Italy, and the Netherlands. Because the study was focused on
verbal measures, no families with immigrant parents of first or
second generation were included.

All families were participants in larger longitudinal studies of
infant socio‐cognitive development, with multiple assessments
at the University baby laboratories during the first 3 years of life.
Dutch and German participants were compensated for their
participation. The original sample size was determined based on
the ongoing data collection at each lab, with all available fam-
ilies included. To assess the adequacy of the final sample, we
conducted a post hoc power analysis using G*Power for the
MANOVA (Faul et al. 2007). The analysis was based on an α
error probability of 0.05, a power (1‐β) of 0.80, and the detection
of a medium effect size (d) of 0.25, which represents the smallest
effect size of interest for the MANOVA (repeated measures,
between factors). The results indicated that the required sample
size was met, as our final sample (N = 249) exceeded the min-
imum threshold (N = 129).

Sociodemographic characteristics of each cultural group are
reported in Table 1. All families from each country were bi‐
parental, with both parents actively involved in caretaking;
they belonged to community samples from urban areas with
low‐risk caregiving environments.

Regarding socioeconomic status (SES), in both the Italian and
Dutch sub‐samples, most families had medium‐to‐high incomes

3 of 10

 15327078, 2025, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/infa.70021 by U

va U
niversiteitsbibliotheek, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [23/03/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



(Italy: N = 78, 89%; Netherlands: N = 95, 98%), while the
remaining families had low incomes (Italy: N = 10, 11%;
Netherlands: N = 2, 2%). Income classification was based on the
thresholds provided by the Italian National Institute of Statistics
(ISTAT) and the Dutch Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS)
at the time of data collection, adjusted for household size. No
income data were available for the German sub‐sample due to
its high correlation with educational level.

At the time of the lab visit, mothers were on average 32.80 years
old (SD = 4.51 years; range = 20–44 years), they had on average
15.71 years of education (SD = 2.80 years; range = 8–18 years)
and 80% of them (N = 200) were primiparous. Overall, Dutch
mothers were more educated than German and Italian ones,
F (2, 244) = 9.70, p < 0.001, were also younger compared to
Italian mothers, F (2, 236) = 5.29, p < 0.010 and significantly
differed from the other two groups for being all primiparous, χ2

(2, N = 249) = 39.25, p < 0.001.

Infants were approximately 1 year old (M = 11.83, SD = 0.99;
range = 11–16) at the time of the data collection. They were all
born full‐term, and none had any medical complications at
birth, had experienced hospitalization, or had been diagnosed
with medical or psychological delays/disorders.

Participants signed the informed consent before data collection
and were treated according to the Declaration of Helsinki's
guidelines and the American Psychological Association's ethical
standards. The study protocol was approved by the Ethical
Committee of the Department of each research group involved
(for the Italian group: protocol #DNISCprot868; for the German
group: the approval from the Faculty of Psychology and Edu-
cation, LMU Munich; for the Dutch group: 2014‐CDE‐3748).

2.2 | Procedure and Measures

MaternalMMwasmeasured via a 10‐minmother–infant free play
conducted in the developmental research laboratory. All mothers
were instructed to play with their infants as if they were at home.
They were situated in a room set up with a range of age‐

appropriate toys and a video recorder. Each maternal comment
was coded by trained native speaker observers following the
identical coding system outlined in Meins and Fernyhough's
protocol (2015) to ensure consistency. The original manual was
translated into Italian, German, and Dutch by three native
speakers with excellent knowledge of English and developmental
psychology backgrounds. Coders from each group engaged in
collaborative sessions to ensure alignment in understanding and
application of the coding criteria. Oversight of the entire process,
from manual translation to coding, was provided by Prof. Meins
across all three groups within each project.

