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Abstract

Aim: Parenting styles are determinants of psychosocial maladjustment in the

subsequent generation. Modifiable factors that positively impact intergenerational

transmission should be identified. Thus, this study investigated the mediating effects of

adult attachment on the transmission of child‐rearing styles and the combined impact of

fathers' and mothers' styles on their offspring's parenting.

Methods: Overall, 396 fathers and 733 mothers participated. They were married or

cohabiting when their children aged 0–10 years attended a pediatric office in Japan. The

pediatricians distributed the self‐report questionnaires to examine perceived rearing

(the Parental Bonding Instrument), adult attachment (the Relationship Questionnaire),

and demographic characteristics. We then analyzed the data using structural equation

modeling that illustrated intergenerational transmission of rearing styles between

grandparents and parents.

Results: Overall, 385 fathers (Mage = 35.5 years, SD = 6.0) and 699 mothers (Mage = 33.5

years, SD = 5.1) satisfied the eligibility criteria. The path models showed that adult

attachment to partners mediated grandparental and parental care. However, no

mediating effect was observed in other intergenerational patterns that transmitted

overprotective rearing styles. Additionally, combined grandfather and grandmother care

were positively associated with parental overprotection.

Conclusion: This study suggested the potential of adult attachment in mediating loving,

empathic, and warm rearing styles and the combined effects of both parents' styles on

promoting the next‐generation parents' overprotective styles. Our findings clarify how

to terminate the negative chain of the parent–child transmission.
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INTRODUCTION

Rearing styles are a determinant of children's mental well‐being,

indicating the characteristics of intergenerational transmission. They

have been conceptualized mainly using two‐dimensional models,

specifically responsiveness and demandingness.1–3 The former refers

to how parents accept and care for the child warmly to foster

individuality and self‐assertiveness. In contrast, the latter denotes the

degree to which they control and overprotect the child confronta-

tionally to make them well‐adjusted members of society. Accordingly,

the Parental Bonding Instrument (PBI) was created to assess

perceived parenting styles across two dimensions: care and over-

protection.4,5 Both low care and high overprotection are associated

with offspring's depression,6,7 addiction,8,9 and conduct prob-

lems.10,11 To prevent problematic consequences, understanding

how parental rearing styles transmit between the generations is

essential. Several studies have demonstrated intergenerational

transmission of child‐rearing practices.12–14 For example, Tanaka

et al.15 studied nonclinical Japanese fathers and mothers using the

PBI. The participants rated their spouse's current rearing style, in

addition to their perception of rearing that they had received as

children (before 16 years of age). The current style of paternal care

correlated with grandmothers' care and grandparents' low level of

overprotection. In addition, the present level of paternal over-

protection was associated with grandfathers' overprotectiveness.

Current maternal care was associated with grandmothers' care.

Although family members interact with each other and their

processes could be assessed as a unit (e.g., cohesiveness16), previous

studies have not examined differential effects of parents' gender and

care against overprotection individually.

Despite the existing literature regarding the parenting styles'

intergenerational transmission, insufficient evidence is available

about its mediators. Nevertheless, cross‐sectional studies15,17 have

found that personality mediates the parenting styles between

grandparents and parents. Furthermore, a cohort study18 demon-

strated that the parental styles were directly transmitted between

two generations and partially mediated by cooperativeness in fathers.

However, in mothers, no personality trait had such a mediating

effect. Adult attachment is a potential factor mediating inter-

generational transmission of the rearing styles. According to

Bowlby's19,20 theory, attachment is formed as infants innately seek

continuous proximity to their caregivers, who ensure their safety as a

base for exploring the external environment. The proximity needs

unmet by parents can contribute to insecure attachments. The

imprinting of such styles creates prototypes for interpersonal

relationships with significant others in adolescence and adulthood.

