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THE TRANSMISSION OF PARENTING BEHAVIOUR 
WITHIN THE FAMILY: AN EMPIRICAL STUDY ACROSS 

THREE GENERATIONS

Isabelle Roskam*

“Why do parents parent the way they do?” is a very important question. The
aim of the current research is to study whether and to what extent the way par-
ents have been parented influences the way they parent. Original data were col-
lected from 48 families across three generations. Grandparents, parents and
young adults were asked to report on how they had been parented, how they
themselves had parented in the case of the grandparents’ and parents’ genera-
tions, or how they were planning to parent in the case of young adults without
children. We tested the hypothesis of a “childrearing tradition” across three
generations of respondents in a cross-sectional study with a non-clinical sam-
ple. Some arguments in favour of continuities have been found, in particular
for supportive rather than for controlling parenting. The results hence suggest
that reports on parenting behaviour correlate from one generation to the next
and even across two non-consecutive generations. The similarities that have
been displayed result from the influence of the parenting individuals have
received on the way they themselves parent. Our results also suggest that such
an influence may be higher for childrearing attitudes such as warmth that have
consistently been regarded as desirable, than for those that have been regarded
as more controversial in society, such as harsh discipline.

Introduction

“Why do parents parent the way they do?” (Belsky, 1984) (p. 83) is a very
important question. From a theoretical point of view, the answer lies in the
determinants of childrearing behaviour, i.e. the factors that account for behav-
ioural issues in mothers and fathers. From a clinical point of view, under-
standing the factors involved in parenting is crucial for the design of evi-
dence-based intervention programs (Roskam & Meunier, 2012).

Belsky (1984) was one of the first researchers to propose a theoretical
model of the determinants of parenting. Individual differences were consid-
ered to stem from three main sources of influence: parental factors such as
personality traits or developmental history, child-related factors such as tem-
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perament or special needs, and contextual factors such as spouse or social net-
work support. The aim of the current study is to focus on the parents’ devel-
opmental history, and in particular whether and to what extent the way they
have been parented influences the way they parent. Original data were col-
lected across three generations. Grandparents, parents and young adults were
asked to report on how they had been parented, how they themselves had
parented in the case of the grandparents’ and parents’ generations, or how
they were planning to parent in the case of young adults without children. We
tested the hypothesis of a “childrearing tradition” (Vermulst, de Brock, & van
Zutphen, 1991) across three generations of respondents in a non-clinical sam-
ple (Vermulst et al., 1991).

Intergenerational transmission interested researchers many years ago. The
first studies on this topic were published in the fifties (Itkin, 1952; Staples &
Smith, 1954; Woods, Glavin, & Kettle, 1960). The vast majority of subse-
quent studies focused on the intergenerational transmission of child maltreat-
ment and abuse in clinical samples (Egeland, Jacobvitz, & Sroufe, 1988;
Hunter & Kilstrom, 1979; Kim, 2009). Although such studies are less directly
relevant to our main objective, the hypothesis of the transmission of parenting
behaviours from one generation to the next received strong empirical support
in non clinical samples. In 1992, a review mainly based on cross-sectional
studies supported this hypothesis (Van Ijzendoorn, 1992). However, it
stressed the methodological limitations of retrospective studies where the par-
ents’ generation reported on how they had been parented when they were chil-
dren. Retrospective data are subject to memory distortions. Data have also
been collected in most available studies from single respondents who
reported both about their parents’ behaviour and about their own parenting
behaviour. Single informant reports potentially exaggerate the correlation
between parenting behaviours in two consecutive generations and produce
method variance problems (Conger, Neppl, Kim, & Scaramella, 2003;
Putallaz, Costanzo, Grimes, & Sherman, 1998; Van Ijzendoorn, 1992).

