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Summary and General Discussion 

 

 The aim of the present study was to investigate parent-child relationships across the 

life span by applying an attachment theoretical point of view to the phenomenon of 

intergenerational solidarity. Parent-child relationships are among the first and most crucial 

relationships in which individuals experience support and protection (Marris, 1991). The 

quality of these relationships plays an important role in child and adult development. 

Additionally, these relationships are an important source of wellbeing for individuals from 

both the parent and child generation. Attachment theory suggests three a priori dimensions of 

attachment relationships (Hinde, 1979) along which these relationships undergo changes 

throughout the lifespan. Characteristics as well as changes of the intergenerational 

relationship have been studied in terms of direction and balance of the relationship, support 

exchange and solidarity, importance and penetration of the relationship, and affective aspects 

such as attachment and quality. Moreover, associations of these relationship characteristics 

and changes, especially intergenerational support exchange, with wellbeing of adult children 

and their parents were examined.  

 In the current chapter, the findings of the seven presented studies are summarized and 

discussed. After that an analysis of strengths and limitations of the present project is given 

followed by a general conclusion. A final part of this chapter presents some speculations on 

possible societal implications of the findings of this thesis.  

 

Theoretical and Literature Study: Summary and Conclusions 

 The first study (Chapter 2) consisted of a theoretical argument regarding the extent to 

which attachment theory offers the possibility to shed new light on facets of intergenerational 

solidarity across the life span, especially between children and parents beyond childhood. 

Both the adult attachment literature (Ainsworth, 1973; Bowlby, 1984) and the socio-

gerontological solidarity literature (Bengtson et al., 2002; Silverstein & Bengtson, 1997) were 

examined to identify strengths and limitations of the two theoretical concepts, attachment and 

solidarity. The three basic dimensions attachment theory uses to describe relationships, 

direction, penetration and quality (Hinde, 1979) were articulated with reference to pertinent 

issues under the rubric of intergenerational solidarity. Their possible overlap with the 

suggested dimensions of intergenerational solidarity (Bengtson et al., 2002) was discussed, 

especially the importance of the affectional, emotional meaning attachment theory ascribes to 

intergenerational relationships. Attachment behavior, seeking and providing security and 

balancing being autonomous and interdependent, characterizes human beings during their 

whole lives (Bowlby, 1979). Attachment behavior is therefore related to intergenerational 

solidarity issues because it can be seen as “a cyclical process of helping and being helped 

throughout life” (Bengtson & Martin, 2001, p. 214). 



 Describing intergenerational relationships with the aid of these three attachment 

relationships dimensions not only offers a more parsimonious description of intergenerational 

solidarity than solidarity theory (cf. Bengtson et al., 2002) itself but also provides a strong 

theoretical basis for formulating hypotheses in research on intergenerational relationships and 

support exchange. In particular, attachment theory leads to questions regarding the impact of 

solidarity on mental health and wellbeing. Given the importance of individual differences in 

the quality and organization of attachment relationships, solidarity might not have positive 

impact and consequences for every child or parent. It may also engender negative feelings or 

ambivalence within significant caring and supporting relationships. The focus on the affective 

and emotional part of relationships is crucial in the investigation of characteristics of 

intergenerational relationships in terms of quality, support exchange and care throughout the 

life span. Although support exchange and good quality usually typify intergenerational 

relationships, it may also be stressful and pose challenges in some relationships or during 

some phases in the relationship. Being able to conceptually explain the possible negative 

impact of solidarity on an emotional and affectional level is important and useful to 

understand the complexity of intergenerational relationships and the antecedents and 

consequences of support and care exchange. 

