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Abstract 

The Circle of Security® Parenting™ (COSP™) program is a relationship-based 

intervention that targets attachment security and caregiver internal working models. 

Effectiveness and efficacy research utilizing observational measurement of parent-child 

interaction remains limited in the Circle of Security® literature and no studies have 

examined changes in dyadic mutuality as a construct of interest. The aims of this thesis 

work, a pilot study, were to evaluate the efficacy of COSP™ by examining changes in 

dyadic mutuality and parent positivity/negativity using a validated observational 

measurement tool (PARCHISY) in 16 parent-child dyads. A quasi-experimental repeated 

measures design was employed to investigate changes in observed parent-child 

interaction before and after the 8-week COSP™ intervention and across two tasks, 

structured play and clean-up. Findings revealed theoretically predicted positive changes 

in dyadic mutuality and parent positivity and no significant change in parent negativity. 

These results support the utility of PARCHISY in the assessment of attachment-focused 

parenting interventions.  

 
Keywords: Circle of Security®, parenting, attachment, mutuality, attachment-

based intervention, evaluation  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

Parenting plays a crucial role in childhood development. The early relationship 

patterns between a caregiver and child establish the foundation of attachment and the 

developmental trajectory of the child (Fearon et al., 2010). Parents can experience many 

challenges as they move through the process of establishing and maintaining a secure 

attachment with their children. Intergenerational trauma and the influence of unresolved 

experiences from a parents’ own early attachment relationships, can negatively impact 

parenting behaviour and capacity (van der Voort et al., 2014).  

A lack of attachment in the parent-child dyad can lead to externalizing, 

internalizing, and/or maladaptive behavior outcomes in children (Kochanska et al., 2019; 

Regueiro et al., 2020; Zeynel & Uzer, 2020). These behavioral outcomes can trigger 

negative and harsh disciplinary techniques from the caregiver, thereby, eroding the 

attachment relationship between caregiver and child (Kochanska et al., 2019). 

Additionally, harsh parenting is a precursor for child maltreatment (Afifi et al., 2017; 

Horton & Murray, 2015) and other adverse childhood experiences (ACES), which have 

been associated with decreased cognitive capacity, increased behavioral challenges, 

decreased social-emotional development, and increased psychopathology in adulthood 

(Berthelon et al., 2020; Creavey et al., 2017; Su et al., 2019). 

There is an increasing need for evidence-based parenting support and interventions 

that will enable caregivers to establish and maintain secure attachment relationships with 

their children. Given the growing body of evidence that links ACES with poor health 

outcomes into adulthood (Choi et al., 2020; Petruccelli et al., 2019; Zeynel & Uzer, 

2020), comprehensive preventative interventions that support parents, children, and 
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families during the early stages of childhood development are necessary to mitigate 

negative impacts to public health. The purpose of this thesis project was to analyze data 

generated during a 2016 pilot project testing the effectiveness of an attachment-based 

parenting program, using a novel observational measurement protocol. 

Definition of Terms 

Attachment 

Attachment is broadly understood as the bond or relationship between a child and 

their parent or primary caregiver (traditionally the mother) that acts as a protective 

facilitator for healthy child development (Bowlby, 1958; Bowlby, 1969; Bretherton, 

1992). Attachment forms instinctively between the child and primary caregiver as the 

child’s need for safety and security are met through the process of proximity seeking 

behaviour on the part of the child that is consistently received with sensitivity and 

responsiveness from the caregiver (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1958; Bretherton, 

1992).  

Attachment Patterns 

Attachment patterns are categorized into four main types: secure attachment (child 

trusts caregiver to meet needs, caregiver is sensitive and responsive), ambivalent (or 

resistant) attachment (caregiver is unpredictable in responsiveness, child is ambivalent or 

resistant towards caregiver following times of distress), avoidant attachment (child 

ignores or moves away from caregiver following times of distress, caregiver frequently 

unresponsive to needs of child), and disorganized attachment (child responds in 

disorganized/inconsistent manner during times of distress and may have experienced 

significant trauma during infancy, caregiver unable to meet needs of child consistently – 
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often due to underlying trauma or loss) (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Main & Solomon, 1990). 

Some estimates suggest that approximately 55% of infants in the general population can 

be classified as having a secure attachment, 23% as having avoidant attachment patterns, 

8% with ambivalent attachment patterns, and the remaining infants would fall under the 

disorganized attachment classification (Benoit, 2004; Lyons-Ruth, 1996).  

Attachment Security 

Attachment security is a categorical representation of the nature of the attachment 

relationship between the parent and child and includes the classifications of attachment 

patterns as established by Ainsworth et al. (1978) and Main and Solomon (1990) (secure 

attachment, insecure attachment (ambivalent, avoidant), and disorganized attachment).  

Mutuality 

Mutuality is a construct representing the reciprocity, cooperation, shared affect, and 

synchrony that exists in a bidirectional process within relationships (Aksan et al., 2006; 

Deater-Deckard et al., 1997; Deater-Deckard & O’Connor, 2000; Kochanska, 1997; 

Lindsey & Mize, 2000). Mutuality in the context of parent-child interaction may include 

sustained eye contact and smiling between parent and child, a turn-taking quality in 

conversation, and responding to verbalizations in a timely and frequent manner (Askan et 

al., 2006; Deater-Deckard & O’Connor, 2000; Deater-Deckard & Petrill, 2004)  

Dyadic Mutuality 

Dyadic mutuality is the specific operationalization of mutuality as it exists in the 

context of the parent child relationship. Dyadic mutuality can be described as the 

establishment and continuance of interactions within the parent-child dyad that are 

synchronous, responsive, benevolent, and bidirectional (Deater-Deckard & Petrill, 2004).  
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The Strange Situation Procedure (SSP) 

The SSP was operationalized by Mary Ainsworth and her colleagues in the 

influential Baltimore study on mother-infant attachment (Ainsworth et al., 1978). The 

SSP is a standardized procedure that includes three essential elements: a strange 

environment, the introduction of a stranger, and the separation of the caregiver (van 

Rosmalen et al., 2015). The 8 events that occur during the SSP have been described by 

van Rosmalen et al. (2015) in the following summary:  

In episodes 1–3, the child (in the company of the caregiver) is first confronted with 

a strange environment (a playroom) and then with a stranger (an unknown research 

assistant). During the fourth episode, the caregiver leaves the room and the infant 

is left with the stranger. The caregiver returns during the fifth episode and the 

stranger leaves. The caregiver then leaves again (episode 6), which means the 

infant is alone in the room. The stranger returns (episode 7), and eventually the 

caregiver also returns (episode 8) (van Rosmalen et al., 2015, p. 265).  

The caregiver is given further instruction to avoid initiating interactions with the child and 

the behavior of the child is carefully examined during the reunion phases of the procedure 

(Ainsworth et al., 1978; van Rosmalen et al., 2015). From this examination of behaviour, 

the classification of attachment security between the child and caregiver (secure, insecure 

avoidant, insecure ambivalent, or disorganized) can be understood.  

Circle of Security® Parenting 

Circle of Security® Parenting (COSP™) is an attachment-based parenting 

intervention rooted in the strengths-focused approach which includes a visual framework 

(Appendix A) depicting attachment relationships between caregiver and child (Powell et 
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al., 2013). Huber et al. (2018) state that the aim of COSP™ is “to increase caregivers’ 

capacity to meet their children’s needs by providing a map of a secure relationship and 

then video-based practice with relationship-focused observation, reflection, and 

empathy” (p. 3). COSP™ is available as an intensive 20-week individualized program 

known as the Circle of Security-Intensive (COS-I), which is an early psychotherapeutic 

and psycho-educational intervention (Huber et al., 2018). COSP™ is also offered as an 

8-week manualized preventative intervention program known as Circle of Security® 

Parenting™ (COSP™), which is intended for broader community implementation 

(Cassidy et al., 2017; Cooper et al., 2018). The manualized intervention is delivered 

following specific and pre-determined guidelines for administration to ensure fidelity of 

the intervention across various delivery sites and to enable Registered Circle of Security 

Facilitators® from a wide range of backgrounds and disciplines to offer the program in 

diverse community settings. Circle of Security International offers 4-day in-person 

experiential training around the world.  

Background 

My thesis research is rooted in the theories of attachment and dyadic mutuality. I 

am evaluating the COSP™ program, which is an attachment based parenting 

intervention, utilizing an observational measurement tool developed to operationalize 

dyadic mutuality - the Parent child interaction system (PARCHISY; Deater-Deckard, 

2000; Deater-Deckard et al., 1997). The intervention phase of this pilot study occurred in 

2016 and this thesis project will analyze the results of data generated during this 

intervention period. For the remainder of this thesis, I will use the term “parent” rather 
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than parent and caregiver interchangeably. My assumption, however, is that the term 

parent encompasses all primary caregivers, including grandparents and foster parents.  

Attachment Theory 

Attachment theory is at the foundation of many current parenting interventions 

including COSP™ (Powell et al., 2014). John Bowlby is largely credited as the founder 

of attachment theory. In his early work The Nature of the Child’s Tie to his Mother, 

Bowlby (1958) suggested that attachment behavior aims to bond an infant-mother dyad 

in a mutually reciprocal way. In a later series of lectures titled A Secure base: Parent-

Child Attachment and Healthy Human Development (Bowlby, 1988), Bowlby described 

attachment as “any form of behaviour that results in a person attaining or maintaining 

proximity to some other dearly identified individual who is conceived as better able to 

cope with the world” (p. 25-26). Bowlby further proposed that attachment be understood 

as an evolutionary desire for protection and safety that causes the child to seek proximity 

to their primary caregiver as a secure base, and that the lived experience of this 

attachment relationship establishes mental representations or internal working models 

(IWM) within the child that determine how they relate to themselves and to others 

(Bretherton, 1997).  

Mary Ainsworth contributed significantly to this conceptual understanding of 

attachment through her empirical research using the Strange Situation Procedure (SSP). 

The SSP is considered the gold standard for observational measurement of attachment 

security (Matias et al., 2014). Ainsworth is also largely credited for the development of 

the attachment classifications that are widely accepted today, which are: secure, insecure 

avoidant, and insecure ambivalent (Ainsworth & Bell, 1970; Ainsworth et al., 1971; van 
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Rosmalen et al., 2015). In a later study by Main and Soloman (1986), the disorganized 

attachment classification was identified and added to the theoretical understanding of 

attachment.  

Attachment security is a categorical representation of early parent-child interaction 

patterns which influence several developmentally essential outcomes in early childhood 

and provide the context for socialization (Deater-Deckard & O’Connor, 2000; 

Kochanska, 1997; Kochanska et al., 2008). Poor parent-child relationships are associated 

with negative outcomes related to social-emotional regulation, peer competence, 

prosocial behavior, and socialization (Deater-Deckard & Petrill, 2004; S. Kim & 

Kochanska, 2012; Kochanska & Askan, 2004; Lindsey et al., 1997; van der Voort et al., 

2014). Over the last several decades there has been a shift in understanding related to the 

mechanisms that influence the parent-child relationship and the effects of dyad 

interaction on overall attachment security (Lindsey & Mize, 2000; Maccoby, 1992). An 

important antecedent to secure attachment is caregiver contingent responsiveness which 

can be described as a caregiver’s appropriate, timely, and proportional responsiveness 

toward the cues and behaviour of the child (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bornstein & Manian, 

2013; Bowlby, 1969; Dunst & Kassow, 2008). Caregiver responsiveness is explicitly 

measured by several constructs including sensitivity and mutuality (Dunst & Kassow, 

2008).  

Dyadic Mutuality 

Mutuality is a construct that has been associated with secure attachment 

relationships and healthy developmental outcomes in children including socialization and 

conscience development (Deater-Deckard & Petrill, 2004; S. Kim et al., 2015; Kim & 
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Kochanska, 2012; Kochanska & Askan, 2004; Kochanska & Murray, 2000). Various 

constructs describing parent-child (or dyadic) mutuality emerge in the literature including 

Mutually Responsive Orientation (MRO) (Kochanska, 2002), interactive contingency 

(Beebe et al., 2008), and dyadic synchrony (Harrist & Waugh, 2002). Consistent within 

the various definitions of mutuality, is the conceptualization of mutuality as a 

bidirectional process between parent-child that influences developmental outcomes 

(Askan et al., 2006; Deater-Deckard & Petrill, 2004; S. Kim et al., 2015). For the 

purposes of this research, the term dyadic mutuality will be used to refer to the 

bidirectional relationship and mutuality that exists between the parent and child. 

