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The Intervening Roles of Shame and Guilt in Relations 
between Parenting and Prosocial Behavior in College 
Students

Zehra Gülsevena , Sahitya Maiyab  and Gustavo Carloa 
aSchool of Education, University of California, Irvine, Irvine, California, USA; bDepartment of Human Development 
and Family Studies, Utah State University, Logan, Utah, USA

ABSTRACT
Despite the importance of understanding the relations between parenting 
and youth’s prosocial behavior, there is surprisingly little research focused 
on the relations among parenting practices, shame, guilt, and prosocial 
behaviors. The present study was designed to examine the intervening 
roles of shame and guilt in relations between parental support and psy-
chological control and public and altruistic prosocial behaviors in college 
students. The participants were 304 (62.5% female, 76.3% European 
American, Mage= 18.71, SD = 0.92) college students. We found partial support 
for our hypotheses. Specifically, we found that parental psychological control 
was positively linked to shame which, in turn, was positively linked to 
public prosocial behaviors. In contrast, parental support was positively 
linked to guilt which, in turn, was positively linked to altruistic prosocial 
behaviors and negatively linked to public prosocial behaviors. Further, 
psychological control was directly and positively linked to public prosocial 
behaviors and negatively linked to altruistic prosocial behaviors. Parental 
support was directly and positively linked to public prosocial behaviors. 
Discussion will focus on the implications of the findings for theories of 
moral socialization and prosocial development.

Parents play an essential role in youth’s prosocial behaviors (i.e., voluntary actions intended to 
benefit others; Eisenberg et al., 2015; Spinrad et al., 2019). According to prosocial socialization 
theories, supportive parents foster their youth’s prosocial behaviors by forming a positive 
parent-child relationship and being responsive to their youth’s social, emotional, and psychological 
needs (Eisenberg et al., 2015; Hoffman, 2000; Spinrad et al., 2019). In contrast, psychological 
control practices often undermine youth’s prosocial behaviors by invalidating feelings, suppressing 
independent thought processes, inducing intense shame and guilt, and overprotection (Barber 
et al., 2005; Eisenberg et al., 2015). Additionally, some researchers have examined moral emotions, 
particularly empathy (i.e., feeling the same as another) and sympathy (i.e., feelings of concern 
or sorrow for others), as intervening mechanisms in relations between parenting and prosocial 
behaviors (Eisenberg et al., 2015; Spinrad et al., 2019; see also Davis & Carlo, 2018; Guo & Feng, 
2017; Padilla-Walker & Christensen, 2011). However, there are other moral emotions such as 
shame (i.e., an aversive feeling experienced when people fail to meet others’ moral standards and 
involves a negative evaluation of global self) and guilt (i.e., an aversive feeling experienced when 
people fail to meet their internalized moral standards and involves a negative evaluation of a 
specific behavior regarding a specific event) that are much less studied yet deemed to also predict 
prosocial behaviors (Carlo et al., 2012; Eisenberg, 2000; Tangney et al., 2007a, p. 25). Additionally, 
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emerging adulthood (roughly from ages 18 to 25) is an important period of psychosocial tran-
sition from adolescence into adulthood (Arnett, 2007) and often overlaps with college years. We 
use youth to refer to this age group in the current study. During college years, increased auton-
omy, spending time away from parents or other adults, living independently, and increased 
willingness to engage in risky behaviors often brings new challenges to youth’s life and they need 
to make several moral decisions on their own (Arnett, 2007; Gardner & Steinberg, 2005; Hart 
& Carlo, 2005). They sometimes make wrong decisions and engage in undesired behaviors and 
as a consequence, they may feel shame and/or guilt. Thus, it necessitates understanding the role 
of shame and guilt in this transition period. However, research on individual differences in shame 
and guilt as accounting for the relations between parenting practices and prosocial behaviors is 
nonexistent. Thus, we examine the intervening roles of shame and guilt in relations between 
parental support and psychological control and prosocial behaviors in college students.

Altruistic and public prosocial behaviors

Prosocial behaviors are multidimensional and situation-specific constructs (Padilla-Walker & 
Carlo, 2014). Two specific forms of prosocial behaviors, altruistic and public, are of particular 
interest to this study because they reflect intrinsically and extrinsically motivated prosocial 
behaviors (Carlo & Randall, 2002). According to self-determination theory, intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivations are differentially related to behaviors (Ryan & Deci, 2000). More specifically, intrinsic 
motivation is related to individuals’ internal factors, such as innate desires and internalized 
moral values, whereas extrinsic motivation is related to external factors, such as public approval 
or receiving recognition (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Altruistic prosocial behaviors can be defined as 
helping tendencies with little to no expectation of self-reward and represent selflessly motivated 
prosocial behaviors because of the cost to the self. Further, given that empathic concern, sym-
pathy, and internalized moral values motivate individuals to act altruistically (Eisenberg et al., 
2015; Staub, 2005), altruistic prosocial behaviors are intrinsically motivated behaviors. Public 
prosocial behaviors, on the other hand, can be defined as helping tendencies in front of an 
audience to receive public recognition or approval. Given public prosocial behaviors are displayed 
with the expectation of social approval, reciprocated rewards, and elevated social status, public 
prosocial behaviors are instrumental, somewhat selfishly driven, and extrinsically motivated 
behaviors (Carlo, 2014; Carlo & Randall, 2002).

