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Parents, Television, and Children’s 
Emotional Expressions: A Cross-
Cultural Multilevel Model
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Anne Bartsch3, and Maya Goetz4

Abstract
Parents and media both play an important role in the socialization of children’s emotions, yet 
it remains unclear whether these socializing influences vary by culture. We studied the joint 
influences of parents and television on children’s expression of four basic emotions (happiness, 
anger, sadness, and fear) using self-report survey data from 3570 six- to 15-year-olds from 13 
Asian, European, Middle Eastern, and South American countries. Perceived parental approval 
positively predicted self-reported expression of all four emotions. In addition, children’s approval 
of TV characters’ expression of happiness and anger (but not sadness and fear) positively 
predicted self-reported expressions of these emotions. A multilevel model combining cultural 
indicators (individualism, indulgence, assertiveness, humane orientation) and sociopolitical 
variables (Human Development Index, Gender Inequality Index, Grade Point Average) at the 
country level with individual-level variables (age, gender, media use) suggested that parental 
socialization of sadness, and media socialization of anger, varied as a function of some cultural 
indicators (assertiveness and humane orientation). Overall, though, despite theorizing about 
cultural differences, parental approval and (to a lesser extent) children’s approval of media 
models tended to predict children’s emotion displays rather consistently across a wide array 
of countries.

Keywords
experienced emotions, emotion expression, emotion display, parental socialization, TV 
characters, media socialization, cross-cultural similarities

All children face the task of learning the “emotional priorities” of their culture, including which 
emotions should be “felt, displayed, or attenuated” (Legare & Harris, 2016, p. 365). In working 
to acquire this information, children may be influenced by parents (Eisenberg, Cumberland, & 
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Spinrad, 1998), but also by media representations (Coats & Feldman, 1995; Dorr, 1985). Thus 
far, little research has examined these two socializing forces simultaneously (Dorr, 1985; Scherr, 
Mares, Bartsch, & Götz, 2018), and none has considered whether such conjoint influences may 
vary by culture. As Legare and Harris (2016) argue, it is crucial to assess whether children across 
an array of countries rely on the same repertoires of learning strategies or whether there are cul-
tural differences in the sources/processes of early socialization. The present study helps address 
this research gap.

The impetus for the study came from access to survey data gathered in Argentina, Australia, 
Canada, China, Denmark, Germany, Iran, Italy, Malaysia, the Netherlands, Slovenia, Spain, and 
Thailand with a total sample size of 3,570 children aged 6 to 15 years old. These data allowed us 
to look for cross-sectional associations between children’s self-reported tendency to show others 
their emotions and (a) their perceptions that their parents approved of them showing their feel-
ings, and (b) their own approval of TV characters’ expressions of emotion. We conceived of the 
latter as a form of socialization, whereby young viewers make evaluations about characters’ emo-
tion displays and may use those evaluations to guide their own expressions. In an earlier article, 
analyzing only the German data (gathered with 6 to 19 year olds), we found significant positive 
associations between these three variables (Scherr et al., 2018). The focus of the current article is 
to examine whether these associations differ in the widely varying contexts of the larger, multi-
national sample. As such, this article responds to calls for developmental research that includes 
diverse, non-WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, Democratic) samples (e.g., 
Arnett, 2008; Nielsen, Haun, Kärtner, & Legare, 2017). We begin by reviewing the literature on 
parental and media socialization, then turn to the literature on cultural differences in emotion 
expression to consider relevant dimensions for cultural comparisons.

Parental Socialization of Emotion Expression

Most models of emotion socialization suggest that parents socialize their children’s responses in 
a number of ways, including modeling their own emotional reactions to events, responding to the 
child’s emotions, and explicitly discussing emotions (De Leersnyder, Boiger, & Mesquita, 2013; 
Denham, Bassett, & Wyatt, 2015). Morris, Silk, Steinberg, Myers, and Robinson (2007) described 
parental socialization of emotions as the “attempt to align their children’s emotional experiences 
to the culturally desired endpoints of emotion regulation, thus helping their children to success-
fully navigate their social relationships” (p. 4). These socialization practices have important 
implications for children’s emotional development. For example, research suggests that parental 
modeling of warm, positive emotions significantly predicts increases in children’s social compe-
tence and empathic responding (Denham, Mitchell-Copeland, Strandberg, Auerbach, & Blair, 
1997; Zhou et al., 2002). Conversely, parental modeling of negative, anxious affect predicts more 
anxious responses from children (Borelli, Margolin, & Rasmussen, 2015).

Parents’ responses to their child’s emotions, and family discussions of emotion also shape 
children’s outcomes. Research suggests that mothers’ early discussions of emotions with their 
child positively predict children’s subsequent tendency to talk about emotions (Dunn, Bretherton, 
& Munn, 1987) and to recognize the emotions of others (Dunn, Brown, & Beardsall, 1991). 
Conversely, longitudinal work by Eisenberg and colleagues revealed that parental emotion 
socialization that focused on minimizing children’s emotional expressiveness (especially for 
negative emotions) predicted not only reduced emotional expressiveness, but also reduced social 
competence and empathy, and resulted in higher levels of stress (see Eisenberg et al., 1998 for a 
review).

In sum, evidence suggests that cues to parental acceptance or disapproval of emotions shape 
children’s affective responses and expressions. Consistent with this, in the German-only data set, 
we found significant positive associations between children’s perceptions that their parents 
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approved of them expressing their emotions (happiness, anger, sadness, fear) and children’s self-
reported displays of those emotions (Scherr et al., 2018). Accordingly, in the current study, our 
prediction was that, across the array of countries considered in the expanded data set, perceived 
parental approval would be positively associated with children’s self-reported expressions of 
each emotion (Hypothesis 1 [H1]). Nonetheless, as Nielsen et al. (2017) argue, culturally specific 
findings should not be assumed to be universal traits. The extent to which these associations may 
be moderated by cultural factors is discussed in the section on cultural differences below.

Socialization via Media Exposure

Children may also learn how to respond to social situations by watching media characters. Dorr 
(1985) noted that elementary school-aged children in her studies spoke of watching TV, in part, 
to learn “how to get along with others, how to display their feelings” (p. 77). She argued that 
television and film might be particularly potent socializers of emotion expressions, given that 
production techniques (e.g., camera angles, close-ups, sound effects) allow for presentation of 
emotional experiences with greater intensity and frequency than everyday life. In an early con-
tent analysis of U.S. children’s television, Houle and Feldman (1991) found unrealistically fre-
quent depictions of happy, sad, and angry expressions and infrequent depictions of fear and 
disgust expressions. Furthermore, Coats and Feldman (1995) found that when children were put 
in experimental situations designed to evoke emotions, heavy TV viewers (relative to light view-
ers) were more likely to show clear facial displays of those emotions that were frequently depicted 
on TV, and less likely to show clear nonverbal cues for less commonly depicted emotions. This 
early work is consistent with Nabi, So, and Prestin’s (2010) suggestion that repeated exposure to 
media role models of emotion might socialize viewers’ perception of social norms and display 
rules, and, thus, shape their own expression of emotions.

