
UNIVERSITY OF OULU  P .O. Box 8000  F I -90014 UNIVERSITY OF OULU FINLAND

A C T A  U N I V E R S I T A T I S  O U L U E N S I S

University Lecturer Tuomo Glumoff

University Lecturer Santeri Palviainen

Postdoctoral researcher Jani Peräntie

University Lecturer Anne Tuomisto

University Lecturer Veli-Matti Ulvinen

Planning Director Pertti Tikkanen

Professor Jari Juga

Associate Professor (tenure) Anu Soikkeli

University Lecturer Santeri Palviainen

Publications Editor Kirsti Nurkkala

ISBN 978-952-62-3339-0 (Paperback)
ISBN 978-952-62-3340-6 (PDF)
ISSN 0355-3221 (Print)
ISSN 1796-2234 (Online)

U N I V E R S I TAT I S  O U L U E N S I S

MEDICA

ACTA
D

D
 1680

A
C

TA
A

nnukka K
iviniem

i

OULU 2022

D 1680

Annukka Kiviniemi

PARENTAL IMAGES AS 
MEDIATORS OF CHILDHOOD 
EXPERIENCES: EFFECTS ON 
THE QUALITY OF INTIMATE 
RELATIONSHIPS AND WELL-
BEING IN ADULTHOOD

UNIVERSITY OF OULU GRADUATE SCHOOL;
UNIVERSITY OF OULU,
FACULTY OF MEDICINE;
OULU UNIVERSITY HOSPITAL





ACTA UNIVERS ITAT I S  OULUENS I S
D  M e d i c a  1 6 8 0

ANNUKKA KIVINIEMI

PARENTAL IMAGES AS MEDIATORS 
OF CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES: 
EFFECTS ON THE QUALITY OF 
INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS AND 
WELL-BEING IN ADULTHOOD

Academic dissertation to be presented with the assent of
the Doctoral Programme Committee of Doctoral
Programme Committee of Health and Biosciences of the
University of Oulu for public defence via remote access
(https://www.oulu.fi/fi/theses) on 17 June 2022, at 12
noon.

UNIVERSITY OF OULU, OULU 2022



Copyright © 2022
Acta Univ. Oul. D 1680, 2022

Supervised by
Professor Hanna Ebeling
Professor Irma Moilanen

Reviewed by
Professor Mirjam Kalland
Docent Henrik Enckell

ISBN 978-952-62-3339-0 (Paperback)
ISBN 978-952-62-3340-6 (PDF)

ISSN 0355-3221 (Printed)
ISSN 1796-2234 (Online)

Cover Design
Raimo Ahonen

PUNAMUSTA
TAMPERE 2022

Opponent
Docent Jari Sinkkonen



Kiviniemi, Annukka, Parental images as mediators of childhood experiences:
effects on the quality of intimate relationships and well-being in adulthood. 
University of Oulu Graduate School; University of Oulu, Faculty of Medicine; Oulu University
Hospital
Acta Univ. Oul. D 1680, 2022
University of Oulu, P.O. Box 8000, FI-90014 University of Oulu, Finland

Abstract

One of the most important factors in a child’s growth environment is the emotional atmosphere of
the family. Childhood experiences and perceptions of interaction with parents can be reflected in
the offspring’s later life course.

This study explored, i) the connections between parental images and the quality of the
offspring’s current intimate relationships; ii) differences between females and males in relation to
their parental images and the quality of their relationships; and iii) whether the mother’s self-
reported assessment of her strictness and the adult offspring’s recollections of the disciplinary
methods of their parents are associated in the adult offspring’s recalled parental images and current
emotional distress, anxiety and depression as assessed by the Hopkins Symptom Check List
(HSCL-25); and whether their parental images are associated with their emotional distress.

The data is a part of the Oulu University Hospital “Mother-Child Follow-up Study
1971–1972’’. The mothers responded to a 1st follow-up questionnaire (the assessment of her
strictness) when the children were 7 years old (N = 354). The offspring responded to a 2nd follow-
up questionnaire concerning experienced discipline methods, their parental images and current
intimate relationship quality and HSCL-25-scores in the year 2000 (N = 337).

A supportive mother image was associated with the daughters’ and sons’ – and a supportive
paternal image only with the daughters’ – balanced relationships. A dominant father image was
associated with both the daughters’ and sons’ submissive/repressive relationships. A supportive
image of the opposite sex parent was associated with the offspring’s loving relationships and
protected them from quarrelsome relationships. A supportive image of the father also protected
the female offspring from a submissive/repressive relationship.

A recollection of dialogic discipline of both parents was positively associated with the
corresponding parent's supportive and sociable images, and correspondingly recalled restriction
and corporal punishment with dominating parental images. Dialogic discipline protected from
dominating parental images. Dominating images of both parents, maternal strictness, and lack of
recalled paternal dialogic discipline were associated with the offspring's emotional distress
(HSCL-25), anxiety, and depression symptoms. Parental images may act as mediators between
childhood experiences and current well-being. The perceptions of the father were emphasized in
this study.

Keywords: anxiety, depression, emotional distress, intimate relationship, parental
images, parental strictness, parent–child relationship, physical/corporal punishment





Kiviniemi, Annukka, Vanhempimielikuvat lapsuuden kokemusten välittäjinä:
vaikutukset parisuhteen laatuun ja hyvinvointiin aikuisuudessa. 
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Tiivistelmä

Kasvuympäristön tärkeimpiä tekijöitä on lapsuudenperheen tunneilmapiiri. Lapsuudenkokemuk-
set ja käsitykset vuorovaikutuksesta vanhempien kanssa voivat heijastua jälkeläisten myöhem-
piin ihmissuhteisiin ja hyvinvointiin aikuisiässä.

Tämän tutkimuksen tarkoituksena oli selvittää i) nuorten aikuisten vanhempimielikuvien ja
nykyisen parisuhteen laadun välistä yhteyttä, ii) naisten ja miesten välisiä eroja liittyen vanhem-
pimielikuviin ja parisuhteen laatuun, iii) liittyvätkö äidin ilmoittama arvio hänen omasta anka-
ruudestaan ja aikuisten jälkeläisten muistamat vanhempiensa käyttämät kasvatusmenetelmät jäl-
keläisten vanhempimielikuviin ja tämän hetkiseen emotionaaliseen stressiin, ahdistukseen ja
masennukseen Hopkinsin menetelmällä (HSCL-25) mitattuna, sekä liittyvätkö jälkeläisten van-
hempimielikuvat heidän HSCL-25-oireisiinsa.

Aineisto on osa Oulun yliopistollisen sairaalan ”Äiti-lapsi-seurantatutkimusta 1971–1972”.
Äidit vastasivat ensimmäiseen seurantakyselyyn ja arvoivat omaa ankaruuttaan kasvattajina lap-
sen ollessa seitsemänvuotias (N = 354). Jälkeläiset vastasivat vuonna 2000 (N = 337) toiseen
seurantakyselyyn, joka koski heidän kokemaansa kasvatusta ja muistiin palautettuja vanhempi-
mielikuviaan sekä tämänhetkistä parisuhteensa laatua ja HSCL-25–menetelmällä mitattuja oirei-
taan.

Kannustava äitimielikuva liittyi sekä tyttären että pojan tasapainoiseen parisuhteeseen, mutta
kannustava mielikuva isästä heijastui vain tyttären tasapainoiseen suhteeseen, ja se myös suojasi
tyttäriä alistavalta/alistuvalta suhteelta. Dominoiva isämielikuva liittyi sekä tyttären että pojan
alistavaan/ alistuvaan suhteeseen. Kannustava mielikuva vastakkaista sukupuolta olevasta van-
hemmasta liittyi sekä naisilla että miehillä rakastavaan parisuhteeseen ja suojeli riitaisalta suh-
teelta.

Muistikuva äidin ja isän dialogisesta kurista liittyi kannustavaan ja sosiaaliseen mielikuvaan
vastaavasta vanhemmasta. Rajoittava ja ruumiillisesti rankaiseva kuri liittyi dominoivaan van-
hempimielikuvaan, kun taas dialoginen kasvatus suojasi siltä. Mielikuva dominoivasta vanhem-
masta, isän dialogisen kasvatuksen ja kurin vähäisyys sekä äidin tiukkuus hänen itsensä arvi-
oimana liittyivät jälkeläisten HSCL-25-, ahdistuneisuus- ja masennusoireisiin.

Vanhempimielikuvat näyttäisivät toimivan lapsuuden kokemusten ja nykyisen hyvinvoinnin
välittäjinä. Tässä tutkimuksessa isämielikuvien merkitys korostui. Isyyden merkitys kaipaa lisä-
tutkimuksia.

Asiasanat: ahdistuneisuus, emotionaalinen stressi, fyysinen/ruumiillinen rangaistus,
masennus, parisuhde, vanhemman ja lapsen suhde, vanhempien ankaruus,
vanhempimielikuvat





 

We are born with the possibility to learn (Émile, p. 66) – and the learning starts 

immediately. The journey from childhood to adulthood is an enlargement of our human 

potential (Rousseau, 1762; Bardy, 1996). 

 

”Synnymme omistaen oppimismahdollisuuden” (Émile, s. 66) – ja oppiminen alkaa heti. 

Matka lapsuudesta aikuisuuteen on ihmisen potentiaalin laajentumista (Rousseau, 1762; 

Bardy, 1996). 

To You, my dear reader 
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1 Introduction  

The associations between childhood experiences, early interaction and well-being 

in adulthood have been extensively studied for several decades. Research has 

largely focused on the effects of traumatic events in later life (Afifi et al., 2013; 

Arnow, 2004; Corcoran & McNulty, 2018; Fergusson & Lynskey, 1997; Mwachofi 

et al., 2020), but the effects of normal childhood experiences and a favorable 

growth environment on later life have received less attention. Some recent studies 

have examined the positive effects of a favorable growth environment on 

subsequent well-being (Homan, 2018; Lee & Schafer, 2021; Moran et al., 2018).  

According to Bowlby (1973; 1980), mental representations of childhood 

experiences with caregivers are thought to serve as primary mechanisms by which 

early attachment experiences impact later interpersonal functioning. Both inner 

representations of the important others (Tyson & Tyson, 1991) and internal working 

models begin to form in early infancy simultaneously with the development of the 

attachment relationships, and these earliest attachment experiences are largely 

encoded in the unconscious implicit memory (Bowlby, 1973; 1977). Only later does 

the conscious, explicit memory begin to encode various events in episodic or 

semantic memory (Mancia, 2006). Representations of attachment relationships are 

believed to be relatively stable and to assist with organizing individuals’ thoughts, 

feelings, and behavior within novel relationship contexts, including the parent–

child and romantic relationships (Waters, et al., 2018). 

The relationship between adulthood well-being and an unfavorable childhood 

growth environment has been studied widely e.g., from the perspective of the 

attachment relationships (Cassidy et al., 2009; Corcoran & McNulty, 2018; Lavy 

& Littman-Ovadia, 2011; Widom et al., 2018), whereas the child's internal 

perceptions of the early attachment figures, i.e., the parental images, and their 

significance for later life have received less attention (Tazuke, 2017). The aim of 

the current study was to investigate the associations of parental images with the 

psychosocial well-being of young adults, and whether these images can have a 

mediating role between childhood experiences and wellness in adulthood. Our data 

is part of a mother–child follow-up study which offers the possibility to examine 

comprehensions of young adults of their childhood and their current well-being, 

and also consider some aspects of the mother’s view of the child’s growth 

environment. The data was gathered in the homogeneous population of a Nordic 

democratic welfare country – during an epoch without recent major national 

traumatic events. 
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2 Review of the literature 

One of my inspirers towards the current research was Rousseau and his treatise 

“Émile, lived Education” (1762) which was written two and a half centuries ago. 

Inspired by his work, and before the theoretical background of this study, I want to 

present a brief historical review of the research interest focused on childhood.  

2.1 Interest was focused on childhood  

“We do not comprehend the nature/character of the child at all,” Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau (1712–1778) wrote in 1762, during an epoch when he questioned the 

prevailing understanding about the family, society, and the world but especially 

about childhood among Europeans. He wanted children to live a child's life. The 

child should be treated as a child – not as a small adult. (Bardy, 1996; Rousseau et 

al., 1933; Utrio, 1996.) Although Rousseau's criticism of society encountered a 

rather hostile reception, he was a pioneer in defending the status of the child and 

creating a new understanding of the importance of childhood in the second half of 

the 18th century.  

It is said that the 19th century was “the child's century” in Western culture, 

even though infant mortality was still high, and the use of child labor was 

widespread. However, a decreasing trend of infant mortality affected positively 

both the size of the family and the relationships between the family members. 

Parents dared to love their children more unreservedly than before, without the 

constant fear of death. The desire to help and steer children increased, and thus the 

parent–child affinity became stronger. (Utrio et al., 1997.) 

Further, interest in the study of childhood began to increase among researchers 

in the late 19th century. For example, Sigmund Freud (1856 –1939), looking to 

childhood mostly from the perspective of his adult patients, believed that childhood 

experiences together with inner drives may create intrapsychic conflicts and 

unconsciously affect an individual’s psychic behavior. He defended the importance 

of sexuality in the development of the human psyche. Freud carried out one of the 

first psychotherapeutic treatments of children when he tried to help the father of 

Little Hans to understand the inner experiences of his 5-year-old boy. (Ornstein, 

2020; Palombo et al., 2009.) 

Anna Freud (1895–1982), in turn, elaborated the theory of the development of 

the mind by using the perspective of the child, and she emphasized the 

psychological survival of the ego and the child’s real relationships. She founded 
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several special schools and studied the effects of war on the child’s mind (Holder, 

2005). In addition to Anna Freud, Melanie Klein (1882–1960) was among the first 

theorists who observed and analyzed children. Klein emphasized the importance of 

the early interaction and internalization of object relationships. Drives, in her 

thinking, were shaping the way children experience their relationships with their 

caregivers. Thus, internal representations of others did not necessarily equate with 

the real persons. (Palombo et al., 2009.)   

