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Abstract

Feeling loved by one’s parents is critical for children’s health and well-being. How
can such feelings be fostered? A vital feature of loving interactions is reciprocal
self-disclosure, where individuals disclose intimate information about themselves. In
a proof-of-concept experiment, we examined whether encouraging reciprocal self-
disclosure in parent-child dyads would make children feel more loved during the
conversation. Participants were 218 children (ages 8-13, 50% girls, 94% Dutch)
and one of their parents (ages 28-56, 62% women, 90% Dutch). Parent-child dyads
received a list of 14 questions and took turns asking them each other for 9 min. Dyads
were assigned randomly to engage in self-disclosure (questions invoking escalated inti-
macy) or small talk (questions invoking minimal intimacy). Before and after, children
reported how loved they felt by their parent during the conversation. Self-disclosure
made children feel more loved during the conversation than did small talk. Compared
to small talk, self-disclosure did not instigate conversations that were lengthier or
more positive; rather, it instigated conversations that were more emotionally charged
(reflecting anger, anxiety, and sadness), social (discussing family and friends), reflec-
tive (creating insight), and meaningful (addressing deeply personal topics, including
the passing of loved ones). The dyad’s gender composition did not significantly mod-
erate these effects. Our research suggests that reciprocal self-disclosure can make
children feel more loved in the moment, uncovers linguistic signatures of reciprocal
self-disclosure, and offers developmental scientists a tool to examine causal effects of
reciprocal self-disclosure in parent-child dyads. Future work should examine long-term

effects in everyday parent-child interactions.
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BRUMMELMAN ET AL.

the moment.

1 | INTRODUCTION

Feeling loved by one’s parents is critical for children’s health and well-
being (Brummelman et al., 2015; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Dweck, 2017;
Harlow, 1958). When children feel loved by their parents, they expe-
rience a warm, caring, and supportive relationship with their parents,
and they notice the physical, verbal, and symbolic behaviors that par-
ents use to express their fondness of them (Feldman, 2017; Rohner,
2004). How can parents make children feel more loved by them in
the moment? A vital feature of loving interactions is reciprocal self-
disclosure, where interaction partners disclose intimate information
about the self to each other (Cozby, 1973; Derlega et al., 1993; Greene
et al., 2006). Psychologists and philosophers have theorized that self-
disclosure can spark love. Erich Fromm (1956) wrote: “Only if | know
a human being objectively, can | know him in his ultimate essence, in
the act of love” (p. 31). Similarly, Sidney Jourard (1971) opined: “If | love
someone, not only do | strive to know him; I also display my love by let-
ting him know me. At the same time, by so doing, | permit him to love me”
(p. 5). Here, we extended this insight to parent-child dyads. In a proof-
of-concept experiment, we examined whether encouraging reciprocal
self-disclosure in parent-child dyads would make children feel more
loved during the conversation. Also, we probed the linguistic signatures

of reciprocal self-disclosure via computerized text analysis.

1.1 | Self-disclosure and love

Self-disclosure refers to the intentional revelation of intimate informa-
tion about the self to another person (Finkenauer et al., 2018; Greene
et al., 2006). People have a desire to self-disclose: They readily forgo
money to disclose about the self, and self-disclosure is associated with
increased activation in the brain’s reward system (Mobasser et al.,
2022; Tamir & Mitchell, 2012). Self-disclosure aids the development
of relational intimacy. According to social penetration theory (Altman
& Taylor, 1973), self-disclosure is the process of peeling back the lay-
ers of each other’s selves. When relationships are distant, partners
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* How can parents make children feel more loved by them in the moment? We theorize
that these feelings can be cultivated through reciprocal self-disclosure.

* In a proof-of-concept experiment, we examined effects of reciprocal self-disclosure
versus small talk in 218 parent-child dyads, with children aged 8—13.

* Self-disclosure (vs. small talk) made children feel more loved during the con-
versation. Linguistically, self-disclosure instigated conversations that were more
emotionally charged, social, reflective, and meaningful.

* This research provides an experimental method to study self-disclosure in parent-

child dyads and suggests that self-disclosure can make children feel more loved in

divulge superficial self-aspects (small talk: “I like vanilla ice cream”). As
relationships gain in intimacy, partners divulge deep self-aspects (self-
disclosure: “The last time | felt truly alone was when mom passed away”).
Doing so, they penetrate the public self—the outermost layer that is vis-
ible to many people—to reach the private self—the innermost layer that
is visible only to significant others (Carpenter & Greene, 2015). Such
social penetration contributes to intimacy: After self-disclosure, peo-
ple are better liked and like others better (Collins & Miller, 1994). While
research has begun to decipher the antecedents of self-disclosure in
parent-child dyads (Nowell et al., 2023), no research has examined its
consequences for parent-child bonding. Existing research on parent-
child relationships has focused on routine disclosure (e.g., whereabouts,
activities) rather than self-disclosure (Tilton-Weaver et al., 2014).