This theme of media’s role in the process of emotional socialization was also developed by 
Arnett (1995) who argued that media use gives adolescents a chance to explore emotion and to 
practice (or release) impulse control. He noted that teens have little control over the socializing 
messages offered by their family, school, community, or legal system, but are relatively autono-
mous in their choices of media role models. Arnett (1995) uses the term “self-socialization” to 
highlight adolescents’ active role in choosing their models from the mass media.

In the German-only analyses (Scherr et al., 2018), we found that children’s approval of media 
characters’ expressions of happiness, anger, and sadness were positively associated with their 
self-reports of how often they expressed those emotions. These associations did not vary by the 
age of the child. Indeed, other research suggests that even 4 and 5 year olds use TV to regulate 
their moods, suggesting that emotional self-socialization via media begins early (see Dillman 
Carpentier et al., 2008 for similar findings with 7-17 year olds; also Masters, Ford, & Arend, 
1983). The only emotion for which no influence of favorite TV characters emerged was fear. 
Given the preliminary nature of this nonfinding for fear, we reexamined the initial hypothesis that 
the socializing role of media was the same for all emotions under study. Thus, in the current 
study, our second prediction was that, across the array of countries in the expanded data set, chil-
dren’s approval of media characters’ emotion displays would be positively related to self-reported 
expressions of each emotion (Hypothesis 2 [H2]). We discuss possible moderating influence of 
culture on this relationship below.

Considering Country and Culture

As various authors have noted, research on cultural differences typically involves comparisons 
between countries, creating challenges of (a) identifying whether observed differences reflect 
culture rather than other sources of national variation (e.g., GDP), and (b) identifying which 
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cultural dimensions are most relevant to the outcome of interest (Leung & van de Vijver, 2008; 
Matsumoto & Yoo, 2006). Matsumoto and Yoo (2006) suggested several methodological strate-
gies for moving the field forward, including comparing multiple countries (rather than simply 
contrasting a pair), testing several competing cultural models (rather than just focusing on indi-
vidualism-collectivism), and controlling for relevant noncultural factors that might be responsi-
ble for seeming effects of culture. These recommendations have guided our approach to the 
current data set. We begin by briefly reviewing research on individualism-collectivism, then lay 
out other plausible cultural influences on children’s emotional expression, then consider which 
key noncultural variables should be treated as covariates.

Individualism-Collectivism and Emotion Expression

The individualism-collectivism dimension defines individualist cultures as countries that foster 
individual development (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), weigh personal goals higher than group 
goals (Yamaguchi, 1994), and consider personal attitudes as important determinants of behavior 
(Matsumoto, 1990; Matsumoto, Seung, & Fontaine, 2008). Collectivist cultures are defined as 
those that emphasize interdependence, mutual obligation, the pursuit of group goals, and the 
importance of social norms as determinants of individual behavior.

Various theoretical accounts have focused on the impact of individualism-collectivism on 
communicative styles (e.g., Gudykunst et al., 1996; Ting-Toomey, 2004), which makes it one of 
the most prominent cultural predictors of emotion expressivity (Matsumoto et al., 2008). The 
basic argument is that in collectivistic cultures, freedom to express emotions is less important 
than considerations about the impact of such expressions on others, and on the group (Matsumoto 
et al., 2008). In one of the largest assessments of this proposition, Matsumoto et al. (2008) asked 
more than 5,000 individuals in 32 countries about appropriate expressions of particular emotions 
in public and in private. Differences between countries accounted for about 5% of the variance, 
and were explained in part by national ratings of individualism-collectivism, such that those in 
more individualistic countries endorsed more expression of emotions in general, and positive 
emotions, in particular. Van Hemert, Poortinga, and van de Vijver (2007) conducted a meta-
analysis of 190 studies examining national and cultural differences in expressions of emotion, 
and found that the strongest predictor of emotion expression was individualism-collectivism 
(Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010). This association was not moderated by sample age and 
was comparably strong for the basic emotions of anger, fear, happiness, and sadness. Therefore, 
we predict that country-level individualism would be associated with children’s self-reports of 
greater emotion expressivity (Hypothesis 3 [H3]).

Individualism-Collectivism and Parental and Media Socialization

Various authors have suggested that parents in more individualistic cultures (relative to those in 
more collectivistic cultures) place more emphasis on the child’s self-expression and self-reliance, 
and less emphasis on obedience to parents and grandparents (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Yaman, 
Mesman, van Ijzendoorn, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Linting, 2010). Evidence, thus far, is 
mixed. For example, Keller et al. (2006) found that mothers from more collectivist countries 
stressed the importance of learning to be obedient toward the elderly. However, Park, Coello, and 
Lau (2014) found that East Asian parents valued individualistic parenting goals such as indepen-
dence more than Western parents, and Western parents appreciated endorsement of obedience, 
unselfishness, and tolerance more than East Asian parents.

There is even less evidence that country-level individualism-collectivism predicts the nature 
of media depictions of emotions. A content analysis of more than 6,000 children’s TV shows 
from 24 countries (Götz et al., 2008) found that most main characters (57%) were presented as 
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members of groups or teams, and only a minority (20%) were loners. There was no clear pattern 
of individualistic countries (e.g., the United States) depicting a higher proportion of loners than 
collectivistic countries (e.g., China). Nevertheless, given the theoretical arguments about the role 
of individualism-collectivism in socialization of emotion (e.g., Matsumoto et al., 2008), it is 
valuable to examine whether the influences of parents and the media on children’s emotion 
expression vary along this dimension. Given the mixed evidence about individualism-collectiv-
ism differences in parental socialization of emotions, and the lack of evidence about differences 
in media depictions of emotions, we ask whether the associations between perceived parental 
approval, children’s approval of characters’ emotions, and their self-reported emotion expression 
will vary by country-level individualism-collectivism (Research Question 1 [RQ1]).