Mutuality has been operationalized to include several sub-constructs such as 

reciprocity, co-operation, shared positive affect, mutual responsiveness, harmonious 

communication, synchrony, and mutual compliance (Aksan et al., 2006; Deater-Deckard 

et al., 1997; Deater-Deckard & O’Connor, 2000; Kochanska, 1997; Lindsey & Mize, 

2000). Dyadic mutuality in the parent-child dyad can be described as “the formation and 

maintenance of emotionally warm, mutually responsive and well-synchronized 

interactions” (Deater-Deckard & Petrill, 2004, p. 1171).  

Since mutuality is an indicator of parent-child relationship quality, and the quality 

of a child’s early attachment relationships is a key indicator of healthy developmental 

outcomes, examining changes in mutuality may provide additional support for the use of 

attachment-based interventions, such as COSP™, to increase parenting competencies 

that contribute to increased attachment security. Moreover, early disruptions in dyadic 

mutuality can have clinically significant implications for the child’s ability to self-

regulate and may lead to dissociative patterns in adulthood (Boris et al., 2019; Lyons-
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Ruth et al., 2006), therefore addressing these patterns early in a child’s developmental 

trajectory is vitally important for mitigating long-term negative health outcomes.  

Parenting Dimensions 

Various elements of parenting have been operationalized by researchers to 

explore the impact that parenting has on child development. A substantial volume of 

empirical literature exists that has examined parenting styles, parenting dimensions, and 

parenting practices as key indicators of parenting quality (Kuppens & Ceulemans, 2019). 

Parenting styles have traditionally been defined into four categories: authoritative, 

authoritarian, neglectful, and permissive based on the work of Diana Baumrind, Eleanor 

Maccoby and John Martin (Power, 2013; Kuppens & Ceulemans, 2019). The 

operationalization of these styles has frequently included definitions encompassing 

parental control and warmth as measurable dimensions (Dallaire & Weinraub, 2005; 

Power, 2013). Warmth typically includes measures of the affective quality of parenting 

practices whereas control refers to measures of parental demandingness and/or 

disciplinary practices (Power, 2013). Negative parenting behaviors such as hostility or 

demandingness have been linked to maladaptive developmental outcomes (Slatcher & 

Trentacosta, 2012; Thompson et al., 2014; Zemp et al., 2014), conversely, positive 

parenting behaviours such as warmth and sensitivity have been associated with prosocial 

behaviour and increased attachment security (Gregory et al., 2018; Knerr et al., 2013; 

Liew et al., 2017).  

Parenting programs and interventions usually target changes in the parent-child 

relationship by providing resources, support, and education aiming to improve parent 

perceptions of their child or by increasing positive parenting behaviours (O’Connor et al., 
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2013; Sitnick et al., 2015; van Aar et al., 2017). Since the priority for most parenting 

interventions remains establishing healthy relational patterns between parents and their 

children, understanding the specific mechanisms and parenting dimensions by which this 

is achieved, as well as the specific populations most likely to benefit from different 

interventions, can enhance the program offerings available to families presenting with 

attachment-related challenges.   

Statement of Problem 

Most of the research related to COSP™ has focused on the COS-I intervention and 

its application to various risk groups, rather than the COSP™ intervention that is more 

accessible across a wider range of clinical and community settings (Huber et al., 2018). 

Recent research related to the COSP™ intervention has found that child attachment 

security did not change following the 8-week program, however, some findings suggest 

that COSP™ participants report enhanced competence in relational measures that foster 

secure attachment behaviours in the dyad relationship (Huber et al., 2018; Cassidy et al., 

2017). A contextual understanding of the nature of these competency shifts, and the 

behaviours most likely to be influenced by the intervention, can assist in establishing 

more robust guidelines for broad implementation. Furthermore, this understanding can 

facilitate additional insight into the populations most likely to benefit from the COSP™ 

program.  

Funamoto and Rinaldi (2014) suggest that multifaceted constructs such as those 

existing within the context of a parent-child dyad require direct assessment through 

behavioural observation methodology which removes biases commonly found in self-

report and interview-based methods. Another challenge that arises when investigating 
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changes in parenting, is the cost prohibitive nature of observational study. Many 

observational research tools require highly specialized training and are both time and 

resource intensive to administer (Funamoto & Rinaldi, 2014). There is a demonstrable 

need for observational tools that are easily accessible and require less intensive training 

to implement and code. One such tool is The Parent-Child Interaction System 

(PARCHISY; Deater-Deckard et al., 1997; Deater-Deckard, 2000). The PARCHISY is a 

behavioural observation tool that measures several properties of parent, child, and dyadic 

interaction including composite measures of dyadic mutuality, parent positivity, and 

parent negativity (Deater-Deckard et al., 1997; Deater-Deckard, 2000).  

Study Aim and Objectives 

The aim of this study is to quantitatively determine changes in parent-child 

mutuality and changes in the positive and/or negative quality of caregiver interactions 

utilizing a quasi-experimental design and previously generated and scored pre- and post-

observation data to evaluate 8-week COSP™ program offerings. Parent-child dyads were 

assessed before and after completing COSP™ using the PARCHISY observational tool 

(Deater-Deckard et al., 1997; Deater-Deckard, 2000). The proposed study will address 

two objectives: 1) to measure changes in parent-child mutuality, based on the 

PARCHISY scores from before and after COSP™ program offerings; and, 2) to measure 

changes in parent positivity and negativity, based on the PARCHISY scores from before 

and after COSP™ program offerings.  
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Chapter 2. Review of the Literature 

Circle of Security® 

The Circle of Security® is a visual map 

(https://www.circleofsecurityinternational.com/circle-of-security-model/what-is-the-

circle-of-security/) (see Appendix A) that incorporates/applies theoretical constructs from 

attachment theory with the aim of changing attachment-focused relationship dimensions 

between caregiver and child (Hoffman et al., 2017; Powell et al., 2014). A key tenet of 

this intervention is rooted in Bowlby’s (1988) claim that caregivers facilitate secure 

attachment when they are both a ‘secure base’ from which the child can explore their 

environment, and a ‘safe haven’ to which the child can return when in distress. The COS-

I 20-week protocol includes a mixed delivery model of individual and group-based 

sessions and requires a pre-intervention and post-intervention assessment of attachment 

between caregiver-child. COS-I is delivered weekly in a series of small group sessions 

(n=4-6) along with individual sessions facilitated by a licensed clinical practitioner 

(therapist or counselor). In the small group sessions, caregivers are given feedback from 

clips of videotaped interactions between themselves and their child during a strange 

situation procedure that is recorded in the pre-intervention phase of the program (Powell 

et al., 2014).  

Five key outcome goals are identified by the originators of the COS intervention 

which are: (1) provide caregivers with a secure base during the weekly sessions so that 

the caregiver can safely reflect on the dyad relationship, and their relationship with their 

child; (2) present a framework of fundamental attachment needs to improve caregiver 

responsiveness and sensitivity in the parent/child dyad relationship; (3) build caregiver 

https://www.circleofsecurityinternational.com/circle-of-security-model/what-is-the-circle-of-security/
https://www.circleofsecurityinternational.com/circle-of-security-model/what-is-the-circle-of-security/


CIRCLE OF SECURITY® PARENTING™ EFFECTIVENESS 

13 
 

 

capacity in identification of explicit and subtle attachment cues and miscues that are 

given by the child to indicate their needs and internal states; (4) enhance empathy of 

caregiver through reflective assessment of attachment-focused dyad interaction; and (5) 

establish awareness of caregiver’s personal attachment history that influences their 

parenting behaviors (Hoffman et al., 2006). COS™ differs from other attachment-based 

interventions in that it: (a) it assumes an individualized approach using the attachment 

classification of the dyad; (b) it aims to alter caregiver behaviour as well as the internal 

working models (IWM) of the caregiver; (c) it includes a graphically represented 

framework intended to give caregivers a visual tool to understand the nature of the 

attachment relationship; (d) it provides reflective opportunities and language to describe 

caregiver self-protective mechanisms and how these mechanisms can be triggered by 

underlying anxiety; and (e) it includes a standardized protocol delivered by expert 

clinicians (Hoffman et al., 2006). 

Given the time and resource-intensive nature of the 20-week COS-I, a manualized 

and more scalable 8-week adaptation of the intervention, Circle of Security Parenting™ 

(COSPTM), was developed for use with groups or individual dyads (Horton & Murray, 

2015; Kohlhoff et al., 2016). COSP™ is intended for a broad application in community 

and sub-clinical settings and can be delivered by trained facilitators from a wide range of 

sectors and disciplines; however, little is currently known about its efficacy or the groups 

who may benefit most from the intervention. Attachment is a complex and multifaceted 

construct that requires consistent and long-term adjustment and sensitivity within the 

parent-child relationship (Hoffman et al., 2014). Since shifts in attachment security may 

not occur within the short timeframe of the 8-week COSP™, it is essential to understand 
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what dimensions of attachment behaviour might be influenced by the intervention and 

how these may contribute to increased attachment-related outcomes.  

Several constructs such as caregiver emotional regulation (Horton & Murray, 

2015), emotional availability (Risholm Mothander et al., 2018), caregiver depressive 

symptoms (Kohloff et al., 2016; Maupin et al., 2017), caregiver psychosocial functioning 

(Cassidy et al., 2010; Huber et al., 2016), caregiver sensitivity (Andrews, 2019), 

caregiver reflective functioning (Huber et al., 2015; Kohlhoff et al., 2016), and caregiver 

stress (Huber et al., 2016; Krishnamoorthy et al., 2020), have all been used as outcome 

measures of the COSP™ interventions. Mutuality has yet to be assessed as an 

independent construct within the COS™ research and there have been no studies 

measuring parent-child mutuality pre/post COSP™ intervention.  

COS-I Efficacy Research 

A protocol-development study was conducted by Hoffman et al. (2006) for the 20-

week COS-I with participants (n=65) from Head Start and Early Head Start programs in 

the United States. The Strange Situation Procedure (SPP) was used pre- and post-

intervention to measure child attachment security and results from this study indicated an 

overall decrease in attachment insecurity with approximately 44% of the pre-intervention 

‘insecure’ children moving to ‘secure’ post-intervention (Hoffman et al., 2006). This 

initial study yielded favorable results supporting the implementation of COS-I in clinical 

settings.  

Cassidy et al. (2010) recruited a sample (n=20) of pregnant women in a jail-

diversion program to participate in an exploratory study using an adapted version of 

COS-I called the Circle of Security Perinatal Protocol (COS-PP™). The women were 
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placed in small groups (n=6) and during the final trimester of pregnancy began bi-weekly 

meetings for COS-PP™ (Cassidy et al., 2010). The researchers used a combination of 

stock video from previous COSP™ participants, and a series of clips from current 

participant dyad-interactions recorded after infants turned 2 months old. Several 

measurement tools were employed during this study including the use of the SSP to 

assess infant attachment classification. The women were further assessed for maternal 

sensitivity, attachment style, and measures of psychosocial functioning. Consistent with 

the results from Hoffman et al. (2006), infant attachment security was higher post COS-

PP™ than in other samples of high-risk populations. Additionally, maternal depression 

scores from the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) showed an overall decrease in 

depressive symptoms between pre- and post-intervention assessment. Given the lack of a 

control group and the overall nature of the jail-diversion program, which offered a series 

of services and interventions to the participants, the Cassidy et al. (2010) cautioned that 

many variables may have contributed to the findings and recommended that further 

research is necessary to understand the application of COS-I in clinical samples.  

In an RCT, Cassidy et al. (2011) used an adapted version of the COS-I delivered in 

a series of 4 home visits (COS-HV4) to a sample of ‘economically-stressed’ mothers 

with irritable infants. The control group (n=88) received psychoeducational sessions 

delivered on a similar timeline as those in the intervention group (n=85) who received 

the COS-HV4 sessions. Infant attachment was assessed using the SSP and maternal 

attachment anxiety and avoidance was measured using a self-report measure, the 

Experiences in Close Relationships scale (ECR). The findings of this study did not 
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demonstrate a main intervention effect (Mercer, 2015); however, they did show an 

increase in attachment security for infants rated as highly irritable (Cassidy et al., 2011). 