Parental support, psychological control, and prosocial behaviors

According to parenting and prosocial socialization theories, parental support and control are 
two important dimensions of parenting styles (Baumrind, 1991; Maccoby & Martin, 1983). Based 
on prosocial socialization theories, parental support refers to the extent to which parents form 
a warm, positive, and affectionate relationship with their youth, and are responsive to their 
youth’s social, emotional, and psychological needs (Hoffman, 2000; Spinrad et al., 2019). 
Additionally, parental support also refers to providing different types of help to youth (e.g., 
instrumental, emotional, informative; Lakey & Cohen, 2000). Supportive parents foster their 
youth’s prosocial development by offering information about desirable moral behaviors, modeling 
prosocial behaviors, and reinforcing appropriate moral behaviors (Spinrad et al., 2019). Further, 
prosocial and moral socialization theorists suggest that warm and supportive parents tend to 
use inductions, and parental warmth and inductive reasoning work together to foster the inter-
nalization of moral values (Grusec & Goodnow, 1994), which in turn predict prosocial behaviors 
(Carlo, 2014; Carlo & Conejo, 2019). Consistent with these theoretical statements, a modest, 
positive relation between parental support and prosocial behavior has been documented among 
youth both longitudinally (Padilla‐Walker & Christensen, 2011; Padilla-Walker et al., 2012, 2016) 
and cross-sectionally (Carlo et al., 2007; see also Spinrad et al., 2019 for review).
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On the other hand, psychological control refers to the extent to which parents intervene in 
their children’s psychological world via power assertion, love withdrawal, and shame induction 
(Barber et al., 2005). Because psychologically controlling parents attempt to coercively invalidate 
their children’s feelings, psychological control is negatively linked to developmental outcomes 
(Barber et al., 2005). Further, controlling parents tend to have higher expectations and excessive 
demands from their youth, which can lead to their youth’s negative reactions and emotions (e.g., 
fear, anger), and in turn, increase youth’s self-focused rather than other-focused behaviors 
(Hoffman, 2000; Spinrad et al., 2019). Psychological control is negatively linked to prosocial 
behaviors longitudinally among Chinese adolescents (Fu & Zhang, 2019), European American 
adolescents (Yoo et al., 2013), and German adolescents (Rueth et al., 2017), and retrospectively 
among African American college students (Clark et al., 2015). Taken together, previous research 
has well documented the relations between parental support and psychological control and youth’s 
prosocial behaviors. However, research focus on the intervening roles of shame and guilt in the 
relations between parenting practices and prosocial behaviors is nonexistent.

Intervening roles of shame and guilt in relations between parenting and prosocial 
behaviors

Parenting practices can also influence moral emotions such as shame and guilt (Carlo, 2014). 
For example, psychologically controlling parents induce shame that can overpower moral mes-
sages in the socialization process and hinder youth’s prosocial behaviors (Barber et al., 2005; 
Carlo, 2014; Eisenberg, 2000). In contrast, warm and supportive parents tend to induce guilt in 
the discipline context to encourage their youth to self-control their emotions and behaviors, 
which fosters caring for others’ needs and can promote prosocial behaviors (Hoffman, 2000). 
Further, as mentioned earlier, according to moral internalization theory, parental warmth and 
inductive reasoning together promote the internalization of moral values (Grusec & Goodnow, 
1994), which in turn foster prosocial behaviors (Carlo, 2014; Carlo & Conejo, 2019). Indeed, 
previous research has demonstrated negative relations between psychological control, power 
assertion, and negative parenting behaviors and guilt, whereas positive relations between sup-
portive, warm, responsive, and sensitive parenting behaviors and guilt among children and youth 
(dos Santos et al., 2020; Mintz et al., 2017). In contrast, previous research has demonstrated 
positive relations between psychological control, rejection, and negative parenting behaviors and 
shame, whereas negative relations between parental warmth, support, care, and responsiveness 
and shame from childhood through adulthood (Bahtiyar & Gençöz, 2021; dos Santos et al., 2020; 
Mintz et al., 2017; Sedighimornani et al., 2021).