Data collection by observing infants was also practiced by other scholars, e.g., 

Rene Spitz (1887–1974). Spitz studied children who had been separated from their 

mothers and were living in institutional settings. He emphasized the importance of 

the environment, and his studies — of the mother–infant interaction and the effects 

of maternal or emotional deprivation on infants — preceded and anticipated the 

work of the attachment theorists (Palombo et al., 2009; Spitz & Wolf, 1946; Spitz, 

1955). The pediatrician and psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott (1896–1971) also 

emphasized the importance of early interaction and object relationships. His 

thoughts found expression in many concepts that achieved great popularity and 

included the aspects of safe attachment. Among these concepts are transitional 

objects (bedtime toy), a good enough mother and a holding environment. (Palombo 

et al., 2009; Winnicott, 1965; 1989.) 

The British psychiatrist and developmental psychologist John Bowlby (1907–

1990) followed Anna Freud’s and Rene Spitz's work. Bowlby is considered to be 

the creator of traditional attachment theories, and his perspective included a link 

between the constructs of mental representation and Internal Working Model 

(Palombo et al., 2009). Mary Ainsworth (1913–1999) continued the development 

of the attachment theories and data collection methods. She identified three patterns 

of attachment, the securely attached, the anxious/ avoidant, and the 

anxious/resistant. Mary Main (1943–), who was among the first of Ainsworth’s 

doctoral students, contributed further to the classification of the patterns of 

attachment with the identification of a fourth category, disorganized/disoriented. In 

addition, Main developed an instrument that identified the intergenerational 

transmission of attachment patterns (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Main et al., 1985; Main 

& Solomon, 1990; Männikkö, 2001; Palombo et al., 2009.)  

In this historical review, a few experts in childhood research were presented, 

the ones I found the most interesting for the current study. 
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2.2 Theoretical background 

Early attachment relationships have been considered one of the key factors in 

building a connection between childhood experiences and well-being in adulthood 

(Corcoran & McNulty, 2018; Fraley et al., 2013; Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2011). 

The perspective of attachment safety also emerges in the recent studies which have 

examined the role of mediator mechanisms between childhood experiences and 

adult well-being (Homan, 2018; Joshanloo, 2018; Moran et al., 2018; Widom et al., 

2018). 

The focus of the current study is on young adults' memory images of childhood 

parents and the possible associations of these images with childhood experiences 

and current well-being. Bowlby (1980) referred to the child’s memory systems and 

proposed that the affective experiences of the earliest attachment interactions are 

included in the unconscious (implicit) memory (Amini et al., 1996; Bowlby, 1980), 

whereas the memories of life events will be stored episodically, and the 

generalizations about mother, father and self will be stored semantically to the 

conscious (explicit) memory (Bowlby, 1980). I assume parental images to include 

both memorable generalizations of parents, and more unconscious aspects of early 

attachment experiences.  

Although the early attachment figures and relationships with them do not 

necessarily equate to the recalled parental images, theory related to early 

attachment provides a comprehension of the formation of these inner images and 

is presented as the background theory of this study. In the following paragraphs, 

some aspects of the attachment theories and memory functions are presented. 

2.2.1 Attachment theories 

According to Bowlby  (1969; 1977) the formation of attachment is based on biology 

and has evolved to promote security. The protective adults answer the infant's 

messages by giving the baby early attachment shelter, by protecting the child, 

responding to the child's need for nurture and security and activating and soothing 

him. With the help of this early attachment protection, the baby survives, and begins 

to develop an individual personality (Bowlby, 1969; 1980; 1982; Salo, 2003). 



24 

Attachment in childhood 

For the development of secure attachment, it is important for a little child to have 

experiences indicating that the parents are able to understand the child's mind and show 

empathy with his/her feelings (Kalland et al., 2016). When the parents respond 

consistently sensitively to the child’s signals, s/he learns to trust in the availability of a 

caregiver and seeks proximity and contact when in need of protection or consolation. A 

securely attached child has learned to use the caregiver as a secure base, from which to 

explore the environment. (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1973; 1988.) 

Children with an insecure attachment have not learned to use the caregiver as 

a secure base. A child with an avoidant attachment has learned to avoid the 

expression of negative feelings. A child with an ambivalent attachment expresses 

separation anxiety, because the caregivers have been inconsistently available, non-

receptive and non-communicative with the child. (Ainsworth et al., 1978; 

Hautamäki, 2000; Sinkkonen et al., 2001.) A child with a disorganized attachment 

is confused and unable to trust the caregiver, because the caregiver is both a source 

of fear and the basis of safety (Bowlby, 1969; 1982; Main & Hesse, 1990; Main & 

Solomon, 1990).  

Attachment in adulthood 

A basic assumption of attachment theory is that attachment patterns are partly repeated 

throughout a person’s lifespan (Ainsworth, 1989; Bowlby, 1977; 1980; Main et al., 

1985). An adult with a secure attachment has a positive perception of both self and 

others. He or she is aware of his/her own value and trusts that other people provide 

support and help. (Bartholomew, 1990; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; George et 

al., 1985.) 

In the case of an insecure attachment, an adult with a dismissing (anxious–

avoidant) attachment has a negative idea of others and a more positive self-

perception. He/she protects him/herself against disappointment by avoiding close 

relationships and maintaining a sense of independence and invulnerability. An adult 

with a preoccupied attachment (anxious–ambivalent) has negative perceptions of 

self but a more positive conception of others. This kind of attachment is manifested 

as the disparagement of self, by e.g., invalidating one’s wishes, needs and abilities, 

and the individual needs constant approval of others. An adult with a fearful 

attachment has negative perceptions of both self and others, and feels social 

insecurity and lack of assertiveness. Although the individual desires and needs 
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intimacy, s/he retains sufficient distance, because of a fear of becoming rejected. 

(Bartholomew, 1990; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Hazan & Shaver, 1987; 

Main et al., 1985; Männikkö, 2001.) It is worth noting that no person's actual 

experiences will uniformly match the prototype of a single attachment model, but 

rather several variant degrees of different models (Bartholomew, 1990; Männikkö, 

2001). 

Adult attachment and intimate relationship 

Attachment in adulthood is emphasized in intimate relationships. Secure attachment 

contains moderate autonomy and a connection to one’s own feelings. Autonomy 

includes the ability to express emotional needs, thoughts and feelings, and to blend in 

with another person (Bartholomew, 1990; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; George 

et al., 1985). Thus, securely attached adults appear to have more success in romantic 

relationships, whereas an insecurely attached adult may have challenges in this respect 

(Bartholomew, 1997; Cassidy, 2000; Hazan & Shaver, 1987).  

In a large-scale study (N = 1,086; age 16–50) Brennan, Clark, and Shaver (1998) 

developed a self-report scale of adult attachment styles, and concluded that 

(insecure) working models for romantic relationships may be best described along 

two dimensions, “attachment-related anxiety” (the fear of loss and anxiety about 

abandonment, loss, rejection and being unloved) and “attachment-related 

avoidance” (characterized by the avoidance of intimacy and dependence). These 

two dimensions were sufficient and in addition, compatible with the 

conceptualization of Bartholomew. (Bartholomew, 1990; Bartholomew & 

Horowitz, 1991; Widom et al., 2018.) 

2.2.2 Attachment and memory  

In a study of the relationship between attachment orientations and memory 

functions in childhood, Chae et al., (2011; 2014; 2018) found that children with a 

secure attachment coped in challenging situations with the confidence that their 

caregivers will respond appropriately to their distress and help them. Thus, secure 

attachment helped children to retain more complete and accurate memories  (Chae 

et al., 2011). By contrast, children with insecure attachment may not encode 

distressing experiences sufficiently to produce accurate memory reports. (Chae et 

al., 2011; Chae et al., 2014; Chae et al., 2018.) The review of Dykas and Cassidy 

(2011) explored attachment orientations and memory in the perspective of 
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processing social information from childhood to adulthood. They reported that 

securely attached individuals processed attachment-relevant social information 

relatively fully and flexibly. They concluded that securely attached individuals can 

process a variety of positively and negatively laden information. By contrast, 

insecurely attached individuals have a tendency to exclude or suppress attachment-

relevant social information if it causes psychological pain and is linked to 

attachment figures, or to specific mental knowledge of attachment-related 

childhood events. Cao, Madore, Wang, and Schacter (2018) came to similar 

conclusions when they examined attachment effects on production of episodic 

details in close relationships among adults – secure individuals generated more 

internal details with episodic specificity and fewer external details for attachment-

relevant events than attachment-irrelevant events, whereas this difference was not 

observed among insecure individuals. 

When considering the effects of attachment security on remembering, one must 

bear in mind that although adult attachment style is known to be relatively stable 

in the short term, it is characterized more by fluctuation than stability. An 

interesting finding has been that if an individuals’ rating on attachment security 

changes or fluctuates over time, so do their overall coping and well-being (Zhang 

& Labouvie-Vief, 2004). Furthermore, changes in the family environment and/or 

child development may affect fluctuation in attachment security. It is possible that 

in the face of attachment-related negative life events, a young adult who has not 

reached autonomy may find it too difficult emotionally and cognitively to 

acknowledge and deal with previous adversities.  As autonomy is achieved, there 

are more opportunities for the psychological exploration of the impact of childhood 

experiences. (Waters, E., Weinfield et al., 2000.) 
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2.2.3 Memory Functions  

“An experience as lived in real time does not have a completed structure until it is over. 

Its structure is then immediately reconstituted in memory” (Stern, 1985; 2018). 

Questions about how memories are formed, can be damaged or lost, or still seem 

vibrant after many years, have long fascinated humanity. Thus, memory research 

has a long history. An original dichotomy between conscious and unconscious 

memory processes has progressively diminished, with new imaging techniques 

leading researchers to agree on a variety of neural architectures supporting multiple 

memory systems. (Pastor, 2020.) Next, I present some points of memory functions 

which are relevant to this study. In the following, memory systems are categorized. 

However, these systems are overlapping and undistinguishable.  

Traditionally, the short-term memory is divided into sensory memory (based 

on sort-term sensory observations) and working memory (based on short-term 

processing memory), and correspondingly the long-term memory into an implicit 

and explicit memory. In the implicit (i.e., non–declarative) memory, the storage of 

information takes place mostly unconsciously and cannot be remembered or 

verbalized, whereas the explicit (i.e., declarative) memory contains the memories 

of events, and the storage of this memory can be remembered consciously and 

expressed linguistically. (Mancia, 2006; Schacter, 1995.) 

The implicit memory includes procedural skills that are mostly automated and 

unconscious, such as motor skills, everyday activities, playing an instrument or 

playing certain sports. Particularly, implicit memory is emotive and affective 

memory, which concerns emotional experiences, as well as fantasies and defenses 

linked to the first relationships of a child with his/her environment and in particular 

with the mother. (Eysenck, 2013; 2012; Mancia, 2006; Tulving & Schacter, 1990.)  

The explicit memory is sub-divided into episodic and semantic memory. 

Episodic memory contains specific life events and is used for the storage of more 

conscious memories of sensations, emotions, and place and time (Schacter & Addis, 

2007; Szpunar, 2010; Tulving & Schacter, 1990). Semantic memory, in turn, 

includes meanings and generalizations about for example caregivers and oneself 

(Bowlby, 1980), and it also enables one to give meanings to the recollections of 

experiences (Eysenck, 2012; Mancia, 2006; Rubin, 2004; Westen & Gabbard, 

2002). Thus, explicit conscious memory allows, through remembering, a 

reconstruction of one’s personal history, also linguistically (Mancia, 2006). 
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Fig. 1.  Memory functions.  

An autobiographical memory includes information stored both in the episodic and 

semantic memories (Rubin, 2004). The early attachment-related experiences which 

are included mainly in the implicit memory may also be firmly rooted in the 

semantic and autobiographical memory systems (Köber et al., 2019). Furthermore, 

episodic and semantic events can be stored in either the explicit memory or implicit 

memory, depending on whether the concomitant affectively laden content is inside 

or outside the conscious awareness (Rubin, 2004; Westen & Gabbard, 2002). 
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In addition to the importance of attachment relationships and growth 

environment, Bowlby (1973; 1977; 1980) referred to the infant’s memory systems 

and brain development and proposed that the earliest attachment-related 

experiences are included in the unconscious memory (i.e., in implicit memory). The 

images of parents begin to form in early non–linguistic interaction simultaneously 

with the development of the attachment relationship. Only later does the explicit 

i.e., the conscious memory begin to encode various events in either episodic or 

semantic memory (Mancia, 2006).  

According to Bowlby (1980), the memories of behavior and of words spoken 

on each particular occasion will be stored episodically, whereas the generalizations 

about mother, father and self will be stored in semantic memory. In other words, 

the mental representations of the caregivers, i.e., the images of parents reflecting 

the affective experiences of a child's attachment interactions, are mostly stored in 

semantic or implicit memory. These images partly unconsciously regulate the 

individual's experiences of intense emotions and guide one’s behavioral and 

psychological responses.  

2.3 Childhood growth environment affecting later life  

Childhood growth environment is known to be reflected in many ways in later life 

trajectories and relationships, especially in intimate relationships (Falcke et al., 

2008; Sabatelli & Bartle-Haring, 2003). Childhood adversities may subsequently 

affect health behavior (Mwachofi et al., 2020), physical and mental health (Afifi et 

al., 2013; Arnow, 2004; Mwachofi et al., 2020) and cause psychological distress 

(Corcoran & McNulty, 2018). Childhood adversities may also have detrimental 

effects on the cognitive and emotional aspects of life as well as on life satisfaction 

(Corcoran & McNulty, 2018; Cuartas et al., 2020), and reduce subjective well-

being (SWB) in adulthood (Corcoran & McNulty, 2018; Oshio et al., 2013). 