As infants mature, their attachments evolve, becoming adult bonds

with their spouses. The adult attachment to intimate partners is

associated with parenting behaviors toward their children.21,22 The

maternal bonding toward an infant begins during the first trimester of

pregnancy.23 This development is related to the type of adult

attachment throughout the three trimesters.24 After adjusting for

perinatal depression, poor maternal–fetal bonding predicts impaired

bonding toward the baby.25 Affected by adult attachment, the

formulation of prenatal bonding might prototype rearing styles in the

postpartum period.4,21

This study aimed to investigate the role of adult attachment to

intimate partners in human development. The study is based on the

same dataset as Kitamura et al.,17 but we used different objective

variables to analyze whether adult attachment functions as a

mediator in transmitting child‐rearing styles from one generation to

the next. As evidence is lacking regarding the combined effects of

grandfathers' and grandmothers' child‐rearing styles on how the

next‐generation parents raise their children, we also examined what

effects—individual or in combination—explain the intergenerational

transmission of parenting styles.

METHODS

Participants

We collaborated with the Kumamoto Pediatric Association and

requested its members to participate in the questionnaire survey. In

response, in 2002, 20 of 41 clinics agreed to partake in the study. The

children eligible to participate were aged 10 years or less. They

received general pediatric care from the partaking clinic. None

specialized in treating severe physical, mental, or medical conditions.

In addition, the parents who were eligible to complete the survey

were the recruited children's fathers or mothers who were either

married or cohabiting with their intimate partner; however, those

parents who were separated, divorced, or widowed were excluded

from this study.

We distributed the self‐report questionnaires to those parents

whose children visited one of the 20 clinics. A pediatrician asked the

participants to partake in the survey at each site. After obtaining their

informed consent, we provided the consenting parents with two

questionnaire booklets, one for each. They were instructed to complete

it anonymously and return it in a self‐addressed, stamped envelope.

Measures

Perceived parenting styles

The PBI was used to assess the child‐rearing styles of grandparents

and parents.4 It was developed initially for a retrospective self‐

reported assessment of the paternal and maternal parenting styles

that individuals perceived before 16 years. The participants rated

25 items regarding the rearing style of their parents on a four‐point

Likert scale (very unlike/moderately unlike/moderately like/very like).

The PBI consists of two subscales: Care (12 items) and Over-

protection (13 items).5 Higher Care scores indicated more experi-

ences of affection, empathy, emotional warmth, and reciprocity.

Higher Protection scores signified more experiences of control,

overprotection, instruction, and infantilization.
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In this study, we utilized the PBI according to the parents' rating

regarding the recollections of their own parents' styles. This tool was

also employed according to the modification by its developer to

measure their present child‐rearing styles. The parents were

instructed to evaluate themselves.26 The instrument has acceptable

validity.5 Using a Japanese population, Kitamura and Suzuki27

validated the Japanese version with a factor structure nearly identical

to that of the original PBI.28

Adult attachment styles

The Relationship Questionnaire measures an adult's attachment to their

intimate partner.29 It has four items, measured on a seven‐point Likert

scale (1 = does not apply to me at all to 7 = applies to me greatly), assessing

the following attachment styles: secure, fearful, preoccupied, and

dismissing. The parents were instructed to rate how the individual

items' descriptions corresponded to their relationships with each partner.

Two composite variables were created from the four attachment styles

based on the following definitions: self‐model = secure− fearful−

preoccupied + dismissing; other‐model = secure− fearful + preoccupied−

dismissing. This questionnaire is valid29 and reliable.30 Moreover,

Matsuoka et al.31 validated its Japanese version.

Demographic and psychosocial variables

We assessed both parents' age and gender and children's age.

Although other psychosocial variables were also surveyed, they were

not reported in the present study.