Emotion theorists assert that shame and guilt, like other human emotions, serve an adaptive 
function in the survival of the human species (e.g., Campos et al., 2004; Izard, 1977). Shame 
and guilt are conceptualized as self-conscious emotions that are related to moral development 
because they are grounded in the individual’s evaluations of the moral self (Eisenberg, 2000). 
Shame is self-focused, manifested as generalized disapproval of oneself over a personal short-
coming in response to engaging in undesirable behaviors, and involves a negative evaluation of 
the global self (Tangney, 1991; Tangney et al., 2007a, p. 25; 2007b). Because shame focuses on 
the self (i.e., devaluing or condemning self), ashamed individuals often avoid other people and 
might not consider their needs, nor are they motivated to try to make amends (Eisenberg, 2000). 
Guilt, on the other hand, is an other-focused painful moral emotion, manifested as discomfort, 
evoked in moral situations, often stems from regrets over wrongdoings, and involves a negative 
evaluation of a specific behavior regarding a specific event; thus, guilt motivates individuals to 
make reparations (Hoffman, 2000; Spinrad et al., 2019; Tangney, 1991; Tangney et al., 2007a,  
p. 25; 2007b). Conceptually, guilt is considered relatively more moral than shame, and shame 
is considered less adaptive than guilt in promoting moral behaviors (Eisenberg, 2000; Tangney 
et al., 2007a). In prior studies, guilt-proneness was found to foster prosocial behaviors among 
children and adolescents from the U.S., Finland, and Italy (Chapman et al., 1987; Menesini & 
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Camodeca, 2008; Roos et al., 2014). Further, anticipated guilt has also been found to promote 
prosocial behaviors among early adolescents in the Netherlands (Olthof, 2012). Additionally, a 
meta-analytic review of 42 studies found small to moderate effect sizes for positive associations 
between guilt attributions and prosocial behaviors (Malti & Krettenauer, 2013).

In contrast, the research on the links between shame and prosocial behaviors is less clear 
(Carlo, 2014). Some previous research has shown negative relations between shame and prosocial 
behaviors suggesting that shame-proneness deters prosocial behaviors among Finnish early ado-
lescents (Roos et al., 2014). However, other research has shown that shame is positively related 
to prosocial behaviors in children from Italy (Menesini & Camodeca, 2008; see also Laible et al., 
2008). It is unclear why there are mixed findings. Some scholars have suggested that shame 
might have distinct effects in specific cultural contexts or perhaps such findings depend upon 
specific measures of prosocial behaviors (see Carlo, 2014). Nonetheless, such mixed findings 
suggest the need for further research and research examining specific forms of prosocial behaviors.  
To address these needs, we examined the relations of guilt and shame to altruistic and public 
forms of prosocial behaviors.

Relations among shame, guilt, altruistic, and public prosocial behaviors

Conceptually, guilt can be differentiated from shame by depending on the public versus private 
nature of the wrongdoings, though people equally feel guilty and shameful in the presence of 
others (see Tangney et al., 2007b). Because guilt arouses when people fail to meet their inter-
nalized moral standard related to a specific behavior, guilt is the evaluation of oneself from 
their own perspective and thus, it is considered private moral emotion (Tangney et al., 2007b). 
In contrast, because shame arouses when people fail to meet others’ moral standards, shame is 
the evaluation of oneself from others’ perspectives and thus, it is considered public moral emo-
tion (Tangney et al., 2007b). Based on this conceptual distinction between guilt and shame and 
given the unique motivations behind each prosocial behavior, guilt is expected to promote 
altruistic prosocial behaviors and mitigate public prosocial behaviors because guilt motivates 
people to make reparations and help others to avoid negative feelings of violating their inter-
nalized personal moral values related to a specific behavior. In contrast, shame is expected to 
promote public prosocial behaviors and mitigate altruistic prosocial behaviors because shame 
motivates individuals to help needy others in front of audiences to gain their approval and to 
avoid the negative feelings of violating others’ moral standards. Consistent with these notions, 
in one study, guilt was found to be positively related to altruistic prosocial behaviors but neg-
atively associated with public prosocial behaviors among college students (Carlo et al., 2012). In 
contrast, shame was found to be positively linked to public prosocial behaviors and negatively 
related to altruistic prosocial behaviors (Carlo et al., 2012). Given the one known prior study 
on these relations, additional research is warranted to further examine these associations.

Study hypotheses

Based primarily on theories (Carlo & Conejo, 2019; Grusec & Goodnow, 1994; Hoffman, 2000; 
Tangney et al., 2007a, 2007b) and limited empirical evidence, we investigated the intervening 
roles of shame and guilt on the associations between parental support and psychological control 
and prosocial behaviors in college students. Of particular interest, we hypothesized that parental 
support would be negatively linked to shame, which would subsequently be positively linked to 
public, but negatively linked to altruistic, prosocial behavior. Parental support would be positively 
linked to guilt, which would subsequently be positively linked to altruistic, but negatively linked 
to public, prosocial behavior. Additionally, we expected that psychological control would be 
positively related to shame, which would subsequently be positively related to public, but neg-
atively related to altruistic, prosocial behavior. Lastly, psychological control would be negatively 
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related to guilt, which would subsequently be negatively related to public, but positively related 
to altruistic, prosocial behavior. We also expected that parental support and psychological control 
would be directly and positively linked to public prosocial behaviors, but unrelated to altruistic 
prosocial behaviors.