Later on, several longitudinal studies overcame the methodological limi-
tations of cross-sectional ones. They controlled for the cohort effect, because
the two generations involved reported on their own parenting behaviour or
had been observed at about the same point in their life span (Van Ijzendoorn,
1992). Also, while the causal interpretation of bivariate correlations in cross-
sectional studies is not endorsed, repeated measures of parenting behaviour
with similar or at least comparable instruments across two generations was
found to be an ideal design for studying the intergenerational transmission of
parenting behaviour (Putallaz et al., 1998; Van Ijzendoorn, 1992).

One of the most significant contributions was a longitudinal study con-
ducted with more than 2,000 participants over 20 years (Chen & Kaplan,
2001). Where 7th graders perceived that they were being parented well, this
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was shown to predict the extent to which they themselves used constructive
parenting behaviour in middle adulthood, i.e. monitoring, communication
with the child, involvement, affection and discipline. Modest but significant
correlations ranging from .06 to .12 were displayed. While this study relied
entirely on self-report questionnaires, another important longitudinal study
over 20 years combined observational measures of warm, sensitive and stim-
ulating parenting with questionnaires (Belsky, Jaffee, Sligo, Woodward, &
Silva, 2005). It was shown that mothers who had experienced authoritarian
parenting in their early childhood were less likely to behave in a warm, sen-
sitive and stimulating manner when interacting with their 3-year-old child (r
= –.29). However, this main effect was not confirmed for fathers (r = .04).
The intergenerational transmission of fathering has been longitudinally tested
more recently with a multi-agent and multi-method approach to constructive
parenting, i.e. monitoring, discipline, warmth and involvement (Kerr,
Capaldi, Pears, & Owen, 2009). Parenting behaviour of fathers from the first
generation was examined when their child was 9 to 12 years old, while the
behaviour of fathers from the second generation was assessed when their own
child (third generation) was 2 to 3 years old and again at 5 to 7 years old.
Moderate intergenerational continuity was displayed in the results, with cor-
relation coefficients of .33 and .35 respectively in early and middle child-
hood. A similar range of association was shown for parental monitoring and
harsh discipline (Bailey, Hill, Oesterle, & Hawkins, 2009) as well as for
aggressive parenting (Conger et al., 2003). Assessment of monitoring and
harsh discipline was obtained with questionnaires completed by the parents
in the first generation when their adolescent was 13 years old and by those in
the second generation when they became parents. Correlations were .17 for
monitoring and .23 for harsh discipline (Bailey et al., 2009). Assessment of
aggressive parenting was obtained through direct observation of parent-child
interaction. It was first obtained when the children were 9th and 10th graders,
and for a second time 5 to 7 years later when the members of the second gen-
eration were becoming parents and their child was at least 18 months of age.
The correlation of angry aggressive parenting between the two consecutive
generations was .30.

In sum, despite methodological properties with regard to the cross-sec-
tional or longitudinal design, to instruments (self-report questionnaires,
observations or mixed), to respondents (single or multiple), and to parenting
behaviours under consideration (positive as warmth or negative as aggres-
sive), the main conclusion is that patterns of childrearing behaviour are partly
transmitted across generations.

It has been contended that the process by which these patterns could be
transmitted from one generation to the next is that of social learning, involving
observing, modeling and reinforcement (Bandura, 1977; Chen & Kaplan,
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2001; Simons, Whitbeck, Conger, & Wu, 1991). In the absence of competing
models, it is argued that children accept their parents’ childrearing behaviour
as typical, having little awareness of the alternatives. Such a direct mechanism
of influence has been held to explain the continuity that has been observed in
empirical studies (Putallaz et al., 1998). A mediational model involving inter-
personal style, parenting beliefs, psychological state and social participation
has also been cited as a factor explaining continuity in parenting behaviour
across generations (Chen & Kaplan, 2001; Kerr et al., 2009; Kitamura et al.,
2009; Putallaz et al., 1998). Very recently, epigenetic effects have been sus-
pected to account for the transmission of parenting from one generation to the
next. The repetition of maternal care in laboratory studies across generations
of rodents has been explained by the influence of early interactional experi-
ences on gene expression in offspring, in particular the level of neuropeptide
(oxytocin and estrogen) receptors within the medial preoptic area of the
hypothalamus (Champagne & Meaney, 2007; Peña & Champagne, 2012).