Statistical analyses

The means, standard deviations, and correlations between all study

variables were calculated. We created a basic path model (Figure 1)

to illustrate the direct transmission of child‐rearing styles from the

children's grandparents to parents. Adult attachment was incorpo-

rated to examine its mediating effects on intergenerational transmis-

sion. According to Kitamura et al.'s32 study, parenting models were

prepared to examine the individual and combined effects of the

paternal and maternal styles. Figure 2 shows that child‐rearing styles

(care vs. overprotection), gender (father vs. mother), and the parents

as holistic entities were regarded as the latent structures for Models

A, B, and C, respectively. Each model was applied to the basic path

model's right side, from which the mediated path models were

developed and compared in terms of the Akaike information criteria

(AIC). We assumed that a model with a lower AIC would be better

F IGURE 1 Basic path model of the
intergenerational transmission of the rearing
styles between grandparents and parents.
G‐, grand‐; OP, overprotection.

F IGURE 2 Comparison of the latent structures: (a) care vs. overprotection, (b) father vs. mother (c) single factor, and (b’) father vs. mother
with correlations.
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than the others. We calculated the fit of the structural equation

model (SEM) using the chi‐square (CMIN), comparative fit index (CFI),

and root‐mean‐square error of approximation (RMSEA) data. The

conventional criteria suggest that a good fit is when CMIN/df < 2,

CFI > 0.97, and RMSEA < 0.05; further, an acceptable fit is when

CMIN/df < 3, CFI > 0.95, and RMSEA < 0.08.33,34

Once the best model was identified by comparison, we conducted

a multiple‐group analysis to examine the differences between the

fathers and mothers. A more constrained model was compared to a

lesser constrained one, starting with a nonconstrained model. The null

hypothesis was that the model with fewer constraints was correct. If

the χ2 values of the two models did not reach significance, we assumed

that the model with greater constraints was the accurate one. A

significant sex difference was demonstrated when the z value of a

paired comparison reached a critical ratio of >1.96. A two‐tailed

p‐value of < 0.05 was employed to indicate statistical significance. All

statistical analyses were computed using SPSS Version 20.0 and Amos

Version 25.0 for Windows (IBM).

RESULTS

Overall, 759 families participated in this survey. Of these, 370

(48.7%) returned questionnaires completed by both parents. How-

ever, 389 (51.3%) submitted those that were completed either by the

father (n = 26) or the mother (n = 363). The latter's response rate

(96.6%) was higher than the former (52.2%). The number of

separated, divorced, and widowed parents was 22, 21, and 2

(fathers/mothers = 9/13, 2/19, and 0/2), respectively; these partici-

pants (n = 45) were excluded. Thus, the final analytic sample included

the data from 385 fathers and 699 mothers, which was considered

sufficient for executing the covariance structure's present analysis.

The percentages of the missing data were 6.5%, 5.6%, 4.1%, 4.1%,

4.9%, 5.2%, 4.8%, 4.7%, 1.9%, and 4.3% for own care, own

protection, positive self‐model, positive other‐model, grandfather

care, grandmother care, grandfather protection, grandmother pro-

tection, parents' age, and child's age, respectively. The fathers',

mothers', and children's mean ages were 35.5 (SD = 6.0), 33.5

(SD = 5.1), and 3.5 years (SD = 2.7; range 0–10 years), respectively.

A gender imbalance in children was not observed in the male‐to‐

female ratio of 1.13.

The correlations between the variables and their means and

standard deviations are presented in Table 1. Own care was

correlated with higher grandparent care and positive self‐ and

other‐models, lower grandparent overprotection, own overprotec-

tion, and age of the child. Among fathers, overprotection was

associated with higher overprotection of grandparents, lower own

care, and the child's age. Among the mothers, overprotection was

related to higher overprotection of the grandparents, lower positive

self‐model, and lower own care.

A lower AIC was observed in Model A than in Models B, C, and

B′ (Table 2). Thus, Model A was the most appropriate when nested in

the mediated path model. The parents' data met the conventional

criteria for the model fit: CMIN/df = 2.283, CFI = 0.976, and RMSEA =

0.034. In the multiple analyses, the nested model comparisons

accepted the metric (p = 0.351) and scalar invariances (p = 0.090).