In recent studies, a favorable childhood growth environment has attracted 

increasing attention among researchers. Lee and Schafer  (2021) found that a happy 

family life during childhood had a positive association with later cognition, in part, 

by enhancing self-mastery in adulthood. Moran et al. (2018) in turn, examined 

associations between childhood parental warmth, coping strategies, and well-being 

in an extensive 20-year longitudinal study (N = 2,088). They found that perceptions 

of parenting behaviors in childhood can have long-term effects on both well-being 

and the use of coping strategies. Higher parental warmth predicted better coping 

and eudaimonic well-being in adulthood. According to Homan (2018), eudaimonic 



30 

refers to a life repleted with meaning, productive activity, and striving to reach one's 

potential. Previous literature has also shown that high life satisfaction is a predictive 

factor of positive mental health outcomes, and these aspects may also have a 

reciprocal relation: as Fergusson et al. (2015) suggested, life satisfaction may 

decrease cases of mental disorders, whereas mental disorders decrease life 

satisfaction. 

2.3.1 Gender differences in parenting styles and experienced 

developmental environment 

Different parenting styles are distinguished by the extent and way parents set limits 

and grant autonomy, explain, and justify rules and expectations, exert control, and 

provide emotional closeness (Yaffe 2017). Mothers tend to have a more nurturing 

role (Pakaluk & Price 2020), and in several studies they have been found to be more 

accepting, responsive, and supportive, as well as more behaviorally controlling, 

demanding, and autonomy-granting than fathers (Gámez-Guadix and Almendros 

2015; Jaureguizar et al. 2018; Shek 1998). Fathers in turn are reported to have a 

more protecting role (Pakaluk & Price 2020) and to be more restrictive, coercive, 

and harsher as well as more punitive, and to show less parental concern than 

mothers. These parental differences seem to apply similarly to both boys and girls, 

regardless of their age (Gámez-Guadix and Almendros 2015; Jaureguizar et al. 

2018; Shek 1998). 

Some societies and ethnic groups may tend to apply stricter disciplinary 

methods in the family (Davidov and Khoury-Kassabri 2013) and may also value 

authoritarianism and parental authority (Yaffe 2020a). Compared with Western 

societies, in the families of different ethnic groups authoritarianism is not 

necessarily identified with parental hostility and rejection, and it may be perceived 

as a positive educational value for raising children (Yaffe, 2020).  

Parenting styles and practices may differ depending on the parents’ and 

offspring’s gender (Mastrotheodoros et al. 2019; McKinney & Renk 2008), for 

example in communication between the child and his/her parents. Levin and Currie 

(2010) found that similar proportions of both boys and girls reported easy 

communication with their mother (about four-fifths), but in the ease of 

communication with the father there was a significant difference: three-fifths of 

boys (62%) but only about two-fifths of girls (44%) reported easy communication 

with their father. There is also some evidence that boys tend to perceive both 
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parents as more authoritarian than girls do, while girls tend to perceive both parents 

as more authoritative (Huang et al. 2019).   

Although in recent decades somewhat greater interest has been expressed in 

gender differences in parenting and the distinct associations of parenting styles with 

developmental outcomes in children and adolescents, it is unclear whether parental 

gender differences apply equally to boys and girls (Yaffe 2020). A systematic 

review conducted by Russel and Saebel (1997) found only little support for the 

assumptions claiming the distinctness of the mother-son, mother-daughter, father-

son, and father-daughter relationships. Furthermore, Yaffe (2020) noted that the 

availability of studies focusing on the differences in paternal and maternal 

parenting styles is limited and calls for further empirical endeavors. 

2.3.2 Reflections of childhood environment in adult attachment and 

coping in life  

The childhood family environment is known to predict adult attachment styles. For 

example, Fraley et al. (2013) reported that individual differences in adult 

attachment can be traced to variations in the quality of an individuals' caregiving 

environments. Widom et al. (2018) explored whether childhood physical abuse and 

neglect led to different attachment styles in adulthood, and whether adult 

attachment styles predicted subsequent mental and physical health outcomes. They 

found that those individuals who had experienced childhood neglect had higher 

levels of anxious (anxious–ambivalent and fearful) attachment style in adulthood 

compared to individuals without maltreatment histories (Widom et al., 2018).  

Insecure attachment was associated with increased vulnerability and impaired 

ability to deal with stressors and to regulate distressing emotions, as well as 

impaired abilities in developing and using protective social networks (Cassidy et 

al., 2009). Experiences of adversities as a child may result in subjective well-being 

(SWB) caused by insecure attachment (Corcoran & McNulty, 2018; Lavy & 

Littman-Ovadia, 2011). For example, experiences of emotional abuse and neglect 

as a child may result in unhealthy or broken relationships, low social support, and 

lower evaluation of one’s life (Corcoran & McNulty, 2018). 

In the study of Widom et al. (2018), insecure adult attachment styles (both 

anxious and avoidant) predicted higher levels of anxiety and depression and lower 

levels of self-esteem, whereas only anxious attachment style predicted higher levels 

of physical health load. Joshanloo (2018) suggested that insecure attachment of an 

adult may interfere with the ability to enjoy happy feelings and capitalize on 
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positive emotions. For example, if happiness includes the fear of losing happiness, 

it can lead to avoiding this feeling, and happiness can rather be replaced by less 

favorable moods. Homan (2018), in turn, explored the relationships between 

attachment style and eudaimonic well-being among seniors (mean age = 70 years). 

Her results support the importance of attachment orientation for life-long 

psychological well-being and indicate that secure attachment facilitates an attitude 

of kindness and acceptance toward oneself in later life as well.  

2.3.3 Reflections of childhood in intimate relationships  

Recent study findings (see Dagan et al. 2020; Widom et al., 2018) are in line with 

previous research indicating that a positive atmosphere in the childhood family 

predicts higher contentment in the adult's relationships (Bartholomew, 1997; Cohn 

et al., 1992; Feeney, 2002; 1990; Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Kuusinen & Lintunen, 

2000; Männikkö, 2001; Nauha & Silvén, 2000). For example, Sabatelli and Bartle-

Haring (2003) studied how both spouses’ experiences of their own childhood 

families affected their experiences of their marital relationship. They found that 

well-functioning models in childhood families predicted higher marital adjustment 

ability of both husband and wife (Anderson & Sabatelli, 1992; Sabatelli, 1984; 

Sabatelli & Bartle-Haring, 2003). 

Waters et al. (2013) found that stable basic security predicted care-seeking 

behavior with a romantic partner during a conflict discussion task. Their sample 

included a random selection of 60 females from an earlier longitudinal study of 157 

engaged couples from Long Island, NY, based on data collected by Crowell et al.  

(2002). Waters et al. (2017; 2018) expanded their previously (2013) published 

research to a higher-risk sample i.e., pregnant women living below the poverty line. 

They observed that secure base script knowledge is positively associated with 

adults’ functioning in romantic relationships despite a high social risk level, i.e., 

despite poverty, basic security increased the functionality of the relationship. 

Further, Dagan et al. (2020) reported corresponding findings that maternal and 

paternal sensitivity were associated with a more stable sense of basic security in 

late adolescent offspring, which, in turn, was associated with lower levels of 

romantic partner hostility. 

Adult attachment reflects expectations and responses to interpersonal 

situations learned in the context of early childhood relationships, and secure 

attachment provides a model for relatively stable patterns of intimate relationships 

in adulthood (Conger et al., 2000; Widom et al., 2018). By contrast, a person for 
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example with an avoidant attachment style is striving to inhibit and control his/her 

emotions by avoiding closeness and commitment in intimate relationships. On the 

other hand, an adult with an anxious attachment style may become obsessive and 

hypervigilant to potential loss, and may be viewed by others as demanding and 

clinging (Widom et al., 2018).  

2.3.4 Some aspects of harsh discipline 

Physical punishment has been used as a disciplinary method of correcting 

children’s behavior worldwide, but in recent decades several countries have issued 

legal prohibition of its use. In Finland, physical punishment was criminalized in 

1983 (Finnish Law, 1983), as the second nation in the world — Sweden being the 

first, in 1979 (Janson et al., 2011), and the goal is to ban it everywhere. However, 

there are caregivers who continue with the use of physical punishment despite the 

law and the evidence of the link between physical punishment and a range of 

negative cognitive and social-emotional outcomes, and its ineffectiveness as a 

rearing method (Afifi et al., 2012; 2013; 2019; 2009; Gershoff, 2002; 2013; 

Gershoff & Durrant, 2020; Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor, 2016). 

Afifi et al. (2013) investigated associations between harsh physical punishment 

(i.e., pushing, grabbing, slapping, and hitting) in the absence of more severe child 

maltreatment (i.e., sexual abuse, physical or emotional abuse or neglect, and 

exposure to intimate partner violence) and several physical health conditions. Their 

survey was conducted with a representative US adult population sample (34 226 

participants, 20 years or older). They found that harsh physical punishment in 

childhood was associated with several physical disorders, mental disorders and 

dysfunction (Afifi et al., 2013), as well as with adult antisocial behaviors (Afifi et 

al., 2019). They concluded that preventing harsh physical punishment and child 

maltreatment may decrease antisocial behaviors in general adult populations. 

However, some scholars have questioned the negative consequences of 

corporal punishment. For example, O'Gara et al. (2020) criticized the study of Afifi 

et al. (2017), whose study sample consisted largely of white adults, and argued that 

their findings may not be generalized to more diverse populations. O´Gara et al. 

(2020) pointed out that since parenting includes cultural values and differing beliefs 

in families, research with diverse populations is needed in order to better 

understand the use of spanking and its potential impact on child development. 

O'Gara et al. (2020) studied the effects of spanking in two Latinx ethnic subgroups, 

Mexican- and Dominican-origin families with young children. They concluded that 
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spanking and youth externalizing problems were concurrently and positively 

related; however, spanking used by the mother as a means of discipline did not 

result in negative and long-term effects on a child’s externalizing problems. 

In addition to physical violence, exposure to emotional abuse in childhood may 

be just as detrimental to mental well-being (Norman et al., 2012). Miller et al. (2017) 

found in a longitudinal study that emotional maltreatment in childhood predicted 

suicide ideation later in youth age in Zimbabwe. Studies in high-income countries 

have also uncovered similar relationships (Arnow, 2004; Kaplow & Widom, 2007; 

Weich et al., 2009). In a study by Chigiji et al. (2018), physical and emotional abuse 

were associated with suicide ideation in adolescents, but only emotional abuse with 

actual suicide attempts. Furthermore, a recent study of Steff and Stark (2019) in 

low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) revealed an association between 

emotional violence and attempted suicides in adolescents, and this connection was 

more prominent among boys than among girls. 

2.3.5 The reflection of childhood environment in mental health 

Childhood growth experiences are known to affect psychophysical health. Previous 

research literature has underscored the connection between emotional and physical 

punishment in childhood and subsequent depression, anxiety, and other adverse 

psychiatric symptoms (Afifi et al., 2013; Arnow, 2004; Gershoff, 2002; Oshio et 

al., 2013; Osterman et al., 2014). A favorable and warm childhood environment in 

turn seems to promote the offspring’s later subjective well-being (Lee & Schafer, 

2021; Moran et al., 2018) and to increase an active mastery of their own life 

(Leiman, 2012; Stetsenko & Arievitch, 2004). Dagan et al. (2020) found in their 

study that maternal and paternal sensitivity was associated with a more stable sense 

of basic security in late adolescent offspring, which, in turn, was associated with 

lower levels of depressive symptoms in adulthood.  

Mwachofi, Imai and Bell (2020) found that adverse childhood experiences 

were predictors of poor mental health in adulthood. Similar results have been found 

in previous studies in which adverse experiences in childhood, such as emotional 

maltreatment (Arnow, 2004; Norman et al., 2012), domestic violence and physical 

punishment, were linked with subsequent emotional distress and both mental and 

somatic problems (Afifi et al., 2012; 2017; Yaffe & Burg, 2014). Osterman et al. 

(2014) also reported similar results in a Finnish cross-sectional study, in which 

frequent corporal punishment in childhood was associated with depression and 

other mental health problems during adulthood. Early childhood physical 
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punishment has also been related to cognitive development. In a study with a short 

follow-up, physical punishment (in ages 9–26 months) predicted impairment in 

cognitive development of children in ages 27–46 months (Cuartas et al., 2020). 

Widom et al. (2018) suggested that there may be a reciprocal relationship 

between the attachment style and mental health outcomes. Childhood maltreatment 

may predispose the child to mental health problems in early years, and these 

problems may cause difficulties in later close relationships and lead to anxious 

attachment styles. Corcoran and McNulty, (2018) in turn, remarked that therapeutic 

interventions addressing negative attachment domains may offset the detrimental 

effects of childhood adversity.  

2.3.6 Mediating mechanisms and a focus on parental images  

Although there are probably multiple developmental pathways through which 

unfavorable experiences in childhood lead to problematic outcomes in adulthood, 

attachment theory offers a useful and justified theoretical framework for a mediator 

mechanism perspective (Widom et al., 2018).  

Some of the previously presented studies have indicated that adults' attachment 

styles may act as possible mediators between childhood physical neglect and adult 

physical or mental health outcomes (Widom et al., 2018) and subjective well-being 

(Corcoran & McNulty, 2018). Dagan et al. (2020) and Waters et al. (2013; 2018) 

found that basic security (secure base script knowledge) acted as a mediator 

between received care in childhood and quality and health of the adult romantic 

relationship. Referring to emotional abilities, such as one's emotion appraisal and 

regulation, as well as taking others' emotions into account, Xiang et al. (2020) 

suggested that emotional intelligence acted as a potential mediator between 

childhood maltreatment and an adult's life satisfaction among Chinese college 

students (N = 811; 594 females, 217 males). 