It is important to acknowledge that there are various critiques of individualism-collectivism as 
a framework. It is clear that individualism-collectivism does not represent a single dimension, 
and that both cultural features consist of multiple components (e.g., Oyserman, Coon, & 
Kemmelmeier, 2002). The critique also includes concerns over lack of conceptual clarity in the 
core dimensions (Voronov & Singer, 2002), lack of attention to contextual variation (Fiske, 2002; 
Miller, 2002), and lack of attention to ethnic and subgroup differences within countries (Fiske, 
2002). Others have suggested that such classifications are a form of Eurocentric essentialism, 
with overly simplistic emphasis on binary demarcations between “East and West” cultures (e.g., 
Martínez Mateo, Cabanis, Stenmanns, & Krach, 2013). Hofstede (1980) himself raised a number 
of concerns, including the possibility that country-level individualism fluctuates with economic 
and historical circumstances. Matsumoto and Yoo (2006) noted that various sociopolitical char-
acteristics of nations are related to cultural dimensions (and may, indeed, contribute to cultural 
differences). In particular, they noted that Hofstede (1980) reported a correlation of .82 between 
country-level individualism and affluence. Thus, they pointed out, “there is a distinct possibility 
that observed between-country differences that are assumed to occur because of differences in 
individualism-collectivism may in fact occur because of economic factors” (p. 237). To account 
for this potential confound of individualism-collectivism with sociopolitical characteristics, we 
included GDP, the Human Development Index (HDI), and the Gender Inequality Index (GII; see 
below). Furthermore, we included additional cultural dimensions of indulgence-restraint, asser-
tiveness, and humane orientation that are theoretically related to emotion expression.

Other Cultural Dimensions Related to Emotion Expression

In keeping with Matsumoto and Yoo’s (2006) recommendation that multiple, potentially overlap-
ping cultural dimensions be considered simultaneously, we looked for alternative indicators. 
Hofstede et al. (2010) argued for indulgence-restraint. Indulgent societies are conceptualized as 
those that focus on hedonic gratification of desires related to enjoying life, personal happiness, 
and well-being. Employees in Western European countries as well as in Central, South, and 
North America tended to score higher on this dimension. In contrast, restraint societies are con-
ceptualized as embracing stricter social norms and codes of conduct, and controlling the pursuit 
of gratifications. Employees in Eastern European and Asian countries tended to score higher on 
this dimension (Hofstede et al., 2010). Maleki and de Jong (2013) found that people from coun-
tries in which gratifications from emotions are less restrained (i.e., more indulgent countries) 
expressed emotions more openly. However, Putnam and Gartstein (2017) found that national 
indulgence scores were positively correlated with ratings of children’s tendency to express posi-
tive affect, but were negatively (rather than positively) associated with the tendency to express 
anger, fear, or sadness. Given these mixed findings, in the current study, we asked whether and 
how the associations among children’s emotion displays, parental approval, and their own 
approval of characters’ emotions vary by cultural indulgence (Research Question 2 [RQ2]).
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Two other cultural dimensions that may be relevant to emotion expressivity come from the 
Global Leadership & Organizational Behavior Effectiveness (GLOBE) study, a survey of manag-
ers of 951 organizations in 62 countries, intended to assess the impact of culture on leadership 
style (House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004). As in the Hofstede et al. (2010) proj-
ect, responses were factor-analyzed to yield different dimensions, and countries were assigned 
scores on each dimension. Assertiveness is conceptualized as the degree to which “individuals 
are assertive, confrontational and aggressive in their relationships with others” (House, Javidan, 
Hanges, & Dorfman, 2002, p. 6). Hence, the expression of assertive emotions such as anger 
might be encouraged, whereas the expression of vulnerable emotions such as fear and sadness 
might be disapproved in cultures higher on the assertiveness dimension. In the current study, we 
asked whether and how the associations among children’s emotion displays, parental approval, 
and their own approval of characters’ emotions vary by cultural assertiveness (Research Question 
3 [RQ3]).

Humane orientation has been defined as “the degree to which individuals in organizations or 
societies encourage and reward individuals for being fair, altruistic, friendly, generous, caring, 
and kind to others” (House et al., 2002, p. 6). We might expect that cultures that rate higher on 
this dimension would have more normative encouragement of positive affect, and perhaps even 
more acceptance of fear and sadness displays, whereas anger display might be discouraged. We 
asked whether and how the associations among children’s displays of emotions, parental approval, 
and their own approval of characters’ emotions, would vary by cultural humane orientation 
(Research Question 4 [RQ4]).

Sociopolitical Variables Related to Cultural Dimensions

As noted above, Matsumoto and Yoo (2006) raised concerns that cultural differences might be 
partly driven by sociopolitical characteristics of nations. Although van Hemert et al. (2007) 
found nonsignificant meta-analytic associations between emotional expression and national 
GDP (The World Bank, 2016) or the HDI (United Nations Development Programme, 2016; mea-
sure reflects life expectancy, adult literacy rates, and GDP per capita), we consider them as a 
possible counterexplanation for seeming cultural effects, given the strength of associations with 
individualism and given that industrialization was found to affect children’s social reasoning 
(e.g., about fairness; Blake et al., 2015). We also consider the GII (House et al., 2002, p. 6; United 
Nations Development Programme, 2016)—in a study of 14 countries, Williams and Best (1990) 
found positive associations between individualism and liberal gender-role attitudes.

The Present Study

The original study was conducted in Spring 2014 by the International Central Institute for Youth 
and Educational Television (IZI) in collaboration with its research network in 17 countries. The 
selection of countries was driven by the aim of maximizing cultural and geo-economic diversity 
within the sample, and by the availability of collaborating research institutions with adequate 
resources (e.g., trained interviewers). These data were gathered by local collaborators in 
Afghanistan, Argentina, Australia, Bosnia, Canada, China, Cuba, Denmark, Germany, Iran, Italy, 
Malaysia, the Netherlands, Slovenia, Spain, Thailand, Ukraine, resulting in a sample of adequate 
geo-economical heterogeneity to study cultural differences and extend previous research (e.g., 
Matsumoto et al., 2008). We combined the survey data with the data for four cultural indicators. 
These were only available for 13 countries (see Table 1), thus, Afghanistan, Bosnia, Cuba, and 
Ukraine were excluded from the final sample. The remaining countries in our sample varied 
substantially on these cultural indicators: individualism-collectivism (sample range: 20-90; 
scale: 1-100), indulgence (sample range: 18-71; scale: 1-100), assertiveness (sample range: 
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3.64-4.73; empirical range of all GLOBE countries: 3.4-4.9), and humane orientation (sample 
range: 3.32-4.87; empirical range of all GLOBE countries: 3.2-5.2).

The data set included measures of children’s beliefs about parental approval of their emotion 
expressions, their own approval of characters’ emotions, and their self-reports about their emo-
tional displays. By combining these individual measures with country-level cultural indicators, 
we generated a two-level data set with the survey data being descriptive for children’s percep-
tions of their parents, and their perceptions of media characters, and their own emotion displays 
at an individual level, and the four cultural dimensions differentiating the countries at the macro 
level. The two-level structure of our data allows us to investigate individual-level associations 
among parental and media-related variables and children’s emotion display, and to explore 
whether these associations vary with cultural dimensions.