In most relationships, such as parent-child ones, self-disclosure by
one person begets self-disclosure by another (Dindia, 2002; Jourard,
1971). Reciprocal self-disclosure is especially conducive to relational
intimacy. For example, in pairs of unacquainted adults, those who dis-
closed reciprocally (vs. non-reciprocally) experienced greater liking,
closeness, and perceived similarity (Sprecher et al.,, 2013; also see
Sprecher & Treger, 2015). In parent-child relationships, reciprocal self-
disclosure is risky, as it renders both partners vulnerable to humiliation
or hurt (Omarzu, 2000; Petronio, 2002), and it challenges hierarchy, as
reciprocal self-disclosure is typically greater in horizontal (e.g., parent-
parent) than vertical (e.g., parent-child) relationships (Finkenauer et al.,
2004; Tilton-Weaver et al., 2014). By self-disclosing, then, parent and
child may establish a shared foundation of trust and equality, which
provides a basis for the child feeling more loved by the parent during
the conversation. Providing indirect support for this notion, children
report spontaneously that engaging in dialogue with their parents can
make them feel loved (McNeely & Barber, 2010).

1.2 | Self-disclosure task

Although parents today spend more time with their children than par-
ents did half a century ago (Bianchi et al., 2006), the fast pace of
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everyday life can make it difficult for them to engage in deep con-
versations with their children. How to elicit reciprocal self-disclosure
in parent-child dyads? Surprisingly, no research has addressed this
question. Existing research has focused on unacquainted adults. In sev-
eral experiments (Aron et al., 1997), unacquainted university students,
after being paired, opened an envelope containing a list of questions.
Students were randomly assigned to engage in self-disclosure (ask-
ing each other questions escalating in intimacy) or small talk (asking
each other questions involving minimal intimacy) for 45 min. Those in
the self-disclosure (vs. small-talk) condition experienced greater close-
ness. However, everyday conversations rarely take 45 min. Therefore,
researchers have developed a shorter self-disclosure task that lasts
9 min (Sedikides et al., 1999). We used this procedure, for the first time,
in parent-child dyads.

Can self-disclosure make children feel more loved by their parents,
at least in the moment? A common assumption is that self-disclosure is
functional only in early or middle stages of relationship development
(Altman & Taylor, 1973; Won-Doornink, 1979). Parents and children
may know each other too well and love each other too much for
self-disclosure to improve their relationship. This assumption may be
untenable, however, for three reasons. First, self-knowledge is limit-
less and evolving (Sedikides & Spencer, 2011), so there will always
be new information to mutually discover. Second, even when children
self-disclose to their parents, parents may not self-disclose to them
(Villalobos Solis et al., 2015), because parents may not expect children
to be responsive to their needs and may not want to burden children or
treat them as equals (Finkenauer et al., 2018). Third, even though most
children feel loved by their parents most of the time, this feeling fluc-
tuates considerably (Bllow et al., 2022; Coffey et al., 2022). Together,
these findings suggest that reciprocal self-disclosure can be raised sub-
stantially in parent-child dyads, and that doing so can contribute to
children’s feeling of being loved by their parent in that very moment.

1.3 | Linguistic signatures

Language has evolved, in part, to facilitate community bonding (Dun-
bar, 1993). For example, language enables humans to share abstract
mental states with others across time and space (e.g., describing how
lonely they felt years ago). Accordingly, the words people use can reveal
a great deal about their social words (Pennebaker et al., 2003). How
would parent-child reciprocal self-disclosure shape word use? Indirect
evidence suggests that self-disclosure engenders conversations that
are emotionally charged, social, reflective, and meaningful. One study
examined conversations during daytime and around the campfire at
night among a group of Ju’hoansi (or 'Kung) Bushman in Botswana
(Wiessner, 2014). Whereas day talk centered around practicalities and
gossip, night talk was emotionally charged (e.g., healing rifts of the day),
social (e.g., understanding others in their external networks), reflec-
tive (e.g., evoking the imagination), and meaningful (e.g., telling stories
conveying a deeper meaning). Reciprocal self-disclosure may not insti-
gate conversations that are lengthier or more positive; rather, it may

instigate conversations that are deeper.

BRUMMELMAN ET AL.

