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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: This study aimed to identify the factors affecting parenting during the first
seven years of life and explain the structural relationships among these factors based on the
optimization of parent—child interactions.

Methodology: This applied study employed an exploratory mixed-methods design. In the
qualitative phase, a meta-synthesis was conducted on scientific sources related to parenting,
parent—child interaction, pregnancy, infancy, and early childhood retrieved from national and
international databases. Sources were selected purposively according to predefined inclusion and
exclusion criteria and analyzed through qualitative content analysis. Coding reliability was
assessed using Cohen’s kappa coefficient. In the quantitative phase, 15 experts in developmental
psychology, educational sciences, family counseling, child education, and parenting were recruited
through purposive and judgmental sampling. Data were collected using pairwise-comparison
questionnaires and analyzed through the Decision-Making Trial and Evaluation Laboratory and
Interpretive Structural Modeling methods.

Findings: A Cohen’s kappa coefficient of 0.801 confirmed satisfactory coding reliability. The
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Karimi Khoygani, R., & Abtahi, M. S. and second childhood—and several components, including biological-physical, emotional-
(2027).  Exploring the Factors affective, sociocultural, and cognitive factors, nutrition, secure attachment, trust and security,
Affecting Parenting During the First emotion regulation, environmental enrichment, value transmission, optimal interactions, and
Seven Years of Life Based on the parental empowerment. The Decision-Making Trial and Evaluation Laboratory analysis indicated
Optimization ~ of  Parent-Child  that parental empowerment was the most influential causal component, followed by empowerment

}‘I}ter_am_ons' Bl P SyChozof}y i l‘;,f " during pregnancy, the sociocultural context, and empowerment during infancy. Emotion
p ((l’ilvla _t;;n’ ehavior, —an ealth, regulation, value transmission, developmental maturation, environmental enrichment, and optimal

interactions were primarily affected components. Secure attachment occupied a relatively balanced
position, functioning both as an outcome of responsive parenting and as a mechanism influencing
subsequent emotional and social development. Interpretive Structural Modeling revealed a
hierarchical, developmental, and sequential structure beginning in pregnancy and extending
through the second childhood period.

Conclusion: Parenting during the first seven years of life is a multidimensional and developmental
process shaped by the interaction of individual, familial, and sociocultural factors. Its improvement
requires continuous parental empowerment, promotion of secure attachment, provision of enriched
developmental environments, and sustained educational and social support from pregnancy
through the end of early childhood.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

The first seven years of life constitute one of the most
sensitive and formative periods of human
development. During this period, biological
maturation, emotional security, cognitive growth,
language acquisition, social learning, and the
foundations of personality develop rapidly and
interactively. Early experiences within the family
influence not only children’s immediate functioning
but also their later educational achievement,
psychological adjustment, interpersonal relationships,
and physical and mental health. Contemporary
developmental research therefore views early
childhood as a critical period in which the quality of
care, environmental stimulation, and close
relationships can alter developmental trajectories
across the life course (Black et al., 2023; Richter et al.,
2024).

Parenting during early childhood is not limited to the
management of children’s behavior or the
enforcement of family rules. It encompasses a broad
set of parental attitudes, emotional responses,
caregiving  practices, communication patterns,
educational behaviors, and decisions through which
children’s developmental needs are recognized and
addressed.  Effective parenting involves the
simultaneous provision of physical care, emotional
warmth, behavioral guidance, cognitive stimulation,
socialization, safety, and opportunities for learning.
The nurturing care framework similarly emphasizes
the interdependence of health, adequate nutrition,
security, responsive caregiving, and early learning
opportunities in supporting optimal child development
(Britto et al., 2023). From this perspective, parenting is
a multidimensional and context-dependent process
shaped by parental characteristics, the quality of
family relationships, and the broader social and
cultural environment.

