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Abstract 

THE PREDICTIVE RELATIONSHIP OF INHIBITORY CONTROL, EMOTION 
REGULATION, MORAL EMOTIONS, AND LIFE STRESSORS ON BEHAVIOR 
PROBLEMS IN SCHOOL-AGED CHILDREN OF INCARCERATED MOTHERS 

By Geraldine M. Lotze, M.S. 

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of 
Science at Virginia Commonwealth University 

Virginia Commonwealth University, 2006 

Major Director: Barbara J. Myers, Associate Professor, Department of Psychology 

Children whose mothers go to prison are at high risk for poor outcomes of many kinds, 

including externalizing behaviors, internalizing disorders, school dropout, and eventual 

criminal activity. Inhibitory control, moral emotions, emotion regulation, and stressful 

life events were examined as predictors of externalizing and internalizing behaviors in 

children of incarcerated mothers. Participants were 50 children age 6 to 12 years (M = 

9.77 y, SD = 1.54) with mothers currently in prison who attended a faith-based 

recreational summer camp. Inhibitory control was not impaired in these children, 

showing that their brains were functioning appropriately in this area of executive 

functioning. Inhibitory control did not impact emotion regulation as is usually seen, 

however. As expected, though, poor emotion regulation predicted both internalizing and 

externalizing behaviors. Lower levels of guilt (a healthy moral emotion) and higher levels 

of blame (an unhealthy denial of responsibility) predicted externalizing behaviors, while 

higher levels of shame (an unhealthy self-deprecation) predicted internalizing behaviors. 

A lower level of guilt also predicted the presence of callous/unemotional traits. Almost 
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half the children experienced four or more life stressors within the past year; stressors 

predicted feelings of sadness and anxiety as opposed to externalizing problems, and not 

problems with emotion regulation. Results indicated that children who experienced the 

incarceration of their mothers have the cognitive and moral tools with which to regulate 

their emotions, but they do not always use these tools. Poor emotion regulation puts 

children at risk of difficulties ranging from psychopathy to long-lasting peer and 

relationship problems. One possibility is that their behaviors are learned and purposeful; 

perhaps their home and neighborhood environments modeled and reinforced out-of- 

control behavior. Suggestions for interventions include increasing the understanding of 

the impact of emotional self-understanding on self-control and behaviors, using strategies 

that employ both a cognitive and moral focus. 
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Introduction 

Children whose mothers go to prison are at high risk for poor outcomes of many 

kinds. Their mothers' incarceration is not the first difficulty these children face, as nearly 

all live in poverty and with multi-problem families. Family problems of addiction and 

criminality often stretch across the current and previous generations, affecting aunts, 

uncles, cousins, and grandparents. The children are at high risk for externalizing 

disorders, internalizing disorders, school dropout, and eventual criminal activity. 

While the particular circumstances are always individual, the underlying 

mechanisms that influence children's reactions to life's difficulties are the same the world 

over. For example, years of experience and research have taught us that children's brain 

functioning is critical. For managing and planning behavior, in particular, executive 

functioning and the ability to inhibit quick reactions is necessary. Emotions, and the 

ability to manage emotions, are hndamental to how children get along with others and 

how they feel about themselves. Humans are moral creatures, and children learn their 

morality through the influence of family, peers, and their own cognitive development. 

Stress, and especially a heavy load of multiple stressors, makes it harder to h c t i o n  

regardless of how hard a child tries. 

All of these factors come together to influence whether a child will have healthy 

behavior and a good ability to cope, or not. These factors have not been considered 

previously in combination but will be brought together in the present study. 
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