 In a next study (Chapter 3), a narrative review and meta-analysis on the consequences 

of intergenerational support, solidarity and care adult children provided to their parents is 

presented. The literature was examined in order to identify and summarize the consequences 

of filial caregiving in terms of wellbeing for both the adult child caregivers and the care 

recipients and to determine the prevailing direction of effects, magnitude of effects and 

factors that moderate these effects. Studies were selected that focused on representative 

samples from the general population, not including the studies in which participants were 

selected based on their involvement in intensive care for an older or ill parent. The meta-

analytic effect size of the association between providing support to parents and wellbeing 

and/or caregiver burden in adult children was insubstantial. Receiving support from adult 

children was likewise found to be weakly related to wellbeing in parents. The primary studies 

were based on the reasonable expectation that providing support would take a toll on adult 

children’s wellbeing whereas receiving care would increase wellbeing for parents. The results 

of our review support this notion but the effects were very small. Several factors were found 

to moderate the association between providing and receiving intergenerational support and 

wellbeing. On the care recipient side, structural factors such as partner status and age have 

been found to moderate the association between support receipt and wellbeing. Parents still 

having a partner benefited less from filial support than divorced or widowed parents. With 

respect to age it was found that older parents benefited more from filial support than younger 

ones. On the side of the support provider, factors such as gender, age and Western vs. non-

Western background were identified as qualifiers of the association between support provision 

and wellbeing. Daughters, younger adult children and children with a non-Western 



background experienced more caregiver burden than sons, older children and children with a 

Western background. Unfortunately, the primary studies surveyed had not tested for affective 

relationship characteristics as possible moderators of the association between 

intergenerational support and wellbeing. Based on our theoretical study, investigating 

relationship characteristics such as quality or attachment as moderating factors was therefore 

regarded as a potentially important addition to this literature.  

 

Empirical Studies: Summary and Conclusion  

 The empirical studies of the current thesis were based on three samples. The first 

sample from the first and second wave of the NKPS (main sample) included 8,161 

respondents, aged 18 to 79 years and their family members, including partner, parents and 

children, living in the Netherlands. A second sample, also obtained within the NKPS (migrant 

sample) included 1,402 immigrants to The Netherlands and their family members from four 

different countries of origin, Turkey, Morocco, Suriname and The Dutch Antilles. These 

immigrants ranged in age from 15 to 83 years. The third sample originated from the Brooklyn 

Older Adults Study (BOAS) and included 1,118 older adults living in the Brooklyn area, New 

York, aged 65 to 86 years from four ethnic classifications, US-born African Americans, US-

born European Americans, immigrants from the English-speaking Caribbean (almost 

exclusively from Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, and Barbados), and immigrant Eastern 

Europeans, predominantly from Russia, The Ukraine and Poland.  

 In the study reported in Chapter 4, characteristics of adult child-parent relationships in 

terms of diversity and consistency across different age groups were examined based on the 

first wave of the NKPS main sample. In a first step, the a priori attachment relationships 

dimensions were operationalized with the aid of large scale sociological data. Distilling and 

factor analyzing items from the NKPS interview revealed a three component solution 

consistent with the proposed distinct dimensions along which adult child-parent relationships 

might vary by age group. The results showed that age had notable associations with 

dimensions of relationships between adult-children and parents, especially their direction and 

penetration. On average, the direction of support exchanged within the relationships was 

reversed for parents of children in the two oldest age groups, implicating that many of these 

parents used their adult children as a source for advice and interest more than they functioned 

as sources of advice for their children. The analyses also showed that parent-child dyads from 

the youngest age group showed high values, dyads from the two middle aged groups showed 

lower values on penetration, and the penetration of the intergenerational relationship was 

again high in the oldest parent-child dyads. Parent-child relationships in old age were 

characterized by more intensive help exchange and personal contact than for middle-aged 

children and their parents. The quality of the relationship was also associated with age, but to 

a lesser degree than the other two dimensions. Quality was higher in the younger age groups, 

but the effect size was small. The age effects on the dimensions were qualified by the personal 



circumstances of the adult children. Having own children as well as partner status was 

associated with different patterns of attachment relationships at different ages. Having a 

partner was associated with higher quality in the intergenerational relationships with the 

fathers for children between 30 and 39 years whereas for the relationship with mothers no 

differences between single and partnered children were found. Respondents with a partner 

also had fewer conflicts with their parents except in the oldest age groups. Adult child 

respondents with own children received more help from their parents across all age groups 

compared to adult children without own children. 

 In a next study, reported in Chapter 5, the dimensions of intergenerational relationship 

were examined in their association with wellbeing of both the adult children and their parents. 