In addition, developmental theorists suggest that there are bidirectional relations between 
individuals and their environment, such as their relationships with parents (Bronfenbrenner 
& Morris, 2006). Not only do parents’ parenting behaviors influence youth’s prosocial behav-
iors, but youth’s prosocial behaviors also influence parents’ parenting behaviors (see Mounts 
& Allen, 2019 for review). Consistent with these arguments, previous research has shown that 
emerging adults’ prosocial behaviors are positively linked to their parents’ warm and supportive 
parenting practices but negatively linked to psychologically controlling practices in a longitu-
dinal investigation (Padilla-Walker et al., 2018). Thus, it particularly necessitates assessing the 
directionality of these effects and we explored an alternative model (reverse model). Because 
the reverse model was exploratory in nature, we did not develop a-priori hypotheses. Lastly, 
given prior evidence on gender differences in prosocial development such that girls tend to 
engage in altruistic and boys tend to engage in public forms of helping (see Xiao et al., 2019 
for a metanalytic review), we also explored whether these hypothesized associations varied 
by gender.

Method

Participants

The participants were 304 college students between the ages of 18 and 23 years old (Mage= 
18.71 years, SD = 0.92; 62.5% female) from a large public university in the Midwest. Participants 
were 76.3% European American, 9.9% African American, 5.3% Asian American, 2.6% Hispanic, 
and 0.3% Native American. Additionally, participants indicated that 38% of both mothers and 
fathers had a college degree, and 28% of mothers and 31% of fathers had a graduate or pro-
fessional degree.

Procedure

Participants were recruited from Introduction to Psychology undergraduate courses in the 
Psychology Department through in-class announcements to complete paper-and-pencil surveys. 
Participants signed the consent forms and completed the survey packet in small groups in a 
quiet classroom. The survey packet took participants up to an hour to complete, and students 
received course credit in return for their participation. The study was deemed exempt by the 
University of Missouri because the data were deidentified.

Measures

Parental psychological control
Participants rated the degree to which their parents used psychological control practices using 
the Psychological Control - Youth Self Report scale (PC-YSR; Barber, 1996) on a 5-point scale 
(1 = Never to 5 = Almost always of the time). Higher scores indicate greater psychological control 
(8 items; “My mother/father brings up my past mistakes when she/he criticizes me”, “My mother/
father changes the subject, whenever I have something to say”, “My mother/father is always 
trying to or think about things”; α = 0.83). The PCS has been used widely and demonstrated 
good reliability in previous research (e.g., Padilla-Walker et al., 2021; Rogers et al., 2019; Urry 
et al., 2011). Additionally, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to confirm the 
use of the psychological control subscale with college students. CFA model fit the data well:  
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χ2 (14) = 25.82, p = .027, RMSEA = 0.05, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.96, SRMR = 0.03, and all stan-
dardized factor loadings were significant and varied from 0.31 to 0.79.

Parental support
To assess parental support, participants rated the degree to which their parents displayed support 
using the Network of Relationships Inventory (NRI; Furman & Buhrmester, 1985) on a 5-point 
scale (1 = Little or none to 5 = The most). The NRI consists of 30 questions tap into 10 subscales 
and the combination of these subscales reflects two dimensions, positivity/support and negativity 
(Furman & Buhrmester, 2009). Because we were particularly interested in parental support in 
the current study, we focused solely on the positivity/support items (21 items regarding reliable 
alliance, enhancement of worth, instrumental help, companionship, affection, and intimacy sub-
scales). We created an overall mean score utilizing 21 items and higher scores indicate greater 
maternal and paternal support (e.g., “How much does this person treat you like you’re admired 
and respected?”, “How much does this person really care about you?”, “How much does this 
person help you figure out or fix things?”, “How much does this person like or love you?”; 
α = 0.93 and 0.95 for mothers and fathers, respectively). The NRI is a widely used measure and 
has been demonstrated good reliability in previous research (e.g., Campione-Barr et al., 2021; 
Hostinar et al., 2015). Additionally, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to con-
firm the use of the psychological control subscale with college students. CFA model for maternal 
support fit the data well: χ2 (152) = 282.56, p < .001, RMSEA = 0.05, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.95, 
SRMR = 0.07, and all standardized factor loadings were significant and varied from 0.45 to 
0.77. Similarly, CFA model for paternal support fit the data well: χ2 (152) = 285.87, p < .001, 
RMSEA = 0.05, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.95, SRMR = 0.06, and all standardized factor loadings were 
significant and varied from 0.42 to 0.81. To make the support scale consistent with the psycho-
logical control scale, we calculated the average score of parental support by taking the average 
of maternal and paternal support (r = 0.47, p < .001).