2 | OVERVIEW

We examined whether reciprocal self-disclosure (vs. small talk) in
parent-child dyads would make children feel more loved by their par-
ents during the conversation. We focused on middle-to-late childhood
(ages 8-13), when children still readily disclose intimate information
about themselves to their parents (Finkenauer et al., 2002; Pap-
ini et al.,, 1990). We randomly assigned 218 parent-child dyads to
engage in self-disclosure or small talk. Before and after, children
reported how loved they felt by their parent during the conversa-
tion. We transcribed parent-child conversations and analyzed them
using Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC). We hypothesized
that self-disclosure, compared to small talk, would make children
feel more loved by their parents during the conversation. Also, we
hypothesized that self-disclosure, compared to small talk, would spark
conversations that are more emotionally charged, social, reflective, and

meaningful.

3 | METHOD

Participants were 218 children (50% girls, 93% of Dutch origin) aged
8—13 years (M = 9.75, SD = 1.40) and one of their parents (62%
women, 88% of Dutch origin) aged 28—56 years (M =41.99,5D = 4.74).
We allowed only one child and one parent to participate per fam-
ily. One parent-child dyad withdrew their data, and one quit before
completing the experimental manipulation but without withdrawing
their data. Participants visited Science Center NEMO, a Dutch science
museum, and were recruited for a study on parent-child conversations.
The research was part of Science Live, a program that enables scien-
tists to use NEMO visitors as participants. We were allowed a 2-week
period of data collection, and we tested as many participants as pos-
sible within that time period. We did not inspect or analyze the data
before terminating data collection, and we did not exclude any partic-
ipants. Our final sample size provides a power of 0.96 for detecting a
medium main effect (f = 0.25) of self-disclosure on children’s feeling
of being loved by their parent during the conversation (« = 0.05, two-
tailed; Faul et al., 2007). Prior to their inclusion in the study, parents
signed informed consents for their own and their child’s participation.
The study was approved by the Ethics Review Board of the Faculty
of Social and Behavioral Sciences, University of Amsterdam (2018-
CDE-9735). Data, syntax, codebook, and experimental materials are
available on OSF at https://osf.io/ba9zs/.

3.1 | Self-disclosure task

The self-disclosure task capitalizes on the principle that a vital fea-
ture of a loving relationship is reciprocal and escalating self-disclosure
(Collins & Miller, 1994). We modeled the task after prior social-
psychological procedures applied in adult interactions (Aron et al.,
1997; Sedikides et al., 1999). Specifically, we selected and added ques-
tions appropriate for parent-child interactions (e.g., instead of asking
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FIGURE 1 Experimental setup for reciprocal self-disclosure task.

“Do you have a secret hunch about how you will die?”, we asked “Did
you ever experience something scary when you were younger? What
was it?”).

Parent and child sat in two comfortable chairs, diagonally opposite
to each other, in a dimly lit room (Figure 1). We gave each dyad a list of
14 questions, and they took turns asking and answering themin a 9-min
session (Appendix), with the parent starting. We randomly assigned
dyads to the self-disclosure (n = 108) or small-talk (n = 108) condition.
In the self-disclosure condition, questions became increasingly inti-
mate over time. In the small-talk condition, questions were minimally
intimate throughout. Table S1, provides an overview of prototypical

answers.

3.2 | Parental love

Children reported how loved they felt by the parent who participated
inthe research on the eight-item Warmth subscale of the Short Form of
the Parental Acceptance-Rejection Questionnaire (Rohner, 2005). The
scale captures a dimension “on which all humans can be placed because
everyone has experienced in childhood more or less love at the hands
of major caregivers” (Rohner, 2005, p. 5). Before the task, children
reported how loved they felt in general (i.e., trait parental love). Exam-

»n, o« s

ple items: “My father/mother...": “says nice things about me,” “is really

»n o«

interested in what | do,” “makes me feel wanted and needed,” “lets
me know he/she loves me,” and “treats me gently and with kindness”
(0 = Not at all true, 3 = Completely true; o = 0.75; M = 2.54, SD = 0.38).
After the task, they reported how loved they felt during the conversa-

tion (i.e., state parental love). Example items: “During the exercise, my

», o« » o«

father/mother”: “said nice things about me,” “was really interested in

» o«

what | do,” “made me feel wanted and needed,” “let me know he/she
loves me,” and “treated me gently and with kindness” (O = Not at all true,

3 = Completely true; a« = 0.82; M = 2.49, SD = 0.46).

3.3 | Linguistic analysis

We transcribed all answers (i.e., excluding the 14 questions that con-

stituted the experimental manipulation) and analyzed the transcripts

Developmental Science

via LIWC (Pennebaker, Booth et al., 2015a), which has been used
in prior work to capture parents’ and children’s psychological states
(Alisic et al., 2016; Hexem et al., 2013; Wardecker et al., 2017). We
implemented the psychometrically-validated Dutch 2015 dictionary
(Van Wissen & Boot, 2017). LIWC indexes summary language variables
(e.g., word count) and calculates the percentage of total words in vari-
ous categories, including psychological processes. We were concerned
with the following psychological processes: (a) affective processes
(e.g., negative emotions); (b) social processes (e.g., family); (c) cogni-
tive processes (e.g., insight); (d) perceptual processes (e.g., feeling); and
(e) personal concerns (e.g., death). We calculated these variables for
parent and child separately, as well as for the dyad as a whole.