TABLE 1 Correlations between the intergenerational rearing styles, adult attachment, and parent–child age

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Own care — −0.27*** 0.21*** 0.21*** 0.28*** 0.34*** −0.22*** −0.19** 0.04 −0.12*

2. Own OP −0.20*** — −0.06 −0.02 −0.10 −0.05 0.20*** 0.21*** −0.09 −0.14**

3. RQ Self‐model 0.16*** −0.15*** — 0.39*** 0.10 0.09 −0.15** −0.14* −0.02 −0.01

4. RQ Other‐model 0.25*** 0.03 0.36*** — 0.06 0.19*** 0.01 −0.02 −0.01 −0.03

5. Grandfather care 0.15*** 0 0.12** 0.14*** — 0.50*** −0.60*** −0.39*** 0.05 0.08

6. Grandmother care 0.17*** 0.03 0.10* 0.12** 0.42*** — −0.39*** −0.57*** 0.06 0.04

7. Grandfather OP −0.10* 0.13** −0.12** −0.03 −0.51*** −0.30*** — 0.64*** −0.01 −0.08

8. Grandmother OP −0.11** 0.18*** −0.08* −0.06 −0.26*** −0.55*** 0.51*** — 0.06 0

9. Parent age −0.01 0.02 0.07 −0.08* −0.08* −0.10* 0.10* 0.11** — 0.49***

10. Child age −0.11** −0.03 0.08* −0.05 0.01 −0.05 0.03 0.04 0.52*** —

Mean 28.2 12.5 2.6 2.9 22.5 27.0 12.3 11.9 35.5 3.5

28.7 12.7 2.7 3.4 23.1 27.0 11.2 10.8 33.5 3.6

SD 4.4 4.3 2.7 2.9 6.6 5.7 6.4 6.7 6.0 2.8

4.1 4.3 3.3 3.2 7.4 6.6 6.4 6.6 5.1 2.6

Note: The correlations of the fathers' and mothers' data are above and below the diagonal, respectively.

Abbreviations: OP, overprotection; RQ, Relationship Questionnaire.

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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However, they rejected the residual invariance (p < 0.001) between

the groups of fathers and mothers. Rejection indicated that both

groups were to be separated in the model. Figures 3 and 4 showed

that the significant paths were the same between the fathers and

mothers. Higher care of the grandparents and a lower age of children

directly predicted the fathers' and mothers' care. Fathers' and

mothers' overprotection was directly predicted by higher care and

overprotection of the grandparents. The adult attachment styles

TABLE 2 Comparison of the structural
equation models

Model Content χ2/df CFI RMSEA AIC

A Care vs. Overprotection 3.235 0.979 0.045 154.692

B Father vs. Mother 14.532 0.857 0.110 405.712

C Single factor 13.353 0.858 0.105 402.462

B′ Father vs. Mother with correlations of
overprotection between father and mother

5.707 0.953 0.065 207.837

Abbreviations: AIC, Akaike information criteria; CFI, comparative fit index; df, degrees of freedom;
RMSEA, root‐mean‐square error of approximation.

F IGURE 3 Path model of the fathers' current
rearing styles mediated by adult attachment with
their potential predictors. The values in bold
indicate statistically significant paths (p < 0.05)
with a standard estimate. G‐, grand‐; OP,
overprotection; RQ, Relationship Questionnaire.

F IGURE 4 Path model of the mothers' current
rearing styles mediated by adult attachment with
their potential predictors. The values in bold
indicate statistically significant paths (p < 0.05)
with a standard estimate. G‐, grand‐; OP,
overprotection; RQ, Relationship Questionnaire.
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mediated the transition from the grandparent to the parental care.

However, the other transmission patterns of the rearing styles were

not mediated through adult attachment. The paired comparisons

yielded no significant differences between the parents' genders in

transferring the grandparent care to adult attachment (z = −0.505)

and the latter to own care (z = 0.099).