However, the modest to moderate coefficients that have been reported in
the studies reviewed indicates that there is also a certain discontinuity across
generations (Bailey et al., 2009). Although they share norms about parenting
with their own parents, parents differ from the previous generation with
regard to their socialisation experiences as a parent. For example, the histor-
ical and contextual perspective on “how to be a good parent” as conveyed in
the media or by peers may be slightly different. Also, the influences of the
parent’s partner and of each child’s temperament could explain discontinuity.

Current study

The current study contributes to the wonderful field of research into the deter-
minants of parenting, and in particular the intergenerational transmission of
parenting behaviours. One original feature is that it includes respondents from
three consecutive generations, rather than two as in previous research, and it
is therefore cross-sectional. Each of the respondents in the three generations,
i.e. the grandparent (G1), the parent (G2) and the young adult (G3), reported
on both their perceptions of their parents’ childrearing behaviour and their
perceptions of their own childrearing behaviour. The hypothesis of intergen-
erational transmission was tested for a large panel of parenting behaviours.
Supportive parenting encompasses the affective nature of the parent-child
relationship and refers to a variety of related behaviours including warmth,
acceptance, involvement, autonomy demands, monitoring, and the establish-
ment of guidelines. Controlling parenting encompasses parents’ efforts to
control their children’s behaviour including, for example, harsh discipline,
ignoring, inconsistent discipline and material rewarding (Roskam & Meunier,
2012).
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Based on previously published results, modest to moderate correlations
ranging from .10 to .30 were expected between consecutive generations. Rel-
atively lower correlations were expected between the grandparent (G1) and
the young adult generation (G3). We hypothesised that different socialisation
experiences would have a greater impact and produce greater discontinuity
between non consecutive generations. Moreover, because of shared method
variance, higher correlations were expected when the data had been provided
by the same informant assessing both their perceptions of their parents’ chil-
drearing behaviour and their perceptions of their own childrearing behaviour
than when two different informants reported on their own childrearing behav-
iour alone.

It was expected that the way the young adults (G3) planned to behave as
parents in the future would be predicted by the childrearing behaviour of their
parents (G2); also, the childrearing behaviour of the grandparents towards
their children (G1 to G2) was expected to explain an additional but smaller
element of the variance in the young adults’ intentions (G3) over and above
the G2 effect.

Method

Sample and procedure

Data were collected among 48 families in the French-speaking part of Belgium.
Each family consisted of a grandparent (G1) (75% grandmothers) with a mean
age of 71.75 years (SD = 5.42, range 63-83), a parent (G2) (66% mothers) with
a mean age of 47.17 years (SD = 4.26, range 39-59), and a young adult (G3)
(64% girls) with a mean age of 18.44 years (SD = 2.02, range 17-26).

Two questionnaires were administered to the participants. The first one
was a self-report about their own parenting behaviour towards their 10-year-
old child in the past (for G1 and G2) or in the future (for G3). The second one
focused on their perceptions of the parenting behaviour they had received
from their parents when they were 10 years of age (for G1, G2 and G3). Ten
years was chosen as an age that the participants could remember in terms of
their perception of their own parents’ behaviour as well as a time in their
child’s life by which the parents, thanks to long experience of their role, had
sufficient awareness of their own childrearing behaviour for self-report pur-
poses. The two questionnaires were administered in a random order to the 48
families with a one-week interval. This was done in order to limit the bias of
association between the two; in addition, if the two questionnaires had been
administered at the same moment to the same respondent, correlations
between the two phenomena might have been increased by the need for cog-
nitive consistency or the influence of mood.