Given Matsumoto and Yoo’s (2006) recommendation that relevant sociopolitical indicators be 
controlled, we included GDP in USD per capita (sample range: US$629- US$62,549), the HDI 
(sample range: 0.48-0.94; scale: 0.35-0.95), and the GII (sample range: 0.04-0.68; scale: 0-1). 
While other covariates could also be relevant, we weighed this possibility against the need to 
avoid eliminating more countries from the data set.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Table 1 provides an overview of the overall and national samples used in this study. The final 
sample included 3,570 children aged 6 to 15 years (M = 10.84, SD = 2.82). The gender distribu-
tion was balanced (51.7% female). Quota sampling ensured that the data reflect economically 
higher versus lower developed regions as well as from urban versus rural areas. Trained young 
interviewers provided participants in their classes with a standardized paper-and-pencil question-
naire. The questionnaire was the same for all countries. It was developed in English, and trans-
lated into the different languages. To ensure that the meaning of the items was conserved, the 
different language versions of the questionnaires were translated back into English by bilingual 
individuals who did not know the original items. The back-translation was then compared with 
the original items, and discrepancies were discussed until consent was reached. Questions were 
read aloud to the participants. Interviewers were instructed to explain questions, using alternative 
or easier words, if children had difficulty answering.

Measures

All of the self-report measures were single-item Likert-type scales for which the numerical 
distances between items were considered to be equal. Single items were used to minimize sur-
vey length, given that all items needed to be answered multiple times for different emotions. 
The use of single items comes with clear limitations (Glasgow & Riley, 2013), but is neverthe-
less employed in comparative emotion research (Helliwell, Layard, & Sachs, 2012). The use 
of Likert-type scales is recommended for research with children; Laerhoven, Zaag-Loonen, 
and Derkx (2007) tested 6 to 18 year olds’ responses to Likert-type scales, simple Visual 
Analogue Scales, and numeric Visual Analogue Scales and found that both the younger and 
older subsets gave fewer missing responses to the Likert-type scale items and reported finding 
them easier to use.

Child’s experiences of emotions. Based on the measure of Schmidt-Atzert and Hüppe (1996), chil-
dren were asked how often they felt “really happy/sad/scared/angry in the past 7 days” (ordinal 
scale: 1 = “never,” 2 = “rather rarely,” 3 = “fairly often,” 4 = “permanently”).
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Child’s expression of emotions. Participants then indicated how much they had “shown others that 
they felt really . . . happy/sad/scared/angry” (ordinal scale: 1 = “not at all,” 2 = “scarcely,” 3 = 
“a little bit,” 4 = “very much”). Items were derived from the self-expressiveness scale in the 
Family Questionnaire (SEFQ; Halberstadt, Cassidy, Stifter, Parke, & Fox, 1995). Research sug-
gests that basic emotions are understood even by children as young as 2 years of age (Fischer, 
Shaver, & Carnochan, 1990). In spontaneous language at home, 2 year olds commonly talk about 
basic emotions, using words such as happy, angry, mad, sad, afraid, and scared (Dunn et al., 
1987), suggesting that even the youngest participants in our sample (age 6) would have had a 
clear understanding of these emotion words (see also Casey, 1993 for lack of age differences in 
the relationship between self-reported emotions and facial expressions in 7 vs. 12 year olds). 
Similar items, asking for children’s self-reports of experiences over the past week, have been 
validated with similar age groups: In a study of 7- to 12-year-old cancer patients, a series of 
Likert-type scale items asked about levels of fatigue over the past week and were found to gener-
ate responses consistent with parent and hospital staff observations, and with validated measures 
of depression (Hockenberry et al., 2003). Means for children’s self-reported expressions were 
happiness: M = 3.16, SD = .81; fear: M = 1.89, SD = .89; sadness: M = 1.89, SD = .87; anger: 
M = 2.07, SD = .96.

Perceived parental approval of child’s emotion expression. Participants were asked “How do your 
parents like it when you show that you feel really happy/sad/scared/angry?”, following the “Emo-
tions as a Child Scale” (EAC; Magai, 1996, 1997). Answers were measured on a 4-point ordinal 
scale (1 = “they don’t like it at all,” 2 = “they rather don’t like it,” 3 = “they rather like it,” 4 = 
“they like it very much”). While it is unclear how accurate children were in their perceptions, the 
focus of the current project is on the effects of children’s perceptions rather than of parental reac-
tions per se. In fact, a meta-analysis of research on children’s theory of mind (e.g., understanding 
of others’ mental states) found that by age 6, children were mostly accurate at identifying the 
probable beliefs/false beliefs of others (Wellman, Cross, & Watson, 2003). The final sample 
yielded the following means for the four emotions under investigation: happiness: M = 3.52, SD 
= .65; fear: M = 2.19, SD = 1.00; sadness: M = 2.13, SD = 1.04; anger: M = 1.85, SD = .93.

Child’s approval of emotion expression by TV characters. Participants were instructed to think of 
their favorite TV show and all other shows they watch, and were then asked, “How much do you 
like it when the characters show honestly that they feel really happy/sad/scared/angry” (ordinal 
scale: 1 = “I don’t like it at all,” 2 = “I rather don’t like it,” 3 = “I rather like it,” 4 = “I like it 
very much”). This measure was adapted from Zillmann and Cantor (1977) who used similar 
measures to assess children’s perception of a character’s emotions. Means for approval of emo-
tions showed by TV characters: happiness: M = 3.30, SD = .78; fear: M = 2.47, SD = .96; sad-
ness: M = 2.36, SD = .98; anger: M = 2.37, SD = .99.

Country-level cultural indicators. For each country, we included the score for each of the following 
four theory-based dimensions: Hofstede’s individualism-collectivism (higher values indicative of 
higher individualistic tendencies 0-100), and indulgence-restraint (higher values indicative of 
focus on enjoying life and having fun 0-100). We also included assertiveness and humane orien-
tation societal practice scores (0-7) from the GLOBE study.

Country-level control variables. We also included GDP per capita in USD, the HDI, and the GII as 
sociopolitical variables associated with cultural dimensions.

Individual-level control variables. We controlled for child’s gender recorded as female (1) or male 
(2) and age as well as the child’s TV use measured on a 5-point ordinal scale ranging from “not 
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at all,” “seldom,” “once a week,” “several times a week,” to “every day.” Some research sug-
gests that where parents’ and children’s media-related reports differ, children’s reports of 
media use are slightly more predictive of outcomes (Gentile, Nathanson, Rasmussen, Reimer, 
& Walsh, 2012).