DISCUSSION

The present study suggested that adult attachment styles toward

partners function as mediators between grandparent care and

parental care. However, such indirect effects of attachment styles

were not observed in other intergenerational transmission patterns

of child‐rearing styles. In addition, the combination of grandfather

and grandmother care was positively associated with parental care

and overprotection.

Each component of the adult attachment's mediating effect has

been reported previously. In addition, an association has been

indicated between the past perceived parenting and the attachment

to intimate partners35–38 and the child's current parenting.21,22 This

research demonstrated that more positive self‐ and other‐models

within couples could foster their child‐rearing styles with affection,

empathy, and warmth, connecting both associations. A further

indication is that adult attachments can transfer such parenting

without transmitting the overprotective rearing styles between

generations.

Regarding direct effects of child‐rearing styles, parental care,

and overprotection were predicted by higher care and overprotec-

tion of the grandparents. Surprisingly, parental overprotection was

predicted by the grandparents' higher care. Cohort studies18,39 have

demonstrated that positive and negative parenting styles are

transmitted in the same manner in the subsequent generation.

Genetics contribute to parenting transmission40; however, trans-

mission might be more highly influenced by the maternal than the

paternal styles.18 An SEM study17 supported maternal influence.

Both parents' overprotection was predicted by grandmother care

and overprotection, respectively. As a novel finding, we assumed

the combined effects of the fathers' and mothers' parenting styles

on the following generation. The concept of amae was described in

the book, The Anatomy of Dependence.41 Doi defines amae as the

desire of the Japanese to be loved by and dependent on authority

figures. Amae is supposed to enhance the transmission of over-

protective parenting between generations because this desire could

influence children to try to live up to their parents' overprotective

expectations, especially when both the father and mother have

rearing styles with high affection, empathy, and warmth. Amae is

considered to be potentially associated with the combined effects

of both parents' rearing styles on overprotective parenting in the

next generation.

Our study has several limitations. First, the study setting was

restricted to one community in a provincial prefecture, and the

response rates of fathers and mothers were disproportionate (52%

and 97%, respectively). Although we collaborated with a sufficient

number of general clinics, the geographical restrictions and the non‐

participating fathers seemingly undermined the study results'

generalizability.

Second, the self‐reported assessment may have been affected by

a recall bias. This bias might have emerged with a similar tendency in

fathers' and mothers' self‐rating of their parents' and their own child‐

rearing styles.17 Parenting behaviors need to be observed directly to

confirm whether self‐rating is sufficiently valid to reflect natural

behaviors.27,42

Third, the cross‐sectional nature of this study restricted us from

inferring causal relationships. For example, the parenting styles of

fathers and mothers could affect their attachment styles or vice

versa. Our SEM model did not consider the possible reverse

causality.43,44 However, longitudinal data have demonstrated that

adult attachment is associated with parenting styles formed later

in life.45

Fourth, our SEM model did not account for all the determinants of

the rearing styles. In fact, parenting behavior is determined by multiple

factors, including externalizing behavior, academic performance,39 per-

sonality traits,17 and dysphoric moods.46 Hence, we should note that our

research covered only a part of the whole picture, illustrating how

parenting styles are transmitted intergenerationally.

Fifth, while the structural validity of the PBI has been confirmed

in a Japanese population,27,28 the factor structure of grandparents'

care and overprotection differed between this study and that of

Kitamura et al.32 The difference might be owing to the rating

instability of the parents who recollected their own parents' styles.

Despite these limitations, our study has suggested the

importance of adult attachment as a mediator for transmitting

loving, empathic, and warm rearing styles without engaging in

overprotection between generations. Another suggestion is that

both parents' child‐rearing styles combine to promote the

overprotection of next‐generation parents. These suggestions

help us understand how to intervene in the negative chain of

intergenerational transmission. However, future longitudinal

studies are needed to confirm our findings in order to prevent

offspring's psychosocial maladjustment.
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