First, each comment of the mothers was classified as mind‐
related or not. A new comment was defined as an utterance
separated from the previous one by a 1‐s pause or reflecting new
semantic content (Silletti et al. 2022). Mind‐related comments
were comments that included an internal‐state term referring to
the infant's mind such as wishes, preferences, desires, epistemic
states (i.e., thoughts, knowledge), mental processes (e.g.,
recognition, remembering, decision making), emotions and at-
tempts to manipulate people's beliefs (e.g., joking, teasing). Also,
comments in which the mother was talking on the infant's
behalf were coded as mind‐related. Second, each maternal
comment was coded as appropriate or non‐attuned, according to
the criteria described in the manual. For example, a comment
was classified as an appropriate mind‐related comment if the
coder agreed with the mother's reading of her infant's internal
state, or if the internal state comment linked the infant's current
activity with similar events in the past or future. On the con-
trary, a mind‐related comment was coded as non–attuned if, for
example, the coder believed that the mother was misinter-
preting her infant's internal state, or the internal state comment
referred to a past or future event that had no obvious relation to
the infant's current activity.

Cohen's kappa was used to determine the agreement with a sec-
ond trained and blind coder. Among the Italian group, the
agreement was assessed in 25% of the sample (N = 20), with an
averageKvalue of 0.90. In theGerman sub‐sample agreementwas
assessed in 100% of the sample (N = 64), resulting in an average K
value of 0.84. Finally, agreement was assessed on the 100% of the
Dutch sample (N = 97) with an average K value of 0.88.

TABLE 1 | Sociodemographic characteristics and number of AMRCs and NAMRCs per utterance by each cultural sub‐group.

German Dutch Italian
N 64 97 88

Mean of mother's age1 (SD) 33.24 (4.37) 31.67 (4.40)b 33.74 (4.49)a

Mean of mother's years of education2 (SD) 15.21 (3.52)a 16.66 (1.70)b 15.02 (2.91)a

Frequency of boys 28 45 43

Mean of infant's age in months (SD) 11.63 (0.41)a 11.72 (1.45)b 12.09 (0.49)b

Frequency of primiparous mothers 42a 97b 61a

Mean of AMRCs3 (SD) 0.038 (0.029) 0.052 (0.033) 0.076 (0.43)

Mean of NAMRCs3 (SD) 0.005 (0.008) 0.003 (0.005) 0.010 (0.001)
Note: Different superscripts indicate significantly different means between groups (p < 0.05). Values with no superscripts do not differ significantly from the others.
Abbreviations: AMRCs = Appropriate Mind‐Related Comments; NAMRCs = Non‐Attuned Mind‐Related Comments.
1Data missing for 12 mothers.
2Data missing for 4 mothers.
3Analyses were run on the square‐root transformed data due to the nonparametric distribution of the measures.
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3 | Results

3.1 | Preliminary Analyses

First, mothers were compared for the number of utterances:
Italian mothers were found to be more talkative compared to
both Dutch and German ones, while Dutch mothers were more
talkative than the German ones, F (2,248) = 74.24, p < 0.001,
therefore absolute frequencies of AMRCs and NAMRCs were
divided by the number of utterances to control for mothers'
verbosity (Meins and Fernyhough 2015). As these proportional
measures had skewed distributions, they were all square‐root
transformed before running the analyses (Field 2013).

Secondly, we tested whether mothers' MM was related to socio‐
demographic variables; none of the two indices was related to
mothers' age (AMRCs: r = −0.02, p = 0.75; NAMRCs: r = 0.08,
p = 0.23) and years of education (AMRCs: r = 0.10, p = 0.10;
NAMRCs: r = −0.12, p = 0.06). Similar results we found when
running these correlations within each cultural group (respec-
tively for mother's age, AMRCs: −0.13 < r < 0.04, all n.s.;
NAMRCs: 0.07 < r < 0.11, all n.s.; for mother's years of educa-
tion: AMRCs: 0.09 < r < 0.22, all n.s.; NAMRCs: −0.13 <
r < 0.00, all n.s.). Moreover, AMRCs and NAMRCs did not vary
as a function of infants' sex in the total sample (AMRCs:
t (247) = 0.57, p = 0.56; NAMRCs: t (247) = 0.78, p = 0.43) and
within each cultural group, with the only exception of the
Italian sub‐sample, with mothers' of boys using significantly
more appropriate mind‐related comments (M = 0.28,
SD = 0.07), compared to mothers of girls (M = 0.24, SD = 0.07),
t (86) = 2.07, p < 0.05. As to differences as a function of birth
order, none were found in the total sample (AMRCs:
t (247) = 0.42, p = 0.67; NAMRCs: t (247) = 0.02, p = 0.98) as
well as within each cultural group, 0.54 < t < 1.47, all n.s. As no
systematic association was found, none of these sociodemo-
graphic variables were used as a covariate in the main analyses.