Analysis

To acknowledge that the children’s responses (level 1) are nested within country (level 2), we 
used a multilevel model to circumvent error inflation. The individual level (level 1) represents 
the extent to which individual differences among children in perceived parental approval of child 
emotions and children’s approval of TV emotions explained variance in emotion expressivity 
within the different countries. The country level (level 2) represents the extent to which cultural 
dimensions explained variation in emotion expression between countries. The combined notation 
of our model predicting the expression of the four emotions (Y) in focus is the following:
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We used Hierarchical Linear and Nonlinear Modeling (HLM) 7 to calculate multilevel models 
with restricted maximum likelihood estimates (REML) for each emotion separately.1

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Prior to analyses, we excluded four countries (Afghanistan, Bosnia, Cuba, Ukraine), for which 
country-level data were missing (see Table 1). In the final sample of 13 countries, roughly equal 
numbers of girls (51.7%) and boys (48.3%) participated in the study with their age ranging from 
6 to 15 years. There were significant gender (Cramer’s V = .106, p < .001) and age differences 
among the country samples, F(12) = 47.551, p < .001, part. η2= .138. To acknowledge these 
differences, we included gender and age as covariates in our multilevel model together with chil-
dren’s TV use.

Television viewing. Overall, 1.8% of the children indicated that they did not watch TV at all. The 
country with the highest percentage of children who did not watch TV was the Netherlands 
(4.9%). As shown in Table 2, children in Iran and Malaysia were most likely to report watching 
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TV more than 2 hr per day (57.2% and 52.1%, respectively); children in Denmark and Spain 
were the least likely to do so (18.3% and 25.0%, respectively).

Experiences and expression of emotions. Countries varied in the extent to which specific emotions 
were experienced in the past 7 days (see Table 2). For example, in Germany, the Netherlands, and 
Slovenia, more than 40% of the children reported no feelings of fear in the past 7 days; in Malay-
sia, Germany, and Australia, more than one third of the children reported no feelings of sadness; 
and more than a third of the children in Germany and Malaysia did not feel angry within the past 
7 days. Only very few children reported having felt no happiness in the past 7 days: The highest 
percentages were found for children in Italy (5.4%), Iran (5.1%), and Spain (5.1%). Across the 
country samples, there were some gender and age differences while controlling for TV use. Girls 
(relative to boys) reported more frequent experiences of fear (Bfear = .077, SE = .027, p = .004) 
and sadness (Bsadness = .099, SE = .025, p < .001) in the past week, but there were no gender 
differences in reported frequency of happiness (Bhappiness = –.023, SE = .024, p = .329) or anger 
(Banger = .006, SE = .027, p = .833). Older children reported less frequent experiences of happi-
ness (Bhappiness = –.042, SE = .004, p < .001) and fear (Bfear = –.015, SE = .005, p = .002), and 
more frequent experiences of anger (Banger = .018, SE = .005, p < .001). Frequency of sadness 
was unrelated to age (Bsadness = .008, SE = .004, p = .065).

Children in both Germany (48.3%) and Malaysia (47.8%) reported expressing happiness most 
frequently. Expressions of fear (10.8%) and sadness were reported to occur most frequently 
among children in Denmark (19.4%), and anger expressions were most frequently reported by 
children in Argentina (18.1%). Moreover, across all countries, expressions of fear (Bfear = –.044, 
SE = .005, p < .001), sadness (Bsadness = –.034, SE = .005, p < .001), and happiness (Bhappiness 
= –.032, SE = .005, p < .001) decreased with age through middle childhood, while anger 
expression increased (Banger = .018, SE = .006, p = .002). Gender differences were only observed 
for happiness, which was expressed less by boys (Bhappiness = –.110, SE = .027, p < .001).

Perceived parental approval and child’s approval of media character. Across all countries, children in 
Australia reported most frequently that their parents would be very fine if they expressed happi-
ness (83.3%); children in Iran most frequently reported that their parents would be fine if they 
expressed fear (37.3%) or sadness (36.6%), and with regard to expressions of anger, parental 
approval was reported to be highest in Denmark (36.6%). As shown in Table 3, perceived paren-
tal approval was highest for expressions of happiness, followed by fear and sadness, with approval 
of anger displays perceived to be lowest of all, Λ = .294, F(3, 3460) = 2,770.028, p < .001, ηp

2 
= .706. There were also significant differences between countries: Perceived approval of happi-
ness displays was lowest in China and highest in Denmark, F(12, 3542) = 21.364, p < .001, ηp

2 
= .067; approval of fear, F(12, 3519) = 49.926, p < .001, ηp

2 = .145; and sadness, F(12, 3505) 
= 50.317, p < .001, ηp

2 = .147, displays were both lowest in Denmark and highest in Iran; and 
perceived approval of anger expressions was lowest in Malaysia and highest in Iran, F(12, 3525) 
= 61.835, p < .001, ηp

2 = .174. Girls (relative to boys) reported more frequent parental approval 
of happiness (Bhappiness = .055, SE = .022, p = .012), but there were no differences for anger 
(Banger = .057, SE = .031, p = .066), fear (Bfear = –.009, SE = .034, p = .801), or sadness dis-
plays (Bsadness = .028, SE = .035, p = .428). Older children consistently reported less approval 
of their parents regarding their displays of happiness (Bhappiness = –.027, SE = .004, p < .001), 
fear (Bfear = –.018, SE = .006, p = .003), sadness (Bsadness = –.026, SE = .006, p < .001), or 
anger (Banger = –.023, SE = .006, p < .001).

Across countries, children’s approval of their favorite TV character expressing happiness was 
strongest in Germany (61.0%), approval of anger was strongest in Australia (26.1%), and of fear 
(32.5%) and sadness (28.1%) in Spain. Children reported the highest approval for TV characters’ 
expressions of happiness, followed by anger and fear, with lowest approval for expressions of 
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sadness, Λ = .564, F(3, 3467) = 893.701, p < .001, ηp
2 = .436. There were also differences 

between countries: children’s approval of TV characters showing happiness were lowest in 
Australia, and highest in Denmark, F(12, 3514) = 28.633, p < .001, ηp

2 = .089. Approval of 
fear, F(12, 3509) = 38.491, p < .001, ηp

2 = .117; sadness, F(12, 3516) = 45.380, p < .001, ηp
2 

= .135; and anger, F(12, 3514) = 36.856, p < .001, ηp
2 = .112, were consistently lowest in Iran 

and highest in Spain. Notably, children approved of TV characters expressing negative emotions 
more than they perceived that their parents approved of them expressing those same negative 
emotions of fear, t(3473) = 12.816, p < .001, d = .295, sadness, t(3467) = 10.313, p < .001, d 
= .218, and anger, t(3486) = 22.954, p < .001, d = .541. In contrast, they reported that their 
parents approved of their happiness displays even more than they themselves approved of char-
acters showing happiness, t(3498) = 14.387, p < .001, d = .294.