Parent—child interaction is one of the central
mechanisms  through which parenting affects
development. Daily exchanges such as eye contact,
talking, shared play, emotional reassurance, limit
setting, and responses to children’s signals gradually
shape children’s expectations about themselves, other
people, and the environment. Responsive parenting
occurs when parents accurately notice and interpret
children’s behavioral and emotional cues and respond
in a timely, stable, and developmentally appropriate
manner. Such interactions support early brain
development and promote language, attention,

emotional regulation, social competence, and
executive functioning (Landry et al., 2024). The
concept of serve-and-return interaction further
explains that repeated reciprocal exchanges between a
child and caregiver strengthen neural connections
involved in communication, learning, and emotional
regulation (Harvard Center on the Developing & National
Scientific Council on the Developing, 2025).

By contrast, inconsistent, neglectful, frightening, or
chronically stressful caregiving environments may
disrupt biological stress-response systems and
increase children’s vulnerability to later psychological
and behavioral difficulties. Prolonged exposure to
adversity without the protection of a stable and
responsive caregiver can produce toxic stress, with
lasting consequences for brain architecture, emotional
functioning, learning, and health (Shonkoff et al., 2024;
Shonkoff & Phillips, 2024). These findings indicate that
the parent’s role is not restricted to teaching specific
skills; parents also function as regulators of children’s
emotional and physiological states and as protective
resources against environmental stress.

Secure attachment is another central component of
effective parenting. It develops when caregivers are
emotionally available, predictable, and sensitive to
children’s needs. Securely attached children are more
likely to use their parents as a safe base for
exploration and as a source of comfort in distressing
situations. Attachment security contributes to trust,
emotional stability, social participation, autonomy,
and adaptive coping. Meta-analytic evidence has
shown that the quality of parent—child attachment is
associated with both internalizing and externalizing
problems, suggesting that insecure relational
experiences may increase the risk of anxiety,
withdrawal, aggression, and behavioral dysregulation
(Denault et al., 2023). Secure attachment is therefore
both an outcome of responsive parenting and a
developmental mechanism through which early
caregiving influences later adjustment.

Parenting quality is also closely associated with
children’s self-regulation and social adaptation.
Young children initially depend on parents to regulate
distress, frustration, fear, and excitement. Through
repeated experiences of emotional validation,
calming, modeling, and structured guidance, children
gradually internalize regulatory skills. Positive
parent—child interactions have been identified as
significant predictors of self-regulation and social
adjustment among preschool children (Ahmadi &
Moradi, 2025). Similarly, secure attachment and
authoritative parenting have been associated with




stronger social skills, whereas harsh or excessively
permissive patterns have been linked to poorer social
outcomes (Ahmadi et al., 2025). These findings
highlight that children’s emotional and social
capacities emerge within relational contexts rather
than developing independently of caregiving
experiences.

The quality of parent—child interaction is likewise
related to emotional development and behavioral
adjustment. Warm and supportive communication
helps children identify, express, and manage
emotions, while conflictual or rejecting interactions
may intensify emotional insecurity. Research in
Iranian samples has shown that higher-quality parent—
child interaction is related to more favorable
emotional development in preschool children
(Kakabaraei et al., 2024). Positive interactions and
adaptive parenting styles have also been found to
predict fewer behavioral problems, whereas
authoritarian, inconsistent, or permissive practices are
associated with greater behavioral difficulties (Karimi
et al, 2024). Furthermore, parent—child interaction
may mediate the association between general
parenting styles and children’s socio-emotional
development, indicating that broad parenting
orientations exert their effects through concrete
relational behaviors (Lee et al., 2025).

Parental empowerment represents another essential
dimension of early parenting. Parents may be
motivated to care for their children but still lack
knowledge of developmental needs, emotional
communication, behavioral management, or age-
appropriate expectations. Parenting education can
improve parental knowledge, confidence,
responsiveness, and communication skills. Systematic
evidence indicates that structured parenting
interventions can enhance parenting practices and
developmental outcomes, particularly when they
focus on positive reinforcement, sensitive
responsiveness, shared play, and developmentally
appropriate guidance (Jung et al, 2023). Iranian
intervention research has similarly demonstrated that
positive interaction-based parenting education can
improve the quality of the mother—child relationship
(zahedi-Kasrineh et al., 2024).