For completeness, Table S2 provides an overview of all LIWC dimen-
sions. We not only included their means and standard deviations, but
we also indicated the percentage of conversations touching on each
dimension at least once. Across experimental conditions, of the nine lin-
guistic dimensions of interest, eight were used by a large majority of
dyads (more than 88%; range 88.4%—100%). Only death was used less,
with still more than one fifth of dyads mentioning this personal concern
at least once (23.6%).

3.4 | Data analysis plan for confirmatory analyses

We conducted the analyses via SPSS statistical software, version 29.
We used Jamovi statistical software, version 2.3.19 (gamlj module) to
follow-up on the multilevel analyses. Despite our directional hypothe-
ses, we used two-tailed testing to provide conservative estimates.

To examine the effects of self-disclosure on parental love, we con-
ducted an Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) on state parental love,
with trait parental love as covariate, and experimental condition as
between-subjects factor (0 = small talk, 1 = self-disclosure). We set «
at 0.05, two-tailed. We examined outliers on parental love. There was
one univariate outlier on trait parental love (z=—3.39) and one on state
parental love (z = —3.76). We retained them, as they did not influence
unduly the results (Cook’s distances < 0.15). Excluding them did not
change these results (i.e., no significant effect became non-significant,
and no non-significant effect became significant).

To uncover linguistic signatures of self-disclosure, we ran multilevel
analyses using linear mixed models (also known as random coefficient,
hierarchical, or multilevel models; Bliese & Hanges, 2004; Meteyard &
Davies, 2020). This is a well-established and powerful method of ana-
lyzing clustered data, addressing that parent and child were nested
within dyads (West et al., 2022). We used experimental condition as
the focal predictor while controlling for the effect of role (parent vs.
child) as well as the interaction between experimental condition and
role, and we included a random intercept. We used the Restricted
Maximum Likelihood estimation, accounting for nesting within dyads.
We calculated the total variance explained by the models with the
marginal R? (Nakagawa & Schielzeth, 2013). As preliminary analy-
ses, we examined effects of self-disclosure on number of words and
positive emotions. As confirmatory analyses, we examined effects

of self-disclosure on nine core dimensions: negative emotions, social
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TABLE 1 Correlations for demographics and main study variables per condition.

1 2 8 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
1. Child gender - 0.16 -0.06 -0.09 0.17 006 018 007 016 019 005 001 0.26"-003 -0.03 -0.12
2. Parent gender 008 - -0.17 -0.22* 0.22¢* 014 017 -002 0.11 -0.10 -001 0.13 0.07 0.04 -001 -0.00
3.Child age 0.14 009 - 0.15 042* 0.32*-0.08 002 -0.12 0.19* -0.28** 0.03 0.09 -0.04 0.19* —0.05
4. Parent age -0.03 -0.17 015 - -001 003 016 -0.12 -0.25* 0.08 -024" -0.06 -0.12 005 021" -0.04
5. Trait parental 0.16 006 012 -002 - 0.73*** 0.13 -0.11 -0.02 0.13 -0.32** 0.06 0.17 002 004 0.03
love
6. State parental 0.15 002 0.07 -000 0.60" - 006 -021* 003 005 -0.30” 0.16 011 004 -0.01 0.10
love
7.Word count 0.14 001 017 007 007 -002 - 007 -0.07 0.20* -007 001 0.18 0.23* -0.09 -0.03
8. Negative -0.03 -005 -002 -004 001 -008 000 - 005 007 030"-012 -005 009 -0.11 -0.21*
emotions
9. Social -0.20* -0.02 -0.32*** 0.16 -0.10 -0.15 -0.07 0.22* - 007 024" 014 012 008 000 -0.03
processes
10. Cognitive 001 005 008 000 013 010 033" 015 002 - 005 -0.10 0.07 0.21* -0.08 -0.28**
processes
11. Feeling 002 -0.03 -004 004 010 009 -011 046" 003 -011 - 001 001 -006 0.13 -0.06
12. Seeing 006 -0.10 -0.12 0.03 -0.07 -005 -0.12 -0.02 -0.09 -0.10 0.26" - -0.06 -0.02 -0.20* 0.14
13. Hearing 003 003 008 0.23° 002 -003 -013 014 005 003 012 003 - 0.11 -001 0.14
14. Death -0.09 001 008 006 -010 -0.24* -0.12 027" 028" -005 004 001 008 - -0.08 0.07
15. Work -0.03 -0.11 -0.412 014 005 0.14 -008 0.34** 009 014 0.26™ 007 008 005 - 0.05
16. Leisure -0.01 001 -0.10 -0.11 -0.03 0.8 -0.30"-004 002 001 002 022° 039° 014 014 -

Note: Correlations in the reciprocal self-disclosure condition are displayed above the diagonal. Correlations in the small-talk condition are displayed below
the diagonal. Variables 8 through 16 reflect LIWC dimensions. Male = 1, Female = 2. Age is given in years.