In his studies of the qualities of parental images, Hashimoto (2011) found that 

a positive image of the parents enhanced adolescents’ self-image, and facilitated 

psychological well-being in children, irrespective of their sex (n = 731; mean age 

= 14 years), and correspondingly Petrowski et al. (2020) discovered that the image 

of a rejecting parent had a negative effect on self-esteem in adulthood (n = 4,747 

adults: age range 18–92 years). Moore II and Shell (2017) found that in college-

aged female students, self-esteem mediated the relationship between maternal 

support and internalizing symptoms. In other words, higher maternal support was 
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associated with better self-esteem, which in turn was associated with a lower rate 

of internalizing symptoms. 

Richter et al., (2009) and Capinha et al. (2021) assessed early memories of 

feeling warm, safe and cared for within the family, using The Early Memories of 

Warmth and Safeness Scale (EMWSS). The prevalence of memories of warmth and 

safeness within the childhood family was significantly and positively associated 

with the recall of a parental rearing style characterized by emotional support from 

both the father and mother. Richter et al. (2009), in turn, found significant and 

negative associations between the presence of positive emotional memories and the 

recall of parents’ rejective or (over) protective rearing behaviors. In other words, 

parents who exhibited appropriate emotional support more commonly generated 

memories of warmth and safeness than those who rejected or overprotected their 

children. Tazuke (2017), when examining the association between adult attachment 

styles and conscious parental images, found that those individuals who had a secure 

attachment style had social and positive images of their parents. 

Finally 

Although “recalled parental images” are based on parent-child interaction and are 

thought to begin to be formed at the same time as an infant's memory system begins 

to encode affective experiences of the earliest attachment interactions (Amini et al., 

1996; Bowlby, 1977; Waters, E. et al., 2000), parental images have received only 

little attention  (Tazuke, 2017). 

It is known that the ability of parents to satisfy the needs of their child is 

important for the infant's development and later well-being (Salo et al., 2021). 

However, only a few studies have explored recalled parental rearing and the 

relation of parental images to psychological well-being (Hashimoto et al., 2011) or 

psychopathological outcomes (Capinha et al., 2021; Petrowski et al., 2020). In the 

present study, I wanted to study the role of the parental images as a possible 

mediator between childhood experiences/growth environment events and later 

intimate relationship quality of the offspring and their psychological well-being in 

adulthood. 
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3 Aims of the study  

The objectives of this study were as follows:  

1. to explore, in a cohort population, the connection between parental images and 

the psychosocial well-being of young adults from the perspective of the quality 

of their intimate relationships. 

2. to explore, in a cohort population, differences between females and males in 

relation to their parental images and the quality of their intimate relationships 

and the associations of these aspects.  

3. to explore, in a cohort population, whether the mother’s self-reported 

assessment of her strictness (when the child was seven years old) and the adult 

offspring’s recollections of childhood parental disciplinary methods, including 

corporal punishment, are reflected in the adult offspring’s recalled parental 

images and their current emotional distress, anxiety and depression as assessed 

by the Hopkins Symptom Check List (HSCL-25); and whether the adult 

offspring’s parental images are associated with their emotional distress as 

measured by the HSCL-25.  
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4 Subjects and methods  

4.1 Participants and procedure 

This study is part of a longitudinal study, “The Mother–Child Follow-up Study 

1971–1972”, which was conducted in northern Finland by the Clinic of Child 

Psychiatry at Oulu University Hospital and the University of Oulu (until 1972 Oulu 

Province Hospital). 

In the first phase (Fig. 1), the study participants consisted of 491 women who gave 

birth to their healthy first or second child (N = 495, including four pairs of twins) during 

1971–1972 in Oulu University Hospital. They responded to a questionnaire including 

items on socio-economic factors, such as their current marital status, education, and 

family income. Of the mothers, 310 (mean age 22.2) were primiparous and 181 

biparous (mean age 25.6). 

 The second study phase (i.e., the 1st follow-up) was conducted in 1978–1979, 

when some of the mothers (n = 353) responded to posted questionnaires about their 354 

children (7 yrs., one twin pair), including items in the parent’s socio-economic status. 

Some of the explanatory study variables (III), i.e., the mother’s self-reported 

assessments of both parent’s strictness, originated from this data phase. (Seitamo et al., 

1979; Seitamo & Wasz-Höckert, 1981.) 

In the third study phase (i.e., the 2nd follow-up) in 2000, the sample consisted of 

the grown-up offspring born in 1971–1972 and aged 28–29 years. They (N = 472) were 

sent questionnaires including items concerning their current life situation (including 

socio-economic factors and emotional distress) and their childhood environment. The 

other main explanatory study variables were drawn from this study phase and dealt with 

the adult offspring’s 1) recalled childhood parental disciplinary methods (III); and 2) 

comprehensive childhood parental images (I, II and III). The main outcome variables 

were also drawn from this study phase: 1) current intimate relationship quality (I-II), 

and 2) current emotional distress (III). A total of 337 (68.1% of the original sample) 

responded. Address information was obtained from the National Population Register 

Centre. Nine of the offspring had died and 14 could not be traced.  
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Fig. 2. Flowchart of the study population. Adapted under CC BY 4.0 license (Papers I 

and III © 2011, 2020 Authors) and with permission from Paper II © 2016 Springer.  

The first and third sub-studies (I and III) included all the offspring respondents (N 

= 337) (Fig. 2, Table 1). However, the second sub-study (II) included only those 

respondents who were married or cohabiting, i.e., 100 (69.0 %) of the men and 153 

(79.7 %) of the women (N = 253) (Fig. 2, Table 2).  
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4.2 Characteristics of the study subjects 

In Studies I and III (N = 337), three-quarters (75.1%) of the respondents were 

married or cohabiting, almost half of them (47.1%) had university, polytechnic, or 

college level education and 57.9% were working full-time (Table 1). 

Table 1. Characteristics of the adult offspring at age 28–29 (I and III). Adapted under CC BY 

4.0 license (Papers I and III © 2011, 2020 Authors). 

Variables n  % 

Marital status   

Married  121 35.9 

Cohabiting 132 39.2 

Unmarried, answereda 41 12.1 

Unmarried, not answeredb 36 10.7 

Separated/divorced 5 1.5 

Widowed 1 0.3 

Unknown 1 0.3 

Education   

University 53 16.0 

Polytechnic 26 7.8 

College level 77 23.3 

Secondary 96 29.0 

Incomplete 51 15.4 

No vocational educ. 28 8.5 

Missingc  6  

Work situation   

Working full-time 194 57.9 

Working part-time 12 3.6 

Self-employed/ entrepreneur 20 6.0 

Student 29 8.7 

Maternity/paternity leave 44 13.1 

Unemployed/laid-off 28 8.3 

Retired 2 0.6 

Other 6 1.8 

Missingc 2  

Total N = 337 337 100.0 
a Unmarried, who answered the relationship questions on the basis of the most recent intimate 

relationship  
b Unmarried, who did not answer the intimate relationship questions 
c Missing = A few participants did not answer every question  
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The Study II included married and cohabiting adult offspring (N = 253). Among 

them, gender-specific differences were found with respect to education (p = 0.048) 

and working status (p < 0.001). Women had a somewhat higher educational level, 

whereas men were more often in full-time work and women were on parental leave 

(Table 2). 

Table 2. Characteristics of the adult offspring at age 28–29 by gender (no single 

respondents) (II). Reprinted, with permission, from Paper II © 2016 Springer. 

Variables Women  Men p 

 n  % n % 

Marital status      0.214 

Married  78 51.0  43 43.0  

Cohabiting 75 49.0  57 57.0  

Education      0.048* 

University 28 18.3  13 13.0  

University of applied sciences 11 7.2  8 8.0  

College level 40 26.1  18 18.0  

Secondary 37 24.2  41 41.0  

Incomplete 25 16.3  8 8.0  

No vocational educ. 10 6.5  10 10.0  

Missinga 2 1.3  2 2.0  

Work situation      <0.001*** 

Working full-time 63 41.2  78 78.0  

Working part-time 8 5.2  – –  

Self-employed/ entrepreneur 5 3.3  11 11.0  

Student 13 8.5  5 5.0  

Maternity/paternity leave 42 27.5  – –  

Unemployed/laid-off 15 9.8  5 5.0  

Retired 1 0.7  – –  

Other 6 3.9  – –  

Missinga     1 1.0  

Total N = 253 153 100.0  100 100.0  

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 
a Missing = A few participants did not answer every question 
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Table 3. Characteristics of the parents in Phases 1 and 2 (I, II and III). Adapted under CC BY 

4.0 license (Papers I and III © 2011, 2020 Authors) and with permission from Paper II © 

2016 Springer. 

Variables n  % 

Phase 1 (1971–72)   

Marital status    

Mother (N = 459)   

         Married or cohabiting 

         Other 

423 

36 

92.2 

7.8 

Mother’s education (N = 478) 

     Elementary or high school 

     Vocational school or college 

     University or academic degree 

     Other 

Father’s education (N = 475) 

     Elementary or high school 

     Vocational school or college 

     University or academic degree 

     Other  

Family monthly income (N = 493) 

     Lowa 

     Average or highb  

 

249 

115 

61 

53 

 

238 

143 

51 

43 

 

194 

299 

 

52.1 

24.0 

12.8 

11.1 

 

50.1 

30.1 

10.7 

9.1 

 

39.4 

60.6 

Phase 2 (1978–79)   

Socioeconomic statusc    

Mother (N = 340)   

   High 64 18.8 

   Middle 161 47.4 

   Low 115 33.8 

Father (N = 338)   

   High 79 23.4 

   Middle 207 61.2 

   Low 52 15.4 

a 0–999 FIM 
b 1000 FIM or over  
c Socioeconomic status based on occupational classification by Rauhala 1966 

In Table 3, the background variables of both parents (Phase 1, 1971–72) were 

assessed with the questions: "Are you married, cohabiting, or divorced with the 

father of the child participating in our research?" and “Vocational education” and 

"Evaluate your financial situation and the monthly income of both parents”. 
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In Phase 1 (1971–72), almost all mothers (92.2%) were married or cohabiting 

with the father of the child. Half of the mothers (52.1%) and fathers (50.1%) had 

attended only elementary school or high school, one quarter of the mothers (24.0%) 

and about one third of the fathers (30.1%) had completed vocational school or 

college and about one-tenth of the parents had a university or academic degree 

(12.8% and 10.7%). Family monthly income was divided into two classes, under 

or over FIM 1000 (Finnish marks) per month. Two-fifths of families earned less 

than FIM 1000 and the other families (60.6%) earned more. 

In Phase 2 (1978–79), 91.9% of the mothers (N=345) were married or 

cohabiting with the father of the child (not shown in Table 3). At the child’s age of 

seven, parents belonged most often to the middle social class (47.4% of the mothers 

and 61.2% of the fathers), whereas 18.8% of the mothers and 23.4% of the fathers 

belonged to the higher and 33.8% and 15.4% to the lower social class  (Rauhala, 

1966). 

Missing Data 

In Study II, we analyzed by gender whether socioeconomic background variables 

from childhood (mothers’ marital status, parents’ education and income) were 

connected to willingness to answer the questionnaire using attrition analysis. The 

men’s response rate was lower (75.6% of the women vs. 60.2% of the men). The 

attrition analysis results indicated no statistically significant differences between 

the respondent and non-respondent men or women associated with their parents’ 

education or mothers’ marital status in study Phase 1. However, men coming from 

low-income families of origin had less willingness to answer the questionnaire 

(49.4%) than men coming from families with incomes at or above the median 

income (66.4%, p = .009), whereas no such difference was found among women.  
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4.3 Measures 

4.3.1 The questionnaire at the child’s age of seven years  

The mother’s self-assessment of her own strictness (Phase 2, Study III) 

At the child’s age of seven, each mother (responses concerning 354 children) was 

asked to evaluate her own disciplinary style on the basis of 7 items indicating 

whether she punishes in any way, uses spanking, scolds/criticizes, threatens, uses 

force, gets angry, or is harsh. A five–level Likert scale was used (never = 1, seldom 

= 2, sometimes = 3, fairly often = 4, often = 5). Sum scores for maternal strictness 

were calculated as the means of the item scores. The Cronbach’s alpha value for 

maternal strictness was 0.78. In addition, using spanking was analyzed with a 

dichotomized scale (never = 0, at least seldom = 1) and it was compared with the 

adult offspring's recollections of corporal punishment. 

4.3.2 The questionnaire at the offspring’s age of 28–29 years  

Adult offspring’s recollections of childhood parental disciplinary methods 

(Phase 3, Study III) 

The offspring reported their recollections of both maternal and paternal disciplinary 

methods. Four different choices (no = 0, yes = 1) were given: 1) dialogic discipline 

(i.e., discussion, reasoning); 2) loss of privileges; 3) house arrest; 4) corporal 

punishment. Subsequently, “loss of privileges” and “house arrest” were combined 

into a combined variable named “restriction punishment” (neither of them = 0; 

either or both of them = 1). Each of these three disciplinary methods was 

investigated separately, and the absence of each form of discipline was used as a 

reference category. 

Adult offspring’s self-assessments of comprehensive parental images 

(Phase 3, Studies I, II and III) 

Items of the parental images were included in all the three sub-studies. Parental 

images were assessed with the question, “How did you experience your childhood 

father/mother?’’ Altogether 17 different items were evaluated on a scale of 1–5 
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(never = 1, seldom = 2, sometimes = 3, fairly often = 4, very often = 5). From these 

items, four image subscales were formed (Table 4).  

