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The present study investigated parental mentalization and examined its main psychological predictors in 

parents of typically and atypically developing children. Using a cross-sectional, correlational design, we 

focused on identifying individual difference variables that account for variability in parental mentalization. A 

total of 182 parents participated in the study and completed a battery of self-report measures, including the 

Self-Regulation Questionnaire (SRQ), the Perceived Competence Scale (PCS), and the Parental Reflective 

Functioning Questionnaire (PRFQ), which was used as an index of parental mentalization. In addition, parents 

were asked to describe their child, and their use of mental descriptors (e.g., references to thoughts, feelings, 

and intentions) was coded as an observable indicator of mentalizing about the child. Group comparisons 

showed that parents of typically developing children used significantly more mental descriptors when 

characterizing their child than did parents of atypically developing children, suggesting lower levels of 

spontaneous mentalization in the latter group. Regression analyses further indicated that perceived competence 

and the degree of external control in self-regulation emerged as significant predictors of parental mentalization 

across both groups. Specifically, higher perceived competence and lower reliance on external control were 

associated with higher levels of parental mentalization. These findings highlight the role of self-regulatory 

processes and perceived competence in shaping how parents think about and make sense of their children’s 

internal states, with potential implications for interventions targeting parental reflective functioning in both 

typical and atypical developmental contexts. 

1. Introduction  

According to the existing literature, mentalization 

represents the capacity to recognize the bidirectional 

relationship (Schwarzer et al., 2021; Sprecher et al., 

2023) between the internal and external components 

of behavior (Locati et al., 2025; Miller et al., 2022). It 

can also be conceptualized as the ability to interpret 

one’s own and others actions as the externalized 

patterns of mental states (Pitzen et al., 2025). 

Parental mentalization is being described as a 

reflective process that allows the parent to interpret the 

contextual experiences from their child’s personal 

approach (Aldrich et al., 2021; Gagné et al., 2023) and 

react properly to the child’s needs as a result of the 

process (Álvarez et al., 2022). Research findings 

revealed that parental mentalization is a key predictor 

of the attachment between the parent and the child 

(Barlow et al., 2021; Dollberg, 2022; Larkin et al., 

2021). Additionally, parental mentalization has been 

considered to play a crucial role in the development of 

children’s executive functions (Aldrich et al., 2021). 

Furthermore, recent findings acknowledge the role of 

parental mentalization in the development of 

children’s socio-emotional competencies (Ghanbari et 

al., 2023). 

2. Theoretical foundation 

2.1. Parental mentalization and the Self-

Determination Theory 

The conceptual framework of the Self-

Determination Theory (SDT) has been developed by 

Ryan & Deci (2020) and addresses the question of 

motivation as an inner drive underlying behavior. A 

hypothesized connection has been outlined between 

the motivational drive described in SDT (Ryan & 

Deci, 2019) and the predisposition of parents to 

mentalize (Casale et al., 2023), both considered as 

inner dynamics that shape the narrative of behavioral 

manifestations (Ryan et al., 2019). Three central 

components have been defined as the essence of Self-

Determination Theory, namely, the basic 

psychological needs for autonomy, competence and 

relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2019). Autonomy refers to 

the need for self-coordination and self-reliant decision 

making (Goodman et al., 2021). Relatedness can be 

described as the need for stable interpersonal 
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relationships characterized by warmth, trust, mutual 

respect and commitment (Smorti et al., 2022). 

Competence indicates the need for self-efficacy 

(Hashemi & Einy, 2021), the perception and 

awareness that one has the potential to reach desired 

goals, relying on their own abilities (Smorti et al., 

2022). Synthesizing the core elements of Self-

Determination Theory (Ryan et al., 2019), it has been 

suggested that the fulfillment of basic needs proposed 

by (Ryan & Deci, 2020) could lead to an inner 

consistency providing the motivational drive for 

parents to mentalize (Casale et al., 2023). 

 As a result of analyzing the associations 

presented above, recent findings (Gagné et al., 2021; 

Goodman et al., 2021; Smorti et al., 2022) highlighted 

the relevance of the need for autonomy and 

competence in the context of parental mentalization. 