Shame and guilt
The self-conscious emotions of shame and guilt were measured using the Test of Self-Conscious 
Affect-3 (TOSCA-3; Tangney et al., 2000). Participants rated their tendencies to feel guilt and 
shame on fifteen scenarios on a 5-point scale (1 = Not likely to 5 = Very likely) with higher scores 
reflecting greater shame and guilt. Both the subscales demonstrated good reliabilities in this 
sample (α guilt = 0.79; α shame = 0.75). The TOSCA-3 has been used widely and demonstrated 
good validity and reliability (e.g., Laible et al., 2008; 2014; Strömsten et al., 2009; Woien et al., 2003).

Prosocial behaviors
Public and altruistic prosocial behaviors were measured using the revised version of the Prosocial 
Tendencies Measure (PTM-R; Carlo et al., 2003). Participants rated their public and altruistic 
prosocial tendencies on a 5-point scale (1 = Does not describe me at all to 5 = Describes me greatly) 
with higher scores representing greater prosocial behaviors. An example item of public prosocial 
behavior is “I tend to help best when people are watching me” (3 items; α = 0.74), whereas an 
example item of altruistic prosocial behavior is “I tend to help with charity work best when it 
looks good on my résumé” (5 reverse coded items; α = 0.64). The PTM-R is commonly used 
(see Xiao et al., 2019 and Wong et al., 2021) for meta-analyses), well-validated, and has demon-
strated good reliability in previous research (e.g., Carlo et al., 2007, 2012).

Data analyses plan

To test our hypotheses, we conducted path analysis using the maximum likelihood robust stan-
dard error (MLR) estimation in Mplus 8.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017). Multiple fit indices 
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were utilized to assess the goodness of model fit: the root mean square error approximation 
(RMSEA ≤ 0.06), comparative fit index (CFI ≥ 0.90), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI ≥ 0.90), and 
standardized root mean residual (SRMR ≤ 0.08) (Byrne, 2011; Hu & Bentler, 1999). A path 
model was estimated with parental support and psychological control as exogenous variables, 
shame and guilt as intervening variables, and altruistic and public prosocial behaviors as endog-
enous variables, controlling for participants’ gender and their maternal education as a proxy of 
socioeconomic status (see Figure 1).

Additionally, we also tested the reverse model with altruistic and public prosocial behaviors 
as exogenous variables, shame and guilt as intervening variables, and parental support and 
psychological control as endogenous variables (see Figure 2). Similarly, participants’ gender and 
their maternal education were statistical control variables. We estimated all possible direct paths 
both in the main model and the reverse model. Additionally, using the INDIRECT function in 
Mplus, we estimated all indirect paths in the model and conducted a follow-up bias-corrected 
residual bootstrap analysis to estimate confidence intervals for indirect effects (MacKinnon et al., 
2004). Lastly, we used the MULTIGROUP function in Mplus to test whether these hypothesized 
associations varied by gender.

Results

Preliminary analyses

We conducted preliminary analyses to examine descriptive statistics and correlations among the 
main study variables. All study variables showed normal distribution (West et al., 1995). Bivariate 
correlations yielded several significant correlations (see Table 1). For instance, parental support 
was negatively associated with psychological control. Parental support was positively associated 
with guilt, whereas psychological control was positively associated with shame. Further, guilt 
was positively associated with altruistic, but negatively associated with public, prosocial behavior. 
Shame and guilt were positively correlated with each other.

Main analyses

Main model
The hypothesized model fit the data well: N = 302, χ2 (4) = 8.89, p = .06, RMSEA (90% CI) = 
0.06 (0.00, 0.12), CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.91, SRMR = 0.03. As shown in Figure 1, results showed 
that psychological control was directly and positively related to public and negatively related to 
altruistic prosocial behaviors. Similarly, psychological control was positively related to shame. In 
addition, parental support was directly and positively related to public prosocial behavior and 
guilt. Guilt was positively related to altruistic prosocial behavior and negatively related to public 
prosocial behavior, whereas shame was positively related to public prosocial behavior. There 
were no other significant relations.

Table 1.  Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlation among main study variables.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Parental support –
2. Parental psychological control −0.25** –
3. Guilt 0.15** 0.09 –
4. Shame 0.01 0.17** 0.55** –
5. Public prosocial behavior 0.07 0.11 −0.14* 0.05 –
6. Altruistic prosocial behavior 0.03 −0.14* 0.27** 0.11 −0.52** –

Mean 3.73 2.10 3.94 3.17 2.21 3.46
SD 0.65 0.73 0.52 0.54 0.92 0.79

Note. **p < .05, *p < .01.
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Multigroup analysis
We conducted a multigroup analysis by gender to explore whether hypothesized associations 
vary by gender. The unconstrained model (N = 302, χ2 (4) = 2.83, p = .59, Scaling Correction 
Factor for MLR = 1.06, RMSEA (90% CI) = 0.00 (0.00, 0.11), CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.05, SRMR 
= 0.02) did not significantly differ from the fully constrained model (χ2 (23) = 30.32, p = .14, 
Scaling Correction Factor for MLR = 1.04, RMSEA (90% CI) = 0.05 (0.00, 0.09), CFI = 0.97, 
TLI = 0.95, SRMR = 0.10) based on Satorra-Bentler scaled chi-square difference test (S–B  
Δχ2 (19) = 27.53, p = .09) (Satorra & Bentler, 2010), suggesting no gender differences. Thus, 
we report the results of this model for the full sample.