The first component was supportive image (5 items): supporting hobbies, 

supporting schoolwork, giving positive feedback, arranging pleasant surprises and 

warmth/tenderness. The second was dominating image (6 items): demandingness, 

punishment, authoritativeness, possible violence, coldness/insensitivity and 

incoherency. The third was sociable image (3 items): talkativeness, happiness and 

spontaneity, and the fourth was hard-working image (2 items); committed to work 

and diligent. The sum score for each image was calculated as the means of its trait 

scores. The Cronbach’s alphas for the four maternal images (i.e., supportive, 

dominating, sociable and hard-working) were 0.86, 0.78, 0.64 and 0.36, and 

correspondingly for the paternal images 0.85, 0.76, 0.74 and 0.60. Cronbach’s 

alphas for the hard-working components were low. Cronbach’s alpha is a 

coefficient of consistency and measures how well a set of variables or items 

measures a single, uni-dimensional, latent construct. Alpha can take values between 

negative infinity and one (1) (Lee, Howard B. & Comrey, 2013; Tabachnick & 

Fidell, 2007). In this study, a limit value of 0.6 was used.  

In Study I, we used three of the four parental images (supportive, dominating, 

sociable) and in addition, because of the low Cronbach ́s alpha value of the mothers’ 

“hard-working” component, we used the single variables “committed to work” and 

“diligent” instead of a common sum variable for both the mother and father images 

in order to facilitate comparison. In Study II, we used two parental images 

(supportive and dominating) and in Study III the parental sociable component was 

also included (supportive, dominating, sociable).  

In our study the supportive subscale resembles the Emotional Warmth subscale 

of the short version (Arrindell et al. 1999, 2005) of the Egna Minnen Beträffanden 

Uppforstran scale (EMBU; My Memories of Upbringing) (Perris et al. 1980). Five 

of the original six themes of the Emotional Warmth subscale in the short version of 

EMBU (s-EMBU) were included in our supportive scale. Correspondingly, our 

Dominating subscale included five themes of the original Rejection subscale of the 

s-EMBU. The s-EMBU has been validated and used in different cultures (Arrindell 

et al. 1999, 2005). 
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Adult offspring’s self-assessments of their own intimate relationship 

(Phase 3, Studies I and II) 

The quality of intimate relationship was assessed with the question, “How do you 

grade the following items of your intimate relationship?’’ Altogether 18 different 

items were evaluated on a scale of 1–5 (hardly/not at all = 1, a little = 2, somewhat 

= 3, pretty much = 4, very much = 5).  

Table 5. Loadings of intimate relationship variables for each image component in principal 

component analysis (PCA) with the Varimax rotation and Kaiser normalization (I, II). Adapted 

under CC BY 4.0 license (Papers I © 2011 Authors) and with permission from Paper II © 2016 

Springer. 

Characteristics/variables  Components       Commu- 

 Quarrelsome Loving Balanced Repressive/      nalities 

    submissive  

Number of cases 299 294 294 298  

% of Variance (total 63.18 %) 24.57 15.31 13.92 9.38  

Eigenvalue 7.327 1.618 1.371 1.056  

Cronbach´s Alpha 0.90 0.82 0.68 0.71  

Quarrels 0.846 -0.086 0.029 0.060 0.727 

Disagreements 0.767 -0.079 -0.133 0.038 0.613 

Bitterness towards each other 0.731 -0.254 -0.143 0.072 0.624 

Jadedness 0.653 -0.389 -0.194 0.066 0.620 

Pouting, “silent treatment” 0.652 0.041 -0.187 0.226 0.512 

Mutual dependence 0.030 0.744 -0.021 0.184 0.588 

Togetherness -0.280 0.671 0.165 -0.221 0.606 

Working together -0.188 0.614 0.379 -0.216 0.603 

Feeling of fellowship -0.435 0.558 0.414 -0.011 0.672 

Mutual understanding -0.596 0.492 0.255 -0.063 0.667 

Love -0.521 0.490 0.399 -0.037 0.672 

Mutual trust -0.568 0.383 0.438 -0.047 0.663 

Ease of approaching each other -0.477 0.353 0.498 -0.075 0.605 

Feeling that life has a purpose -0.227 0.207 0.715 -0.140 0.626 

Willingness to forgive -0.358 0.049 0.689 0.105 0.615 

Resolving disagreements by 

discussion 

0.065 0.088 0.629 -0.043 0.409 

My submission to my spouse’s will 0.263 -0.148 0.009 0.812 0.750 

My spouse’s submission to my will -0.012 0.061 -0.087 0.888 0.800 

Loadings of variables to form each component are indicated in bold 
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Four constructs for the quality of an intimate relationship were formed based on 

principal component analysis (PCA), two of them describing negative aspects 

(quarrelsome and repressive– submissive) and two of them positive aspects (loving 

and balanced).  

The first intimate relationship component was quarrelsome relationship (9 

items); quarrels, disagreements, mutual bitterness, jadedness, pouting, ‘‘silent 

treatment’’ (withholding of communication or muteness), lack of mutual 

understanding, lack of love, lack of mutual trust, difficulties in approaching each 

other. The second component was loving relationship (6 items); mutual dependence, 

togetherness, working together, feelings of fellowship, mutual understanding, love. 

The third component was balanced relationship (4 items); feeling that life has a 

purpose, willingness to forgive, dealing with disagreements by discussion, ease of 

approaching each other. The fourth component, repressive–submissive relationship 

included items of the themes of commanding and submission (2 items); the study 

subject’s submission to his/her spouse’s will and the spouse’s submission to the 

study subject’s will. The Cronbach’s alphas for the four intimate relationship 

components (i.e., quarrelsome, loving, balanced and repressive–submissive) were 

0.90, 0.82, 0.68, and 0.71. 

Adult offspring’s self-reported current emotional distress (Phase 3, Study 

III) 

The self-report Hopkins Symptom Check List (HSCL-25) was used to measure the 

current anxiety and depression symptoms of the adult offspring  (Derogatis et al., 

1973). 

The HSCL anxiety subscale (10 items): suddenly scared for no reason; feeling 

fearful; faintness, dizziness or weakness; nervousness or shakiness inside; heart 

pounding or racing; trembling; feeling tense or keyed up; headaches; spells of terror 

or panic and feeling restless; inability to sit still. The HSCL depression subscale (13 

items): feeling low in energy, slowed down; blaming oneself for things; crying 

easily; loss of sexual interest or pleasure; feeling hopeless about the future; feeling 

blue; feeling lonely; suicidal thoughts; feeling of being trapped or caught; worrying 

too much about things; feeling no interest in things; feeling everything is an effort; 

feelings of worthlessness. HSCL-25 also includes two additional questions (i.e., 

poor appetite and difficulty in falling/staying asleep), which were used when 

calculating the HSCL-25 total score (Veijola et al., 2003; Winokur et al., 1984). 
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Each of these items had four response alternatives (not at all = 1; a little bit = 

2; rather much = 3; very much = 4). The mean scores were computed for the 

HSCL-25 total score as well as for its anxiety and depression subscales. The mean 

score ≥ 1.55 has usually been the threshold, but in previous studies ≥1.75 has also 

been used (Sandanger et al., 1998; Veijola et al., 2003). We mainly used continuous 

scores, with a screening cut–point at ≥ 1.55. 

4.4 Statistical Methods  

The IBM SPSS statistical package was used for statistical analysis (IBM SPSS 

Statistics for Macintosh, e.g., Version 24.0). In the attrition analysis we used the 

Chi-Square test to assess whether socioeconomic background variables such as 

mother's marital status, parents’ education and incomes were associated with the 

willingness of the offspring to answer the questionnaire. The influence of these 

background variables on the explanatory or outcome variables was analyzed using 

the Mann-Whitney U-test and the Kruskal-Wallis one-way analysis of variance test.  

The principal component analyses (PCA) were performed using Varimax 

rotation and Kaiser normalization separately for the items regarding the offspring’s 

recalled characteristics of their parents (Studies I-III) and intimate relationships 

(Studies I-II). Paying attention to the skewedness of the data, the reliability of the 

PCA solution was ensured by running several requisite control analyses. The 

obtained (PCA) components were interpreted and named after the rotation on the 

basis of the most strongly loaded variables (Comrey & Lee, 1992; Tabachnick & 

Fidell, 2007). 

Communality values describe how much of the variation of a single variable 

can be explained using the principal components of the PCA solution (max 1.0). If 

the values do not remain under the limit of 0.5, they measure each principal 

component quite reliably. Altogether, the principal components described 59.9% of 

the variation in the mother image variables, 61.1% of the variation in the father 

image variables, and 63.2% of the variation in the intimate relationship variables. 

Parental image components were treated as continuous variables. The intimate 

relationship components were divided into two classes: zero (0), which included 

75% of the cases representing positive relationship experiences, and class one (1), 

which included 25% of cases representing negative relationship experiences. 

Differences between the categorical variables were tested with the Chi Square 

test, and the Mann-Whitney U test was used for variables with non-normal 

distribution. In Study III, mean scores for men and women were compared by 
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independent samples T-test.  A multivariate general linear model (GLM) was used 

to investigate the relationships between maternal strictness assessed by the 

childhood mother, the adult offspring’s recollections of parental disciplinary 

methods, their assessments of their parental images and their current emotional 

distress (HSCL-25). In all sub-studies a p-value < 0.05 was regarded as significant. 

4.5 Ethical considerations  

This study was a data-based analysis in which the mothers and young adults 

participating in the study had responded to posted questionnaires.  All information 

was collected and processed confidentially. No personal information or identity, or 

individual answers or participants, can be identified from the results. No 

information was given outside the research group members. 

The Ethical Committee of the Northern Ostrobothnia Hospital District in 

Finland approved the study design, and written permissions were obtained from the 

young adults. 
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5 Results  

Table 6. The scales and descriptive statistics of each sub-study.  

Components/variables  I II III N Means Std. Yes (%) No (%) 

Young Adults’ assessments         

 Maternal images (Scale 1–5)         

  Supportive x x x 335 3.48 0.8   

  Dominating x x x 328 2.33 0.6   

  Sociable x  x 326 3.83 0.7   

  Committed to workb x   336 3.36 1.1   

  Diligentb x   334 4.51 0.7   

 Paternal images (Scale 1–5)         

  Supportive x x x 319 3.12 0.8   

  Dominating x x x 319 2.47 0.7   

  Sociable x  x 315 3.33 0.8   

  Committed to workb x   323 4.03 1.0   

  Diligentb x   321 4.40 0.8   

 Recollections of maternal discipline methods         

  Discussion   x 319   90.6 9.4 

  Restriction punishment   x 289   65.4 34.6 

  Corporal punishment   x 292   25.7 74.3 

 Recollections of paternal discipline methods         

  Discussion   x 307   75.2 24.8 

  Restriction punishment   x 281   59.1 40.9 

  Corporal punishment   x 290   38.6 61.4 

 Current Intimate relationshipa (Scale 1–5)         

  Quarrelsome x x  299 1.89 0.6   

  Loving x x  294 4.00 0.6   

  Balanced x x  294 4.05 0.6   

  Repressive/submissive x x  298 2.32 0.8   

 Current Emotional distress (Scale 1–4)         

  HSCL-25   x 334 1.33 0.3   

  Anxiety-10   x 334 1.29 0.3   

  Depression-13   x 334 1.35 0.3   

Mothers’ assessments (Scale 1–5)         

  Maternal strictness   x 334 1.90 0.4   

  Paternal strictnessc   x 320 2.13 0.6   

a N does not include single respondents 
b "Committed to work" and "Diligent" were used as variables instead of Hard-working component 
c Paternal strictness was analysed, but it was not used in further analyses because it did not provide 

essential information and it was assessed by the mother 
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Table 6 presents the variables (components) used in different sub-studies, and the 

descriptive statistics of each variable. The supportive and dominating parental 

images were used in all sub-studies and in addition the sociable image of both 

parents in the first and third sub-studies. The offspring's current intimate 

relationship variables (components) were used in the first and second sub-studies. 

Maternal strictness assessed by the mother, and the recollections of parental 

discipline methods and current emotional distress assessed by the offspring, were 

used in the third sub-study only. 

5.1 The association between parental images and intimate 

relationships (I) 

In the first sub-study, we explored the association between the recalled parental 

images and psychosocial well-being of young adults from the perspective of their 

intimate relationship quality. We used three parental images; supportive, 

dominating, and sociable, and the single variables “committed to work” and 

“diligent”. The quality of an intimate relationship was measured using all of the 

four relationship components; quarrelsome, loving, balanced and repressive–

submissive. 

The connections between the offspring’s maternal and paternal images and 

their intimate relationship quality are shown in the following Figures 3–6. Positive 

images of one’s parents were associated with positive intimate relationship quality 

(loving and balanced), whereas a negative parental image (dominating) was 

associated with negative assessment of the intimate relationship (quarrelsome and 

repressive–submissive). If the participant was not currently in an intimate 

relationship, s/he was asked to respond to the questionnaire on the basis of a 

previous relationship. 

Parental images of those participants who did not respond to the intimate 

relationship questions were also analyzed. On the basis of their answers, the lack 

of any intimate relationship had a negative association with a dominating maternal 

image (p = 0.014) and maternal commitment to work (p = 0.042). Since it is 

impossible to know with certainty the marital status of the non-respondents, this 

result should be viewed with caution. 
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Quarrelsome relationship and parental images 

Fig. 3. Associations of maternal and paternal images with the offspring’s quarrelsome 

relationships. Reprinted under CC BY 4.0 license from Paper I © 2011 Authors. 

The quarrelsome relationship component included nine items; quarrels, 

disagreements, mutual bitterness, jadedness, pouting/ “silent treatment’’ 

(withholding of communication), lack of mutual understanding, lack of love, lack 

of mutual trust, and difficulties in approaching each other. Dominating images of 

both parents were found in the background of a quarrelsome relationship (mother, p = 

0.037 and father, p = 0.017), as well as recalled low parental diligence (p = 0.015 and 

p = 0.018). In addition, a supportive father image was associated with a less 

quarrelsome relationship (p = 0.009), as was a sociable father image (p = 0.039) (Table 

V, I). 