In an experimental study by Dehghani et al. (2014), mother-child dyads were 

recruited (n=48) and placed into the control group (n=24) or experimental group (n=24) 

that received the COS-I intervention. The Attachment Q-Set (AQS) was used to assess 

attachment security before and after a 20-week COS-I intervention. The AQS is a 90 

item card series that contains attachment-related behavioral descriptors of children. The 

cards were sorted by the caregiver into different piles ranked “most characteristic of the 

child” to “least characteristic of the child” (Dehghani et al., 2014). Card placement is 

scored and correlated with a ‘secure’ child profile to obtain the attachment classification 

of the child. In this study, the researchers also assessed child well-being as an outcome 

measure of the intervention. The study results demonstrated a significant difference in 

attachment security pre vs. post intervention as well as an increase in child well-being. 

Huber et al. (2015a, 2015b, 2016) have contributed to the COS-I literature through 

3 studies conducted using archived data from a clinical sample (n=83) referred to a clinic 

specializing in early childhood mental health due to child behaviour challenges and/or 

mental health concerns. The first study (Huber et al., 2015a) assessed attachment 

security, caregiver reflective function (CRF), caregiver representations (CR), and 

moderating effects of CRF/CR on intervention efficacy. Pre-intervention assessments 

included the SSP (or a modified separation/reunion event for children >48 months) to 

classify child attachment security, and The Circle of Security Interview which assesses 

several dimensions of caregiver perceptions of self/child and is described in detail in 

Powell et al. (2014). The Circle of Security Interview was then coded to assess for CRF 
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and CR. Results of this study yielded significant changes in CRF, CR, and some 

dimensions of attachment security, however, attachment security classification did not 

significantly change following the intervention.  

In the second study using the same clinical sample (Huber et al., 2015b), the 

researchers assessed emotional and behaviour outcomes of the children of the 

participating parents. The Devereux Early Childhood Assessment-Clinical (DECA-C) 

questionnaire and the Child Behaviour Checklist and Carer/Teacher Report forms were 

completed by parents and teachers (where applicable) to assess behavioural and 

emotional adaptation. Following the intervention, parents reported significant 

improvements in their child’s behaviour and an increase in ‘protective factors’ (e.g., 

initiative, self-control, attachment) as measured by the DECA-C. Teacher ratings 

reported some improvements in externalizing behaviour.  

The third study (Huber et al., 2016) conducted with this sample, measured the 

emotional function of parents pre/post-intervention. Data were collected from self-report 

measures completed by the parent including parental stress levels as measured by The 

Parenting Stress Index (PSI), caregiver mental health states as measured by the Symptom 

Checklist-90 (SCL-90), and results from the previous CRF/CR outcomes (Huber et al., 

2015a) were used as moderators. Results from this study demonstrated overall reduction 

in parental stress and mental health symptomology with the largest changes occurring for 

the families who presented with the most serious concerns at the outset. While all 3 of 

these studies yielded post-intervention changes, the lack of a control group and use of 

archived data present some limitations. Additionally, none of these studies included 
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observational data outside of the SSP/separation-reunion attachment classification which 

lends to potential self-report bias in the collected data.  

The most recent RCT utilizing the 20-week COS-I protocol was conducted by 

Ramsauer et al. (2019) with a group of mothers experiencing postpartum depression. The 

study included a control group of treatment as usual (TAU) mother-child dyads (n=36) 

and an intervention group (n=36) who completed COS-I in the traditional small group 

format (n=6). Results from this study did not reveal any differences in infant attachment 

security which was measured post-treatment using the SSP (Ainsworth et al., 1978). 

Initial SSP data was not measured in the pre-intervention phase due to age constraints of 

the sample (<12 months old). 

Despite ongoing implementation of the COS-I, there remains a limited body of 

research examining its efficacy (Mercer, 2015; Yaholkoski et al., 2016). Many of the 

studies referenced here have included adapted protocols of the original COS-I 

intervention and there is a lack of independent research to date. In a review of COS 

research, Mercer (2015) highlighted the lack of replication and randomized control trials 

(RCT) across the COS-I literature and advocated for more robust experimental studies to 

sufficiently address the efficacy of the COS-I at increasing attachment security. 

Furthermore, some studies have suggested that shorter and less resource-intensive 

interventions might be more effective at increasing attachment security and producing 

positive attachment-related behavioral outcomes (Bakermans-Kranenburg et al., 2003). 

This situates the 8-week COSP™ in an advantageous position within the larger context 

of parenting interventions. While there remains a growing body of literature to support 
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the implementation of the 20-week COS-I, there is little research available on the 

efficacy and delivery of the adapted COSP™ intervention. 

COSP™ Efficacy Research 

In a pilot study, Coleman (2014) assessed a sample (n=7) of opiate dependent 

parents who participated in the COSP™ over a period of 8 weeks. Results from this 

before/after pre-test/post-test study included a reduction in parent reports of stress, 

depression, and anxiety. Attachment security was measured using the Caregiving 

Helplessness Questionnaire (CHQ), which is a screening tool that assesses disorganized 

attachment in the parent-child dyad from three subscales “mother helplessness, mother-

child frightened, and child caregiving” (Coleman, 2014). The study yielded no significant 

findings in changes associated with the CHQ, however the small sample size and timing 

of the assessment, which occurred immediately following the intervention, may have 

contributed to these results. Considering the complexity of the attachment relationship, it 

is not surprising that 8 weeks might not be long enough to produce significant changes in 

overall attachment security. Future longitudinal research is necessary to explore the 

efficacy of the intervention and the long-term consistency of caregivers’ ability to 

implement changes accrued during participation in the intervention. 

Horton and Murray (2015) recruited a clinical sample (n=15) of mothers in a 

treatment program for substance-use issues to participate in the COSP™ intervention. 

Only 9 of the mothers attended at least 6/9 sessions (full dose), while other 6 were 

subdivided into ‘partial attendance’ (n=4), and no attendance (n=2). These sub-groups 

were used as control during the analysis phase of the study. The aim of this study was to 

examine the emotional capacity of parents following the COSP™ intervention and to 
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examine changes in disciplinary practices and caregiver attributions related to child 

behavior. Several self-report measures were used before and after the COSP™ 

intervention, including the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ), the Parenting 

Attribution Test (PAT) which measures parent perceptions of dyad interactions and the 

underlying causes of successful vs. unsuccessful interaction, the Parenting Scale (PS) 

which measures disciplinary practices, and the Marlowe-Crowne (MC) which measures 

‘social desirability’ (Horton & Murray, 2015). Following the COSP™ intervention, 

results indicated mean improvements for the full-dose group on all measured indicators 

and no changes for the control groups. An important consideration here is that attendance 

is an important moderator for efficacy of the intervention. While the small sample size 

limits generalizability, further research is warranted to understand how attendance 

correlates with efficacy of the COSP™. Additionally, there were no reported 

observational measures used in this study to assess parent-child interaction and further 

research examining these interactions could strengthen current understanding of the 

mechanism of influence of COSPTM. 

In a pilot study with a clinical sample (n=15), Kohloff et al. (2016) measured 

reflective functioning, helplessness, stress, and caregiver feelings toward their child pre- 

and post-COSP™ intervention. Self-report measures included the Parental Reflective 

Functioning Questionnaire (PRFQ), Care-Giving Helplessness Questionnaire (CHQ), the 

‘rejection and anger’ subscale from the Postpartum Bonding Questionnaire (PBQ), and 

the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scales (DASS-21). The results yielded favorable 

outcomes for all key indicators and added support to the efficacy of COSP™ at 

improving parental reflection, attribution, and stress. Another important note is the lack 
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of observational assessment data. Future studies with a larger sample, observational 

measurement data, and a control group design would strengthen the existing COSP™ 

efficacy literature.  

More recently, two RCTs have been conducted on the efficacy of the COSP™ 

(Cassidy et al., 2017; Risholm Mothander et al., 2018). Cassidy et al. (2017) recruited a 

sample (n=141; 66 control, 75 intervention) from a Head Start program in the US. The 

aim of the study was to measure the efficacy of COSP™ at increasing caregiver 

sensitivity and attachment security. The researchers utilized a series of measurement 

tools to assess for child attachment security, maternal responsiveness to child distress, 

child executive function, maternal attachment anxiety, and maternal depression. These 

measures were assessed using: Preschool Attachment Classification System (PACS), the 

Coping with Toddler Negative Emotions Scale (CTNES), Puppet-Says Task (PST), 

Dimensional Change Card Sort (DCCS), Child Behavior Checklist (CBC), Experiences 

in Close Relationships Scale (ECR), and the Center for Epidemiological Studies 

Depression Scale (CESDS). Overall, the study showed no main intervention effect on 

child attachment security, however, unsupportive responses to child distress decreased 

and child inhibitory control increased in the intervention group. Both of these behaviors 

have the potential to influence parent-child mutuality (Geeraerts et al., 2020) and an 

exploration of the efficacy of COSP™ at increasing mutuality might support the use of 

the intervention in dyads who present with challenges related to caregiver sensitivity or 

attachment. 

In the RCT conducted by Risholm Mothander et al. (2018), a clinical sample 

(n=52; 24 control, 28 intervention) receiving treatment at a Swedish mental health clinic 
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for parent-child relational concerns, was recruited for the study. Researchers sought to 

assess whether COSP™ was effective at changing parent’s working models of 

themselves and their child and improving dyad interaction. Researchers assessed the 

emotional availability of the dyad along with parental depressive symptoms, parental 

anxiety, parental stress, infant distress and maladaptive behaviours, and parental 

representations of their child. Measurement tools included interview and observational 

measures such as the Working Model of the Child Interview (WMCI) and the Emotional 

Availability scales (EA), along with initial psychosocial assessment questionnaires. 

Assessment data was collected pre- and post-intervention and at a 3 time points post-

intervention for the EA scales. Observational data was collected during a free-play task 

and a structured-play task and dyad interactions were coded based on separate parent and 

child contributions. The emotional availability of each dyad was classified according to 

the EA quality ratings of “emotionally available, complicated, detached, or problematic” 

(Risholm Mothander et al., 2018, p. 266). Results of this study demonstrated increases in 

parent representations and improved emotional availability and dyad interaction. These 

results suggest that COSP™ might provide parents with a framework that supports a shift 

in IWMs which could contribute to increased attachment-related behaviours. 

In the most recent non-randomized waitlist control study, Maxwell et al. (2021) 

recruited 256 participants from 4 different sites in 2 Australian cities to assess efficacy 

measures pre and post COSP™ offerings. Mothers and fathers were both recruited 

however fathers were removed from the final analysis due to all fathers being available 

for participation in the treatment group only. The final sample was reduced to 221 

participants after accounting for specified exclusion criteria (n=221; 169 treatment, 52 
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control). Researchers explored whether COSP™ was effective at targeting outcomes 

directly emphasized as key outcome indicators of COSP™ including: 1) parental 

mentalization, 2) parental self-efficacy related to empathy, affection, and emotional 

management, and 3) parental perceptions of their children including reductions in 

hostility, helplessness, and negative perceptions of the child. They also measured 

parental depression and examined whether the efficacy of COSP™ differed for 

participants with higher levels of depressive symptoms.  

Measurement tools for this study comprised entirely of self-report measures due to 

resource limitations and the authors account for this limitation in the study. Since no 

single measurement tool was available to assess the outcomes of interest, the study 

authors used subset and individual items from several existing tools including the 

Diamond Maternal Reflective Functioning Scale, Tool to Measure Parenting Self-

Efficacy (TOPSE), Caregiving Helplessness Scale (CHQ), Hostile Parenting scale (from 

the Longitudinal study of Australian Children) to formulate a 43-item questionnaire 

entitled the Composite Caregiving Questionnaire (CCQ) (Maxwell et al, 2020). Results 

of this study demonstrated increases in parental mentalization and self-efficacy along 

with overall decreases in parental depressive symptoms and negative attributions towards 

their children. These results further support the findings of Kohloff et al. (2016) that 

demonstrate changes in mentalization following the COSP™ intervention and they also 

support previous research which suggests that COSP™ may be especially helpful for 

parents who present with clinical symptoms of depression (M. Kim et al., 2018; Maupin 

et al., 2017). While the results of this study show promising effects on parent attitudes 

and mentalization following a COSP™, there remains a gap in understanding how these 
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changes may practically alter interactions in the parent-child relationship. The inclusion 

of observational measurement data and longitudinal measures of parent and child 

changes over time would provide additional insight for the way COSP™ may improve 

parenting, and thus child outcomes.  