In this respect, the tendency to explore and understand 

the child’s mental states has been considered to be the 

manifestation of the parent’s inner balance based on 

the sense of competence and autonomy (Hashemi & 

Einy, 2021; Gagné et al., 2023).  

2.2. Parenting children with special needs: 

difficulties of mentalization 

It was proposed that parents of children with 

special needs would be more vulnerable to experience 

a decreased level of perceived autonomy and 

competence (Ballespí et al., 2021; Antwi, 2023), 

therefore they may face difficulties when interpreting 

their children’s internal states (Gur et al., 2023).  

Recent studies  (Desimpelaere et al., 2023; Antwi, 

2023) indicate that parenting a child with special needs 

is highly associated with significant challenges faced 

by parents, regarding the fulfillment of the child’s 

needs (Young et al., 2020), the provision of necessary 

health care services (Shattnawi et al., 2021), coping 

with behavioral and/or emotional manifestations of the 

disability, as well as the probability of financial 

worries as a result of the wide spectrum of treatments 

and interventions needed (Larkin et al., 2020). 

Constantly occurring challenges faced by parents may 

lead to a perception of incompetence (Young et al., 

2020) and low parental self-esteem (Larkin et al., 

2021; Antwi, 2023). 

Farkas et al. (2018) intended to explore parental 

experiences in the sample of children with disabilities, 

compared to parents of neurotypical children. Parents 

of children with disabilities described significantly 

more difficulties and a subjective perception of 

lacking control, while these experiences have not been 

reported by parents of typically developing children. 

Difficulties presented by parents point to the 

conclusion that challenging experiences may be 

associated with a decreased level of perceived 

autonomy (Goodman et al., 2021).  

Lee et al. (2022) have also broadened the existing 

knowledge about the satisfaction of basic 

psychological needs (Ryan & Deci, 2019) in parents 

of children with disabilities. In their exploratory study, 

it has been found that the most common parental 

experiences are helplessness, the feeling of 

incompetence and an inner ambiguity due to the 

unpredictable manner of challenges that makes parents 

feel out of control. Moreover, the study conducted by 

Chen et al. (2023) was analyzing the frequency of 

psychological problems in parents of children with 

special needs. The study was carried out with the 

participation of 4935 parents. It has been found that 

parents of children with disabilities had a significantly 

higher tendency for psychological problems to occur, 

compared to parents of typically developing children.  

In summary, it has already been clarified that 

parents of children with special needs are being 

exposed to a wide range of factors increasing the 

possibility of experiencing low parental self-esteem 

(Ballespí et al., 2021) and the lack of autonomy  

(Farkas et al., 2018). In the context of the Self-

Determination Theory, it has also been suggested that 

these experiences may influence parents’ 

representations of their children’s inner worlds (Chen 

et al., 2023; Gur et al., 2023; Larkin et al., 2021), these 

representations being predominated by their concerns 

associated with the children’s special needs (Larkin et 

al., 2020; Smorti et al., 2022; Desimpelaere et al., 

2023). However, there is a research gap regarding the 

investigation of the relationship between basic 

psychological needs and the ability of mentalization in 

the case of parents of children with special needs. 

3. Research methodology 

3.1. Aims of the Present Study 

The current study aims to close the aforementioned 

research gap by: (a) addressing the differences in 

mentalization between the group of parents of 

typically and atypically developing children and (b) 

investigating the predictive role of parental autonomy 

and competence on the ability of parents’ to mentalize 

in the population of typically and atypically 

developing children. Two research questions were 

addressed: 

Q1 – Is there a significant difference between 

parents of typically developing children and parents of 
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atypically developing children regarding their ability 

to mentalize? Based on the results presented by Farkas 

et al. (2018) and Ansari et al. (2020), we hypothesized 

that parents of children with special needs will reach a 

lower level of mentalization compared to parents of 

typically developing children, indicated by the 

reduced number of mental descriptors used when 

characterizing their children. We also expected that 

the self-rated level of parental reflective functioning 

will be lower in the group of parents of children with 

special needs in comparison to parents of typically 

developing children. 