psycho.belg.2013_3.book  Page 53  Thursday, June 20, 2013  11:16 AM



54 Transmission of Parenting Behaviour

The young adults (G3) were contacted at university by means of an
announcement they received by email. The inclusion criteria were that they
had to be between 18 and 25 years old in order to maximise the chance that
they would have at least one grandparent still alive and that they had to be
planning to become a parent in the next ten years. They were asked to give
the first questionnaire to their mother or father (G2) as well as to the mother
or the father of the G2 parent (G3). The respondents were asked to complete
the questionnaire within the following seven days and to send it back to the
research team at the Psychological Sciences Research Institute. They were
informed in a letter accompanying the questionnaire that the data would
remain confidential. One week later, each participant received the second
questionnaire. Again, they were asked to complete it within the next seven
days and to send it back to the research team at the Psychological Sciences
Research Institute. Complete data were obtained for 48 families. Note that
incomplete data were also obtained for 18 families, with missing data for at
least one of the three generations or for one of the two questionnaires. These
were not included in the analyses.

Instruments

Parenting behaviour was assessed with two versions of the Evaluation des
Pratiques Educatives Parentales (EPEP) (Meunier & Roskam, 2007). It is
derived from the Ghent Parental Behaviour Scale (GPBS) (Van Leeuwen &
Vermulst, 2004) which was validated with Dutch-speaking samples. Concep-
tually, the EPEP is based on the social interactional approach of Patterson and
colleagues that children’s maladaptive and antisocial behaviour is related to
the parents’ contingent use of aversive and ineffective management tech-
niques (Patterson, 1982). In the original English scale, 58 items assessed five
factors representing observable CRB: monitoring, discipline, positive rein-
forcement, problem solving, and parental involvement. Later Dutch studies
were unable to replicate the five-factor structure (Van Leeuwen & Vermulst,
2004). Authors suggested that some constructs were too broadly defined and
that additional scales were needed. Discipline was divided into several con-
structs and autonomy (referring to the responsibility for coping and decision-
making given by parents to their child) was added because of its theoretical
relevance. The final version of the GPBS contains 45 items with a nine-factor
solution: positive parenting, monitoring, rules, discipline, inconsistent disci-
pline, harsh punishment, ignoring, rewarding, and autonomy. The nine-factor
solution has been validated with mothers, fathers, and 8- to 14-year-old chil-
dren in 600 families, as well as in an independent sample of 175 families.
Cronbach’s αs ranged from .52 to .88. The amount of variance explained was
35% for mothers, 40% for fathers, 51% for children about their mother, and
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47% for children about their father. The French version of the questionnaire,
the EPEP scale replicates and validates that nine-factor solution as well as
completing the Dutch analysis with more discriminative measures and a test-
retest reliability assessment.

The first version of the EPEP used in the current study was a self-report
about the respondent’s own parenting behaviour (Self-reported Parenting
Behaviour) (Meunier & Roskam, 2007). It was a 35-item instrument yielding
nine factors: positive parenting, monitoring, rules, discipline, inconsistent
discipline, harsh punishment, ignoring, material rewarding, and autonomy. A
five-point Likert-type scale was provided for each item, ranging from “never”
to “always”. Recently validated on 493 French-speaking mothers and fathers
of developing normally children, the EPEP scale has good psychometric
properties. Cronbach’s α ranged from .65 to .89; the total percentage of vari-
ance explained by the nine factors was 64.3%; test/retest correlations for a
sample of 45 parents varied between .51 and .84. Confirmatory factor analy-
ses showed that two second-order factors covering the supportive and con-
trolling dimensions of parenting emerged from the initial factor solution. The
supportive factor was composed of positive parenting, autonomy, monitor-
ing, and rules, and included items such as “When my child has a problem, we
look together at different possible solutions.” The controlling factor included
discipline, harsh punishment, material rewarding, inconsistent discipline, and
ignoring, and included items such as “When my child doesn’t obey a rule, I
sometimes threaten to punish him or her, but in the end I don’t carry out the
threat.” The fit measures demonstrated an acceptable fit to the data, with
goodness of fit index (GFI) = 0.92 and root mean square residual (RMR) =
0.04, although the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) was
only 0.11 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). All the estimated factor loadings were sig-
nificant (Meunier & Roskam, 2007). Note that the items were slightly trans-
formed for the current study: for example, one item was worded “When my
child had a problem, we looked together at different possible solutions” for
the assessments in G1 and G2, but “When my child has a problem, we will
look together at different possible solutions” for the assessment in G3.