  

Supportive

Dominating

Sociable

Committed 
to work

Quarrelsome

Not quarrelsome

Diligent

.037 *

.009 **

.015 *

.017 *

.039 *

.018 *

Paternal imagesMaternal images Offspring’s intimate relationship

Diligent

Supportive

Dominating

Sociable

Committed 
to work

*** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05
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Loving relationship and parental images 

Fig. 4. Associations of maternal and paternal images with the offspring’s loving 

relationships. Reprinted under CC BY4.0  license from Paper I © 2011 Authors. 

The loving relationship component included “six items; mutual dependence, 

togetherness, working together, feelings of fellowship, mutual understanding and 

love. A loving relationship was related to the sociable images of both parents (p = 0.036, 

p = 0.012) as well as to recalled diligence (p = 0.012, p = 0.044) of parents. It was also 

associated with the image of a supportive father (p = 0.014) and of a work-committed 

(p = 0.021) father (Table V, I). 

  

Dominating

Sociable

Not loving

Loving

Diligent

.036 *

.012 *

.014 *

.012 *

.044 *

.021 *

Diligent

Supportive

Dominating

Sociable

Committed 
to work

Paternal imagesMaternal images Offspring’s intimate relationship

Committed 
to work

Supportive

*** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05
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Balanced relationship and parental images 

Fig. 5.  Associations of maternal and paternal images with the offspring’s balanced 

relationships. Reprinted under CC BY 4.0 license from Paper I © 2011 Authors. 

The balanced relationship component included four items: the feeling that life has 

a purpose, willingness to forgive, dealing with disagreements by discussion, and 

ease of approaching each other. A balanced relationship was associated with the 

images of supportive (p < 0.001, p = 0.001) and sociable (p = 0.002, p = 0.008) parents 

and with recalled parental diligence (p < 0.001, p = 0.015), as well as with a father 

image with low domination (p = 0.021) (Table V, I). 

  

Dominating

Sociable

Diligent

Balanced

Not balanced

Supportive

Dominating

Sociable

Diligent

Committed 
to work

<.001 ***

<.001 ***

.002 **

.001 **

.021 *

.008 **

.015 *

Paternal imagesMaternal images Offspring’s intimate relationship

Supportive

Committed 
to work

*** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05



 

58 

Repressive/submissive relationship and parental images  

Fig. 6. Associations of maternal and paternal images with the offspring’s repressive/ 

submissive relationships. Reprinted under CC BY 4.0 license from Paper I © 2011 

Authors.  

The repressive–submissive relationship component included two items of the 

themes of commanding and submission: the study subject’s submission to his/her 

spouse’s will and/or the spouse’s submission to the study subject’s will. Supportive 

(p = 0.001) and sociable (p = 0.001) father images were associated with a less 

repressive/submissive relationship, whereas a dominating paternal image (p < 0.001) 

appeared in the background of a repressive/submissive relationship. None of the 

maternal images were associated with the offspring's repressive/submissive intimate 

relationship (Table V, I).   

Dominating

Sociable

Diligent

Repression/
submission

No repression/
submission

Supportive

Sociable

Diligent

Committed 
to work

<.001 ***

.001 **

.001 **

Dominating

Paternal imagesMaternal images Offspring’s intimate relationship

Supportive

Committed 
to work

*** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05
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5.2 Gender differences in parental images and intimate 

relationships (II) 

In the second sub-study, we explored gender differences in the offspring's parental 

images and in the quality of the intimate relationship, and whether gender and/or 

marital status affected the quality of the relationship. We used two parental images 

(supportive, dominating) and all the four qualities of the intimate relationship 

(quarrelsome, loving, balanced and repressive–submissive). 

In comparison to the females, the male respondents recalled the image of their 

fathers as slightly more dominating [means (SD) women 2.4 (0.7) vs. men 2.6 (0.6); 

p = 0.045] (Table 2, II), and this difference was significant only between cohabiting 

women and men [women 2.3 (0.6) vs. men 2.7 (0.7); p = 0.003], not between 

married women and men. Otherwise, no significant differences in parental images 

due to gender or to possible parental status of the offspring were observed. When 

both genders were analyzed together, the offspring perceived the images of their 

mothers as more supportive and less dominating than the images of their fathers. 

The female offspring reported their intimate relationships as slightly more loving 

[means (SD) women 4.1 (0.6) vs. men 4.0 (0.6); p = 0.032] and more balanced 

[women 4.2 (0.6) vs. men 4.0 (0.6); p = 0.006], whereas the male offspring reported 

their relationships as more quarrelsome [women 1.8 (0.6) vs. men 1.9 (0.5); p = 0.027] 

and men experienced more repressiveness towards / from their spouse [women 2.1 (0.8) 

vs. men 2.6 (0.8); p < 0.001] (Table 2, II). Men coming from low-income families 

reported having a less balanced intimate relationship than other men [3.8 (0.6) vs. 

4.1 (0.6); p = .025].  

Both in the female offspring [means (SD): married 1.6 (0.5) vs. cohabiting 1.9 (0.6); 

p = 0.007] and in the male offspring [married 1.7 (0.4) vs. cohabiting 2.0 (0.5); p = 

0.021], cohabiting was linked more strongly than being married with a quarrelsome 

intimate relationship. In men, being married was linked more than cohabiting with a 

loving [married 4.2 (0.5) vs. cohabiting 3.9 (0.6); p = 0.022] and balanced [married 4.2 

(0.5) vs. cohabiting 3.8 (0.6); p = 0.001] intimate relationship, whereas women showed 

a similar trend only with respect to the balanced relationship [married 4.3 (0.6) vs. 

cohabiting 4.1 (0.6); p = 0.056]. A repressive–submissive intimate relationship was not 

associated with marital status either in women or in men.  
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Maternal and paternal images and current intimate relationship qualities in the 

married and cohabiting female offspring 

Fig. 7. Associations of the female offspring’s parental images with their intimate 

relationship qualities. Reprinted, with permission, from Paper II © 2016 Springer. 

In the female offspring, the supportive maternal (p = 0.032) and paternal (p = 0.001) 

images were associated with a balanced relationship. A supportive paternal image 

was also associated with the females’ loving relationships (p = 0.013) and was 

reflected in the lack of negative aspects in their intimate relationships, i.e., it 

appeared to protect from a quarrelsome and repressive–submissive intimate 

relationship (p = 0.001; p = 0.007). A dominating father image was reflected in 

repressiveness and/or submissiveness in the females’ intimate relationships (p = 

0.023) (Table 3, II). 
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Maternal and paternal images and current intimate relationship qualities in the 

married and cohabiting male offspring 

Fig. 8. Associations of the male offspring’s parental images with their intimate 

relationship qualities. Reprinted, with permission, from Paper II © 2016 Springer. 

In the male offspring, a supportive mother image was reflected in a loving (p = 

0.022) and balanced (p = 0.026) intimate relationship, and it seemed that the 

supportive maternal image may protect men from a quarrelsome relationship (p = 

0.050). Perceived paternal domination was associated with a repressive–submissive 

(p = 0.028), and non-significantly with a non-balanced (p = 0.065) intimate 

relationship among men (Table 4, II). 
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5.3 Is a harsh childhood growth environment reflected in parental 

images and emotional distress in adulthood? (III) 

In the third sub-study, we explored in a cohort population, whether the mother’s 

self-reported assessment of her strictness (when the child was seven years old) and 

the adult offspring’s recollections of childhood parental disciplinary methods, 

including corporal punishment, are reflected in the adult offspring’s recalled 

parental images and their current emotional distress, anxiety and depression as 

assessed by the Hopkins Symptom Check List (HSCL-25) (Model 1 and 2). We 

also examined whether the adult offspring’s parental images are associated with 

their emotional distress as measured by the HSCL-25 (Model 3). 

Models 1 and 2 included the data of 251 mother–child pairs, i.e., the data of 

the offspring and their mothers who participated in all the study Phases (1–3). 

Model 3 included the data of the offspring participants (N = 337) of the follow-up 

sample of Phase 3. 

In Model 1, the associations between maternal strictness assessed by the 

childhood mother, the adult offspring’s recalled childhood parental disciplinary 

methods and their parental images were studied (Table 2, III). In Model 2, the 

associations between maternal strictness assessed by the childhood mother, the 

adult offspring’s recalled childhood parental disciplinary methods and their current 

emotional distress (HSCL-25) were studied (Table 3, III). In Model 3, the 

relationship between the adult offspring’s comprehensive maternal and paternal 

images, and their current emotional distress (HSCL-25), anxiety and depression 

were investigated (Table 4, III). 

In each GLM model, women were the reference category and interactions 

between gender and other explanatory variables were investigated. Adjustment by 

sociodemographic variables, i.e., the parent’s socio-economic and marital status 

and the adult offspring’s marital status, education, and work situation, was not made, 

because these variables had no statistically significant correlations either with the 

dependent variables of the models or with other effects of the models. Gender of 

the offspring had no independent effect on the parental images or on their 

relationship with recalled parental discipline methods. 
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Associations of maternal strictness and recalled parental discipline 

methods with HSCL-scores 

The results are presented separately according to the parental images (supportive, 

dominating, sociable), and each of the Figures (Figs. 9 – 11) contains results from 

models 1, 2 and 3. In addition, it is worth noting that each figure repeatedly presents 

the connections between both maternal strictness (assessed by the mother) and 

paternal dialogic discipline (assessed by the offspring) with the HSCL-scores 

(Model 2).   

Maternal strictness was associated with the adult offspring’s higher HSCL-25 

total and subscale scores (total p = 0.003; anxiety p = 0.003; depression p = 0.008) 

(Model 2, Table 3, III) (Figs. 9 – 11). 

The adult offspring’s recollections of the paternal dialogic discipline method 

(discussion, reasoning) were associated with lower HSCL-25 total and subscale 

scores (all p < 0.001), whereas neither recalled restriction nor corporal punishment 

were associated with current emotional distress (Model 2, Table 3, III) (Figs. 9 – 

11). These correlations were moderated by gender. In the female offspring, paternal 

dialogic discipline was associated with decreased HSCL-25 total and depression 

subscale scores more clearly than in males (p = 0.042, p = 0.009, for interaction) 

(Model 2, Table 3, III). 
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Associations with the HSCL-25 from the perspective of supportive 

parental images. 

Fig. 9.  Associations between strictness, discipline and HSCL-25 from the perspective 

of supportive parental images, composed of models 1–3. 

The adult offspring’s recollection of the dialogic discipline method (discussion and 

reasoning) of both parents was positively associated with the corresponding 

parent's supportive images (mother p < 0.001; father p < 0.001). Recalled restriction 

punishment (loss of privileges and/or home arrest) used by the mother was 

associated negatively with a supportive (p = 0.011) maternal image. Recalled 

restriction punishment used by the father was positively associated with a 

supportive maternal image (p = 0.012), but no such connection was found between 

recalled restriction punishment used by the mother and a supportive paternal image. 

The supportive image of the mother and father had no association with corporal 

punishment (Model 1, Table 2, III). In addition, neither maternal nor paternal 

supportive images were statistically significantly associated with current emotional 

distress (Model 3, Table 4, III). 
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Associations with the HSCL-25 from the perspective of sociable parental 

images 

Fig. 10.  Associations between strictness, discipline and HSCL-25 from the perspective 

of sociable parental images, composed of models 1–3. 

Maternal strictness assessed by the childhood mother was negatively associated 

with a sociable maternal (p = 0.022) image, but not with a sociable paternal image. 

The adult offspring’s recollection of the dialogic discipline method (discussion and 

reasoning) of both parents was positively associated with the corresponding 

parent's sociable image (mother p = 0.002; father p < 0.001). Recalled restriction 

punishment (loss of privileges and/or home arrest) used by the mother was 

negatively associated (p = 0.004) but corporal punishment used by her was 

positively associated (p = 0.040) with a sociable maternal image. A sociable image 

of the father was not connected to the adult offspring’s recollections of restriction 

or corporal punishment (Model 1, Table 2, III), but the image of a sociable father 

had negative association with the HSCL-25-symptoms (p = 0.025) (Model 3, Table 

4, III). 
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Associations with the HSCL-25 from the perspective of dominating 

parental images 

Fig. 11.  Associations between strictness, discipline and HSCL-25 from the perspective 

of dominating parental images, composed of models 1–3. 

Maternal strictness assessed by the childhood mother was positively associated 

with the adult offspring’s dominating maternal (p = 0.005) and paternal images (p 

= 0.022). The adult offspring’s recollection of the dialogic discipline method 

(discussion and reasoning) of both parents was negatively associated with the 

corresponding parent's dominating image (mother p = 0.002; father p = 0.001), 

whereas the recalled restriction punishment used by either parent was positively 

associated with the corresponding dominating parental image (mother p = 0.001; 

father p = 0.006). If either parent was recalled as having used corporal punishment, 

the image of the corresponding parent was on average more dominating (mother p 

= 0.028; father p < 0.001) (Model 1, Table 2, III).  

In addition, both maternal and paternal dominating images were associated 

with higher emotional distress, i.e., with higher HSCL-25 total scores (maternal p 

= 0.005; paternal p < 0.001), anxiety subscale scores (p = 0.047; p = 0.002) and 
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depression subscale scores (p = 0.008; p < 0.001) (Model 3, Table 4, Study III). 

Gender had an independent effect on the emotional distress; men had lower HSCL–

scores (total p < 0.001; anxiety p = 0.003; depression p < 0.001) (not shown in the 

Figure 11; see Model 3, Table 4, III). 

5.4 Results summary 

In this summary, I will present the results of the first and third sub-studies in three 

Figures, with the perspectives of the supportive, sociable, and dominating parental 

images separately (Figures 12–14). The results have been explained in the sections 

4.1 and 4.2, and consequently, only the numerical values are included in the 

following graphs. The results of the second (II) sub-study with only married and 

cohabiting respondents are not included in these Figures.
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6 Discussion 

This study explored the associations between the adult offspring's parental images 

and the quality of their current intimate relationship (Study I). As we found that 

parental images were related to the quality of the current intimate relationships — 

positive images to positive aspects and negative images to negative aspects — we 

wanted to explore whether there are differences between the female and male 

respondents in these issues (Study II). We also explored the associations between 

the parental images and emotional well-being of the offspring. In addition, the 

research data offered a possibility to investigate whether the mother’s self-reported 

assessments of her strictness (at the child’s age of seven) and the adult offspring’s 

recollections of their parents’ disciplinary methods are reflected in their parental 

images and emotional distress (HSCL-25) at the age of 28–29 years (Study III).  