Q2 – Do basic psychological needs (i.e. perceived 

autonomy and competence) predict self-reported 

parental mentalization? Based on the result presented 

by Larkin et al. (2020) and JongSik et al. (2023), we 

hypothesized that perceived autonomy and 

competence will predict the self-reported level of 

parental mentalization across both groups. 

3.2. Participants 

A total number of 182 parents participated in our 

study. Two groups have been formulated based on 

demographic characteristics: parents of typically 

developing children (n=93) and parents of atypically 

developing children (n=89). Table 1 presents 

demographic data of participating parents and their 

children. 

Table 1 

Demographic characteristics of parents and children 

 Total (N=182) Parents of typically developing 

children (n=93) 

Parents of atypically developing 

children (n=89) 

Parent’s age (years) 41.13 ± 8.40 38.45 ± 7.89 43.93 ± 8.03 

Child’s age (years) 12.06 ± 7.88 9.85 ± 6.42 14.37 ± 8.62 

Sex of parent    

Male 10 (5.5%) 7 (7.5%) 3 (3.4%) 

Female 172 (94.5%) 86 (92.5%) 86 (96.6%) 

Sex of child    

Male 104 (57.1%) 44 (47.3%) 60 (67.4%) 

Female 78 (42.9%) 49 (52.7%) 29 (32.6%) 

Marital status of the parent    

Single 5 (2.7%) - 5 (5.6%) 

In a relationship 9 (4.9%) 3 (3.2%) 6 (6.7%) 

Married/Living with a 

partner 

152 (83.5%) 87 (93.5%) 65 (73.0%) 

Divorced 14 (7.7%) 2 (2.2%) 12 (13.5%) 

Widow 2 (1.1%) 1 (1.1%) 1 (1.1%) 

Educational level of the parent    

Primary school 10 (5.5%) 5 (5.4%) 5 (5.6%) 

Vocational secondary 

school 

27 (14.8%) 10 (10.8%) 17 (19.1%) 

Academical secondary 

school 

60 (33.0%) 23 (24.7%) 37 (41.6%) 

Post-secondary education 85 (46.7%) 55 (59.1%) 30 (33.7%) 

Socio-economic status of the 

family 

   

Low 13 (7.1%) 5 (5.4%) 8 (9.0%) 

Medium 157 (86.3%) 80 (86.0%) 77 (86.5%) 

High 12 (6.6%) 8 (8.6%) 4 (4.5%) 

Note. Mean ± SD are used to present continuous variables. Categorical variables are presented by frequencies and percentages. 

3.3. Measures 

3.3.1. Treatment Self-Regulation Questionnaire 

We developed an adaptation of the Treatment Self-

Regulation Questionnaire (TSRQ) originally used by 

Ryan & Connel (1989) in order to address the type of 

motivation underlying caregiving behavior. The 

adapted version consists of 9 domain-specific items 

translated into Hungarian and assesses the degree to 

which a parent’s caregiving behavior is being 

determined by self-regulated motivators. The items are 

rated on a 7-point Likert scale and the questions are 

divided into two subscales: autonomous the controlled 

form of self-regulation. Recent studies presented 

TSRQ as a valid and reliable instrument for the 

investigation of regulatory styles, its Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficient being 0.82 in the research conducted by 

Ishii et al. (2022). 

3.3.2. Perceived Competence Scale 

Perceived Competence Scale (PCS) is a 4-item 

questionnaire introduced by Williams & Dec (1996) in 
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order to assess one of the fundamental constructs 

presented in the Self-Determination Theory. 

Regarding the internal consistency of the 

questionnaire, recent studies show an adequate 

tendency as reported by Yoon & Choi (2019) where 

the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.96. In the 

current study, a Hungarian adaptation of the PCS has 

been developed with the aim of assessing the 

perceived competence of parents. Four domain-

specific items have been formulated, based on the 

original version of PCS. A Likert scale was used to 

rate all of the four items ranging from 1 (‘’not at all 

true) to 7 (‘’very true’’).  

3.3.3. Parental Reflective Functioning Questionnaire 

Parental Reflective Functioning Questionnaire 

(PRFQ) is an 18-item instrument developed by Luyten 

et al. (2017) with the aim of assessing parents’ ability 

to discover and understand their child’s mental states. 