The second version of the EPEP used in the current study was designed
for children and adolescents assessing the childrearing behaviour they
received from their parents (Received Parenting Behaviour) (Meunier &
Roskam, 2007). It was a 30-item instrument yielding the same nine factors
and similar five-point Likert-type scales. It has been validated among 159 8-
to-14-year-old children and 834 13-to-18-year-old adolescents (N = 993
pooled sample), and found to display good psychometric properties. The
analysis supported the relevance of the nine-factor solution. The amount of
variance explained was 62.04% for the children, 62.60% for the adolescents,
and 61.74% for the two groups taken together. Cronbach’s α ranged from .52
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to .88. The correlations suggested the same second-order solution for young
people as for parents. A CFA was conducted based on the covariance matrix
and using maximum likelihood estimation. Although the χ² statistic was sig-
nificant, χ²(26) = 394.3, p < .001, other fit measures demonstrated an accept-
able fit to the data. The indices were similar to those for parents: GFI = 0.91,
RMSEA = 0.10, RMR = 0.07 for children; GFI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.12, RMR
= 0.07 for adolescents; and GFI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.12, RMR = 0.06 for chil-
dren and adolescents together. The completely standardised factor loadings
for the pooled sample (children and adolescents) mostly ranged between .40
and .60; error variances ranged between .23 and .88. The two dimensions had
almost zero correlations. Note that the items were slightly transformed for the
current study: for example, one item was worded “When I had a problem, my
parents and I looked together at different possible solutions” for the assess-
ments in G1, G2 and G3.

For both versions, in order to reduce the number of constructs in the cur-
rent study, the second-order factors of the EPEP scale, i.e. support and con-
trol, were used in the analyses.

Analysis strategy

The analyses were conducted with SPSS 19 software. In order to test conti-
nuity across the three generations, correlations were computed both for self-
reported parenting behaviour (SPB) and received parenting behaviour (RPB).
The correlations also informed us about the agreement between the respond-
ents, i.e. G1’s SPB and G2’s RPB, G2’s SPB and G3’s RPB. The magnitude
of the coefficients was interpreted according to the standard recommenda-
tions in psychological sciences, i.e. coefficients lower than .30 were consid-
ered to be low or modest, those between .30 and .50 to be moderate, those
between .50 and .70 to be high and those higher than .70 to be very high
(Field, 2009).

Stepwise regression models were also computed for the prediction of G3’s
SPB, i.e. how young adults planned to behave as a parent in the future. In a
first model, G3’s SPB was predicted on the basis of self-reported parenting
behaviour in the other two generations, i.e. G2’s SPB in a first step and G1’s
SPB in a second step. In a second model, G3’s SPB was predicted on the basis
of the parenting behaviour that the respondents in the three generations
reported having received from their parents, i.e. G3’s RPB in a first step, G2’s
RPB in a second step, and G1’s RPB in a third step. The ∆R² indicated
whether and to what extent each step explained an additional part of the var-
iance in the outcome.
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Results

Continuity across generations

Table 1 displays the correlations between SPB and RPB across the three gen-
erations.

The continuity across generations was firstly appraised by considering the
relations between RPB and SPB from the same respondent. In this case, the
coefficients ranged from .50 to .65, with an exception for control in the young
adults’ generation (r = –.01).