Parenting, however, does not occur in a cultural
vacuum. Beliefs about obedience, autonomy,
emotional expression, parental authority, gender roles,
and family responsibility influence the interpretation
of children’s behavior and the selection of parenting
practices. Parenting models developed in one society
may therefore require cultural adaptation before being
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implemented in another. Research on Iranian families
has emphasized the need to localize parenting models
according to the cultural, relational, and social
characteristics of families with young children
(Hosseini et al.,, 2025). Cultural components of the
Iranian family have also been shown to affect the
effectiveness of parenting education programs (Rahimi
et al., 2024). Thus, scientifically grounded parenting
frameworks should integrate universal developmental
principles with culturally meaningful family values.

Despite extensive research on attachment, parenting
styles, responsive caregiving, and parent—child
interaction, previous studies have often examined
isolated relationships among a limited number of
variables. Less attention has been given to
constructing a comprehensive, stage-based model that
begins during pregnancy, continues through infancy
and early childhood, and distinguishes causal factors
from developmental outcomes. Parenting is more
accurately understood as a network of biological,
emotional, cognitive, social, and cultural components
that influence one another across developmental
stages. Accordingly, the present study aimed to
identify the factors affecting parenting during the first
seven years of life and to develop a structural model
based on the optimization of parent—child interactions.

Methodology

This applied study used an exploratory mixed-
methods design conducted in qualitative and
quantitative phases. In the qualitative phase, a meta-
synthesis approach was wused to identify the
dimensions, components, and indicators of parenting
from pregnancy to seven years of age. The study
population consisted of scientific articles, books,
dissertations, and specialized texts related to
parenting, child development, pregnancy, infancy,
early childhood, attachment, nurturing care,
responsive parenting, and parent—child interaction.
National and international  databases  were
systematically searched using Persian and English
keywords combined with Boolean operators. The
search primarily covered studies published between
2010 and 2025, although theoretically important
classical sources were also considered.

Sources were selected purposively according to
predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. Eligible
sources were directly related to parenting during
pregnancy and early childhood, had adequate
scientific quality, provided accessible full text, and
reported relevant developmental or relational findings.
Duplicate, irrelevant, methodologically weak, non-
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scientific, or age-inappropriate sources were
excluded. Selected texts were reviewed repeatedly,
relevant meaning units were extracted, and initial
codes were developed. Similar codes were
subsequently grouped into concepts, subcomponents,
and broader developmental dimensions through
constant comparison. Content validity was examined
through expert review, and coding reliability was
evaluated through inter-coder agreement using
Cohen’s kappa.

In the quantitative phase, 15 experts in developmental
psychology, educational sciences, family counseling,
child education, and parenting were selected through
purposive and judgmental sampling. Eligibility
criteria included relevant academic qualifications,
teaching or research experience in child and family
studies, professional experience in parenting or family
counseling, and familiarity with multi-criteria
decision-making methods. Data were collected using
researcher-developed pairwise-comparison
questionnaires and structural relationship matrices
based on the components identified in the qualitative
phase.

The Decision-Making Trial and Evaluation
Laboratory method was applied to determine the
direction and intensity of causal relationships among
the components. Direct-relation matrices were
constructed from expert judgments, normalized, and
transformed into total-relation matrices. The sums of
rows and columns were used to calculate the influence
and dependence of each component. The sum of
influence and dependence represented component
centrality, while their difference determined whether a
component belonged to the causal or effect group.
Interpretive Structural Modeling was then used to
identify the hierarchical structure of the components.
A structural self-interaction matrix was developed,
converted into initial and final reachability matrices,
and examined according to the transitivity principle.
Reachability and antecedent sets were used to assign
the components to structural levels and develop the
final model.

Findings

The qualitative analysis identified four main
developmental dimensions: pregnancy, infancy from
birth to two years, first childhood from two to four
years, and second childhood from four to seven years.
The pregnancy dimension included biological—

physical, emotional—-affective, cognitive,
sociocultural, and parental empowerment
components. The infancy dimension included

nutrition and nurturing care, secure attachment, trust

and security, educational stimulation, and parental
empowerment during infancy. The first childhood
dimension included fundamental beliefs,
developmental maturation, optimal interactions, and
parental empowerment. The second childhood
dimension included emotion regulation, value
transmission, environmental enrichment,
developmental differentiation, and  parental
empowerment.