It consists of three subscales: (a) Pre-Mentalizing 

Modes of Mental States (PMM), which examines 

difficulties faced by parents when interpreting inner 

states underlying their child’s behavior, (b) Certainty 

about Mental States (CMS), which measures the 

parent’s perceived certainty regarding their 

interpretations of the child’s thoughts, feelings and 

intentions, (c) Interest and Curiosity in Mental States 

(IC), assessing the parent’s willingness to understand 

the child’s inner states. Luyten et al. (2017) reported 

an optimal internal consistency, the Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficient being 0.70 for PMM, 0.82 for CMS and 

0.75 for IC.  

3.3.4. Representational measure of parental 

mentalization 

The representational measure of parental 

mentalization, developed by Meins et al. (2001), is an 

interview-based approach used for the investigation of 

a parent’s capacity to represent his/her child in the 

context of internal states, including thoughts, 

emotions, intents and desires. The following 

instruction is given to the participants: ‘’Please 

describe your child!’’, highlighting that there are no 

correct or incorrect answers. According to the coding 

procedure presented by Meins & Fernyhough (2015), 

four categories can be formulated for the examination 

of the responses: (a) mental descriptors, (b) behavioral 

descriptors, (c) physical descriptors, (d) general 

characteristics. Using the representational approach in 

the population of parents of children with disabilities, 

a fifth category of symptomatology has also been 

formulated, as an indicator of descriptors referring to 

the child’s special needs. 

The scoring procedure includes the calculation of 

frequencies of responses coded into each of the 

categories. By dividing the number of mental state 

descriptors with the total number of descriptors, a 

proportional score is formulated referring to mental 

characteristics. A higher proportional score outlines a 

higher level of mentalizing capacity. Recent studies 

presented this measure as a reliable way of examining 

parental mentalization, as also highlighted in the study 

of Ansari et al. (2020), where the Cohen’s kappa 

indicating inter-rater reliability was k = .82. 

3.4. Procedure 

Hungarian-speaking parents of typically and 

atypically developing children were contacted via 

social media platforms, schools and special education 

centers to participate in our study. Parents who agreed 

to voluntary and anonymously participate, completed 

our questionnaires. 

3.5. Design and Data Analyses 

A cross-sectional correlational design was used for 

assessing the predictive value of perceived autonomy 

and competence on parents’ ability to mentalize. 

Preliminary analyses were conducted to examine the 

normality of the data and the internal consistency of 

scales and subscales used for further analyses. As 

presented in Table 2, the skewness and kurtosis values 

are between -2 and +2, indicating an acceptable 

distribution (Orcan, 2020) for all of the variables. 

Table 2 

Normality of data 

 M ± SD Skewness Kurtosis 

  Statistic SE Statistic SE 

Parent’s age 41.13 ± 8.40 .31 .18 .01 .35 

Child’s age 12.06 ± 7.88 1.23 .18 1.80 .35 

Mental descriptors 2.41 ± 1.89 .92 .18 .89 .35 

SRQ_CONTROL 23.04 ± 6.92 -.37 .18 -.48 .35 

PCS 23.15 ± 3.74 -.81 .18 .85 .35 

PRFQ_CMS 4.66 ± 1.16 -.15 .18 -.52 .35 

PRFQ_IC 5.92 ± .89 -1.05 .18 1.18 .35 

Note. The following scales and subscales are included: Controlled 

Regulation subscale of Self-Regulation Questionnaire 

(SRQ_CONTROL), Perceived Competence Scale (PCS) and two 

subscales of Parental Reflective Functioning Questionnaire: Certainty 

about Mental States (PRFQ_CMS) and Interest and Curiosity about 

Mental States (PRFQ_IC). 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of scales and 

subscales are presented in Table 3. 
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Table 3 

Internal consistency of scales and subscales 

 Number of 

items 

Cronbach’s alpha 

PRFQ_PMM 6 .65 

PRFQ_CMS 6 .75 

PRFQ_IC 6 .68 

SRQ_AUTONOMOUS 4 .53 

SRQ_CONTROLLED 5 .71 

PCS 4 .74 

Note. Scales and subscales included: Pre-Mentalizing Mode 

(PRFQ_PMM), Certainty about Mental States (PRFQ_CMS), Interest 

and Curiosity about Mental States (PRFQ_IC), Autonomous Regulation 

(SRQ_AUTONOMOUS), Controlled Regulation 

(SRQ_CONTROLLED) and Perceived Competence Scale (PCS). 