Indirect effects
We conducted a follow-up bias-corrected residual bootstrap analyses to estimate confidence 
intervals for indirect effects (MacKinnon et al., 2004). We found significant indirect effects from 
parental psychological control to public prosocial behavior via shame (β = 0.03, SE = 0.02, 95% CI 
[0.01, 0.07],] , p = .067), from parental support to altruistic prosocial behavior via guilt (β = 0.03, 
SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.01, 0.07], p = .026), and from parental support to public prosocial behavior 
via guilt (β = −0.03, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [−0.08, −0.01], p = .044). There were no other significant 
indirect effects.

Reverse model
The reverse model fit the data well: N = 302, χ2 (6) = 11.93, p = .063, RMSEA (90% CI) = 0.06 
(0.00, 0.11), CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.92, SRMR = 0.03. As shown in Figure 2, results showed that public 
prosocial behaviors were positively linked to shame, whereas altruistic prosocial behaviors were 
positively linked to guilt. Additionally, altruistic prosocial behaviors were negatively and directly 
linked to parental psychological control. Lastly, guilt was positively linked to parental support, whereas 
shame was positively linked to psychological control. There were no other significant relations.

We conducted a multigroup analysis by gender to explore whether hypothesized associations 
vary by gender. The unconstrained model (N = 302, χ2 (8) = 9.93, p = .270, Scaling Correction 

Figure 1. R elations between parenting and prosocial behaviors and indirect effects via guilt and shame. Note. Model fit the 
data well: N = 302, χ2 (4) = 8.89, p = .06, RMSEA (90% CI) = 0.06 (0.00, 0.12), CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.91, SRMR = 0.03. Standardized 
estimates and significant paths are presented. Gender and maternal education are statistical controls, but not depicted in the 
figure. Bold arrows indicate significant indirect effects. ***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05.
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Factor for MLR = 0.924, RMSEA (90% CI) = 0.04 (0.00, 0.11), CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.94, SRMR 
= 0.04) did not significantly differ from the fully constrained model (χ2 (25) = 33.24, p = .151, 
Scaling Correction Factor for MLR = 1.029, RMSEA (90% CI) = 0.04 (0.00, 0.08), CFI = 0.95, 
TLI = 0.93, SRMR = 0.08) based on Satorra-Bentler scaled chi-square difference test (S–B Δχ2 
(17) = 23.21, p = .143) (Satorra & Bentler, 2010), suggesting no gender differences. Thus, we 
report the results of this model for the full sample.

Lastly, we conducted a follow-up bias-corrected residual bootstrap analysis to estimate con-
fidence intervals for indirect effects (MacKinnon et al., 2004). We found significant indirect 
effects from altruistic prosocial behaviors to parental support via guilt (β = 0.03, SE = 0.02, 95% 
CI [0.01, 0.09], p = .067). There were no other significant indirect effects.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine the intervening roles of shame and guilt in relations 
between parental support and psychological control and altruistic and public prosocial behaviors 
in college students. We found partial support for our hypotheses. Specifically, we found that 
parental psychological control was positively related to shame which, in turn, was positively 
related to public prosocial behaviors. In contrast, parental support was positively related to guilt 
which, in turn, was positively related to altruistic and negatively related to public prosocial 
behaviors. Further, parental psychological control was also directly and negatively linked to 
altruistic and positively linked to public prosocial behaviors. In addition, parental support was 
positively and directly linked to public prosocial behaviors. Overall, these findings contribute to 
moral socialization and prosocial development theories (Carlo & Conejo, 2019; Grusec & 
Goodnow, 1994; Hoffman, 2000).

Intervening roles of shame and guilt in relations between parenting and prosocial 
behaviors

One of the notable contributions of this study is the intervening roles of shame in relations 
between parental psychological control and public prosocial behaviors. Such findings are contrary 