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

processes, cognitive processes, three cognitive processes (i.e., feel-
ing, seeing, hearing), and three personal concerns (i.e., death, work,
leisure). We conducted a separate test for each core linguistic dimen-
sion. Given that we conducted nine tests for our hypothesis pertaining
to linguistic signatures, we implemented a Bonferroni-corrected « of
0.05/9 = 0.006, two-tailed (Garcia-Pérez, 2023). We reported origi-
nal p-values but evaluated them against the more stringent criterion.
Using the influence.ME package in R, we checked whether any particu-
lar dyad had an undue influence on the effect of experimental condition
on the focal linguistic signatures; this was not the case (Cook’s dis-
tances < 0.23). For completeness, we reported multilevel analyses on

each linguistic dimension in Table S2.

4 | RESULTS
4.1 | Preliminary analyses

Table 1 displays correlations. There were no significant between-
condition differences in trait parental love, child gender, parent gender,
child age, and parent age, ps > 0.07, indicating successful random
assignment. Child gender, parent gender, child age, and parent age did

not significantly moderate condition effects on state parental love, con-

trolling for trait parental love, ps > 0.256, so we report findings across
the full sample.

4.2 | Confirmatory analyses
421 | Parental love

As hypothesized, children experienced more state parental love after
self-disclosure (M = 2.58, SE = 0.03) than after small talk (M = 2.41,
SE = 0.03), controlling for trait parental love, F(1, 212) = 12.18,
p<0.001, np2 =0.05. The absence of an interaction between condition
and trait parental love, F(1, 211) = 0.05, p = 0.829, np2 < 0.001, indi-
cates that self-disclosure made children feel more loved by their parent
during the conversation regardless of how loved children felt by their

parent in general.
4.2.2 | Linguistic signatures
Table 2 displays the means and standard deviations of linguistic

dimensions across conditions. Self-disclosure and small talk did not
differ in number of words, F(1, 214) = 1.82, p = 0.179. Unsurprisingly,
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TABLE 2 Means and standard deviations for focal dimensions of Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC2015) at dyadic, child, and parent

level.
Dyad Child Parent
Small talk Self-disclosure Small talk Self-disclosure Small talk Self-disclosure
Examples M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD
Word count - 832.06 226.32 873.55 226.19 355.85 143.80 346.18 139.34 476.20 147.56 527.37 146.01

Affective processes

Positive emotion love, nice, sweet 3.59 1.11 341
Negative emotion hurt, ugly, nasty 0.53 0.34 1.61
Social processes mate, talk, they 6.97 1.53 8.80
Cognitive processes cause, know, ought  16.03 1.97 18.97
Perceptual processes

Seeing view, saw, seen 0.98 0.39 0.61
Hearing listen, hearing 0.81 0.48 0.56
Feeling feels, touch 0.25 0.22 0.71
Personal concerns

Work job, majors, xerox 1.28 0.50 041
Leisure cook, chat, movie 182 075 077
Death bury, coffin, kill 0.02 0.06 0.06

1.00 3.27 129 289 1.53 3.84 1.37 3.77 1.19
046 056  0.59 144 080 050 0.34 172 059
1.75 6.07 1.98 790 221 7.65 213 9.33 2.08
246 15.09 3.13 1814 356 1646 255 1940 2.80
031 086 0.65 051 045 1.08 051 067 039
037 078 063 062 057 081 061 049 043
0.35 021 031 0.55 0.45 029 027 080 045
027 098 071 0.38 041 1.52 074 043 0.32
0.42 176 085 0.96  0.68 186 088 066 049
009 002 012 009 019 0.02 0.06  0.05 0.10

Note: Small talk = 0, Self-disclosure = 1. Examples were taken from (Pennebaker, Boyd, et al., 2015).

parents used more words (M = 501.79, SD = 148.68) than did children
(M=351.01,SD = 141.34),F(1,214) = 153.45, p < 0.001. Interestingly,
there was a significant interaction between condition and role, F(1,
214) = 6.25, p = 0.013, model Rzmarginal = 0.23. Self-disclosure led
parents to use more words (M = 527.37, SD = 146.01) than did small
talk (M = 476.20, SD = 147.56), F(1, 406) = 6.80, p = 0.009. This
difference was not significant for children, F(1, 406) = 0.24, p = 0.622.
Self-disclosure and small talk did not differ in positive emotions, F(1,
214) = 2.41, p = 0.122, but parents expressed more positive emotions
during conversations (M = 3.80, SD = 1.28) than did children (M = 3.08,
SD =1.42),F(1,214) =41.24,p < 0.001, model Rzmargina| =0.08.