Finally, girls (relative to boys) reported more frequent approval of their favorite TV characters 
showing happiness (Bhappiness = .111, SE = .026, p < .001), but there were no gender differences 
for anger (Banger = –.057, SE = .033, p = .085), fear (Bfear = –.031, SE = .032, p = .332), or 
sadness displays (Bsadness = .038, SE = .033, p = .241). Older children reported less approval of 
TV characters displaying happiness (Bhappiness = –.018, SE = .005, p < .001), but consistently 
more approval of anger (Banger = .064, SE = .006, p < .001), fear (Bfear = .054, SE = .006, p < 
.001), and sadness displays (Bsadness = .054, SE = .016, p = .001) of their favorite TV 
characters.

Multilevel Model to Examine the Hypotheses and Research Questions

As shown in Table 4, as a first step, we calculated a null model separately for each emotion with-
out any predictors, to address the question of whether a multilevel model is needed at all. If emo-
tion expressivity does not vary across countries, a simple ordinary least squares (OLS) regression 
would suffice. Intraclass correlation coefficients (ICC) tell us the proportion of emotion expres-
sivity variation that occurs across countries. Values above zero indicate that a multilevel model 
is helpful in partitioning the total variation in emotion expression into its “variation across chil-
dren” and “variation across countries” component parts. The ICCs showed that 12% of the vari-
ance in children’s expression of both sadness and fear, 9% of the variance in happiness displays, 
and 8% of the anger expressions may be explained by variables at the country level.2 Even 
though the share of variance that can be explained by a multilevel model might seem small, it is 
within the range between .05 and .20, which is usually reported for cross-sectional multilevel 
models in social research (see also Casey, 1993 for lack of age differences in the relationship 
between self-reported emotions and facial expressions in 7 vs. 12 year olds). Accordingly, we 
examined random coefficients multilevel models.

In H1, we predicted that, on the individual level, perceived parental approval of emotion dis-
plays would be positively associated with children’s self-reported expressiveness. This hypoth-
esis was supported. Perceived approval was associated with children’s self-reported display of all 
four emotions with associations being slightly larger for happiness and anger (Bhappiness = .185, 
SE = .06, p =.023; Banger = .161, SE = .05, p = .018; Bsadness = .112, SE = .02, p = .006; Bfear = 
.116, SE = .03, p = .011; see Table 4 for an overview).

In H2, we predicted that children’s approval of media characters’ emotion displays would be 
positively related to self-reported expressions of each emotion. H2 was partly supported. The 
associations were significant for happiness (Bhappiness = .165, SE = .03, p = .004), and anger 
(Banger = .161, SE = .05, p = .018), but not for sadness (Bsadness = .057, SE = .04, p = .164) or 
fear (Bfear = .037, SE = .02, p = .179).

In H3, we predicted that children’s emotion expressivity would be greater in more individual-
istic cultures. There was no empirical support for this pattern (Bhappiness = –.009, SE = .01, p = 
.259; Banger = –.005, SE = .01, p = .659; Bsadness = –.008, SE = .01, p = .497; Bfear = –.009, SE 
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= .01, p = .388). In fact, none of the aggregated psychocultural variables or sociopolitical indi-
cators was significantly associated with children’s self-reports of emotion displays.

In addition, we could explore whether there were significant interactions with the cultural 
indicators (i.e., cross-level interactions). We asked in RQ1 whether the associations among per-
ceived parental approval or children’s approval of media characters’ emotion displays and emo-
tional expressiveness would be moderated by country-level cultural individualism scores. In fact, 
there were no interactions between individualism and perceived parental approval. For children’s 
approval of TV characters’ emotion displays, the results of the multilevel analysis also indicated 
no moderation by country-level individualism.

In RQ2, we asked whether children’s emotion displays would vary as a function of country-
level scores on cultural indulgence. The results indicated that cultural indulgence did not predict 
children’s displays of any emotion, nor did it interact with parental approval of any emotion, nor 
with approval of media characters.

In RQ3, we asked whether the associations among children’s emotion displays, parental 
approval, and their own approval of characters’ emotions vary by cultural assertiveness. The mul-
tilevel analysis revealed a moderation effect for parental approval in the case of fear, such that 
children in countries with higher assertiveness scores showed a stronger association between paren-
tal approval and expression of fear (Bfear = .473, SE = .18, p = .044). In addition, children in 
countries with higher assertiveness scores showed a stronger association between approval ratings 
for TV characters’ anger, and their own expression of anger (Banger = .682, SE = .14, p = .004).

In RQ4, we asked whether the associations among children’s displays of emotions, parental 
approval, and their own approval of characters’ emotions would vary by cultural levels of humane 
orientation. Multilevel analysis shows that the association between parental approval and chil-
dren’s expression of sadness and fear was stronger in countries scoring higher on humane orien-
tation (Bsadness = .427, SE = .15, p = .036; Bfear = .506, SE = .18, p = .038). In addition, the 
association between children’s approval of anger expressions of TV characters and their own 
anger displays was moderated, such that the association was stronger in countries scoring higher 
on humane orientation (Banger = .530, SE = .15, p = .016).

Beyond our primary focus on these aggregated psychocultural variables, we also included 
sociopolitical indicators for affluence and development (GDP, the HDI) and gender roles (the 
GII) in our models (see Table 4). Consistent with the null effects observed by van Hemert et al. 
(2007), we found no effects of GDP or HDI. We also found no effect of GII. These sociopolitical 
indicators neither explained variance by themselves nor exerted moderating influence in con-
junction with parental or media influences.

Discussion

Several recent studies have documented the overwhelming prevalence of U.S. and European 
samples in psychological research (e.g., Arnett, 2008; Nielsen et al., 2017). Legare and Harris 
(2016) argued that this bias is of particular importance to the developmental sciences and noted 
the importance of examining whether “children everywhere draw on the same repertoire of cul-
tural learning strategies” (p. 634). Accordingly, the central question of this study was whether 
there would be cultural differences in the socializing influences of parents and media in chil-
dren’s expression of the basic emotions of anger, fear, sadness, and happiness. These associations 
were observed in 3,570 children aged 6 to 15 years, from 13 countries that varied substantially in 
level of individualism-collectivism, a variable that has been found to predict emotional expres-
siveness (van Hemert et al., 2007). We also included other cultural indicators that conceptually 
touch on emotion displays (indulgence, assertiveness, and humane orientation) as well as socio-
political indicators associated with cultural dimensions (HDI, GII, GDP per capita).
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In all 13 countries in the sample, we found significant associations between perceived parental 
approval and self-reported expressions of happiness, anger, sadness, and fear. We also found 
significant associations in all countries between children’s perceptions of TV characters and their 
self-reported expressions of happiness and anger (but not sadness and fear). These findings paral-
lel previous findings from the German-only sample (Scherr et al., 2018), with the exception that 
in the German-only sample, there was also a significant positive association between children’s 
approval of TV characters’ expressions of sadness and their self-reported expressions of that 
emotion. As such, the current findings provide cross-cultural validation of the conjoint role of 
parents and the media in the socialization of emotion expression, extending prior work that has 
tended to focus solely on the socializing influence of parents or older peers (Denham et al., 2015; 
Denham et al., 1997; Dunn et al., 1987; Dunn et al., 1991; Eisenberg et al., 1998; Morris et al., 
2007; Zhou et al., 2002).