3.2 | Main Analyses

Both cultural group differences and profiles of MRCs were
explored. One MANOVA instead of two separate ANOVAs was
chosen because measures of AMRCs and NAMRCs were
significantly correlated, r (247) = 0.22, p < 0.001, thus it allowed
us to control for the amount of shared variance between the two
dependent variables. The cultural group was treated as the be-
tween factor.

Effect sizes for the MANOVA are presented in terms of partial
eta squared (ηp2: 0.01 = small, 0.06 = medium, 0.14 = large).
Using Wilks's lambda criterion, there was a significant effect of
group on the two MM indices, L = 0.78, F (4, 490) = 16.38,
p < 0.001, ηp2 = 0.12, 1 – β = 1. Univariate comparisons showed
that a significant difference was found for both dependent
variables, F (2, 246) = 22.71, p < 0.001, ηp2 = 0.16, 1 – β = 1, and
F (2,246) = 15.05, p < 0.001, ηp2 = 0.11, 1 – β = 1, respectively
for AMRCs and NAMRCs. Bonferroni's post‐hoc comparisons
showed that compared to German and Dutch mothers, Italian
mothers produced more AMRCs and NAMRCs. Moreover,

Dutch mothers produced more AMRCs than Germans did.
Descriptive statistics are reported in Table 1.

To cross‐culturally investigate profiles of MM, we performed a
cluster analysis (Maxwell et al. 2002). This approach allows the
exploration of naturally occurring groups based on the simi-
larities of individuals across a set of continuous variables by
maximizing the within‐group similarities and minimizing the
between‐group similarities. Cluster analysis is a reliable and
widely used analytic approach in cross‐cultural research (e.g.,
Green et al. 2005; Maxwell et al. 2002). Cluster analysis can be
effectively applied to continuous variables, works with smaller
sample sizes (fewer than 300 participants), and is suitable for
studies with fewer than four indicators (Weller et al., 2020), as is
the case in our study.

A two‐phased cluster analytic plan (Henry et al. 2005) was used
to cluster the two measures of MM: first, we implemented a
hierarchical cluster analysis method (i.e., Ward's linkage clus-
tering using minimized squared Euclidean distances as the
distancing metric) to provide the maximum flexibility in
determining the appropriate number of groups. This method
maximizes differences between clusters or groups and mini-
mizes within‐group differences in the dependent variables. The
solution identified by the hierarchical clustering was then
verified using a non‐hierarchical (k‐means) cluster analysis,
which provides a relatively robust identification of clusters of
participants. This two‐step clustering method allows to “capi-
talizes on the strengths of both methods and compensates for their
weaknesses” (Henry et al. 2005, 124).

Change in the agglomeration coefficient from stage to stage
suggested a three‐cluster solution as best fitting. The first cluster
included 76 mothers (30.5%), the second 102 (41%), and the
third 71 mothers (28.5%). The k‐means cluster analysis yielded a
similar pattern: The first cluster included 62 mothers (24.9%),
the second 85 (34.1%), and the third 102 mothers (41%). A
comparison of cases across the two cluster analytic methods
indicated that 81% (201 of 249; K = 0.71, p < 0.001) of cases were
similarly classified, suggesting relatively robust cluster groups.