One subscale of Parental Reflective Functioning 

Questionnaire, the Pre-Mentalizing Modes of Mental 

States (PMM) had an internal consistency lower than 

0.70, therefore we decided not to use this subscale for 

further analysis. The subscale of Interest and Curiosity 

in Mental States had an internal consistency of 0.68 

corresponding with the study of Kungl et al. (2024) 

where Cronbach’s alpha was 0.65, explained by the 

differences in translation. Based on the 

aforementioned study, we decided to use the subscale 

interpreting results cautiously. The Autonomous 

Regulation subscale of Self-Regulation Questionnaire 

had an α coefficient of 0.53, therefore being excluded 

from further analysis. 

4. Results  

4.1. Differences in mentalization between the 

groups of parents 

Independent samples t-test was used to examine 

differences in mentalization between the group of 

parents of typically developing children and the group 

of parents of atypically developing children. An A 

priori power analysis of independent samples t-test has 

been conducted in G*Power 3.1.9.7 (Faul et al., 2007). 

Using medium effect size (d = 0.5), a significance 

criterion of 0.05 and a power of 0.90, the minimum 

sample size needed was 172.  

Table 4 shows differences between groups based 

on three dependent variables: interest and curiosity in 

mental states (IC), certainty about mental states 

(CMS) and the number of mental descriptors used by 

parents to characterize their children. 

Table 4 

Differences in mentalization between the two groups of parents 

 Parents of typically 

developing children 

Parents of atypically 

developing children 

t(180) p Cohen’s d 

 M SD M SD    

CMS 4.64 1.09 4.67 1.23 .20 .84 .02 

IC 5.88 .91 5.97 .87 .66 .50 .10 

Mental descriptors 3.05 1.99 1.75 1.53 -4.92 .00 .73 

Levene’s Test indicted equal variances across the 

groups regarding CMS (F = 2.99, p = 0.08), IC (F = 

0.06, p = 0.79) and mental descriptors (F = 3.11, p = 

0.07). A significant difference has been found in the 

number of mental descriptors, the group of parents of 

atypically developing children (M = 1.75, SD = 1.53) 

using significantly less mental descriptors [t(180) = 

4.92, p<0.001, d = 0.73], than the group of parents of 

typically developing children (M = 3.05, SD = 1.99). 

No differences have been found in curiosity or 

certainty of parents about mental states. 

4.2. Predictors of self-reported parental 

mentalization 

Predictors of self-reported parental mentalization 

(i.e. CMS and IC) have been examined using 

hierarchical multiple regression analyses (see Table 

5). 

Regarding Certainty about Mental States (CMS), 

linearity of independent variables was tested using 

scatterplots which indicated linear trends. 

Standardized residuals were ranging between -2.84 

and 2.57 and the Durbin-Watson statistic of 1.75 

revealed the absence of autocorrelation in residuals. 

The first regression model has been found to be 

significant [F(4,177) = 3.73, p = 0.006), R2 = 0.07]. 

Parent’s age (β = -0.31, p = 0.01), child’s age (β = 0.39, 

p = 0.002) and female sex of the child (β = 0.14, p = 

0.04) were identified as significant predictors of CMS. 

The second model was also significant [F(6,175) = 

11.51, p < 0.001), R2 = 0.28, ΔR2 = 0.20], predicting 

20% of the variance in CMS, after controlling for 
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demographic variables. Perceived competence (β = 

0.50, p < 0.001) was a significant predictor of CMS. 