With regard to media as a source of early learning about emotion displays, the current study 
found that children’s perceptions of TV characters were only selectively associated with their 
reported expression of emotions. Significant relationships were found for more active emotions 
such as anger and happiness that are associated with approach motivation (Lee & Lang, 2009) 
but not for sadness and fear, which are associated with avoidance motivation and withdrawal. 
The role of media use in the socialization of active, approach-related emotions such as anger and 
happiness is consistent with Arnett’s (1995) notion of self-socialization that highlights individu-
als’ active and selective engagement with media content as a source of socializing experiences. 
In addition to learning from parental socialization, children may turn to media models of cultural 
norms for the expression of happiness and anger as they actively explore the function of these 
emotions in relationship-building (through shared happiness) and setting of boundaries (through 
anger expression).

Specifically, with regard to anger and aggression, social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2009), 
Zillmann and Cantor (1977), and the general aggression model (DeWall, Anderson, & Bushman, 
2011) describe processes by which young viewers may learn about appropriate and inappropriate 
emotion displays through observation of role models, and observation of reward or punishment 
contingencies as presented in media narratives (see Nabi, So, & Prestin, 2010 for an overview). 
Content analyses in the United States (Wilson et al., 2002) indicate that characters’ feelings of 
anger are one of the main reasons for aggression featured in children’s programming, and 30% of 
incidents are presented as morally justified. Therefore, violent content on TV might not only 
cultivate children’s acceptance of the expression of anger, but also serve as a particularly vivid 
source of information about anger expression. The tendency of media mainstreaming observed in 
content analyses of the children’s program across the globe (Götz et al., 2008) might explain the 
intercultural consistency of the role of media use in children’s self-socialization of emotion 
expression. Given the relatively small size of the association, it is important to emphasize, how-
ever, that it would be misleading to overinterpret the socializing role of media as a dominant or 
even monocausal factor (Sternheimer, 2013). Further research is needed to follow up the present 
findings on the role of media in self-socialization of emotion expression, in particular, with 
regard to positive emotions such as happiness. While media portrayals of the expression of anger 
and aggression have been extensively studied, there is little research on typical media portrayals 
of people having fun, and how such portrayals might cultivate the expression of positive emo-
tions in children and adolescents.

In addition to the cross-cultural validation of earlier findings on the role of parents and media 
in the socialization of emotion expression, the present findings revealed cultural differences that 
significantly moderated these associations, specifically in the case of the negative emotions of 
anger, sadness, and fear. As indicated by the cross-level interactions, associations between per-
ceived parental approval and children’s expression of sadness and fear were stronger in countries 
ranking higher on assertiveness and humane orientation. Associations between children’s 
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approval of TV characters’ displays of anger and their own self-reported expressions of anger 
were stronger in countries with higher scores for assertiveness and humane orientation.

Several aspects are noteworthy about this pattern of findings. First, and perhaps most impor-
tant, cultural indicators explained only a limited amount of variance in emotion expression. This 
finding is consistent with the results of Matsumoto et al. (2008) who estimated that country dif-
ferences accounted for about 5% of the variance in emotion expression. In the present study, we 
found that cultural indicators accounted for approximately 10% of the variance in emotion dis-
plays of children aged 6 to 15 years old. It is unclear whether this higher amount of variance 
reflects developmental differences (i.e., children/teens relative to adults) in the influence of cul-
tural norms on emotion displays, or simply developmental differences in the tendency to provide 
survey answers that are perceived to be socially appropriate. Thus, even the modest evidence for 
cultural differences in the current study needs to be interpreted with caution.

Second, it is interesting to note that in the case of sadness and fear, cultural moderation 
occurred for the association of children’s emotion expression with parental approval, whereas in 
the case of anger, cultural moderation occurred for the association of children’s own expression 
with the media. This pattern of cultural moderation might indicate differences in the social con-
text of emotion regulation, with sadness and fear as predominantly private emotions that are 
regulated within family relationships, and anger as a more public emotion regulated within a 
broader context of social relationships for which media characters might serve as role models.

Specifically, with regard to sadness and fear, cross-level interactions indicated that the asso-
ciation between perceived parental approval and children’s expression of sad or fearful feelings 
were stronger in countries ranking higher on assertiveness and humane orientation. The role of 
humane orientation in strengthening this association with parental socialization of sadness and 
fear is plausible, given that humane orientation reflects the societal value and appreciation of 
prosocial behaviors such as empathy with the suffering of others. The more empathy is valued, 
both culturally, and within the family, the more children’s expression of sadness and fear will be 
encouraged and rewarded (Cassano, Perry-Parrish, & Zeman, 2007). The moderating influence 
of assertiveness on parental socialization of fear expression is plausible as well. According to 
Wolpe (1969, p. 61), assertiveness denotes “the outward expression of practically all feelings 
other than anxiety,” which likely makes the suppression of fear and anxiety displays a particu-
larly salient target of emotional socialization in cultures that value assertiveness. To our knowl-
edge, systematic research on the influence of cultural assertiveness and humane orientation on 
the socialization of emotion expression is currently lacking. Thus, despite their plausibility, the 
current findings need to be treated with caution, pending further validation and replication.

In the case of anger, the moderating role of cultural indicators occurred within the domain of 
media-related associations. Specifically, the associations between children’s approval of TV char-
acters’ displays of anger and their own expressions of anger were stronger in countries with higher 
scores for assertiveness, and humane orientation. There was no significant interaction with indi-
vidualism-collectivism. Thus, despite the theoretical plausibility of the assumption that the role of 
media use in the self-socialization of anger expression is reinforced in individualistic cultures, this 
is not supported empirically. The interaction with assertiveness was more substantial (in fact, the 
strongest cross-level interaction), indicating that the association between children’s approval of 
anger expression in TV characters and their own expression of anger was stronger in countries 
with higher cultural assertiveness scores. With anger as an assertive emotion, and modeling of 
anger expression by media characters as an assertive form of self-socialization, this reinforcing 
interaction with cultural assertiveness seems intuitively plausible. Somewhat less intuitively, the 
same association between children’s approval of anger expression in TV characters and their own 
expression of anger was also stronger in countries with higher humane orientation scores. 
Assertiveness and humane orientation are not necessarily in contradiction with regard to anger 
expression, however. For example, anger can be expressed out of empathy with others who have 
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been treated unfairly, or as a form of protest against social injustice. This possible explanation 
remains speculative, however, and needs to be validated in further research.