To explore the features of each cluster, we ran a MANOVA, with
one between factor (cluster: 1 vs. 2 vs. 3) and mothers' AMRCs
and NAMRCs as the dependent variables. Using Wilks's lambda
criterion, there was a significant effect on cluster membership,
L = 0.11, F (4, 490) = 254.92, p < 0.001 ηp2 = 0.68, 1 – β = 1.
Univariate comparisons showed a significant effect on both
AMRCs and NAMRCs, F (2, 246) = 96.51, p < 0.001, ηp2 = 0.44,
1 – β = 1, and F (2, 246) = 559.19, p < 0.001, ηp2 = 0.82, 1 –
β = 1, respectively. Concerning the AMRCs, post‐hoc Bonferroni
contrasts revealed that mothers in cluster 3 were the highest,
compared to those in the other two clusters; mothers belonging
to cluster 2 were also higher than mothers in cluster 1, which
thus resulted to be the ones producing the least number of these
comments. Concerning the NAMRCs, mothers in cluster 2 were
the highest, compared to those in the other two clusters; no
significant differences emerged between mothers in clusters 1
and 3. Descriptive statistics and statistical differences across
these three clusters (Table 2) suggested that a different pattern
of MRCs characterized each group, which were therefore
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labeled as follows: mothers in cluster 1, were labeled as low on
both AMRCs and NAMRCs; mothers in cluster 2 as high in both
AMRCs and NAMRCs; those in cluster 3 as high on AMRCs and
low on NAMRCs.

The distribution of the clusters was then cross‐tabulated by the
frequencies of the cultural background (German vs. Dutch vs.
Italian), yielding a significant association between the two dis-
tributions, χ2 (4, N = 249) = 34.77, p < 0.001, with an effect size,
assessed by the Cramer’ V of 0.27 (Field 2013), comprised be-
tween a medium (0.21) and a large effect (0.35), given our df.
Cells with adjusted standardized residuals values > |2| showed
that almost half of German mothers belong to the first cluster
(low in both AMRCs and NAMRCs), most Italian mothers
belong to the second cluster (high in both AMRCs and
NAMRCs), and the Dutch ones are equally distributed across
the three clusters (Table 3).

4 | Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore potential cultural variations
in maternal mind‐mindedness (MM) by comparing, for the first
time, three European countries: Italy, Germany, and the
Netherlands. Results revealed significant cultural variations in
overall MM performance and specific indices–appropriate
(AMRCs) and non‐attuned (NAMRCs) mind‐related com-
ments. These findings highlight intriguing deviations from
anticipated patterns, which are discussed in relation to cultural
influences on child‐rearing values, as well as their theoretical
and practical implications.

First, we found that Italian mothers produced more MM ‐ both
AMRCs and NAMRCs‐compared to their German and Dutch
counterparts. This result was surprising, especially when
considering that Italian culture has a collectivistic orientation
(Oyserman et al. 2002), which, based on previous research, might
suggest lower MM performances (e.g., Dai et al. 2020). One
possible explanation for this counterintuitive finding could be the
talkativeness typical of Italian parents during interactions with
their children (Girolametto et al. 2002). However, our finding
remained consistent even after controlling for the total amount of
talk. Another potential explanation lies in Italian caregivers'
strong value of highly reactive and socially engaged infants. From
an early age, they treat children as social partners (Bornstein
et al. 2015). It is common practice in Italian families to introduce
children to a variety of social situations and encourage the
development of social relationships from infancy (Axia and
Weisner 2002). Cross‐cultural research on bedtime routines

shows that Italian children sleep less compared to their North
European counterparts, because Italian parents typically inte-
grate children into adults' evening social activities, even if this
results in late bedtime (Hense et al. 2011). As a consequence of the
primary value invested in infants' social participation and liveli-
ness, Italian mothers might produce a great number of MRCs,
albeit not all appropriate, in their efforts to treat the infant as a
social partner and promote early social engagement, as well as
their infant's interpersonal and conversational development.