All sub-studies (I-III) used the data of the mother–child follow-up study 1971–

1972 collected from a homogeneous cohort population of a Nordic democratic 

welfare country. As a theoretical reference framework, we used the attachment 

theory. Although the early attachment figures and associated relationships do not 

necessarily correspond wholly to the recalled parental images, attachment theory 

provides an understanding of the formation of these inner images and their effects 

on later life. When assessing the results of this study, we also need to keep in mind 

that attachment security can affect the way an individual remembers his/her past. 

6.1 The association between parental images and satisfaction in 

intimate relationships (I) 

When the associations between the parental images and the quality of intimate 

relationships were examined, positive parental images (supportive and sociable) 

were associated with loving and balanced intimate relationships, whereas a 

negative parental image (dominating) was associated with quarrelsome and 

repressive–submissive qualities of the intimate relationship. The results are in line 

with previous studies in which experiences with the childhood parents and 

childhood family influence later relationships, especially intimate relationships 

(Cohn et al., 1992; Dagan et al., 2020; Hazan & Shaver, 1994; Männikkö, 2001; 

Waters et al., 2013; 2018). 

Previous research has mainly focused on the relationship between childhood 

traumatic events and troubles in adult intimate relationships (Cast et al., 2006; 

Walker et al., 2009). We wanted to examine this topic from a wider perspective, 
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including the positive images of parents and outcomes in adulthood. Some recent 

studies, e.g., Dagan et al. (2020) and Waters et al.  (2013; 2018), have studied the 

association between a favorable childhood and adult romantic relationships. 

In the current study the maternal and paternal images supportive, dominating, 

and sociable, as well as the variables diligent and committed to work, were 

considered valid for describing different parental characteristics. A supportive 

parenting was manifested as appreciation and respecting the child by supporting 

with schoolwork, participating in hobbies, giving positive feedback, and arranging 

nice surprises, while happiness, talkativeness and spontaneity describe the images 

of sociable parents. The image of a dominating parent was characterized by 

coldness, insensitivity and incoherency, as well as by the authoritarian aspects 

including authoritarian, demands and punishment, which may also have included 

hitting and other forms of violence. 

Our results are consistent with those of the studies of Dagan et al. (2020) and 

Waters et al.  (2013; 2018), in which maternal and paternal sensitivity was associated 

with a more stable sense of basic security which, in turn, was associated with more 

positive experiences in romantic relationships. In the current study, memories of 

parental tenderness and warmth were included in the supportive parental images which, 

in turn, were associated with the offspring's balanced intimate relationships, which were 

characterized by ease in approaching each other, willingness to forgive, and an 

attempting to resolve disagreements by discussion. The supportive image of the father 

was also reflected in the offspring’s loving relationships, in which mutual dependence, 

togetherness, understanding and love are experienced. Memories of the social traits of 

both parents were also reflected in the offspring’s loving and balanced intimate 

relationships. These findings suggest that a safe growth environment with secure 

attachment provides a model for relatively stable patterns of intimate relationships in 

adulthood (Conger et al., 2000; Widom et al., 2018). Furthermore, both parents’ 

diligence was reflected in both loving and balanced relationships, whereas only the 

father’s commitment to work had positive consequences in this respect. Thus, our 

research supports the idea that active parental participation in life is related to the well-

being of the offspring.  

Although the supportive and sociable images of both mother and father were 

associated with loving and balanced intimate relationships, and the dominating 

image with quarrelsome and repressive/submissive relationships, the images of the 

father were emphasized. The attachment theories often highlight the importance of 

the mother–child relationship in providing the model of a relationship function 

(Slominski et al., 2011), but based on our study, I dare to maintain that in addition 
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to the mother–child relationship, the positive memories of the father – or the lack 

of them – have great significance in this respect.  

In contrast to the effects of positive memories of parents, it appears that the 

mental image of a dominating father may later be ballast for the intimate 

relationships of the offspring. The dominating parental image included memories 

of an authoritarian atmosphere of the growth environment, sometimes including 

hitting and violence. The dominating images appeared to predispose the offspring 

to intimate relationships which were colored with quarrels, disagreements, 

bitterness, “silent treatment,” and weariness. In such relationships, the spouses have 

only minimal feelings of fellowship, love, and mutual trust or understanding of 

each other, and they have difficulties in approaching each other.  A dominating 

image of the father also predisposed to an unbalanced and repressive/submissive 

relationship, whereas the image of a supportive and sociable paternity appeared to 

protect the offspring from a repressive/ submissive relationship. This is in line with 

the results of previous studies, which have found that experiences of emotional 

neglect as a child may result in unhealthy or broken relationships (Corcoran & 

McNulty, 2018) and problems in intimate relationships (Miano, 2018). Experiences 

of physical punishment such as hitting and violence in childhood may teach 

aggression and weak problem-solving strategies, predisposing to social inability 

and hence, adults with this kind of background may have a weaker ability to look 

at things from their spouse’s point of view (Cast et al., 2006). 

Looking at the results of the present study from the viewpoint of the attachment 

relationships, the offspring's images of supportive parents refer to a sensitive 

parenthood in which parents have consistently responded to the child’s signals and 

needs. Children have learned to regard their caregivers as a secure base from which 

they seek proximity and contact when they need protection or consolation 

(Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1973; 1988). This tends to lead to a secure and 

autonomic attachment relationship between the parents and their child, and seems 

to contribute to satisfaction with the intimate relationships of the adult offspring, 

which includes a sense of security and autonomous intimacy (Bartholomew, 1990; 

Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; George et al., 1985). These aspects were included 

in the balanced intimate relationship in the current study. By contrast, images of a 

dominating mother and father reflect a lack of having created a secure enough 

growth environment and attachment for their child, which may predispose the 

offspring to insecure attachment in adulthood as well. An adult’s attachment is 

considered to be associated comprehensively and mainly unconsciously with the 

adult's childhood relationships. (Cohn et al., 1992; Männikkö, 2001; Nauha & 
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Silvén, 2000; Sabatelli, 1984.) Hence, adult attachment may reflect expectations 

and responses to interpersonal situations learned in the context of the early 

childhood relationships, which provide a model for relatively stable patterns of 

intimate relationships in adulthood (Conger et al., 2000; Widom et al., 2018).  

6.2 Gender Differences in Parental Images and Intimate 

Relationships (II) 

When investigating gender differences in the adult offspring’s parental images 

(supportive, dominating), we found no differences between females and males in 

their recalled supportive parental image i.e., an appreciative attitude, warm 

communication, and closeness of the parents towards the child. On the other hand, 

when both genders were analyzed together the offspring recalled their mothers as 

having been more supportive than the fathers.  This result was partly inconsistent 

with those of the study by Levin and Currie (2010) in which equivalent proportions 

of both boys and girls reported easy communication with the mother, but only sons 

reported more often easy communication with their father. Furthermore, the 

findings of McKinney and Renk (2008) suggested that mothers and fathers use 

different parenting styles for their sons and daughters.   

We found a gender difference in the offspring’s recalled dominating parental 

images. Compared with the females, the male offspring more commonly recalled a 

dominating image of their father. When both genders were analyzed together, the 

offspring recalled images of their fathers more often as dominating than the images 

of their mothers. A dominating image of a parent was characterized by coldness, 

insensitivity, and incoherency, as well as by the authoritarian aspects including 

authoritarian, demandingness and punitiveness. Although our result of the 

dominant father image especially among the male offspring is in line with the 

findings of McLaughlin et al. (1980), in which fathers directed significantly more 

imperatives at their sons than at their daughters and used more controlling 

communication with their little sons, this outcome should be treated with some 

caution. Russel and Saebel (1997) presented in their review that empirical evidence 

is limited in support of the assumptions claiming the distinctness of mother-son, 

mother-daughter, father-son, and father-daughter relationships. In a recent review 

of studies comparing mothers’ and fathers’ parenting styles, Yaffe (2020) found that 

mothers were mostly more authoritative, and fathers more authoritarian, but he 

concluded that the number of studies on the differences in parenting styles has been 

limited, and that more empirical evidence is needed. Our results about differences 
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between recalled maternal and paternal images and recollections of the female and 

male offspring in this respect support some discrepancies in different parent-child 

relationships.  

When studying the gender differences of the offspring’s intimate relationship 

qualities, the female offspring perceived their intimate relationships as more 

balanced and more loving than the male offspring, whereas men reported more 

negative qualities (disagreements and repression–submission problems). This 

result contradicted the previous study results of men being more satisfied in their 

intimate relationship (Fowers, 1991; Ng et al., 2009; Shek, 1995). However, it is 

worth noting that a balanced or loving relationship in the present study included 

positive aspects (such as ease of approaching, feelings of fellowship and striving to 

deal with disagreements and mutual dependence), but not the overall satisfaction 

with marriage, to which the above studies refer. When considering the missing 

answers, it was found that men originating from the low-income families responded 

to the follow-up questionnaires less often, and in addition men coming from low-

income family backgrounds reported having less balanced intimate relationships 

than other men. Hence, it is possible that the actual difference in the balanced 

intimate relationships found between men and women in this study might be even 

more pronounced.   

In the present study, the clearest gender difference in the quality of intimate 

relationships was found in repressiveness-submissiveness, the male offspring 

experiencing more of it in their relationships. This may reflect the fact that in the 

northern European cultures, women value educational and financial independence 

even within a close relationship. Compared to men, higher education in females 

and the high independence of women in Northern societies may introduce 

emotionally challenging demands for men. It is possible that study settings with 

different cultural backgrounds (Falcke et al., 2008; Ng et al., 2009) and societal 

gender beliefs (Lee & Ono, 2012) would affect the results.  

We also investigated the gender differences between cohabiting and married 

respondents. A quarrelsome relationship was associated more often with 

individuals who were cohabiting compared to those adults who were married, 

regardless of gender. Being married was linked more often than cohabiting with a 

loving and balanced intimate relationship in the male offspring, whereas in the 

female offspring only with the balanced relationship. It is possible that high 

commitment to a relationship increases satisfaction, and on the other hand couples 

with a satisfied relationship commit themselves to the relationship more strongly. 

It is also worth noting that 27,751 marriages were contracted in 2000, but the 
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marriage rate has decreased considerably in Finland during the past twenty years. 

In 2020, only 21,687 marriages took place, over one fifth less than at the beginning 

of the millennium  (Official Statistics of Finland, 2021). In Finland, an intimate 

relationship is based on love and on free will. Cohabitation has become more 

common – if the couple does not want to be together, economic independence and 

cohabitation will provide them with an easier opportunity to leave the relationship. 

It is possible that in our changing society, marriage and commitment have different 

meanings today compared with the situation only a couple of decades ago. However, 

regardless of the marital status, the level of life satisfaction has been high in Finland 

(Lee & Ono, 2012; Tenhunen 2020).  

In the connections between parental images and intimate relationships, the 

supportive images of both parents were associated with the female offspring's 

balanced intimate relationship. In addition, the image of a supportive father 

correlated with the daughters' loving relationships and appeared to protect her from 

a quarrelsome and repressive/ submissive relationship, whereas the image of a 

dominating father predisposed the daughter to repressiveness and/or 

submissiveness in her intimate relationships (Fig. 7). In turn, the image of a 

supportive mother was associated with the male offspring's loving and balanced 

intimate relationships, and protected them from a quarrelsome relationship, while 

a dominating father image appeared to predispose men to repressive–submissive 

intimate relationships (Fig. 8). These results are in line with those of the study of 

Strait et al.  (2013), who suggested that better intimate relationship quality is 

associated with the men’s positive perceptions of their mother–son relationship and 

correspondingly with the women’s perceptions of their father–daughter relationship, 

as well as with the theories of oedipal development  (Palombo et al., 2009). 

The image of a dominating father appears to predispose the offspring to 

repressive or submissive intimate relationships, regardless of their gender. The 

effect of domination is in line with previous studies, which have emphasized that 

overall emotional abuse and neglect in childhood may result in negative outcomes 

later in life and especially in intimate relationships (Cast et al., 2006; Corcoran & 

McNulty, 2018; Miano, 2018). High stress levels in the childhood family can also 

undermine the offspring’s intimate relationships in adulthood (Umberson et al., 

2005) and lead to insecurity in adult attachment relationships  (Sabatelli & Bartle-

Haring, 2003).  

Although the recalled supportive maternal image appeared to be important for 

the offspring's intimate relationship, in the present study the supportive images of 

the father had even more multidimensional associations with the intimate 
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relationship quality of especially the female offspring. The importance of the 

mother–child relationship has been commonly emphasized (Slominski et al., 2011), 

but in our study, the importance of the recalled supportive paternal image, including 

the father’s involvement and interaction with the child, was clearly also related to 

the child’s future well-being. Based on these findings, more attention should be 

paid to the father-child interaction and to the role of the father as a parent. 

To my best understanding, gender differences between recalled parental images 

and the quality of current intimate relationships have not been examined previously 

among young Finnish adults. In the current study, we found some gender 

differences in the recalled parental images and in the quality of the offspring’s 

current intimate relationships, and in the associations between these two 

phenomena. I regard these results as interesting and particularly topical, although 

the society debate includes the changing conceptions of gender roles and various 

forms of family. Furthermore, the unique and individual importance of mothers and 

fathers as parents deserves to be studied, although parental roles have been in 

transition in recent decades. It is worth mentioning that as the data in the study did 

not include sexual orientation of the respondents or the gender of their partner, this 

study sample did not provide an opportunity to consider the effects of varying 

family compositions in this respect.  