Generally, these findings underscore the need to examine further the role of media in the social-
ization of emotions. Despite some level of cultural variation, anger seems to be perceived as 
frowned upon by parents across countries, which in turn may lead children to turn to media for role 
models of when and how to express it. Parental and media influences appeared to resonate with 
cultural values that function as display rules across childhood. Future studies should also consider 
how much the media landscape actually differs in these countries, and the extent to which children 
across the globe are exposed to a comparable TV diet driven by global networks.

Finally, it is worth commenting on the individual-level gender and age patterns observed in 
the data set. Self-reported expressions of sadness and fear decreased with age through middle 
childhood, while anger expression increased, and happiness was reported age-independently at 
very high levels (though a bit lower for boys). These observations shed light on children’s subjec-
tive emotional experiences and contribute to the literature on developmental changes in chil-
dren’s emotion expressiveness and expressive control (Saarni, 1984).

Limitations

Several limitations need to be noted. First, as Jowell (1998) has noted, quota sampling can be 
particularly problematic in comparative research, because it usually balances gender and age, but 
still can be unrepresentative in other dimensions (such as educational experiences). Given the 
difficulties of implementing probability sampling with children, the sampling procedure for the 
current data set aimed to address this problem by including additional quota for schools from 
economically higher versus lower developed regions as well as from urban versus rural areas. 
Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that probability sampling would be clearly prefer-
able to obtain reliable estimates of country averages.

Moreover, the measures employed in this study can be questioned for several reasons. As 
reported in the section “Method,” the current data set was based on children’s self-report ratings 
using single-item scales. The assessment of ratings for multiple emotions on multiple dimensions 
(own experience and expression, parental approval, approval of expression in TV characters) 
made it impractical to use multi-item scales—which comes with clear limitations (Glasgow & 
Riley, 2013). Having only the child’s self-reports measured with single items, and no data from 
parents, teachers, or peers, make it impossible to assess the internal consistency of the measures, 
or to cross-validate them with the perception of others. The use of Likert-type scales without 
midpoint can be questioned as well (Nadler, Weston, & Voyles, 2015), and in the absence of 
parental data or tests of children’s comprehension of the items and questions, it remains unclear 
how accurately they were reporting. As explained in the section “Method,” our assumption that 
the age range of children in the sample had adequate comprehension and ability to report on the 
relevant constructs was based on developmental psychology and psychometric research litera-
ture. Nevertheless, future research should include more careful pretesting of item comprehension 
and validation using multi-item measures and “other-reports.”

It is also important to acknowledge that we were only studying children’s perceptions of 
parental approval, rather than parental approval per se. Moreover, children’s reports of their own 
emotional expressions may have been biased by cultural norms (see Johnson, Kulesa, Cho, & 
Shavitt, 2005); for example, saying “no” may be considered an anger expression in one country, 
but not in another. As Scollon, Diener, Oishi, and Biswas-Diener (2004) have argued, memory 
for emotion is a reconstructive process with systematic influences (e.g., a person’s self-concept) 
that help explain memory biases. Most important for our study, Scollon et al. (2004) concluded 
that biased memories about experienced pleasant and unpleasant emotions vary cross-culturally, 
with individualistic (relative to collectivistic) countries being more likely to recall intense 
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pleasant emotion. As we have not controlled for culture-specific memory differences, we cannot 
rule out a confounding influence. Similarly, our self-report measure of TV use might be biased 
by overestimation (Prior, 2009). Thus, overall, the measures need to be interpreted cautiously and 
should be triangulated in future studies with pilot testing, additional measures, or alternative 
strategies such as cognitive interviewing. The lack of information about peer influences is another 
important limitation that we cannot address given that this study was conducted as a secondary 
analysis of an existing data set. Finally, the number of countries in our sample was relatively 
small. Even if multilevel modeling can be adequate under these circumstances, results and espe-
cially standard errors have to be interpreted carefully (McNeish & Stapleton, 2016).

Conclusion

Across the 13 countries in our data, we found that perceived parental approval of emotion dis-
plays was associated with children’s self-reported expressions of happiness, anger, sadness, and 
fear. Children’s approval of TV characters’ emotion displays was associated with their self-
reported expressions of happiness and anger. The parent-related associations for sadness and fear, 
and the media-related associations for anger, varied by country-level assertiveness and humane 
orientation. These interactions with cultural indicators on the country level were small, in accord 
with generally limited amounts of variance explained by country differences. However, parental 
emotion socialization and self-socialization through media resonate with cultural values espe-
cially for the display of the negative emotions of anger, sadness, and fear. Thus, our findings shed 
light on an emerging research field at the intersection of family socialization, sociocultural back-
ground, and a global media landscape that jointly shape children’s preferences for and responses 
to their favorite TV programs—with important consequences for children’s emotional develop-
ment and emotional competence.

In particular, the findings draw attention to the understudied role of media in the socialization 
of emotions such as happiness and anger. With relatively minor intercultural differences, children 
seemed to use media characters as role models for emotion expression—a finding of import for 
parents, educators, and parental guidance raters worldwide who are concerned with desirable as 
well as undesirable cultivation effects from children’s media consumption. Our findings suggest 
that the socializing effects of a global media landscape dominated by Western cultures may 
extend well beyond the countries from which the content originated, a form of intercultural com-
munication that clearly warrants further scrutiny. Research on cultivation effects of media on 
children’s emotion expression has languished since the early 1990s (e.g., Coats & Feldman, 
1995; Houle & Feldman, 1991) and has focused solely on the United States. In the case of anger, 
the focus of research has only recently been extended from physical aggression to verbal and 
indirect forms of aggression (e.g., slurs and slander), while media modeling of more functional 
forms of anger expression have remained underresearched. Research on the cultivation effects of 
media on the expression of happiness are currently lacking. For example, it would be important 
to examine how portrayals of happiness are contextualized with regard to cultural norms and 
values of consumption, achievement, or social relationships. A more comprehensive base of sci-
entific evidence would help parents, educators, and media regulators around the world to identify 
media messages that are functional or dysfunctional in promoting goals of emotional socializa-
tion that are consistent with the cultural norms and values of their communities. We hope that, 
despite their preliminary nature, our findings will stimulate further research efforts in this domain.
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Notes

1. All model indicators have been centered around the grand mean following Nadler, Weston, and Voyles 
(2015), given their scales had no meaningful zero-points for interpreting the intercepts of the multi-
level model. Therefore, effects of the individual-level indicators must be interpreted as their effect at 
the average level of a country-level indicator.

2. The intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) describes the proportion of variance that can be explained 
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