Moving to German mothers, we found that almost half of them
produce low AMRCs and NAMRCs, configuring them as the
group with the least mind‐reading tendency among the three
cultural groups examined. Given that German culture is often
viewed as individualistic (Guess 2004), this result adds weight to
the above posit that other cultural factors might be associated
with MM. The MM construct might reflect the German mothers'
tendency to interact less with their infants, in general, and in
this case verbally, compared to parents of other cultural groups,
such as Italian ones (Best et al. 1994), or to react when the
situation requires it, for instance when their child expresses
distress (see Trommsdorff 2006). Also, these findings align with
prior research indicating that German mothers tend to rely
more on visual contingent responses compared to other cultural
groups, such as Cameroonian mothers (Wörmann et al. 2012).
Accordingly, German mothers may produce fewer MRCs over-
all, as they likely prefer non‐verbal forms of engagement.
Additionally, these results are consistent with previous studies
showing that German mothers tend to exhibit lower levels of
engagement (including sensitivity/responsiveness) and stimu-
lation (tempo and intensity) in comparison to other cultural
groups, such as US ones (Kirchhoff et al. 2019). Lower MM
observed among German mothers could be part of this picture,
as MRCs have been consistently linked to caregiver sensitivity
(see C. A. McMahon and Bernier 2017). This might be inter-
preted with respect to the cultural values dominant in Germany,
where people tend to maintain a greater interpersonal distance
(Grossmann et al. 1985), which may result in a reduced
maternal mindreading tendency toward their children.

Regarding Dutch mothers, we found an equal distribution across
the three clusters, as part of them show both low AMRC and
NAMRC, others exhibit both high AMRC and NAMRC, and
others display high AMRC and low NAMRC. These findings are
in line with previous research referring that Dutch mothers, like
Italian counterparts, emphasize the child's social competence
(Harkness and Super 2006), while also valuing independence,
similar to German parents (Huijbregts et al. 2009). Accordingly, it
may be that Dutch mothers who emphasize social aspects tend to
engage more verbally with their infants, producing more MRCs.

TABLE 2 | Number of AMRCs and NAMRCs per utterance by each cluster.

Dependent variable
M (SD)

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3
AMRCs 0.023 (0.014)a 0.066 (0.041)b 0.080 (0.031)c

NAMRCs 0.001 (0.002)a 0.014 (0.009)b 0.000 (0.000)a

Note: Analyses were run on square‐root transformed data due to the nonparametric distribution of the measures. Different superscripts indicate significantly different
means (p < 0.001) between clusters.
Abbreviations: AMRCs = Appropriate Mind‐Related Comments; NAMRCs = Non‐Attuned Mind‐Related Comments.
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In contrast, Dutch mothers who prioritize independence might
interact less frequently, even verbally, producing fewer MRCs. In
other words, it might be that the variability found among the
Dutch group reflects variability in the valued developmental
outcomes in the Dutch culture. Following different cultural
scripts might lead to differences in the MM tendency evident in
these mothers not prevailing in any of the three clusters.

4.1 | Strengths, Limitations & Future Directions

This study, to the best of our knowledge, is the first to directly
compare maternal MM within the Western framework and
across three European countries using a large sample. It rep-
resents a significant step forward in MM research, which has
mostly focused on individual factors and has seldom tested
cross‐cultural influences, typically limited to comparisons be-
tween Western versus Eastern countries.

Theoretically, our findings contribute to the longstanding debate
about whether MM is a relational construct or an innate trait (see
Silletti et al. 2022). We provide support for the view of MM as an
evolving ability, partially shaped by cultural background and
related cultural interactional scripts, rather than merely as an
inborn trait. Accordingly, MM can be considered a multidimen-
sional construct built on the plot among caregivers' traits, rela-
tional fluctuations with the child (C. A. McMahon and
Bernier 2017), and the broader socio‐cultural milieu, mediated by
parenting rearing goals and values. Notably, our study makes a
unique contribution to the field by demonstrating that cultural
variations in maternal MM can occur even within Western soci-
eties, as shown by the differences between Italian, German, and
Dutch mothers. This finding moves beyond the simplistic East‐
West dichotomy and suggests that differences in maternal MM
cannot be solely explained by the individualism–collectivism di-
chotomy. Instead, these differences stem from a complex inter-
play of cultural factors, such as social values, parenting
expectations, and practices like emphasizing early social and
conversational engagement or favoring non‐verbal (e.g., visual)
contingent responses to children. These findings underscore the
need for a more nuanced, cross‐cultural perspective when
studying MM and parenting that goes beyond traditional West‐
East or individualism ‐ collectivism comparisons.