Figure 2. R everse model, relations between prosocial behaviors and parenting and indirect effects via shame and guilt.Note. 
Model fit the data well: N = 302, χ2 (6) = 11.93, p = .063, RMSEA (90% CI) = 0.06 (0.00, 0.11), CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.92, SRMR 
= 0.03. Standardized estimates and significant paths are presented. Gender and maternal education are statistical controls, 
but not depicted in the figure. Bold arrows indicate significant indirect effects. ***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05.
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to some prior research that has demonstrated negative relations between shame and prosocial 
behaviors (e.g., Roos et al., 2014). However, these findings are consistent with other research 
that has demonstrated positive relations between shame and prosocial behaviors (e.g., Menesini 
& Camodeca, 2008). The present findings suggest that prior mixed relations between shame and 
prosocial behaviors might be a function of the specific type of prosocial behavior given that 
prior studies used global measures of prosocial behaviors. Thus, although some scholars have 
asserted that shame might undermine prosocial and moral behaviors, the present findings yield 
evidence that shame is positively linked to instrumental and self-focused forms of prosocial 
behaviors (public). Importantly, public prosocial behaviors can be adaptive under specific cir-
cumstances and might also be normative and expected in some cultures. For example, individuals 
who engage in public prosocial behaviors might do so to gain the approval of authority figures 
(e.g., parents, teachers) or peers, which is important for social well-being. Furthermore, in 
collectivist-oriented and strong familistic cultures (e.g., Asian, African, and Latinx heritages), 
public prosocial behaviors might be considered normative, expected, and socially desirable. In 
these group-oriented cultures, engaging in public prosocial behaviors might be culturally adaptive. 
Therefore, although public prosocial behaviors are not primarily driven by selfless motives, such 
actions are nonetheless important indicators of prosocial development.

In addition, the indirect effect from psychological control to altruistic prosocial behaviors via 
shame was insignificant, though the relations were in expected direction. Nonetheless, this finding 
is also consistent with the theoretical conceptualization of shame. Contrary to guilt, shame is 
self-focused and involves a negative evaluation of the global self (Tangney, 1991; Tangney et al., 
2007a, p. 25; 2007b). Ashamed individuals experience generalized disapproval of oneself over a 
personal shortcoming in response to engaging in undesirable behaviors. However, because altru-
istic prosocial behaviors are intrinsically motivated behaviors and motivated by empathic concern, 
sympathy, and internalized moral values (Eisenberg et al., 2015; Staub, 2005), shame may not 
be linked to altruistic prosocial behaviors.

The other notable contribution of this study is the intervening roles of guilt in relations 
between supportive parenting and youth’s altruistic and public prosocial behaviors. Parental 
support was positively related to guilt, which, in turn, was positively related to altruistic and 
negatively related to public prosocial behavior. Conceptual models and previous research have 
suggested that supportive parents socialize their youth’s prosocial behaviors by offering infor-
mation about desirable moral behaviors, modeling, and reinforcing prosocial behaviors (Carlo, 
2014; Spinrad et al., 2019). Additionally, supportive parents tend to induce proper levels of guilt 
in a discipline context which functions as a self-regulatory mechanism in youth to foster caring 
for others’ needs and promote prosocial behaviors (Hoffman, 2000). Supportive parents also 
facilitate an affective environment, where youth are encouraged to express moral emotions such 
as guilt. Therefore, these parenting behaviors help youth to better internalize moral values into 
their sense of moral self (Grusec & Goodnow, 1994; Hardy et al., 2008), which in turn foster 
greater altruistic and less public prosocial behaviors (Carlo, 2014). These findings are also con-
sistent with the broader prosocial development models that suggest that parental support fosters 
prosocial behaviors via socioemotive correlates (e.g., sympathy; Eisenberg et al., 2015).

We found that guilt was positively linked to selflessly and intrinsically motivated prosocial 
behaviors (altruistic) and negatively related to selfishly and extrinsically motivated prosocial 
behaviors (public). Consistent with conceptualization, guilt is an aversive moral emotion stem-
ming from failure to meet one’s personal moral standards and involves a negative evaluation of 
a specific behavior regarding a specific event (Carlo et al., 2012; Tangney & Dearing, 2002; 
Tangney et al., 2007a, p. 25). Further, individuals are more likely to feel guilty after regretting 
wrongdoings, generally, in moral situations. Thus, consistent with moral socialization theories, 
guilt motivates individuals to make reparations (Hoffman, 2000; Spinrad et al., 2019; Tangney, 
1991; Tangney et al., 2007a) and engage in more altruistic and less public prosocial behaviors. 
Scholars suggest that the positive relation between guilt and altruistic prosocial behavior can be 
explained in part by empathy-related responses (Olthof, 2012). Anticipated guilt implies an 
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empathy-related response that helps foster selfless prosocial behavior. Additionally, increases in 
other-oriented empathic responses in adolescence and emerging adulthood can further help 
explain the positive relation between guilt and altruistic prosocial behavior.

There was also evidence for the reverse model such that youth who have higher altruistic 
prosocial tendencies were more likely to experience guilt and were further more likely to have 
supportive parents. Though the direct effect from altruistic prosocial behaviors to parental support 
is not significant, the indirect effect is consistent with theories of bidirectional individual-environment 
effects (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) and prior studies suggesting bidirectional relations 
between parenting and youth’s prosocial behaviors (Padilla-Walker et al., 2018; see also 
Padilla-Walker et al., 2012; Pastorelli et al., 2016; see Mounts & Allen, 2019 for a review). 
Consistent with the social feedback hypothesis (Carlo & Randall, 2001) and prior evidence (e.g., 
Carlo et al., 2011), the findings suggest that engagement in altruistic prosocial behaviors can be 
reciprocally linked to guilt tendencies and evoke higher levels of supportive parenting. This adds 
to growing evidence on reciprocal parent-youth effects in prosocial development.