Currently, there has been limited use of observational measures to examine the 

efficacy of the COSP™ intervention. Observational measures, such as the PARCHISY, 

could detect changes in dyadic mutuality, as well as behavioral and affective changes of 

parents in parent-child interactions. Changes in mutuality and positive or negative 

parenting could reflect shifts in parents’ internal working models and provide additional 

support for the efficacy of the 8-week COSP™.  

COSP™ Qualitative Research 

Within the Athabasca University-based COSP™ evaluation research program, 

where the scored pre- and post-observation PARCHISY data were generated, are two 

completed qualitative studies. Two Master of Counselling thesis students analyzed 

interview data from parents who participated in COSP™ (Gray, 2018; Lavery, 2018).  

In a qualitative descriptive study examining the changes in parent’s perceptions of 

their children following a COSP™ intervention, Gray (2018) found that several 

important shifts had occurred in the representations parents had of their children. Data 

were initially collected from a self-referred sample (n=9) over two periods of time 

following 8-week COSP™ offerings. Four participants agreed to follow up interviews 

over an online video conferencing platform as part of Gray’s thesis study. Several key 

themes emerged from the interview data including support for perception shifts related to 

COSP™ participation. Parents identified having obtained an appreciable awareness of 
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understanding their children’s needs and how to respond to those needs more effectively.  

Additionally, parents reflected on gaining confidence in their parenting approaches, 

increasing positive communication with their children, prioritizing connection over 

specific parenting strategies, gaining increased reflective capacity, and an overall 

increased understanding of the rupture-repair cycle necessary for healthy attachment.  

While not explicitly examined in Gray’s study, mutuality is associated with many 

of the shifts that the parents described as a result of the COSP™ intervention. Increasing 

our understanding of the types of changes parents experience after participation in 

COSP™, can help ensure accessibility of the program is obtainable for those dyads 

presenting with challenges most likely to be influenced by the content and outcomes of 

the intervention. 

In another qualitative study based on the same self-referred sample, Lavery (2018) 

examined changes in parent perceptions of their child’s behaviour and perceptions of 

their responses to child behaviour, pre- and post-participation in the 8-week COSP™ 

program. Interview and video data were analyzed following transcription of all audio and 

video recorded interviews. Several themes emerged from the data including shifts in 

parent’s perceptions of their children’s behavior following the COSP™ program. These 

shifts included parents being able to articulate and understand that their child’s behaviour 

was a communicative process requiring parenting support and attention more clearly. 

Lavery (2018) stated that “parents expressed a greater understanding of the bi-directional 

influence of emotion, behaviour, and reaction between themselves and their children” (p. 

71) and parents expressed an increased awareness of the reciprocal nature of the dyad 

relationship which represent key indicators of mutuality. Additionally, parents reported 
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increased empathy, flexibility, and awareness in their own responses to their children’s 

behaviour. These shifts reflect many of the constructs necessary for the development of 

mutuality and secure attachment.  

Both qualitative studies (Gray, 2018; Lavery, 2018) lend support to research that 

examines the efficacy of the COSP™ intervention through a careful analysis of the 

constructs influenced by participation in the program. This analysis can provide 

increased understanding of the benefits or changes that might be observed in a non-

clinical sample after taking the scaled version of the COS®, and which attachment-

related challenges are best analyzed and addressed through parenting interventions such 

as COS®.  

Dyadic Mutuality 

Researcher Grazyna Kochanska has contributed significantly to the understanding 

and operationalization of mutuality in the parent-child dyad. Kochanska (1997) proposed 

that attachment security is an important exemplification of dyadic mutuality and that 

many of the observable constructs present in dyadic mutuality (e.g., positive affect, 

responsiveness, and cooperation) were also observed within securely attached dyads. 

Expanding on previous research by Maccoby (1992), who suggested that bidirectional 

influences between caregiver and child must be examined through a careful analysis of 

the reciprocal systems existing in the dyad relationship, Kochanska (1997; 2002) 

operationalized mutuality through her research on mutually responsive orientation 

(MRO). In this early work, Kochanska (1997) analyzed the responsiveness between 

mother-child dyads (e.g., cooperation) and positive affect. Results from this study 

indicated that increased MRO was related to decreased use of coercive disciplinary 
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techniques by the caregiver and increased internalization of caregiver expectations by the 

child.  

Kochanska (2002) and with colleagues (Kochanska & Aksan, 2006; Kochanska & 

Murray, 2000) further demonstrated that MRO was linked to the development of 

children’s moral sense which is an important contributor to self-regulation. Moreover, 

Kochanska and Askan (2004) examined the emergence of mutuality in the context of the 

parent-child dyad and found that mutuality was largely parent-driven and reflective of the 

caregiver’s responsiveness to their infant. This responsiveness then provides the 

necessary structure for the infant to engage in a mutually reciprocal relationship with 

their caregiver later in childhood. Parent-focused interventions such as COSP™ could be 

evaluated regarding potential changes in mutuality because the program is meant 

increase parents’ capacity to recognize and respond to their child’s needs “all around the 

circle” (Powell et al., 2013; Cooper et al., 2018).  

MRO was later reconceptualized to include four subscales: harmonious 

communication, emotional ambiance, mutual cooperation, and coordinated routines 

(Askan et al., 2006). Recognizing a limitation to the early conceptualization of MRO, in 

that the measures used were aggregates of individual contributions to the dyad 

relationship rather than the specific contributions at the dyadic level, Askan et al. (2006) 

developed codes to examine these dyadic level contributions. A sample of caregiver-

child dyads (n=102) was recruited to assess the validity of the MRO coding scheme 

when children were 7 months and 15 months. Results of this study indicated that MRO 

was an independent construct capturing dyadic level relationship qualities that were 

distinguishable from the qualities of each individual within the dyad. Additionally, MRO 
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was found to be a stable and consistent measurement between the ages of 7 and 15 

months which provides support for the use of MRO as a measurement of relationship 

quality in the caregiver-child dyad (Askan et al., 2006).  

Considering most of the early research related to MRO was focused on infant-

caregiver dyads, Deater-Deckard et al. (1997) sought to operationalize mutuality in pre-

school and school age children and developed the Parent Child Interaction System 

(PARCHISY) to assess both individual contributions and dyad contributions in the 

parent-child relationship. Utilizing this observational measurement tool, Deater-Deckard 

and O’Connor (2000), contributed to the work of Kochanska by examining within and 

between family differences in relation to mutuality. In a series of 2 studies, Deater-

Deckard and O’Connor (2000) analyzed mutuality in mother-child dyads including twins 

(n=125) and with adoptive and biological siblings (n=102) at 3 years of age. In addition 

to observational video data from the PARCHISY, interview and questionnaire data was 

obtained using the Parent Feelings Questionnaire (Deater-Deckard, 2000), Strengths and 

Difficulties Questionnaire (Goodman, 1997), EAS Temperament scale (Buss & Plomin, 

1984), Bayley Infant Behavior Record (Bayley, 1993) along with semi-structured 

interview data to generate general assessments of the family environment and 

disciplinary approaches. Results from these studies demonstrated mutuality to be higher 

in families with greater socioeconomic resources and where children were rated as 

having more positive dispositions. Moreover, mutuality was found to be dyad-specific 

within families which suggested that parents may engage in different parenting behaviors 

based on unique contributions from and/or attributes of each child. Since one of the key 

aims of COSP™ is to provide a framework or road map for parents to understand the 
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attachment relationship, rather than specifically teaching behavioural techniques, this 

could be considered a strength of the intervention in that it enables a shift in 

mentalization rather than emphasizing specific behaviours that may not actually be used 

by parents in dyad-specific interactions.  

In subsequent descriptive research by Deater-Deckard and Petrill (2004), low levels 

of mutuality in the mother-child dyad were associated with poor behaviour outcomes and 

the researchers proposed that “the mutuality construct captures at the behavioral level 

some of the underlying co-regulation (between child and parent) of internal states that is 

itself linked to self-regulation” (p. 1176). The relationship between mutuality and 

children’s self-regulation was further explored by Kochanska et al. (2008) and increased 

levels of MRO in the first two years of childhood were significantly related to increased 

self-regulatory behaviours in children. More recently, S. Kim and Kochanska (2012) 

found a significant positive link between mutuality and self-regulation, particularly in 

infants who demonstrated higher levels of negative emotionality. Understanding 

mutuality as an outcome of the COSP™ intervention could provide additional support for 

recommending the program to dyads who present with negative emotionality concerns. It 

is clear from the mutuality literature that there remains a significant link between 

mutuality and developmental outcomes. 

Parenting Quality 

Affect and sensitivity are central contributors to a parent’s ability to respond to 

the needs of their child and facilitate a healthy attachment relationship. Positive affect 

can increase prosocial behaviour and adaptive functioning within the context of 

attachment security (Davis & Suveg, 2014). Children are influenced by the positive 
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emotional climate of their caregivers and negative parent-child interactions have been 

shown to negatively impact overall child executive function (Hughes & Devine, 2019). 

Furthermore, there is some research that suggests positivity and warmth in the parent-

child relationship can act as a moderator for parental negativity thereby decreasing harsh 

disciplinary techniques and subsequent externalizing behaviours in children (Deater-

Deckard et al., 2006; Oliver & Pike, 2018). Since COSP™ aims to improve caregiver 

responsiveness and sensitivity, examining changes that occur in the overall positive or 

negative quality of parent inferences regarding and interactions with their child may 

provide insight into the influence COSP™ intervention has on positive or negative 

parenting quality. 

Observational Measurement Tools of Parent-Child Interaction  

Observational measures designed to assess attachment security such as the SSP are 

the gold standard in attachment research (van Rosmalen et al., 2014; Ziv & Hotam, 

2015). Many studies rely on SSP or other separation/reunion procedures as observational 

measurement to assess attachment security before and after parenting programs. 

However, the SSP is costly and time intensive (Cadman et al., 2018) and it requires 

parents and their children to travel to an assessment lab to participate, which is outside of 

the naturalistic setting most likely to reflect the daily experience of the caregiver-child 

dyad. Additionally, SSP has not been validated for use in children beyond 18 months of 

age (Ziv & Hotam, 2015) and alternative measures or adaptations would need to be 

implemented when studying families with older children who participate in the COSP™ 

intervention. Considering the short timeframe of delivery for the COSP™ 8-week 

intervention, and the potential for widespread usage across several community and 
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clinical settings, a full observational assessment of attachment security to assess efficacy 

may not be feasible given the limited resources for many organizations. Furthermore, 

Matais et al. (2014) discuss the importance of measuring attachment beyond traditional 

separation/reunion measures. It should be noted that for dyads who present with 

significant attachment-related concerns, use of the 8-week COSP™ as a primary 

treatment modality is not recommended. These dyads would benefit from participation 

the 20-week COS-I and individualized care by a licensed practitioner. Researchers 

interested in studying the efficacy of the 20-week COSI may utilize more complex and 

intensive research protocol which necessitates the use of measurement tools such as SSP. 