As hypothesized, compared to small talk, self-disclosure led to con-
versations that reflected more negative emotions (e.g., anxiety, anger,
sadness), F(1, 214) = 313.09, p < 0.001, model R? ,ginal = 0.44; more
social processes (e.g., family, friends), F(1, 214) = 63.22, p < 0.001,
model Rzmargina| = 0.23; and more cognitive processes (e.g., insight,
cause), F(1, 214) = 87.23, p < 0.001, model R?p,ginal = 0.23.
Self-disclosure instigated conversations that were more emotionally
charged, social, and reflective.

We next tested whether self-disclosure also resulted in more
meaningful conversations by examining perceptual processes (i.e.,
feeling, seeing, hearing) and personal concerns (i.e., death, work,
leisure). Regarding perceptual processes, self-disclosure led to more
conversations about feeling, F(1, 214) = 115.95, p < 0.001, model
Rzma,gina| = 0.27, whereas small-talk led to more conversations about
seeing, F(1,214) = 59.86, p < 0.001, model R2margina| =0.15, and hear-
ing, F(1, 214) = 16.87, p < 0.001, model Rzmarginz,. = 0.05. Regarding
personal concerns, self-disclosure led to more conversations about
death, F(1, 214) = 15.68, p < 0.001, model R2margina| = 0.05, whereas

small-talk led to more conversations about work, F(1, 214) = 212.94,
p < 0.001, model R?,ginal = 0.40, and leisure, F(1, 214) = 147.48,
p < 0.001, model RQmarginaI = 0.33. Together, self-disclosure produced
conversations that were more meaningful: They focused inward (on
feeling) rather than outward (on seeing and hearing), and they touched
on meaningful topics (including death) rather than mundane topics
(including work and leisure).

For many of the linguistic dimensions (i.e., negative emotion, social
processes, cognitive processes, seeing, feeling and work) there was
a main effect of role, with parents showing higher levels than chil-
dren did (Table S3). For some of the linguistic dimensions (i.e., negative
emotion, feeling, work and leisure), there was a significant interaction
between condition and role, with the effect of self-disclosure (vs. small
talk) being stronger in parents (Table S3 and Figure S1; for interactions

between condition and gender, see Figure S2).

4.3 | Exploratory analyses
We conducted three sets of exploratory analyses, described in the
Supplementary Materials.

First, we explored whether the effects of self-disclosure on state
parental love and linguistic signatures depended on the gender com-
position of the dyads (out of the 216 dyads in our final analyses,
there were 47 father-son, 35 father-daughter, 61 mother-son, and
73 mother-daughter dyads). The effects of condition were not signifi-
cantly affected by dyads’ gender composition (Table S4)

Second, we explored whether linguistic signatures mediated self-
disclosure effects on state parental love. A bootstrap 95% confidence
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interval for the unstandardized indirect effect (ab = —0.04) using
10,000 bootstrap samples was —0.16 to 0.07, which included zero.
There was no evidence for mediation.

Third, we explored the effects of self-disclosure on each state
parental love item (for correlations between trait and state parental
love items, see Table S5). After self-disclosure, more so than after
small talk, children reported that their parents said nice things about
them, were interested in what they did, made them feel wanted and
needed, let them know they loved them, and treated them gently and
with kindness. There were no significant differences on the other three

items.

5 | DISCUSSION

How can parents make their children feel more loved in the moment? To
address this question, we bridged insights from developmental science
about parent-child interactions (Coffey et al., 2022; Rohner, 2004);
from humanistic, social, and clinical psychology about reciprocal self-
disclosure (Cozby, 1973; Hill & Knox, 2001; Jourard & Lasakow, 1958);
and from applied natural language processing about the linguistic sig-
natures of human interactions (Pennebaker et al., 2003). We built on
the longstanding insight that loving relationships are characterized
by reciprocal self-disclosure—inviting another person into one’s pri-
vate world and being invited into their private world (Branden, 1980;
Jourard, 1971). We designed a proof-of-concept experimental proce-
dure to instigate reciprocal self-disclosure between parent and child.
Compared to small talk, self-disclosure made children feel more loved
by their parents during the conversation and it incited conversations
that were more emotionally charged, social, reflective, and mean-
ingful. The dyad’s gender composition did not significantly moderate
these effects. Our research does not speak to the long-term effects
of reciprocal self-disclosure on parent-child relationships or children’s
enduring feeling of being loved by their parents. That said, our findings
do provide the first evidence that reciprocal self-disclosure contributes
to children’s feeling of being loved by their parents in the moment. Also,
we offer developmental scientists a tool to examine the causal effects
of reciprocal self-disclosure in parent-child dyads, paving the way for

new research directions.