6.3 Punishments in Childhood, Parental Images, and Emotional 

Distress in Adulthood (III) 

This study explored whether the mother’s self-reported assessments of her 

strictness (at the child’s age of seven) and the adult offspring’s recollections of their 

parents’ disciplinary methods are reflected in the adult offspring’s recalled parental 

images and current emotional distress (HSCL-25), and whether the offspring’s 

parental images (supportive, dominating, sociable) are associated with their current 

emotional distress. 

An interesting finding was that the mother’s perception of her own strictness 

at the time the children were seven years old was associated with the offspring's 

recalled dominating parental images and their HSCL–symptoms, anxiety and 

depression. This latter result is in line with the study of Harper et al. (2006), who 

reported that higher levels of maternal punishment increased the offspring’s 

depression. It is worth noting that the various aspects of maternal strictness, such 

as punishment, spanking, scolding, criticizing, threatening, using force, getting 
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angry and being harsh, resemble the traits of the offspring’s dominating parental 

images such as demandingness, authoritarianism, coldness, insensitivity, 

unpredictability, and possible punitive and violent tendencies. It may well be that 

the mothers’ reports of her disciplinary strictness in our study were based on 

significant negative disciplinary events and atmosphere – and were reflected in 

unfavorable outcomes. Maternal strictness correlated with the dominating images 

of both the mother and the father — and probably with an overall experience of a 

dominating atmosphere of the childhood family. 

One of the key findings in the current study was that the adult offspring’s 

recollections of a dialogic discipline in childhood were associated with the 

corresponding parent's supportive images, but the supportive images were not 

associated with the symptoms of emotional distress. However, paternal dialogic 

discipline was directly related to lower HSCL-25 levels in the offspring. This result 

partly contradicted those of the earlier studies in which high paternal support 

correlated with low levels of the child’s depression (Harper et al., 2006), or 

maternal (but not paternal) support was associated with lower levels of internalizing 

symptoms (depression and anxiety, and somatic symptoms), with self-esteem as a 

mediating factor in college-aged females (Moore II & Shell, 2017).  

Dialogic discipline includes conversational interaction and justification of 

matters. Particularly, the paternal discussion and emotional presence in his child's 

life seems to have long-term effects. Discussion was more commonly recalled as a 

disciplinary method having been used by the mothers (91%) compared to the 

fathers (75%), but paternal discussion appeared to protect the offspring from 

emotional distress — in the case of depression more clearly among the female 

offspring and equally among both genders with respect to anxiety symptoms.  

Experience of a dialogic discipline appears to reflect a safe family atmosphere 

and secure attachment relationships. It is also possible that dialogic discipline is 

better remembered than the negative aspects of discipline events. In previous 

studies secure attachment has helped children to retain more complete and accurate 

memories Chae et al. (2011; 2014; 2018), and securely attached individuals have 

processed attachment-relevant social information relatively fully and flexibly  

Dykas and Cassidy (2011). Although the earliest interaction experiences with the 

caregivers are mostly stored in the implicit (unconscious, non-linguistic) memory 

(Bowlby, 1973; 1977; 1980; Mancia, 2006), interaction and events occurring later 

in childhood are also stored in the explicit (conscious, linguistic) memory, as 

meanings and generalizations (Bowlby, 1980; Mancia, 2006), or as specific events 

(Schacter & Addis, 2007; Szpunar, 2010; Tulving & Schacter, 1990). Thereby, a 
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discursive childhood growth environment may create possibilities to form 

linguistic metaphors and meanings (Enckell, 2002) and  the explicit memory allows, 

via remembering, a reconstruction of one’s personal history, also linguistically 

(Mancia, 2006). In other words, dialogic discipline provides a good opportunity to 

develop the ability to familiarize with different aspects of oneself, others, and life 

more consciously, including positive or negative emotions, and these abilities are 

reflected in later well-being.  

The explicit conscious memory allows, via remembering, a reconstruction of 

one’s personal history, also linguistically (Mancia, 2006). Our results support the 

idea that a discursive childhood growth environment may create possibilities to 

form linguistic metaphors and meanings (Enckell, 2002) which provide bases for 

usable psychological functioning later in life. I suggest that dialogic discipline 

provides a good opportunity to develop the ability to familiarize with different 

aspects of oneself, others, and life more consciously, including positive or negative 

emotions, and that these abilities are reflected in later well-being.  

In contrast to the effects of a dialogic discipline, the adult offspring’s 

recollections of restrictions and/or corporal punishment were associated with a 

dominating image of the parent but not directly with current emotional distress. 

Dominating parental images were in turn related to higher emotional distress, 

anxiety, and depression — paternal dominance more clearly than maternal. The 

aspects of punitive and violent tendencies included in the dominating image of the 

parents refer to a coldness and insensitiveness in the family atmosphere and to 

insecure attachment relationships. These findings are in line with previous research 

which has found connections between physical punishment in childhood and 

subsequent depression, anxiety, and other adverse psychiatric symptoms (Afifi et 

al., 2013; Arnow, 2004; Gershoff, 2002; Oshio et al., 2013; Osterman et al., 2014). 

From the attachment relationship perspective, experiences of childhood neglect 

may result in higher levels of insecure (anxious–ambivalent and fearful) attachment 

styles (Widom et al., 2018) and a weaker subjective well-being (SWB) in adulthood  

(Corcoran & McNulty, 2018; Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2011).   

Memories of the dominating parental images compared with recalled negative 

disciplinary events seem to be more important for later well-being. Negative life 

events may color parental images and be remembered as a colder and authoritarian 

family atmosphere. This is in line with previous findings that children with insecure 

attachment may not encode distressing experiences sufficiently well to produce 

accurate memory reports (Chae et al., 2011; Chae et al., 2014; Chae et al., 2018). 

Individuals (age groups from childhood to adulthood) with insecure attachment 
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may exclude or suppress attachment-relevant social information if it causes 

psychological pain and is linked to attachment figures, or to specific mental 

knowledge of attachment-related childhood events (Dykas & Cassidy, 2011). The 

findings of Dykas and Cassidy (2011) may explain why in our study, negative 

discipline events were not associated directly with the emotional distress but via 

the dominating images.  

A contradictory result was that the adult offspring’s recollections of corporal 

punishment used by the mother were positively associated with a sociable maternal 

image (i.e., talkativeness, happiness, and spontaneity). In Finland, corporal 

punishment was criminalized in 1983 (Finnish Law, 1983) and the data of our study 

was collected before and during the law change. Previous literature has concluded 

that significant societal changes such as the prohibition of corporal punishment 

may be affecting attitudes and practices in the use of corporal punishment 

(Osterman et al., 2018; Peltoniemi, 1983; Sariola, 2014). It is also known that 

negative life events and changes in the family environment may cause fluctuations 

in attachment security (Waters, E., Weinfield et al., 2000), and although attachment 

style is relatively stable in the short term (a six-year follow-up period), it is 

characterized more by fluctuation than by stability (Zhang & Labouvie-Vief, 2004). 

It is possible that changing disciplinary practices and attachment security 

fluctuations partly explain our findings concerning corporal punishment and a 

sociable maternal image. There was no such contradiction with respect to the 

supportive maternal image.  

Several previous studies have come to the same conclusion as our study that 

corporal punishment does not have any favorable consequences. Nevertheless, 

children’s physical discipline continues to be tolerated in many countries, including 

some Western countries (Gershoff, 2013; Saunders, 2019). Finland was in 1983 the 

second country in the world to prohibit all forms of corporal punishment of children, 

in all settings including the home. To date, over sixty (63) countries have a full 

prohibition of corporal punishment, but 86% of the world’s children are still waiting 

for this protection (https://endcorporalpunishment.org). There is still a lot of work 

to be done. Saunders (2019) presents the very important point of view that corporal 

punishment of children should not be seen only as an infringement of their human 

rights, but also as a disquieting public health concern.  

It is worth asking the children as well. In the study of Vittrup and Holden 

(2010), the importance of dialogue was expressed by one 8-year-old girl “You 

really need to talk to your child if they don’t listen to you. You need to sit down 

and talk to them. If that doesn’t work, take a privilege away. [Spanking] doesn’t 
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teach the kid a lesson”. The children regard corporal punishment as the least fair 

disciplinary method, compared with methods such as reasoning, house arrest and 

withdrawal of privileges. These wise thoughts of children support our results about 

the positive effects of dialogic discipline. Parents need to sit down and talk with 

their children. Our study provides an indication of why this is so important. 

6.4 Summary  

We explored the connections between the adult offspring’s parental images and  the 

quality of their current intimate relationships; differences between females and 

males in relation to their  parental images and the quality of their relationships; 

whether the mother’s self-reported strictness and the adult offspring’s recollections 

of the disciplinary methods of their parents are associated in the adult offspring’s 

recalled parental images and current emotional distress, anxiety and depression 

assessed by the HSCL-25; and whether the offspring’s parental images are 

associated with their emotional distress.  

Positive parental images may promote well-being of the offspring: 

– A supportive maternal image was associated with the daughters’ and sons’ – 

and a supportive paternal image with the daughters’ – balanced relationships.   

– A supportive image of the opposite sex parent was associated with the 

offspring’s loving relationships and protected them from quarrelsome 

relationships.  

– A supportive image of the father protected their daughters from a submissive 

/repressive relationship.   

– Images of sociable and diligent parents promoted balanced and loving 

relationships.   

– A sociable father image was negatively associated with the offspring's HSCL-

25 symptoms i.e., it protected the offspring from symptoms. 

– Recollection of a dialogic discipline of both parents was positively associated 

with the corresponding parent's supportive and sociable images.   

Negative parental images may be a threat to the well-being of the offspring:  

– A dominating paternal image was associated with both the daughters’ and sons’ 

submissive /repressive relationships. 
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– A dominating father image exposed the offspring to an imbalanced relationship, 

and the dominating images of both parents to quarrelsome relationships.  

– The dominating images of both parents exposed the offspring to emotional 

distress, anxiety, and depression.  

– Recollection of the restriction and corporal punishment of both parents was 

associated with a dominating image of the corresponding parent, whereas 

dialogic discipline protected from such images. 

– Maternal strictness self-assessed by the mother was reflected in both the 

maternal and paternal dominating images and emotional distress (HSCL-25) 

of the offspring.   

The main findings of this study: 

– Recalled negative childhood disciplinary experiences were not reflected 

directly in the offspring's emotional distress, anxiety, and depression but via 

dominating parental images.  

– In addition to the finding that dialogic discipline was reflected in positive 

parental images, dialogic paternal discipline also protected against emotional 

distress in adulthood. 

6.5 Strengths and limitations  

The longitudinal setting of this study allowed us to present the views of two 

generations regarding aspects of the same growth environment, and a relatively 

high attendance rate in the follow-ups provided a good representativeness of the 

original study population.  

This study was carried out in a homogenous population of a Nordic democratic 

society, with a high level of equality between men and women providing a good 

premise for studying the gender-specific differences in parental images and 

intimate relationships. The results can be applied to relatively similar societies, but 

it would be difficult to generalize the results to very different societies.  

Although the literature about recalled parental images has been sparse, 

attachment theory provided a good basis for comparing the inner perceptions of 

parental care.  

As a limitation, we must see that with a questionnaire study it is not possible 

to clarify whether the offspring's current subjective well-being was reflected in their 

memories and assessments of their own childhood.  
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In this study, paternal aspects were highlighted in the adult offspring's 

responses. However, a parental view to the disciplinary strictness of the parents was 

available only on the basis of the assessments of the mothers at the child’s age of 

seven. As the self-reports of paternal strictness were lacking, we used only the data 

of maternal strictness.   

With respect to the elapsed time since the data collection, we need to consider 

the effects of changes e.g., in the legislation and societal attitudes related to corporal 

punishment, the attitudes of child-friendly parenting, intimate relationships, and 

family. Society is constantly in a process of change, and thus all study results must 

be judged in the context of each epoch. Although time has elapsed since the data 

collection and the results must therefore be regarded critically from a temporal 

perspective, I think the responses of two different generations provide depth and 

reliability in this follow-up study context. 

6.6 Recommendations for further research 

– Although research on the long-term effects of paternity on a child’s life has 

been on the rise, the results of this study challenge investigators to pay more 

attention to the various aspects of fatherhood.  

– Although our data did not include the father's own assessments of paternal 

strictness, I suggest that fathers’ assessment of disciplinary aspects might 

provide interesting insight into parent-child relationships and the upbringing 

of children.   

– In addition, the study question which remained unexamined in this study was 

the possible associations between the offspring's intimate relationship qualities 

and their emotional well-being. 
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7 Conclusions 

This study indicated that parental images may act as mediators between childhood 

experiences and the quality of later intimate relationships and emotional well-being 

– positive images with positive outcomes and negative images with a tendency 

towards more problematic consequences. Dialogic discipline protected from 

dominating parental images and paternal dialogic discipline also from emotional 

distress, anxiety and depression. By contrast, recalled restrictive and corporally 

punitive discipline methods affected emotional distress, but only via the dominating 

parental images.  

This study indicates how we should pay attention to the growth environment 

so that childhood experiences would be carried positively forward into the 

offspring’s well-being and the quality of their future relationships, and would 

provide a developmental base for the new generations. In a dialogical interaction, 

the child acquires words that contribute to the understanding of his or her internal 

experiences and external phenomena and facilitate interaction with others.  Harsh 

discipline experiences and other difficult events are not always reachable in actual 

memories, but only as a negative atmosphere. Even then, adult life is not 

predetermined. Difficult memories and emotional experiences can be dealt with by 

discussion with close ones, through creativity, and when needed, with the help of 

professionals. 

In addition, in a professional context, clinicians, social workers, and educators 

should acknowledge the unique significance of both mothers and fathers in the 

child’s life. 
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