For researchers wanting to determine the efficacy of the 8-week COSP™ 

intervention and which dyads may benefit from participating in it, a scalable 

observational measurement tool that assesses the nature and quality of the parent-child 

relationship is essential. Moreover, a before and after protocol for assessing elements of 

the parent-child relationship, in the way the SSP has traditionally supported observational 

assessment of attachment security, can provide additional opportunities for researchers to 

explore the efficacy of the 8-week COSP™ in a Canadian context. The PARCHISY was 

therefore piloted as a scalable observational measurement tool to evaluate a parenting 

intervention program in this thesis research since it is less time intensive to implement 

and code, it can assess dyadic interaction quality beyond infancy, and the training 

requirements are significantly less intensive than the SSP.  
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Chapter 3. Theoretical Framework 

Introduction 

The theoretical framework for this study is situated in the theories of Attachment 

(Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1958, 1969; Bretherton, 1992) and Family Systems 

Nursing Theory (Wright & Leahey, 2009). The family is a dynamic sociocultural system 

that is comprised of several subsystems and relationships between individual members 

(Doane & Varco, 2013). These relationships form a complex interdependence amongst 

members that facilitate bidirectional and cyclical processes of relating and existing 

(Hinde & Stevenson-Hinde, 1987; Kuczynski, 2003). Reciprocal interactions between 

family members, along with internal and external contextual influences, affect the health 

and well-being of each family member (Stevenson-Hinde, 1990; Wright & Leahey, 

2009). The parent-child dyad is the foundational structure for child development and 

socialization within the family system (Deater-Deckard & O’Connor, 2000; Kochanska, 

1997; Kochanska et al., 2008). Poor caregiving and parent-child interaction patterns can 

lead to disrupted developmental outcomes and decreased social-emotional competence, 

peer competence, moral development, and self-regulation (Deater-Deckard & Petrill, 

2004; S. Kim & Kochanska, 2012; Kochanska & Askan, 2004; Lindsey et al., 1997; van 

der Voort et al., 2014).  

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework for this study merges the theoretical framework with the 

outcome goals of the COSP™ intervention and the hypotheses of the study regarding 

potential changes in parent-child interactions and mutuality. In Figure 1, the parent and 

child are centered and individually represented along with a representation of the parent-
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child dyad. These circles overlap to demonstrate the individual contributions that both 

child and parent bring to the relationship along with arrows indicating the bidirectional 

nature of the relationship. The red circles denote underlying contributors that impact the 

ways members of the dyad engage and interact with one another. The parent-child dyad 

is situated within a larger group of 4 circles as a visual representation of the 

interconnectedness of the COSP™ intervention, mutuality, attachment security, and 

sociocultural contexts that can influence the functioning of the dyad relationship. The 

outer 3 circles reflect the constructs that contribute to and stem from increased dyadic 

mutuality. The green arrow delineates the potential impact of COSP™ on mutuality and 

the resulting research question of whether there is a shift/change in parent-child 

mutuality following an 8-week COSP™ intervention.   
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework 
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Chapter 4. Methodology 

Methodological Paradigm 

This research falls within the positivist and post-positivist paradigms. Positivism 

assumes that there is an objective reality that can be observed and understood through 

careful analysis of the fixed laws of nature (Rehman & Alharthi, 2016); that positivism is 

ontologically rooted in realism and epistemologically rooted in objectivism. This 

paradigmatic approach assumes that the researcher is an objective witness who applies 

the scientific method to understand and describe natural and social phenomena using an 

authentic process (Rehman & Alharthi, 2016). Post-positivism developed in response to 

several criticisms of positivism including the lack of acknowledgment of the contextual 

influences that the researcher’s beliefs and values may contribute to the analysis and 

observation of reality (Rehman & Alharthi, 2016). Post-positivism emphasizes 

“operationalization, observation and measurement of objective reality, quantification, 

and verification” (Postpositivism, 2010). The ontological assumptions of post-positivism 

differ from positivism by applying a critical lens to the realist perspective. In so doing, 

the researcher acknowledges that there are socially influenced contextual experiences 

within which humans live and function and that reality can only be known imperfectly 

(Rehman & Alharthi, 2016).  

Ryan (2019) describes the application of critical realism as an evaluative approach 

that can inform nursing research by exploring “what works, for whom, and in what 

circumstance” (p. 24). The present study will be using a single-group, pre-test/post-test 

design to understand changes in mutuality before and after an 8-week COSP™ 

intervention. This study can provide additional support for the use of the COSP™ as a 
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broadly applied community-level intervention for parents and their children and can add 

to the growing body of literature exploring who might benefit most from the COSP™ 

intervention. 

Research Questions 

In the current COSP™ efficacy literature, there have been limited studies exploring 

the effects of the intervention using observational measures to detect parent-child 

behavioral changes (Risholm Mothander et al., 2018). To date, no studies have examined 

changes in dyadic mutuality following the COSP™ intervention. However, several of the 

existing studies have reported changes in parent perceptions of their child (Gray, 2018; 

Horton & Murray, 2015; Koholff et al., 2016; Lavery, 2018; Maxwell et al., 2021) which 

is a contributor to attachment security and a key target of COSP™ programming (Powell 

et al., 2014). Caregiver sensitivity and responsiveness are influenced by parent 

perceptions of their child and both of these constructs also contribute to dyadic mutuality 

(Askan et al., 2006; Deater-Deckard et al., 1997; Dunst & Kassow, 2008). Therefore, an 

examination of these interrelated constructs is a logical next step. The research questions 

guiding this study are: 1) Is there a change in observed parent-child mutuality as 

measured by the PARCHISY global rating scale following an 8-week COSP™ 

intervention? and, 2) Is there a change in observed parent positivity or negativity 

behaviours as measured by the PARCHISY global rating scale following an 8-week 

COSP™ intervention?  

Hypotheses 

To address the aforementioned research questions, three hypotheses pertaining to 

PARCHISY will be tested. Between Time 1 (pre-COSP™) and Time 2 (Post-COSP™):  
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H1: There will be an increase in dyadic mutuality across tasks from T1 to T2 

H2: There will be an increase in parent positivity across tasks from T1 to T2 

H3: There will be a decrease in parent negativity across tasks from T1 to T2 

Research Methods 

The present study was a single group pretest/posttest quasi-experimental design. 

Participant data had already been generated through videotaped and coded parent-child 

interactions pre and post the 8-week COSP™ intervention using the PARCHISY in-

home protocol (Rempel et al., 2016) and the 18-item global rating scale for parent-child 

interaction (Deater-Deckard et al., 1997; Deater-Deckard, 2000). In this thesis research, I 

analyzed the results of the observed parent-child interactions using the PARCHISY 

scores from pre- and post-COSP™ program run in 2016. Since data were generated at an 

earlier date, the data files were not opened until the data analysis phase of this current 

study to minimize researcher bias and protect the integrity of the research process.  

Participants 

A total of 38 participants (17 parents and 21 children) were recruited for the 

original PARCHISY-COS-P™ study by the principal investigator (PI) Dr. Gwen Rempel 

and co-principal investigator (Co-PI) Dr. Gina Wong. Parent-child dyads were recruited 

using convenience sampling through three different COSP™ course offerings, 2 within 

the greater Edmonton area and 1 in rural Alberta. A total of 10 families including 2 

sibling sets (n=22; 10 parents, 12 children) were recruited through CASA, an Edmonton-

based treatment program for infants, children, and adolescents with behavioural 

concerns. When children are referred to CASA, their parents are encouraged to enroll in 

a COSP™ group. CASA provides transportation and childcare for parents attending the 
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group. Parents who enrolled in two different CASA COSP™ group were invited to 

participate in the PARCHISY-COSP study. The two CASA 8-week COSP™ programs 

were delivered by Registered Circle of Security Facilitators® unknown to the 

PARCHISY-COSP researchers. For those parents who expressed interest in participation 

in the PARCHISY research project, the PI/Project Coordinator provided the Information 

Letter and Consent Form (see Appendix B) via email and booked a home visit to video 

record a pre-COSP™ play and clean-up session. A child assent form was also provided 

to and completed by all children who were school age (6 years old) or older (n=1; 

Appendix C). Limited demographic data was collected prior to this study (see Appendix 

D). Previous research has found that dyadic mutuality is child-specific in parent-child 

dyads and that parents may share unique dyadic qualities with each of their children 

(Deater-Deckard & Petrill, 2004). Therefore, for families with more than 1 child, the 

parent was videotaped separately with each child and only the child participating in the 

interaction was present for the videotaped task.  

There were 6 additional families including two sibling sets (n=14; 6 parents, 8 

children) recruited through an urban first responders group participating in an 8-week 

COSP program facilitated by the Co-PI. A final dyad (n=2; 1 parent, 1 child) was 

recruited through a rural offering of the 8-week COSP that was facilitated by the 

principal investigator of the PARCHISY-COSP study. COSP™ groups facilitated by the 

PARCHISY researchers received concurrent COSP™ fidelity coaching through Circle of 

Security International Coach Deirdre Quinlan during the 8-week running of each 

program.  
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Inclusion criteria for the analysis included dyads who participated in both 

videotaped sessions at Time 1 (T1) and Time 2 (T2) who had also completed a full dose 

of the COSP™ intervention during the intervention period. Previous COSP™ research 

has identified attendance to at least 6 of the 8 COSP™ sessions as a full dose of the 

intervention (Horton & Murray, 2015). Videotaped sessions were initiated or completed 

on a total of 21 parent-child dyads (n=38). One family (n=3; 1 parent, 2 children) that 

signed up for the study was unable to schedule a videotaping session after the 

intervention phase and was removed from the sample. Two additional families (n=5; 2 

parents, 3 children) that participated in the videotaped sessions at T1 and T2 were unable 

to complete the COSP™ intervention and were excluded from the final data set. 

Therefore, the final sample data set included T1 and T2 data from a total of 16 dyads 

(n=30; 14 parents, 16 children).  

Ethical Considerations 

Research approvals were obtained through Athabasca University’s Research 

Ethics Board and through the University of Alberta’s Research Ethic Board 1 (REB 1; 

See Appendix E). Athabasca University’s Circle of Security® Parenting™ evaluation 

team partnered with CASA (participant recruitment) and the University of Alberta 

(scoring and PARCHISY expertise). The Principal Investigator on AU’s REB ethics 

certification was Gwen Rempel; with Shawn Fraser, Christina Rinaldi (U of A), and Gina 

Wong as co-investigators and Karen F. Cook as an invited partner/collaborator. Laura 

Rogers was the Project Coordinator. The Principal Investigator on U of A’s REB1 ethics 

certification was Dr. Rebeccah Marsh, CASA’s Director of Research and Evaluation, 

with Christina Rinaldi (U of A), Shawn Fraser, Gwen Rempel, and Gina Wong as co-
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investigators. Research Coordinators were Laura Rogers and Leanne Johnson. 

Operational approval was obtained through CASA.  

Data Collection 

Observational data were collected for parent, child, and dyad behaviours, in a 

setting of the parents’ choice. Most videotaped play and clean-up sessions were 

conducted in the family home or at the office of the Co-PI; one was conducted at CASA 

offices and one at a community centre. During these sessions, the PI or Co-PI set up a 

video camera to record the parent and child interactions during the play and clean-up 

tasks. A set of toys, as per the study protocol, was arranged for the child and parent. The 

PARCHISY task script instructions (Appendix F) were read to the participants and toys 

for the play task were displayed in a semi-circle around the parent and child. Once the 

toys were set up, the researcher began timing for 15 minutes of play and left the room to 

wait in another room. After the 15 minutes of play was finished, the researcher returned 

and initiated the clean-up task instructions. At this point the researcher left the room 

again and returned once the timing for the clean-up task was complete. Videotaped 

parent-child interactions were recorded and coded at Time 1 (pre) and Time 2 (post) the 

8-week COSP™ intervention using the PARCHISY 18 item global rating scale for 

parent-child interaction. At Time 1, approximately 37.5 % of dyads (n=6) had already 

participated in 1-3 COSP™ sessions (M= .63, SD, .957) and 62.5% of dyads had not yet 

started the intervention. At Time 2 all 16 dyads had completed a minimum of 6/8 

sessions (M= 7.63, SD, .719) meeting inclusion criteria for full dose of the intervention. 

This thesis research involved analyzing the scores related to changes in dyadic mutuality 
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and parent positivity/negativity of the observed parent-child interactions using the 

PARCHISY scores from pre- and post-COSP™.  

Data Storage and Identification 

Videotaped sessions were downloaded from camera to a password protected 

Athabasca University desktop computer. Digital files of each pre- and post-play and 

clean-up sessions were labelled with an identification code. Video files were identified so 

that those working with the video data were blinded to whether the video was pre- or 

post-COSP™; coders were also blinded to the COSP™ group in which parents had 

participated.  