In order to reduce shared method variance problems, continuity was also
considered by relating SPB from two different respondents, i.e. each one
assessing their own parenting behaviour. Continuity was found to be moder-
ate for support, with r = .45 between G1 and G2, .43 between G1 and G3, and
.22 between G2 and G3. Continuity was lower for control, with r = .21
between G1 and G2, –.14 between G1 and G3, and .19 between G2 and G3.

Agreement between informants

As shown in Table 1, agreement between informants was evaluated by corre-
lating SPB from one generation and RPB from the next. The coefficients were
high between G1 and G2; the support that the parents (G2) estimated they had
received from their parents (G1) was related to the support that the grandpar-
ents (G1) reported having provided to their children (G2), r = .50. The same
was true for control, with r = .47. Conversely, the correlations were low, at
.09 and .07 for support and control respectively, between the parenting behav-
iour that young adults (G3) estimated they had received from their parents

Table 1
Correlations between self-reported parenting behaviour (SPB) and received 

parenting behaviour (RPB) across the three generations: grandparents (G1), parents 
(G2), and young adults (G3)

G1 RPB G1 SPB G2 RPB G2 SPB G3 RPB G3 SPB

G1 RPB – .53*** –.06 –.20 .06 –.03

G1 SPB .63*** – .50*** .45*** .31* .43**

G2 RPB –.12 .47*** – .52*** .11 .35*

G2 SPB –.22 .21 .50*** – .09 .22

G3 RPB .22 .35* .56*** .07 – .65***

G3 SPB .06 –.14 –.22 .19 –.01 –

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
Note: Coefficients above the diagonals are for supportive behaviour; those below are for controlling
behaviour.
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(G2) and the parenting behaviour that the parents (G2) reported having dis-
played towards their children (G3). The moderate coefficients between G1
and G2 and in particular the very low coefficients between G2 and G3 led us
to consider RPB and SPB in two separate models in the regression analyses.

Prediction of the young adults’ parenting behaviour

The results of the first stepwise regression analysis are presented in Table 2.
In this first model, G3’s SPB, i.e. how young adults planned to behave as par-
ents in the future, was predicted on the basis of self-reported parenting behav-
iour in the other two generations, i.e. G2’s SPB in a first step and G1’s SPB
in a second step.

The results of the second stepwise regression analysis are presented in
Table 3. In this second model, G3’s SPB was predicted on the basis of the
parenting behaviour that the respondents in the three generations reported
having received from their parents, i.e. G3’s RPB in a first step, G2’s RPB in
a second step, G1’s RPB in a third step.

In line with the hypothesis, the supportiveness of the behaviour that the
young adults (G3) planned to display as parents was predicted by the parent-
ing behaviour of their parents (G2), while the parenting behaviour of the
grandparents towards their children (G1 to G2) also explained an additional
part of the variance in the young adults’ intentions (G3) over and above the
G2 effect. However, in the second model, the grandparents’ perceptions of
received parenting behaviour from their parents were not significant over and
above the predictors from the other two generations. In sum, the results con-
firm a certain continuity in support across the three generations. The same
conclusions can be drawn from the two regression models in which self-
reports (SPB) or perceptions of received parenting behaviour (RPB) were

Table 2
Stepwise regression analysis predicting the young adults’ SPB (G3) from G2’s and 

G1’s self-reported parenting behaviour

Support
β

Control
β

Step 1 G2 SPB .25† .19

R² .05 .04

Step 2 G2 SPB
G1 SPB

.04

.41**
.23

–.19

∆R² .13** .03

Total R² .18 .07

†p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
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considered as predictors. As expected, the amount of variance explained was
nevertheless greater when the young adults’ RPB was considered among the
predictors, probably because of shared method variance.

Far less continuity was observed for control in the two models. Both when
self-reports (SPB) and when the perceptions of received parenting behaviour
(RPB) were considered as predictors, the amount of explained variance was
low and the coefficients were mostly non significant. Moreover, the tendency
for G2’s RPB to be a negative coefficient suggesting discontinuity in control-
ling behaviour between G3 and G2 (RPB) and young adults’ intentions
regarding controlling behaviour towards their offspring.