Concerning Interest and Curiosity in Mental States 

(IC), the linearity of independent variables was also 

confirmed by scatterplots, standardized residuals were 

ranging between -3.09 and 2.08 and the Durbin-

Watson statistics of 1.93 revealed no autocorrelation 

in residuals. The first model was significant [F(4,177) = 

2.85, p = 0.02, R2 = 0.06]. Parent’s age (β = -0.35, p = 

0.005) significantly predicted IC. The second model 

was also found to be significant [F(6,175) = 4.03, p = 

0.001, R2 = 0.09]. Parent’s age (β = -0.35, p = 0.007), 

female sex of the child (β = 0.16, p = 0.02) and 

controlled regulation (β = 0.25, p = 0.001) were 

revealed as significant predictors. 

Table 5 

Predictors of self-reported parental mentalization 

Certainty about Mental States Interest and Curiosity in Mental States  

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 

 B β SE B β SE B β SE B β SE 

(Constant) 5.58  .54 1.23  .80 6.96  .42 6.25  .68 

Parent’s age -.04 -.31* .01 -.007 -.04 .01 -.03 -.35** .01 -.03 -.35** .01 

Child’s age 0.05 0.39** .01 .02 .15 .01 .02 .23 .01 .02 .22 .01 

Female sex 

of the child 

.34 .14* .17 .20 .08 .15 .22 .12 .13 .29 .16* .13 

Having a 

disability 

.08 .03 .18 .06 .02 .16 .22 .12 .14 .16 .09 .13 

Perceived 

competence 

   .15 .50*** .02    -.003 -.01 .01 

Controlled 

regulation 

   -.01 -.07 .01    .03 .25** .01 

R2 .07   .28   .06   .12   

adj R2 .05   .25   .03   .09   

ΔR2 .07   .20   .06   .06   

F(df) 3.73(4,177)   11.51(6,175)   2.85(4,177)   4.03(6,175)   

Note. *p<0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001

5. Discussions 

5.1. Differences in mentalization 

Significant differences have been found in parental 

mentalization between the two groups. As we 

expected, parents of atypically developing children 

used significantly fewer mental descriptors when 

characterizing their children, compared to parents of 

typically developing children. This finding is in line 

with the results of Ansari et al. (2020) who also found 

that parents had a tendency to predominantly share 

information regarding specific symptoms of disability 

when describing their children with developmental 

difficulties. Moreover, our result also corresponds 

with the recent findings of  Nicholls et al. (2023) who 

proposed that difficulties in emotional and behavioral 

regulation of the child lead to a restricted ability of the 

parent to mentalize which may explain the difference 

between the two groups. Ghanbari et al. (2023) 

concluded that inappropriate and inconsistent 

reactions of the child to his environment may also 

result in a decreased level of parental mentalization, 

highlighting the relevance of our findings. 

Interestingly, differences in parental mentalization 

have only been found when using the representational 

measure. Despite our expectations, no differences 

have been revealed regarding certainty about mental 

states and interest and curiosity in mental states. These 

results outline the lack of consistency in research 

findings regarding parental mentalization as reported 

by recent studies (Clarkei et al., 2020; Mattheß et al., 

2023; Sprecher et al., 2023). Kirk & Sharma (2017) 

investigated mentalization of parents having both 

typically and atypically developing children, finding 

no significant differences. Interestingly, Ansari et al. 

(2020) replicated this research, obtaining inconsistent 

results: it was found that parents used significantly less 

mental descriptors when describing their child with 

disability compared to their descriptions about the 

typically developing sibling. Furthermore, Larkin et 

al. (2020) revealed no significant differences in 

mentalization, while still identified a tendency in 

parents of atypically developing children to construct 

representations related to the diagnosis. 

Taken together, our results show differences in 

parental mentalization when a representational 

measure is used, but no difference can be found when 

mentalization is measured from the perspective of the 

parents, highlighting contradictions that have been 

outlined in previous studies and emphasizing the need 

of further research. 
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5.2. Predictors of self-reported parental 

mentalization 

Confirming our hypothesis, basic psychological 

needs predicted parental mentalization. Parent’s age, 

child’s age, female sex of the child and perceived 

competence were identified as significant predictors of 

certainty about mental states. More precisely, findings 

suggest that the younger the parents are, the more 

certain they perceive themselves about understanding 

their children’s mental states. This finding does not 

correspond with the result of  Gagné et al. (2023) who 

revealed a positive association between parental age 

and mentalization. However, as suggested by some 

authors (Lee et al., 2022; Chen et al., 2023), 

mentalization may have a fluctuating tendency as 

parent-child interactions evolve, being actively 

influenced by the experiences of the parent. Therefore, 

at a younger age, parents may perceive themselves as 

being more certain about their children’s mental states, 

their perceptions being influenced at this point by their 

expectations rather than experiences (Lindblom et al., 

2022; Mattheß et al., 2023).  