Direct relations between parenting and prosocial behaviors

As expected, parental support was positively and directly linked to public prosocial behaviors 
but unrelated to altruistic prosocial behavior. These findings suggest that parental support can 
foster instrumental and extrinsically motivated forms of prosocial behaviors but might be 
insufficient to predict intrinsically motivated altruistic actions. The positive relations between 
parental support and public prosocial behaviors are consistent with the notion that youth might 
frequently engage in public prosocial behaviors to gain the approval of their parents and to 
improve the quality of the parent-youth relationship. The lack of significant relations between 
parental support and altruistic actions, on the other hand, is consistent with moral internal-
ization models (Grusec & Goodnow, 1994) that suggest that parental support by itself might 
not be enough to promote altruistic prosocial behaviors because such behaviors are primarily 
motivated by empathy-related traits (e.g., sympathy) and/or strong internalized moral values 
(Eisenberg et al., 2015; Staub, 2005).

Given the limited research on parental psychological control and prosocial behaviors, the 
associations between psychological control and altruistic and public prosocial behaviors were 
particularly important in this study. Psychological control was directly and negatively related to 
altruistic prosocial behaviors. Further, altruistic prosocial behaviors were directly and negatively 
related to psychological control. These parenting behaviors do not effectively teach moral values, 
nor do they likely foster empathic tendencies given their effects on invalidating their children’s 
feelings and suppressing their autonomy (Barber et al., 2005; Eisenberg et al., 2015). Indeed, 
consistent with these latter assertions, psychological control was directly and positively related 
to public prosocial behaviors. Thus, these parenting behaviors might strengthen social approval 
motives, which in turn, might foster greater public prosocial behaviors. Taken together, and 
consistent with moral socialization theories, the possible consequences of using parental psy-
chological control might be to deter altruistic prosocial behaviors that require the internalization 
of moral values and empathic tendencies (Grusec & Goodnow, 1994; Hoffman, 2000) but increase 
public prosocial behaviors that are characterized by social approval and instrumental motives.

Limitations and future directions

There were several important study limitations. First, the current study is a cross-sectional research 
design; thus, causality or directions of effects cannot be inferred. Future research is needed with 
prospective longitudinal research designs or experimental (e.g., interventions) designs to better 
ascertain the directions of relations. Second, the present sample was a convenience sample recruited 
from Introduction to Psychology undergraduate courses in the Psychology Department. Additionally, 
the present sample was predominantly White and women college students. Because White, 
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European American college students are a very select sample of youth, research is much needed 
with more diverse and representative samples and in youth from nonwhite, European American 
cultural groups. Third, data were obtained by administering self-report measures. Future research 
is needed with different measurement approaches (e.g., observations, multiple reporters) to min-
imize shared method variance and social desirability concerns. Fourth, we utilized path analysis 
to test the hypothesized associations because we did not have the required sample size per 
parameter to estimate a model with latent variables (see Jackson, 2003). Lastly, in the current 
study, participants reported relatively moderate levels of parental support, psychological control, 
guilt, shame, and altruistic and public prosocial behaviors and consistent with prosocial and moral 
socialization theories (Grusec & Goodnow, 1994; Hoffman, 2000), we found linear relations among 
these variables. Future research with a larger, broader, and more representative sample with scorers 
on the extreme ends of the scales will be helpful to better understand nonlinear effects.

Conclusions

Despite these limitations, the current study addresses several gaps in the literature by delineating 
the distinct intervening roles of shame and guilt in the links between parental support and psy-
chological control and prosocial behaviors in college students. For instance, guilt intervenes in 
the relations between parental support and youth’s public and altruistic prosocial behaviors. On 
the other hand, shame intervenes in the relations between parental use of psychological control 
and youth’s public prosocial behaviors only. There are important theoretical and practical impli-
cations. Regarding theoretical implications, the present findings were in accord with prosocial 
and moral socialization and prosocial development theories (Carlo, 2014; Eisenberg et al., 2015; 
Hoffman, 2000) and provide further evidence for the distinct intervening roles of shame and 
guilt. Moreover, the pattern of relations informs prior mixed findings and advances our under-
standing that shame and guilt might be differentially linked to specific types of prosocial behavior. 
Regarding practical implications, although further research is needed, the distinct patterns of 
findings have important practical implications for more nuanced and effective intervention pro-
grams aimed at fostering distinct forms of prosocial behaviors. For example, parent education 
curriculums can incorporate activities aimed at modifying parenting practices to foster relatively 
intrinsically and selflessly motivated versus extrinsically and selfishly motivated forms of youth’s 
prosocial behaviors. Importantly, given the suggestive evidence on the intervening roles of shame 
and guilt, program developers should consider the relative emphases of guilt versus shame induc-
tions as strategies aimed at fostering distinct forms of prosocial behaviors.
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