For transfer to University of Alberta (U of A) research team for scoring, video 

files were transferred to an external hard drive and hand delivered to Dr. Christina 

Rinaldi and her research assistants. This external hard drive was stored in a locked 

research cabinet in a locked research lab at U of A.  

Reliability 

PARCHISY has been used in previous research across diverse contexts and 

populations with evidence of suitable external validity (Deater-Deckard, n.d.; Deater-

Deckard, 2000). Each videotaped interaction had been independently scored by 

PARCHISY-trained coders in Christina Rinaldi’s Learning Engagement and Parenting 

(LEAP) lab, Department of Educational Psychology, Faculty of Education, University of 

Alberta. All coders received PARCHISY training through Dr. Rinaldi’s lab to establish 

reliability with the PARCHISY coding system (See Appendix G), the parent, child, and 

parent-child dyad scoring. Reliability training was completed on approximately 20% of 

the videotaped sessions and coders were then paired and randomly assigned videotaped 
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sessions to score. A third coder was employed to obviate ‘observer drift’ through 

indiscriminate reliability assessment. For the dyad subsections of the PARCHISY, 

consensus coding was used to determine final scoring. Coders independently rated the 

dyad and where consensus could not be reached a third coder was brought in to establish 

consensus.  

A randomized subset of approximately 20% of the videotaped sessions was 

selected and scored independently by two pairs of coders for inter-rater reliability (n=4 

videos per coder pair; 8 videos total, 2 tasks per video, 18 items per task, 144 items total 

per coder pair). For the purposes of this study, data from the two pairs of coders was 

entered into SPSS and Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC) with 95% confidence 

intervals was calculated for each pair of coders (n=144 items per pair) (Trevethan, 2017). 

After testing for normality in the data set, a two-way random-effect model based on 

single ratings and absolute agreement assessed the inter-rater reliability between coders. 

A high degree of reliability was found for both pairs with ICC(2,1) = 0.97, 95% CI [0.95, 

0.98] and 0.95, 95% CI [0.93, 0.96].  

Measures 

Observed parent-child interactions were measured using the The Parent-Child 

Interaction System (PARCHISY; Deater-Deckard, 2000; Deater-Deckard et al., 1997). 

PARCHISY is an 18-item global rating scale that measures various components of 

parent-child interactions including individual contributions of both the parent and the 

child, along with the dyadic properties of the interactions. Dyadic interactions are 

observed during the completion of a manualized play task followed by a clean-up task.  
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There are 3 subsections for coding which include parent behaviours (i.e., positive 

content/control, negative content/control, positive affect/warmth, negative affect, 

responsiveness to child, on task initiation and persistence, and verbalizations), child 

behaviours (i.e., positive affect/warmth, negative affect, responsiveness to parent, on task 

initiative and persistence, noncompliance, autonomy/independence, activity/energy, 

verbalizations), and dyadic behaviours (i.e., reciprocity/shared positive affect, conflict, 

and cooperation). The items are rated on a 7-point Likert scale with 1 indicating no 

evidence of the coded behaviour during the task, 4 indicating the presence of the 

behaviour for at least half of the interaction, and 7 indicating the behaviour was 

consistently present throughout the interaction (Deater-Deckard, 2000; Deader-Deckard 

et al., 1997). The original measurement system was developed for use with children ages 

3-12 and the play task included an “etch-a-sketch” where the parent and child would be 

instructed to draw together while not using the other’s dial however, the tool has been 

adapted for use with other age groups and play tasks (Deater-Deckard, n.d).  

The current study utilized an adapted PARCHISY protocol that included 

modified phrasing to support the outcome goals of the COSP™ intervention (Rempel et 

al., 2016; See Appendix G). The behaviours of interest for the current study were parent 

responsiveness to child, child responsiveness to parent, dyad cooperation, dyad 

reciprocity, parent positive control, parent negative control, parent positive affect, parent 

negative affect, and dyadic conflict. 

PARCHISY has been used in different contexts across several studies (Deater-

Deckard, n.d). Individual items as well as composite measures from the PARCHISY 

have been used to measure the nature and quality of parent-child interaction. The 
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constructs measured for this research were chosen based on theoretical connections to 

attachment theory and the use of these constructs in other PARCHISY research. Given 

the purpose of this study and the identified research questions, changes in dyadic 

mutuality, parent positivity and parent negativity were measured pre and post the 

COSP™ intervention.  

Dyadic mutuality is a composite score created from dyadic reciprocity, dyadic 

cooperation, parent responsiveness to child, and child responsiveness to parent (Deater-

Deckard & Petrill, 2004). This composite has been used in previous PARCHISY studies 

to assess the dyadic mutuality between caregiver and child (Deater-Deckard et al., 2004; 

Deater-Deckard & Petrill, 2004; Deater-Deckard & O’Connor, 2000).  

Parent positivity is a composite score of parent positive control and parent 

positive affect while parent negativity is a composite score of parent negative control and 

parent negative affect. This set of composite scores has been utilized in other 

observational studies (Atzaba-Poria et al., 2017; Mullineaux et al., 2009; Oliver & Pike, 

2021).  

Limitations and Delimitations 

A limitation of this study is that there is no published research of the PARCHISY 

being used as a before and after measure nor as an observation of parenting intervention 

effectiveness. Additionally, there was no control group for this COSP™ effectiveness 

research and we did not have information about the experience of all of the COSP™ 

facilitators who conducted the COSP™ groups that were evaluated using the 

PARCHISY. A delimitation of this study is that the observation measure was the only 
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source of data as the methodological objective of determining the feasibility of 

PARCHISY in COSP™ effectiveness research was a goal of the original project.  
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Chapter 5. Results  

Sample 

The sample data set included Time 1 (T1) and Time 2 (T2) data from a total of 16 

dyads (n=30; 14 parents, 16 children). Parents (12 mothers; 2 fathers) ranged in age from 

27 to 42 years (M= 37.07 ± 4.32). Children (10 male; 6 female) ranged in age from 2 to 

12 years old (M= 5.31, SD=3.27).  

Data Analysis 

Prior to data analysis, the data were cleaned using recommendations from Field 

(2018) and Seaton (2020). Cases were excluded based on attrition at T1 or incomplete 

intervention sessions as noted in the previous section. The remaining sample data were 

analyzed using SPSS version 27 software (IBM Corp., 2020). The assumption of 

normally distributed difference scores was examined for each of the variables of interest. 

Histograms, Q-Q plots, and boxplots were also developed and visually inspected to test 

for normality assumptions and the presence of outliers. Normality assumptions were 

considered satisfied for dyadic mutuality and parent positivity composite scores however, 

the parent negativity composite during the clean-up task had a right-skewed, leptokurtic 

distribution.  

Data were analyzed using paired t-tests to answer the generated hypotheses 

related to dyadic mutuality and parent positivity, and a Wilcoxon signed-ranks test was 

employed for the parent negativity score during the clean-up task. Polit and Beck (2017) 

suggest that “although instruments such as Likert scales produce data that are, strictly 

speaking, ordinal, many analysts believe that treating them as interval measures results in 

too few errors to warrant using less powerful statistical procedures” (p. 358). A p value 
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of < .05 was set as a threshold to assess statistical significance and effect sizes were 

calculated to assess the magnitude of changes across time and tasks. Because this study 

included clearly delineated directional hypotheses, all p values were generated for one-

tailed values. To accommodate the small sample size (n=16 dyads) and the inability to 

rely on central limit theorem (Field, 2018), bootstrap measures were implemented to 

increase robustness of data analysis and to account for the mitigation of risks associated 

with smaller samples. All bootstrap results are based on 1000 bootstrap samples unless 

otherwise indicated (Field, 2018). Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1.  

Table 1  

Participant Characteristics  

Parents (n=14)  
 

 

Type, n (%)  
Mothers 12 (85.7) 
Fathers 2 (14.3) 

  
Age (years),  Range 
M ± SD 

27-42 
37.07 ± 4.32 

Children (n=16) 
 

 

Sex, n (%)  
Female 6 (37.5) 
Male 10 (62.5) 

Age (years),  Range 
M ± SD 

2-12 
5.31 ± 3.27 

Dyadic Mutuality 

To test the hypothesis that there would be an increase in dyadic mutuality 

composite scores across tasks from T1 to T2 following an 8-week COSP™ intervention, 

a paired samples t-test was performed. On average dyadic mutuality during the play task 
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was lower at T1 (M=5.031, SD= .576) than at T2 (M=5.343, SD=.763). This difference, -

.312, BCa 95% CI [-.688, .047] was not significant t(15) = -1.53, p = .080.  Cohen’s d 

was estimated at d = .39 which is a weak effect size according to Cohen’s guidelines 

(Cohen, 1988). On average dyadic mutuality during the clean-up task was lower at T1 

(M=4.172, SD= .965) than at T2 (M=4.672, SD= 1.154). This difference, -.500, BCa 

95% CI [-.871, -.082], was significant t(15) = -2.56, p = .019.  Cohen’s d was estimated 

at d = .632 which is a moderate effect size according to Cohen’s guidelines (Cohen, 

1988). 

Parent Positivity 

To test the hypothesis that there would be an increase in parent positivity 

composite scores across tasks from T1 to T2 following an 8-week COSP™ intervention, 

a paired samples t-test was performed. On average parent positivity during the play task 

was lower at T1 (M=4.563, SD= .929) than at T2 (M=5.469, SD=1.297). This difference, 

-.906, BCa 95% CI [-1.40, -.45] was significant t(15) = -3.613, p = .003.  Cohen’s d was 

estimated at d = .86 which is a strong effect size according to Cohen’s guidelines (Cohen, 

1988). On average parent positivity during the clean-up task was lower at T1 (M=3.156, 

SD= 1.106) than at T2 (M=4.25, SD= 1.643). This difference, -1.094, BCa 95% CI [-

1.66, -.50], was significant t(15) = -3.59, p = .004. Cohen’s d was estimated at d = .872 

which is a large effect size according to Cohen’s guidelines (Cohen, 1988). 

Parent Negativity 

To test the hypothesis that there would be a decrease in parent negativity 

composite scores during the play task from T1 to T2 following an 8-week COSP™ 

intervention, a paired samples t-test was performed. On average parent negativity during 
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the play task was higher at T1 (M= 1.38, SD= .532) than at T2 (M= 1.34, SD= .598). This 

difference, .031, BCa 95% CI [-.156, .230] was not significant t(15) = .290, p = .400.  

Cohen’s d was estimated at d = .07 which is a weak effect size according to Cohen’s 

guidelines (Cohen, 1988). Because the data was skewed for the parent negativity 

composite in the clean-up task, a Wilcoxon Signed-Ranks test was performed. Output 

indicated that parent negativity scores during the clean-up task at T2 (M=1.31, SD= 

.629), were not statistically significantly lower than T1 scores (M=1.41, SD= 1.254), Z = 

-.073, p = .471. Effect size was estimated at r = -0.01 which is a weak effect size (Field, 

2018).  
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Chapter 6. Discussion 

The purpose of this thesis project was to analyze data generated during a 2016 pilot 

project testing the effectiveness of an attachment-based parenting program, using a novel 

observational measurement protocol. This study contributes to the COSP™ literature by 

examining the ways in which the 8-week intervention may produce changes in dyadic 

mutuality which has not been studied as a construct of interest. Specifically, paired t-tests 

were used to analyze changes in dyadic mutuality, parent positivity, and parent negativity 

to answer the following research questions: 1) Is there a change in observed parent-child 

mutuality as measured by the PARCHISY global rating scale following an 8-week 

COSP™ intervention? and, 2) Is there a change in observed parent positivity or 

negativity behaviours as measured by the PARCHISY global rating scale following an 8-

week COSP™ intervention?  

Dyadic Mutuality 
 
 The findings indicate an increase in dyadic mutuality during the observed play 

task, however, this increase was not statistically significant as hypothesized. 