Further results show that certainty increases with 

the age of the child and parents also reported a higher 

level of certainty in the case of girls compared to boys. 

These findings are in line with the results of (Gagné et 

al., 2023). After controlling for demographic 

variables, perceived competence was found to be a 

significant predictor of certainty about mental states, 

indicating that a higher level of perceived competence 

predicts an increased level of certainty regarding 

internal states of the child. Our findings are supported 

by recent studies (Antwi, 2023; Desimpelaere et al., 

2023; Gur et al., 2023) highlighting the importance of 

perceived competence with regards to parental 

mentalization. As pointed out byYoung et al. (2020), 

this association also emphasizes the vulnerability of 

parents of atypically developing children to 

experience difficulties in mentalization as a result of 

decreased level of perceived competence. Taken 

together, this predictive relationship between 

perceived competence and certainty about mental 

states may be considered as a potential explanation for 

the abovementioned difference in mentalization 

between the groups of parents of typically and 

atypically developing children. 

Interest and curiosity in mental states was found to 

be predicted by the level of controlled regulation 

perceived by parents. Interestingly, a positive 

association was revealed between the two variables, 

suggesting that the more externally controlled parents 

feel themselves (i.e. the less autonomy they have), the 

more curious they become about their children’s 

mental states. This finding does not correspond with 

previous results concerning mentalization (Ballespí et 

al., 2021; Desimpelaere et al., 2023). However, it 

aligns with the theoretical conceptualization of I 

(interest)-type and D (deprivation)-type curiosity 

(Litman, 2008).  I-type curiosity leads to the 

pleasurable recognition of having the possibility to 

gain new information, while D-type curiosity results 

in the intension of avoiding uncertainty generated by 

the personal consideration of lacking relevant 

information (Litman, 2010). According to this 

approach, parents reporting a lower level of perceived 

autonomy, may show increased interest towards their 

children’s mental states due to their concerns about 

missing knowledge that a parent should have gained. 

The tendency outlined in the current study can also be 

supported by previous results regarding the 

universality vs. different forms of autonomy across 

cultures (Helwig, 2006). 

6. Conclusion 

A prominent difference has been found in parental 

mentalization between the group of parents of typically 

and atypically developing children: parents of children 

with disabilities used significantly fewer mental 

descriptors and predominantly characterized their 

children in terms of diagnosis-related symptoms. Both 

perceived competence and controlled regulation were 

identified as significant predictors considering 

different levels of self-rated parental mentalization. A 

positive relationship was revealed between perceived 

competence and certainty about mental states. 

Controlled regulation was also positively associated 

with interest and curiosity in mental states. Taken 

together, these results suggest that perceived 

competence and controlled regulation may be 

considered as key determinants of self-reported 

parental mentalization. More studies should be 

conducted in order to further analyze this relationship. 

One major strength of our study consists in 

examining mentalization in a sample of parents raising 

children with a broad range of disabilities. Addressing 

both parent-related and child-related factors of 

mentalization provided a distinctive nature to our 

study. Moreover, the current research included a 

relatively large sample size, which contributes to the 

generalization of our results. However, considerable 

limitations should also be mentioned. Low internal 

consistency was found regarding the Pre-Mentalizing 

Modes of Mental States subscale and the Autonomous 
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Regulation subscale of Self-Regulation Questionnaire 

therefore we decided not to use them for further 

analyses. An additional limitation can be identified 

concerning the heterogeneity of research findings in 

the case of self-reported measures of mentalization. 

Future studies should consider using alternative 

measures for assessing mentalization. 
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