Cohen’s kappa coefficient was 0.801, indicating
satisfactory agreement between coders and adequate
reliability of the qualitative coding process. The final
analysis yielded 20 core components for structural
assessment.

The DEMATEL results showed that general parental
empowerment had the highest positive net influence
and was the most important causal component in the
model. Empowerment during pregnancy, the
sociocultural context, empowerment during infancy,
parental cognitive preparedness, and emotional
readiness during pregnancy were also classified as
causal factors. These components influenced several
later relational and developmental outcomes.

Secure attachment occupied a nearly balanced
position, with similar levels of influence and
dependence. It also demonstrated high centrality in
the network, indicating that it functioned as a major
connecting mechanism between parental and
contextual factors and children’s developmental
outcomes. Secure attachment was influenced by
responsive caregiving, parental emotional stability,
and environmental security, while it subsequently
affected trust, emotional regulation, social interaction,
and later relational development.

Emotion regulation, value transmission,
developmental maturation, optimal interaction,
environmental enrichment, trust and security, and
nutrition and nurturing care were primarily classified
as dependent or outcome components. Emotion
regulation showed the greatest negative net effect and
was therefore the most dependent component. This
indicated that children’s emotional regulation was
strongly shaped by the combined operation of parental
empowerment, attachment, responsive interaction,
and environmental conditions.

The Interpretive Structural Modeling results revealed
a six-level hierarchical structure. General parental
empowerment and the sociocultural context were
positioned at the deepest and most influential level.
Pregnancy-related biological, emotional, cognitive,
and empowerment factors were located at the next
level.  Nutrition,  nurturing  care, infancy




empowerment, and educational stimulation occupied
the subsequent level. Secure attachment, trust,
security, and fundamental beliefs formed the middle
connecting level. Optimal interactions, environmental
enrichment, parental empowerment during first and
second childhood, and developmental differentiation
were placed near the outcome level. Developmental
maturation, emotion regulation, and value
transmission occupied the highest and most dependent
level.

The relationships among the four developmental
stages were sequential and cumulative. Pregnancy
directly influenced infancy and indirectly influenced
first and second childhood. Infancy directly affected
first childhood and had sustained indirect effects on
second childhood. First childhood directly influenced
second childhood. Thus, the final structure indicated
that parenting outcomes during ages four to seven
were rooted in parental preparation during pregnancy,
early caregiving quality, attachment security, and
interactions established during the first four years of
life.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that parenting during the
first seven years is a multidimensional,
developmental, and interconnected process rather than
a set of isolated parental behaviors. Biological care,
emotional support, cognitive preparedness, cultural
context, responsive communication, attachment, and
environmental stimulation operate together across
successive developmental stages.

The central position of parental empowerment
indicates that improving parenting quality requires
more than recommending specific techniques. Parents
need developmental knowledge, emotional readiness,
communication skills, confidence, and the ability to
adapt their responses to children’s age and individual
characteristics. Empowered parents are better able to
recognize children’s signals, provide consistent care,
manage behavioral challenges, and create emotionally
secure environments.

The causal role of pregnancy-related factors confirms
that effective parenting begins before birth. Physical
and emotional health, parental expectations,
knowledge of child development, and social support
during pregnancy shape later caregiving capacity.
Parenting programs should therefore begin during
pregnancy rather than after behavioral or emotional
problems emerge.

The balanced and central role of secure attachment
suggests that it is both a product of high-quality
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parenting and a mechanism through which parenting
affects development. Responsive care promotes
attachment security, while secure attachment supports
trust, exploration, social participation, and emotional
regulation. Strengthening attachment should therefore
be treated as a central objective of early parenting
interventions.

The dependent position of emotion regulation, value
transmission, and developmental maturation indicates
that these outcomes cannot be improved through
direct instruction alone. They emerge from a sequence
of supportive conditions, including parental
competence, relational security, consistent interaction,
and environmental enrichment. Interventions that
focus only on children’s problematic behavior without
addressing these underlying factors may produce
limited or temporary effects.

The sociocultural context also had a foundational role,
demonstrating that parenting is shaped by family
values, social expectations, economic conditions, and
available support. Parenting models should therefore
be culturally adapted and sufficiently flexible to
account for variation in family structure and
resources.
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