5.1 | Theoretical implications

What are the psychological mechanisms underlying our findings? As
parents and children engage in reciprocal self-disclosure, they peel
back the layers of each other’s selves (Altman & Taylor, 1973). This
is risky, as one might be hurt (Omarzu, 2000; Petronio, 2002) and
one challenges the verticality of parent-child relationships (Finkenauer
et al., 2004; Tilton-Weaver et al., 2014). Yet, as parents and children
engage in it together, they establish a foundation of trust and equal-
ity. Consider, for example, this conversation between father and son.
The father asked his son whether he ever misses someone. “My mother,

who passed away,” the child said. “Yes, mom, of course,” the father
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acknowledged lovingly. When his son asked him about the last time
he felt alone, the father said: “When | was abroad, back then. | missed
all of you.” Later, the child asked his father to think back to something
fun he did with a good friend: “I had a bachelor party when | got mar-
ried to mom. | was together with all my friends, and we did fun things.
It was nice that everyone was there.” Finally, the father asked his son
what he is proud of. “Uhm, just life,” he said. The father concurred: “Yes,
life is really great. And | am proud of my family. Of mom and the kids,
of all of you.” Although this constitutes just one example, conversa-
tions in the self-disclosure condition often touched on deeply personal
topics (Table S1). For example, in the self-disclosure condition, 38% of
the conversations touched on the topic of death, versus only 9% in the
small-talk condition. In the midst of everyday hassles, parents and chil-
dren may not often find the time to engage in such deep conversations.
Engaging in them, even briefly, can make children feel more loved.

Our linguistic analysis of the parent-child conversations confirms
our hypothesis that self-disclosure leads to deep conversations. Com-
pared to small talk, self-disclosure did not instigate conversations
that were lengthier or more positive; rather, it sparked conversations
that were more emotionally charged (e.g., reflecting anger, anxiety,
sadness), social (e.g., discussing family, friends), reflective (e.g., creat-
ing insight), and meaningful (e.g., addressing deeply personal topics,
including the passing of loved ones). This was reflected in both the
child’s and the parent’s word use during the conversation, with some
effects being stronger in parents. However, these linguistic signatures
did not mediate the effects of self-disclosure on parental love. Thus,
the act of self-disclosure, rather than its content, contributes deci-
sively to children feeling more loved by their parents. One possibility is
that self-disclosure operates through non-verbal mechanisms, such as
parent-child synchrony—the coordination of biobehavioral processes
between parent and child, such as synchronous heart rate—which is
critical for parent-child bonding (Feldman, 2012; also see Fredrickson,
2016; Prochazkova et al., 2022).

The effect of self-disclosure on children feeling loved during the
conversation was robust but medium in size. One explanation is that
we used a stringent control condition in which parents and children
engaged in small talk. They asked each other the same number of ques-
tions as did those in the experimental condition, but the questions were
more superficial (e.g., pertaining to their favorite food, last time at the
z00, or the funniest thing that ever happened to them). Yet, parents
and children enjoyed the ensuing conversation. We asked parents how
they experienced the conversation. One parent in the small-talk con-
dition remarked: “A pleasure to be fully engaged in conversation with
each other.” Another stated: “Talking with my son is always enjoyable.
It evokes my love.” Although parents and children enjoyed engaging
in small talk, reciprocal self-disclosure made children feel more loved
during the conversation.

It is important to emphasize what our work does—and does not—
demonstrate. Our work shows that when parent-child dyads are
instructed to engage in self-disclosure rather than small talk, they have
different types of conversations, and children feel more loved dur-
ing these conversations. To be sure, our work does not speak to the

long-term effects of self-disclosure on the parent-child relationship or
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children’s enduring feeling of being loved by their parent. Although
feeling loved by one’s parents is critical for children’s health and well-
being (Brummelman et al., 2015; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Dweck, 2017,
Harlow, 1958), self-disclosure may, in some cases, instigate conversa-
tions that undercut children’s health and well-being. In particular, there
might be cases in which it instigates emotional parentification (i.e., chil-
dren providing emotional support to their parents, thereby adopting an
adult family role; Hooper, 2011; Kerig, 2014) or parental co-rumination
(i.e., children extensively discussing, rehashing, and speculating about
problems with their parents; Grimbos et al., 2013; Waller & Rose,
2010). For example, self-disclosure may cause emotional parentifica-
tion when the parent shares too much intimate information, thereby
creating role confusion; and it may cause parental co-rumination when
parent and child reinforce each other’s expressions of negative emo-
tions. We call for research that examines the long-term effects of
self-disclosure in everyday parent-child interactions, examining both
its promises (e.g., sparking feelings of love) and its perils (e.g., causing

emotional parentification or parental co-rumination).