Discussion

The main objective of the current study was to test the hypothesis of a chil-
drearing tradition across three generations of respondents. In particular, the
hypothesis of modest to moderate continuity in supportive and controlling
childrearing behaviour was tested. The hypothesis that the way that young
adults plan to behave as future parents is predicted by both their parents’ and
grandparents’ parenting behaviour was also tested. These hypotheses were
only partly verified.

When the same respondent was considered, i.e. when a respondent
assessed both the parenting behaviour he had received from his parents and
his own parenting behaviour, the correlations supported moderate to high
continuity in supportive behaviour, with correlations ranging from .52 to .65,
as well as in controlling behaviour, with correlations ranging from .50 to .63.
As discussed below, however, there was an exception for the young adults,

Table 3
Stepwise regression analysis predicting the young adults’ SPB (G3) from the three 

generations’ RPB

Support
β

Control
β

Step 1 G3 RPB .65*** –.00

R² .42 .00

Step 2 G3 RPB
G2 RPB

.61***

.28*
.16

–.31†

∆R² .08* .06

Step 3 G3 RPB
G2 RPB
G1 RPB

.61***

.27*
–.05

.16
–.31†
–.01

∆R² .00 .00

Total R² .50 .06

†p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
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who showed a complete absence of correlation between the controlling
parenting behaviour they had received and the controlling behaviour they
planned to display towards their children in the future. As expected, when two
different respondents were considered, i.e. each assessing his own parenting
behaviour towards his children, the correlations were lower, but were still
moderate, with coefficients ranging from .22 to .45 for support and from .19
to .21 for control. Contrary to what was expected, the correlations between
G1 and G3 supportive parenting behaviour were in the same range as those
between consecutive generations for supportive parenting, i.e. .43. For con-
trolling parenting, however, the coefficient was far lower, in fact negative,
between G1 and G3, i.e. –.14.

The same impression of continuity of supportive parenting was given by
the regression models, where we sought to predict how young adults would
plan to behave as parents in the future. This was predicted by the parents’
parenting behaviour and also by the grandparents’ parenting behaviour over
and above the parents’ effect. However, the parenting behaviour that the
grandparents reported having received was not related to the young adults’
planned childrearing behaviour. Again, the amount of explained variance was
higher when the young adults’ report of their parents’ behaviour was taken
into account. But the same main conclusions of continuity across the three
generations can be drawn from the two models, even when the shared method
variance problem was controlled for. Interestingly, the grandparents’ genera-
tion contributed significantly to explaining the young adults’ report on their
intentions to provide supportive parenting. Contrary to what was supposed,
the predictive power of the grandparents’ parenting behaviour was even
higher than that of the parents when different respondents were considered in
each generation.

For controlling parenting, however, the results of the regression models
suggest a certain discontinuity across the three generations. Even when the
young adults’ report of their parents’ behaviour was taken into account, i.e.
with the potential shared method variance problem, the predictive value was
nil. Moreover, a clear cut-off between the young adults’ and the grandparents’
generations appeared, with negative coefficients being reported in the second
steps of the models. In sum, the results of both the correlations and the regres-
sion analyses suggested a greater continuity in supportive behaviour than in
controlling behaviour in parenting. How can this difference be explained? It
can be conjectured that the socialisation experiences of the three generations
differed much more with regard to controlling than to supportive behaviours.
Warmth, autonomy demands, monitoring, involvement and establishment of
guidelines in childrearing have probably been considered as socially desirable
throughout the last eight decades. These parenting behaviours may have
formed part of a shared representation of “how to be a good parent” across the
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three last generations. Conversely, various social developments and public
debates concerning children’s rights and child abuse, including the introduc-
tion of laws prohibiting spanking in several European countries, have proba-
bly modified the desirability and the perception of harsh discipline, ignoring
or rewarding in the last decades. Such modifications could in turn induce dis-
continuity in controlling childrearing behaviour from one generation to the
next.