Finally, the practical implications of this study should be noted.
Interventions designed to improve MM (Larkin et al. 2019) could

benefit from considering cultural features. Some parents may
produce fewer mind‐related comments not due to a lack of this
skill, but because such behaviors may not be as highly valued in
their culture as in others (Richman et al. 1988). Mentalizing is an
effortful, not automatic, process (Yatziv et al. 2018; Zeegers
et al. 2017), and the ability to recognize mental states does not
always translate into a proclivity to verbalize these mental states
during interactions with one's child. Therefore, MM improve-
ment programs should be psychoeducational, combining both
informative sessions on the importance of verbalizing children's
mental states–given their association with positive outcomes,
such as language and theory of mind development‐with sup-
portive elements, such as video‐feedback (Schacht et al. 2017), to
enhance caregivers' MM.

Despite our careful consideration, some limitations must be
acknowledged. First, the generalizability of the study's finding is
limited to urban, well‐educated parents, and mothers only.
Furthermore, the conclusions regarding the cross‐cultural dif-
ferences in maternal MM can only be speculative, as we did not
directly assess factors such as maternal sensitivity. Future
studies should include more diverse samples, incorporating
different caregivers, including fathers, and additional measures
such as parental sensitivity and attachment. Nonverbal mea-
sures of parental mentalizing, such as Parental Embodied
Mentalizing (PEM; Shai and Belsky 2011, 2017), could uncover
implicit, less language‐based approaches to mentalizing. Lastly,
our study does not include parenting or child outcomes, there-
fore we could not estimate the developmental and adaptive/
maladaptive implications of these cultural differences. Further
study should incorporate such measures; moreover, longitudi-
nal investigations of maternal MM could further clarify its links
to later child developmental and social‐emotional outcomes in
different cultural contexts.

4.2 | Conclusions

These findings support the idea that maternal MM is a universal
parenting behavior that varies both quantitatively and qualita-
tively across cultures (Dai et al. 2020; Bornstein et al. 2021).
Notably, this study makes a significant contribution to the
literature by identifying, for the first time, variations in maternal
MM within Western countries. These results highlight the
crucial role of cultural expectations and child‐rearing practices
in shaping maternal MM. Importantly, adopting a cross‐cultural

TABLE 3 | Distribution clusters by cultural groups.

Culture
Clusters German Dutch Italian Total
1. Low AMRCs/NAMRCs
Adj. standardized residual

30 (47%)
2.4

36 (37%)
1.2

10 (11%)
−3.3

76 (30%)

2. High AMRCs/NAMRCs
Adj. standardized residual

19 (30%)
−1.4

28 (29%)
−1.9

55 (63%)
3.2

102 (41%)

3. High AMRCs/low NAMRCs
Adj. standardized residual

15 (23%)
−0.8

33 (34%)
1.0

23 (26%)
−0.4

71 (29%)

Total 64 (100%) 97 (100%) 88 (100%) 249 (100%)
Abbreviations: AMRCs = Appropriate Mind‐Related Comments; NAMRCs = Non‐Attuned Mind‐Related Comments.
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perspective allows for a deeper understanding of this construct
and the broader cultural determinants of caregiving. This
approach not only moves beyond the simplistic West‐East di-
chotomy but also acknowledges cultural differences within
Western contexts. Overall, this study might offer both theoret-
ical and practical contributions to MM research and paves the
way for future studies to further explore the cultural founda-
tions of maternal MM.
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