5.2 | Strengths, limitations, and future directions

Our study has strengths, including its well-powered experimental
design, its timing in middle-to-late childhood, and its in-depth linguistic
analysis of parent-child conversations. It has also limitations. First, we
focused on reciprocal self-disclosure, so we cannot separate engaging
in self-disclosure from being the recipient of it. Meta-analytic evidence
indicates that both contribute to interpersonal liking (Collins & Miller,
1994). In parent-child relationships, children may often disclose to
parents without parents disclosing to them (Finkenauer et al., 2018;
Villalobos Solis et al., 2015). Therefore, parents disclosing to children
may be a powerful cue of love. Second, we conducted our study in an
individualistic culture. Self-disclosure may be more acceptable in such
cultures, which value self-expression, than in collectivistic countries,
which value self-restraint (Won-Doornink, 1985). Third, our linguis-
tic analyses focused specifically on the responses parent and child
gave to the questions they asked each other. Yet, it is possible that
some linguistic dimensions do partly reflect the questions they asked
each other (e.g., in the small-talk condition, questions about music and
movies may have more directly triggered conversations about “hear-
ing” and “seeing”). More broadly, some studies highlighted limitations
of the LIWC. In particular, LIWC emotion categories may not reliably
capture subjective emotion experience (Jaidka et al., 2020; Sun et al.,
2020). Data-driven machine learning-based methods may be viable
alternatives to word-level methods like the LIWC.

Our findings are generative. Researchers could examine how recip-
rocal self-disclosure affects parents’ momentary feelings of love for
their children. When we asked parents in the reciprocal self-disclosure
condition how they themselves experienced the conversation, many
described a growing sense of love. One parent wrote: “| felt a bond and
realized how special he is to me, which evoked a warm, loving feeling!”
Another noted: “Throughout the conversation, | felt a growing pride

and fondness of my child.” Also, researchers could examine the long-
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term effects of reciprocal self-disclosure via a randomized controlled
trial. Targeted psychological interventions, if timed wisely, can set in
motion positive spirals that contribute to sustained improvements in
social relationships (Thomaes et al., 2012; Walton & Wilson, 2018).
Doing so, they can examine underlying mechanisms (e.g., perceived
trust and equality) and long-term outcomes.

6 | CONCLUSION

Sharing one’s deepest thoughts and feelings with another person
may feel daunting, especially if this other person is one’s child. Our
proof-of-concept experiment shows that reciprocal self-disclosure in
parent-child dyads can contribute to children’s feeling of being loved
by their parent during the conversation. An exciting direction for future
research will be to unravel the causal long-term effects of reciprocal

self-disclosure in everyday parent-child interactions.
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APPENDIX
Self-disclosure condition
Set 1

1. What do you like best in NEMO?

2. If you could travel anywhere in the world, which country would you
like to visit? And why?

3. What is the strangest thing that you have ever experienced?

4. Think back to a moment you felt embarrassed. What happened?

5. Is there something in your life that makes you stressed out? Why
does it make you stressed out?

6. Do you ever miss someone? Whom do you miss?

7. Do you ever feel guilty? What do you feel guilty about?
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Set 2

. If you could have one wish granted, what would that be?

. Do you ever feel nervous when meeting new people? Why?

. What is the last time you felt alone? What made you feel that way?
. Think back to something fun you did with a good friend. What was

it? And what made it fun?

. Did you ever experience something scary when you were younger?

What was it?

. What is one thing about yourself that most people would consider

surprising?

. What is something you are proud of?

Small-talk condition
Set1

. Whenwas the last time you walked for more than an hour? Describe

where you want and what you saw.

. Do you read books sometimes? Do you have a favorite book? Which

one?
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. If you could invent a new flavor of ice cream, what would it be?
. What is your favorite food? What is last time you’ve had it?

. What is your favorite holiday? Why?

. What is the funniest thing that ever happened to you?

. What gifts did you receive on your last birthday?

Set 2

. Think back to the last time you went to the zoo. How was it?
. If you could choose, would you rather go to bed early or stay up

late?

. What is/was your favorite subject at school? Why?

. What is your favorite movie? When did you last see it?

When you entered NEMO today, what was your first impression?

. What do you most like to watch on TV or Netflix?
. Do you sometimes listen to music? What kind of music?

Note. The task took 9 min. After 4 min, the experimenter asked dyads

to start with Set 2, if they had not already done so. After 9 min, the

experimenter said that time was up.
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