The main methodological limitation of cross-sectional studies based on
single informants has been stressed. Such studies produce a shared method
variance problem that potentially diminishes their suitability for testing the
intergenerational transmission hypothesis. The double collection of data in
the present study, in which each respondent assessed both his parents’ behav-
iour and his own childrearing behaviour, made it possible to overcome this
problem to some extent. We were able to confirm some of the results obtained
from one respondent using results obtained from others. Nevertheless, the
high coefficient in the regression model between young adults’ parenting
intentions and their perception of their parents’ childrearing behaviour
stressed the importance of the subjects’ appraisal of the warmth and involve-
ment they were exposed to. The way they report their interactions with their
parents is actually a determinant of their intentions to parent supportively.
The inter-informant comparisons research indeed stressed the relevance of
children’s reports of their parents’ childrearing behaviour (Tein, Roosa, &
Michaels, 1994). Children’s reports have been shown to differ significantly
from those of their parents (Schwarz, Barton-Henry, & Pruzinsky, 1985).
Children’s reports were considered as more relevant than parents’ reports for
predicting children’s outcomes (Gaylord, Kitzmann, & Coleman, 2003).
Children’s views on their parents’ childrearing behaviour may influence how
they behave toward their parents and, in turn, how they interact with peers. In
Patterson’s (1982) theory, children’s perceptions of parenting could predict
social competence and behaviour toward peers (Anan & Barnett, 1999;
Rigby, 1993).

Interestingly, the same conclusions cannot be drawn for controlling
parenting. It seems that the determinants of the young adults’ intentions to
parent in a controlling way lie somewhere other than in the subjects’ appraisal
of the controlling behaviour of the previous two generations.

While interesting, this study is by no means definitive. Several questions
remain, for example about specific patterns of transmission according to gen-
der in each of the three generations of respondents. Gender-related differ-
ences are particularly critical in cross-generational research, as the way in
which parents and their children influence each other is known to be partly a
function of their gender. For example, mothers parent boys and girls differ-
ently, and boys and girls behave differently depending on whether they are
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interacting with their mothers or their fathers. The small sample size also
made it necessary to ignore important socio-demographic variables likely to
influence parenting, such as family composition. For example, support and
control could be influenced by whether a parent is solely responsible for a
child’s upbringing or shares that responsibility with another parent. Parenting
behaviours may also be influenced by whether a parent is responsible for a
single child’s upbringing, or whether the child experiences parenting behav-
iours together with siblings. Our data did not allow this question to be consid-
ered. Further studies including numerous male and female respondents from
three generations are needed to go beyond these limitations. Also, in the
regression model we tried to predict the young adults’ intentions regarding
their parenting behaviour, and not their actual parenting behaviour. The
implications of having considered the views of young adults who are not
themselves parents could be that rather than having predicted the intergener-
ational transmission of parenting behaviour, we have predicted the young
adults’ beliefs about ideal parenting, based on the parenting behaviour of the
previous two generations. Finally, the fact that the participants were recruited
at university limits the generalisability of the results, which mainly concern
families from a middle-to-high socio-economic status. Replication studies
with families from different socio-economic backgrounds would be interest-
ing in the future.

In conclusion, in a cross-sectional study conducted among three genera-
tions of respondents we tested the hypothesis of a childrearing tradition
within non clinical families and found some arguments in favour of continu-
ities, in particular for supportive rather than for controlling parenting. This
outcome suggests that parenting behaviour tends to be similar from one gen-
eration to the next, and even across two non-consecutive generations. Despite
methodological concerns about the cohort effect, the correlational nature of
the data and the retrospective design, it can be argued that the similarities that
have been found result from the influence of the parenting individuals have
received on the way they themselves parent. Our results also suggest that such
an influence may be higher for childrearing attitudes such as warmth that
have consistently been regarded as desirable, than for those that have been
regarded as more controversial in society, such as harsh discipline.
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