Alternatively, during the clean-up task dyadic mutuality did have a statistically 

significant increase between T1 and T2 as hypothesized with a moderate effect size. The 

reason for this difference across tasks may be due to the more positive nature of the play-

oriented task where parents and children experience less overall demand on the 

relationship during a shared play experience. This is consistent with previous studies that 

have explored differences in mutuality across tasks (Lindsey et al., 2010; Kwon et al., 

2013).  
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Similar to other observational methods that measure attachment, the clean-up task 

represents a challenge between the parent and child that enables researchers to observe 

the nature and quality of the dyadic interaction. This type of challenge may produce 

increased stress for the parent and child, resulting in higher levels of conflict and/or 

distress. We would anticipate that parents who are participating in a relationship-focused 

intervention such as COSP™ would be more aware of the implications that these 

challenges can have on the parent-child relationship and would subsequently adjust their 

responsiveness and behaviour during challenging interactions. The Circle of Security® 

visual and repeated activities to build reflective capacity in participating parents is meant 

to provide direction for “heat of the moment” parenting (Cooper et al., 2018). 

Additionally, the clean-up task, as a means of stressing the parent-child relationship 

parallels the stranger entering the laboratory and the parent leaving the room in the SSP.  

Since the dyadic mutuality composite uses scores focused on responsiveness, 

cooperation, and reciprocity, these changes in behaviour and responsiveness should 

impact the overall mutual orientation of the dyad. It is important to note, however, that 

while significant changes occurred in dyadic mutuality during the clean-up task, results 

should be interpreted with caution since the lack of a control group and the smaller 

sample size of this pilot, makes causal interpretations unwise. While statistically 

meaningful findings such as these should be carefully evaluated, it is imperative that 

future studies examine both clinical and practical significance for changes in dyadic 

mutuality to support the ongoing use of interventions like COSP™. 

Parent Positivity 
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Parent positivity was significantly higher following the COSP™ intervention 

during both the play and clean-up tasks with large effect sizes noted across tasks. Since 

one of the aims of COSP™ is to increase the internal working models of the parent 

(Powell et al., 2014), thereby enhancing the overall capacity of the parent to respond to 

the needs of their child, parents participating in COSP™ may engage in more positive 

interactions with their child. Even though the sample size of this current study is small 

and confounding factors were not accounted for during analysis, it would seem logical 

that parents who are actively participating in a parenting intervention may be more 

cognizant of their overall behaviour and affect when interacting with their child.  

This finding may be of particular importance in relation to understanding the 

impact that COSP™ can have on parental affect and behaviour. There is evidence that an 

increase in positive parenting behaviours and positive dyadic interactions can reduce 

coercive cycles as well as negative parent-child interactions, which thereby decreases 

adverse developmental outcomes (Knerr et al., 2013; Karazsia & Wildman, 2009; Sitnick 

et al., 2014). Since one of the main goals of COSP™ is to increase the parent’s positive 

attributions of the child (Powell et al., 2014; Maxwell et al., 2021), this finding may be 

linked to changes in the internal working model of the parent. Future research can 

examine the long-term efficacy of COSP™ to change the internal working models of 

parents and whether this creates positive behaviour change in parent-child interactions 

and changes in attachment security over time. 
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Parent Negativity 

Overall, there was a decrease in parent negativity during both the play and clean-

up tasks post-COSP™ intervention. This decrease however, was not statistically 

significant and effect sizes were small.  

There could be several reasons for this finding. Even though the researcher was 

not in the same room as the parent and child during filming and several of the videotaped 

sessions occurred in the home environment, the presence of the researchers may have 

influenced parent behaviours during the study. Moreover, the timing of the second 

videotaped session may have occurred too close to the completion of the intervention to 

show a consistent and meaningful impact on negativity behaviours. Additionally, 

measuring parent negativity at a single point in time may not be reflective of the overall 

negative quality of the dyadic relationship. It is also important to note that the parenting 

negativity scores across tasks were relatively low in the sample at both Time 1 and Time 

2. This is consistent with previous findings using a similar task and single observational 

period (Deater-Deckard et al., 2004). In general, negative behaviours may occur less 

frequently during direct observational study which makes assessment of these behaviors 

challenging (Gardner, 2000; Slatcher & Trentacosta, 2012).  

Future studies can employ multiple methods to assess parent affect and behaviour 

which may provide a clearer understanding of the overall negativity in the parent-child 

relationship. This would contribute increased insight into whether COSP™ had any 

impact on the overall negativity of the parent. There is evidence to suggest that maternal 

behaviours remain relatively stable over time (Dallaire & Weinraub, 2005) while 

subsequent research has indicated some variations in maternal behaviour across tasks 
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(Madigan et al., 2016). Since negative behaviours can take time to change (Sitnick et al., 

2014) and intervention or sleeper effects may not be immediately measurable (van Aar et 

al., 2017), there is a demonstrable need for in-depth longitudinal research that includes 

randomized control and employs a mixed methods approach to examine the efficacy and 

the limitations of COSP™ at changing parenting behavior and quality. For researchers 

interested in using PARCHISY to measure this construct in future studies, the overall 

distribution for scoring negativity may need to be revised or shifted to account for more 

subtle cues of negative behaviours. Future COSP™ research can use observational 

methods across several different tasks that might be more likely to elicit parent negativity 

and to better examine changes in positive and negative contributions from both the parent 

and the child. This will provide COSP™ researchers and facilitators with data to support 

the populations most likely to benefit from COSP™ offerings.   

Observational Measurement: PARCHISY 

One of the original intentions of the PI and Co-PI during the data generation 

phase of this current study was to assess the feasibility and utility of implementation for 

the PARCHISY measurement tool in relation to COSP™ research. While this current 

study lacks a control to compare observational tools across various samples, there are 

some considerations regarding PARCHISY that warrant acknowledgement. Since 

COSP™ utilizes pre-recorded videos of dyadic interaction to enhance the overall 

sensitivity, responsiveness, and reflective capacity of the caregiver (Hoffman et al., 2006; 

Powell et al., 2014), assessment strategies that focus on dyadic interaction quality such as 

the PARCHISY, may be more appropriate to measure changes that have occurred as a 

result of the COSP™ intervention. In the one other COSP™ study that used an 
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observational method outside of an actual or modified strange situation procedure, there 

were significant findings in the quality of caregiver-child interaction and emotional 

availability of the caregiver-child dyads (Risholm Mothander et al., 2018). This lends 

preliminary support for the inclusion of observational data to measure efficacy of the 

intervention as these measures may provide the necessary sensitivity to identify changes 

in both caregiver and child behaviour through objective analysis by trained 

unbiased/blinded coders.  

The specific use of PARCHISY in future COSP™ research may support the 

analysis of several important substrates of attachment security including mutuality, 

parent positivity, parent negativity, child autonomy, non-compliance, and conflict. These 

variables might provide researchers with more evidence regarding the distinct relational 

changes that may occur following participation in an 8-week COSP™ program. Future 

COSP™ research can employ observational measurement of parent-child interaction 

using PARCHISY and more stringent factor analysis studies to determine the types of 

dyads who could most benefit from a relationship-based intervention such as COSP™. 

While PARCHISY contains a total of 18 observational items, the use of this tool in its 

entirety is uncommon in the published literature. Moreover, PARCHISY does not appear 

to have been used as a tool to measure the efficacy of a parenting intervention in repeated 

measures designs. The specific composite items used for this study were selected based 

on the theoretical fit between the target outcomes of COSP™, attachment-related 

behaviours, and previous usage of PARCHISY in contexts that examined parent-child 

interaction quality. An advantage of PARCHISY is that it captures contributions from the 

caregiver, child, and the dyad in separate items. This can enable researchers to 
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understand how dyadic quality may be influenced by observed behaviours of both 

caregiver and child. Future studies can consider how PARCHISY may be best utilized to 

evaluate constructs most important to targeted COSP™ outcomes and how PARCHISY 

compares to other observational measurement tools that examine parent-child interaction. 

Additionally, future research can focus on exploring the implementing mixed methods of 

data generation that includes observational data alongside questionnaire, interview, and 

self-report data. 

Limitations 

This study has several limitations including the relatively small sample size (n=16 

dyads) and the lack of an intervention control. The lack of control group precludes the 

findings that COSP™ was the main contributor to the study outcomes, and other 

confounding factors, such as maturation effect, may have contributed to the overall 

results of this study. It is imperative that the exploratory/pilot nature of the current study 

be emphasized.  

Furthermore, generalizability of findings may be limited due to the potential for 

sample bias as a result of convenience sampling. Participants in the current study were 

primarily mothers (n=12) from the same geographical area in Alberta, Canada and 

detailed sociocultural and socioeconomic information were not available for analysis. A 

more diverse sample from other geographical regions and across cultural settings would 

increase the external validity of the study and provide more insight into the populations 

most likely to benefit from COSP™ interventions. Additionally, there remains an 

imbalance in study outcomes that primarily focus on the contributions of mothers. Future 

research can focus on exploring the specific contributions of fathers and the influence of 
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broader family systems in the context of attachment-related outcomes and developmental 

processes targeted by parenting interventions such as COSP™.  

Another limitation of this study was the lack of fidelity assessment for the CASA 

group COSP™ offerings. Since researchers were not able to analyze fidelity of this group 

at the time of the intervention, there could be other factors related to programming that 

contributed to the results in the current study. Future research can ensure a robust 

analysis of intervention fidelity at the time of data collection to ensure consistency in 

programming amongst all participants. Moreover, some of the dyads had already 

participated in 1-3 COSP™ classes at Time 1 during data collection. This may have 

skewed the baseline scoring in several of the observational tasks as parents may have 

already had initial intervention effects by class 2-3. Future research can examine dosing 

as a moderator for COSP™ intervention efficacy.  

Since the intention of the original study was to evaluate the utility of PARCHISY 

as a methodological tool for observed parent-child interactions, there were no other 

observational measures used alongside the PARCHISY to assess the quality of the dyadic 

interactions. This is another limitation as additional measurement tools could have 

strengthened the overall PARCHISY findings as well as provided additional support for 

the use of the PARCHISY in evaluating COS research.  

Conclusion  
 

This pilot study adds to the growing evidence examining the efficacy of the Circle 

of Security® Parenting (COSP™) intervention. Notwithstanding the stated limitations 

and exploratory nature of this current study, findings suggest that COSP™ may influence 

the positive quality of parent-child interaction and subsequently enhance mutuality 
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between parents and their children. This finding is particularly supported in contexts that 

may present a challenge to dyad interaction such as a structured clean-up task. Moreover, 

these findings support the implementation of PARCHISY as an observational 

measurement strategy for researchers interested in examining dyadic changes that might 

be likely to occur following participation in COSP™.   

Further research is needed to address the efficacy of COSP™ at changing the 

quality of dyadic parent-child interactions and the long-term stability of parenting 

behaviours following participation in the program. The findings from this pilot study 

support the recommendation that COSP™ research can benefit from utilizing 

observational methods to examine changes in parenting quality across various tasks. 

With a growing need for scalable parenting interventions that can be disseminated across 

a diverse range of community and clinical settings, the support for continued exploration 

of the mechanisms of change and populations most likely to benefit from COSP™ 

cannot be overstated.  
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Appendix A: Circle of Security™  
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Appendix B: Information Letters & Consent Forms 
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Appendix C: Child Information Letter and Assent Form 
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Appendix D: Enrollment Demographic Forms 
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Appendix E: Research Ethics Approval 
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Appendix F: PARCHISY Task Script Instructions 

“We are interested in seeing how children and their parents play and interact. Here are 
some toys for you to play with.  I’ll be in the next room if you need me and I will let you 
know when your play time is done. Thanks.” 

After instructions are given, pull bag out and take out toys. Place toys in a semi-circle 
around the child and parent, with the bags of people and animals in the middle. Start 
timing with watch as soon as all toys are out, and time for 15 minutes. 

After 15 minutes – approach parents and state: “It’s time to stop now; so I’ll leave this 
bag here for you (put bag in front of toys) and I’ll give you a few minutes to clean up” 
(Give them toy bag). You can call me back when you’re done” and walk away.    

TOYS FOR PARCHISY BY AGE GROUP 

These are the toys that promote parent-child interaction. 

Age group  Toys  
3-5 years  Barn, animals, people, trucks/cars, doll, play food, carousel 

or cause-effect toy  
5-8 years  Etch-a-sketch, build an instrument, barn, playhouse/castle, 

puppets, animals, people, dinosaurs  
9-12 years  Marble maze, marble works and build an instrument 

construction toys  
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Appendix G: PARCHISY Coding Scheme - Adapted for Circle of Security® 

Research 

(Originators: Deater-Deckard, K., Pylas, M. V., & Petrill, S. (1997). Parent-Child 
Interaction System©(PARCHISY), London: Institute of Psychiatry). Used with 
permission from authors 

Italics include clarification of coding for Circle of Security project 

MOTHER OR FATHER CODES 

1. Positive content (control): use of praise, explanation, and open-ended questions  
1) no positive control shown 
2) one or two instances of positive control 
3) a few/several instances of positive control; reliance on explicit directions 

(“up, down, stop”) 
4) moderate amounts of positive control shown; reliance on explicit directions 

with at least one instance of praise, explanation, or questioning (half and half) 
5) two or more instances of explanation, questioning, or praise, with some 

explicit directions (only a few) 
6) substantial use of explanation, questioning, and praise, and few explicit 

directions; only one or two instances of non-positive control shown 
7) exclusive use of explanation, questioning, and praise 

Overall: Ok to have closed ended questions for clarity in play; has overall supportive 
feel; on coding sheet note praise, questions/explanations, directives  

2. Negative content (control): use of physical control of dials (toys) or child’s 
hand/arm/body, use of criticism, shaming; (Physical control of dials (toys) or child’s 
body must be with intention, not accidental or momentary. Touching a toy, for 
instance, is not necessarily an instance of negative control - touching the toy and 
turning it implies intention and would be coded as an instance of negative control, 
even if it was very quickly done). 

1) no negative control shown 
2) one or two instances of negative control 
3) a few/several instances of negative control 
4) moderate amounts of negative control: reliance on critical comments (“no, 

don’t do that”) and/or manipulation of dials 
5) negative control used for more than half the interaction 
6) substantial use of criticism, and physically “taking over” task; only a few 

instances of non-negative control shown 
7) exclusive use of criticism (can include shaming) and physical control of dials 

and/or child’s hand/arm/body; may include instances of corporal punishment  



CIRCLE OF SECURITY® PARENTING™ EFFECTIVENESS 

94 
 

 

Overall: Has a negative feel; must be with intention  

3. Positive affect (warmth): smiling, laughing 
1) no positive affect displayed 
2) one or two instances of positive affect 
3) a few/several instances of positive affect 
4) moderate amounts of positive affect - smiling, laughing for about half of 

interaction 
5) positive affect for more than half of interaction 
6) substantial amounts of positive affect; only one or two instances of non-

positive affect 
7) constant positive affect - smiling and laughing throughout task 

Overall: Obvious smiling and laughing; Our coding includes warmth and genuineness 
(especially when considering two codes)  

4. Negative affect - rejection: frowning, cold/harsh voice  
1) no negative affect displayed  
2) one or two instances of negative affect  
3) a few/several instances of negative affect  
4) moderate amounts of negative affect - frowning, stern looking, harsh/cold 

voice for about half of interaction – half and half  
5) negative affect for more than half of interaction  
6) substantial amounts of negative affect; only one or two instances of non-

negative affect  
7) constant negative affect - always scowling/frowning, voice always in harsh 

tones  

Overall – do not code flat affect as negative; hard to see due to our presence in their 
homes; may decide to have this as a dichotomous code 

5. Responsiveness to child’s questions, comments, behaviors (Note evidence of delay is 
important)  

1) never responds; ignores child’s comments, questions, and behaviors 
2) one or two instances of responding to child  
3) a few/several instances of responding to child  
4) moderate amounts of responsiveness - responds to about half of child’s 

comments, questions, and behaviors, although some responses may be 
delayed  

5) responds more than half the time, with only a few delays in responses  
6) responds to most of child’s comments, questions, and behaviors, with no 

delay (most with no delay); expands on some comments made by child; only 
one or two instances of non-responsiveness.  

7) always responds immediately to child; expands on comments made by child. 
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6. On task - initiative/persistence: persistence is with respect to the task that we have 
given them - doing some other drawing does not qualify as completing the task (the 
task is play)  

We will not use this code as we are less interested in them being on the task of play than 
attending to child need and lead – we have deleted and replaced with 6a deleting and 
replacing with new code 6a.  

6.a  Following child’s lead/need  
1) no instances of following child’s lead/need 
2) one or two instances of following child’s lead; and/or ignores or has delayed 

response to need 
3) a few/several instances of following a child’s lead; ignores a child need or 

delayed response to need  
4) follows child lead half of time; does not ignore a child need  
5) Follows child lead more than half of time, with only a few instances of not 

following the child’s lead; does not ignore a child need;  
6) Follows child lead most of time with one or two instances of not following 

lead; does not ignore a need  
70 Following child’s lead /need all of the time 

7. Verbalisations  
1)none  

2) one or two utterances  
3) a few/several utterances  
4) multiple utterances; moderate amounts of speaking; talks during about half of 

the interaction  
5) talks during more than half, but not through entire, interaction  
6) substantial amounts of speaking; only one or two moments when not talking  
7) speaks throughout the interaction (excluding when child is speaking); no clear 

moments of silence  

We will include this code for now so that we can note if there is a change in the 
verbalizations pre and post COS group. 

CHILD CODES  

8. Positive affect (warmth): smiling, laughing (outward displays)  
1) no positive affect displayed  
2) one or two instances of positive affect  
3) a few/several instances of positive affect  
4) moderate amounts of positive affect - smiling, laughing for about half of 

interaction  
5) positive affect for more than half of interaction  
6) substantial amounts of positive affect; only one or two instances of non-

positive affect  
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7) constant positive affect - smiling and laughing throughout task  

Overall:  can be flat – flat does not mean positive  

9. Negative affect - rejection: frowning, cold/harsh voice tones (include: crying in 
anger, frustration, pouting, swearing, sadness/upset but not in anger)  

1) no negative affect displayed  
2) one or two instances of negative affect  
3) a few/several instances of negative affect  
4) moderate amounts of negative affect - frowning, stern looking, harsh/cold 

voice for about half of interaction  
5) negative affect for more than half of interaction  
6) substantial amounts of negative affect; only one or two instances of non-

negative affect  
7) constant negative affect - always scowling/frowning, voice always in harsh 

tones  

Overall:  can be flat – flat does not mean negative  

10. Responsiveness to parent’s questions, comments, behaviors: responses can be either 
verbal or Behavioural (responding to, although not necessarily agreeable)  

1) never responds; ignores parent’s comments, questions, and behaviors  
2) one or two instances of responding to parent  
3) a few/several instances of responding to parent (ignores more than responds)  
4) moderate amounts of responsiveness - responds to about half of parent’s 

comments, questions, and behaviors, although some responses may be 
delayed (looks inconsistent)  

5) responds more than half the time, with only a few delays in responses 
(responds more than ignores)  

6) responds to most of parent’s comments, questions, and behaviors, (most) with 
no delay; only one or two instances of non-responsiveness.  

7) always responds immediately to mother; expands on some comments made by 
mother.  

11. On task - initiative/persistence: persistence is with respect to the task that we have 
given them - doing some other drawing does not qualify as completing the task  

1) no interest in task; no initiative; does not begin task  
2) begins task, but clearly not interested in it  
3) begins task with initiative, but does not attempt to complete task with parent  
4) moderate interest, initiative - just completes task with parent  
5) completes task with parent, with a few instances of off-task behavior  
6) persistent; only one or two instances of off-task behavior  
7) constant interest and persistence; always on-task  

12. Noncompliance (explicit refusal, maybe non-verbal but very clear non-compliance)  
1) always does what is asked by mother during task  
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2) one or two instances of noncompliance  
3) a few/several instances of noncompliance  
4) moderate amounts of noncompliance - during about half of the interaction  
5) noncompliant for more than half of the interaction, with a few/several 

instances of compliance  
6) substantial amounts of noncompliance; only one or two instances of 

compliance  
7) noncompliant throughout task; always refuses or does something contrary to 

that which is asked of him/her; no instances of compliance  

Overall: note ignoring is non-responsive, not non-compliance  

13. Autonomy/independence - child leads and controls task; does not include off-task 
behaviours (count the play sequences or topics and who initiates)  

1) no evidence of autonomy/independence; mother leads throughout task  
2) one or two instances of child’s autonomy  
3) a few/several instances of child’s autonomy  
4) moderate amounts of autonomy; controls task about half of the time  
5) controls task for more than half of the time  
6) substantial autonomy - one or two instances of following mother’s lead  
7) completely independent - controls entire task from beginning to end  

14. Activity - energy includes all minor body movements (moving arms, pointing to 
stimuli or places on screen) and major body movements (jumping up and down, 
getting up and sitting down) not including fine motor manipulation of dials.  

1) child seems extremely lethargic or tired; makes no movement (aside from 
turning dials)  

2) one or two instances of activity or movement  
3) a few/several instances of activity or movement  
4) moderate amounts of activity - moving for about half of the interaction (more 

active with toys but sits in one place)  
5) active for more than half of the interaction (gets up 2+ times-not just when 

finished clean-up)  
6) substantial amounts of activity; only one or two instances of inactivity 

(motorically busy)  

7. child is constantly moving, very active and energetic or fidgety, moves 
quickly.  

Overall: May not be a helpful code but will keep in for now due to possible differences 
with vulnerable populations  

15. Verbalisations (includes play sounds)  
1) none  
2) one or two utterances  
3) a few/several utterances  
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4) multiple utterances; moderate amounts of speaking; talks during about half of 
the interaction  

5) talks during more than half, but not through entire, interaction (about average, 
talking on an off with parent)  

6) substantial amounts of speaking; only one or two moments when not talking  
7) speaks throughout the interaction (excluding when parent is speaking); no 

clear moments of silence  

DYADIC CODES   
 

16. Reciprocity: shared positive affect, eye contact, a “turn taking” (i.e., conversation-
like) quality of Interaction- (harmonious quality- back and forth interaction)  

1) no evidence of reciprocity  
2) one or two instances of reciprocity - either shared affect or eye contact (looks 

more disconnected)  
3) a few/several instances of reciprocity (either shared affect or eye contact)  
4) moderate levels of reciprocity; evidence of both shared affect and eye contact; 

some evidence of “conversation-like” interaction  
5) clear evidence of reciprocity; one or two episodes of intense shared positive 

affect coupled with eye contact that is sustained for several “turns” between 
mother and child (moment of shared joy)  

6) substantial reciprocity involving numerous episodes of intense shared positive 
affect coupled with eye contact that is sustained for several “turns”; only one 
or two instances of non-reciprocity (or just a few)  

7) highly integrated and reciprocal - constant shared positive affect and eye 
contact that never loses “turn taking” quality (overall tone is strongly mutual 
without a sense of disconnect)  

17. Conflict: minor or major disagreement - mutual or shared negative affect; arguing, 
tussling over toy, etc.  

1) no evidence of conflict during task  
2) one or two instances of conflict  
3) a few/several instances of conflict  
4) moderate amounts of conflict - about half of interaction is conflictual 
5) conflicted interaction throughout, with a few/several instances of no conflict 
6) substantial conflict throughout, with only one or two instances of no conflict 
7) highly conflicted interaction for entire task  

Overall: Avoidance is not conflict, but is non-cooperation  

18. Cooperation - defined as explicit agreement and discussion (may do this through play 
in play task; can be verbal or non-verbal but still explicit), about how to proceed with 
and complete task (e.g., “Shall we do this next?” and child says “Yes”) 

1) no evidence of cooperation during task  
2) one or two instances of cooperation  
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3) a few/several instances of cooperation  
4) moderate amounts of cooperation - appears during about half of interaction 

(looks cooperative, on common goal with some explicit)  
5) cooperative interaction throughout, with a few/several instances of lack of 

explicit cooperation (more than half; really see more explicit processing-
discussion)  

6) substantial cooperation throughout, with only one or two instances of lack of 
explicit cooperation  

7) highly cooperative interaction for entire task 

Overall: Cooperation is working together on common goal 

  



CIRCLE OF SECURITY® PARENTING™ EFFECTIVENESS 

100 
 

 

Appendix H: Confidentiality Pledges/Agreements 
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