It was hypothesized, from an attachment theoretical view, that intergenerational support in 

adult child-parent relationships, reflected by direction and penetration of the relationship 

would be associated with wellbeing in both generations. It was also expected that these 

associations would be moderated by the quality of the relationship. The perspectives of both 

relationship partners were taken into account. Intergenerational support, in terms of 

instrumental help provision (high penetration) was found to be negatively associated with 

children’s and parents’ wellbeing, independent of demographic control variables and health. 

Being the stronger and wiser partner in the adult-child parent relationships (direction of the 

relationship), reflected by giving advice and being the initiator within the relationship, was 

positively associated with the wellbeing of both generations. These effects of support 

exchange should be viewed in the context of the effect of relationship quality, which was 

clearly the strongest predictor of wellbeing in both generations. Most importantly, parental 

wellbeing was positively associated with filial support, in terms of provision of interest and 

advice in relationships of high quality compared to relationships with lower quality. In other 

words, when a change of direction of the relationship takes place and adult children take over 

the provision of advice and function as the stronger and wiser partner, parental wellbeing 

might benefit only in high quality relationships. 

 Chapter 6 presents a study investigating a related research question, namely if aspects 

of relationship quality, attachment styles, moderate the association between family support 

and wellbeing in later life. The results of this chapter were based on data from the BOAS. The 

focus of this study was on the role of aspects of attachment as moderator of the association 

between emotional and instrumental family support and wellbeing in older adults. Compared 

to the study in Chapter 5, not only filial but general family support and wellbeing were 

investigated. A limitation was that wellbeing was investigated only in the support recipients. 

With respect to the dimension relationship quality a more detailed operationalization was 

possible than in the NKPS by including a more detailed measure of an affective relationship 

characteristic by assessing attachment style, which refers to typical patterns of desired 

intimacy, closeness, support seeking and trust within close relationships.  



 Receiving emotional family support generally was associated with higher wellbeing in 

older adults whereas instrumental support was related to decreased wellbeing. These 

associations were qualified by attachment style. Receiving emotional support had stronger 

positive and instrumental support less negative effects on the wellbeing of older individuals 

with higher attachment security. Data and theory suggested that family support may not 

generally but conditionally, in case of a more secure attachment style, be beneficial for the 

wellbeing of older adults. 

 While individuals with an immigrant background may be more dependent on their 

immediate family for support, they may also experience a wider generation-gap in values 

regarding intergenerational support, due to processes of acculturation. Chapter 7 examined 

differences in intergenerational solidarity and family values among immigrant family 

members from Turkey, Morocco, Suriname and The Antilles and between first and second 

generation immigrants in The Netherlands, using data from the migrant sample of the NKPS. 

Members from the four largest immigrant groups in The Netherlands (i.e., Turks, Moroccans, 

Surinamese and Antilleans) were interviewed on various family issues, including attitudes 

towards intergenerational support, solidarity and reliability of the family, on their migration 

history and experiences with the host country. With respect to family issues it was found that 

immigrants with Moroccan and Turkish backgrounds valued intergenerational family 

solidarity more than immigrants stemming from Surinam and The Antilles. First generation 

immigrants placed higher values on family solidarity compared to second generation 

immigrants and religious denomination predicted higher values towards family solidarity. The 

generational differences held for the four different groups of immigrants albeit very different 

immigration histories and it seems that higher generation immigrants internalize socio-

cultural values of the host culture more strongly than their parents. Different acculturation 

processes for different generations of immigrants with conflicting attitudes towards the role of 

religion, integration into and adaptation to the host society may place strain on the quality of 

intergenerational relationships and on the disposition to exchange support and assume care for 

older family members.  

 The final study of the present thesis (Chapter 8) extended earlier research in 

illuminating the complex associations of relationship characteristics, patterns of 

intergenerational support exchange and wellbeing by using a longitudinal approach. Based on 

first and second wave data from the NKPS it was found that the provision of filial 

instrumental and emotional support to parents increased during a period of four years. 

Instrumental support from parents to children decreased whereas emotional support children 

received from parents increased at the same time. Intergenerational support exchange between 

adult children and parents was not associated with wellbeing in adult children. The quality of 

the intergenerational relationship strongly predicted wellbeing in children. Decreasing 

relationship quality appeared as a greater threat to wellbeing of caregiving children than 

increased support and care tasks as well as diminishing instrumental support received from 



parents. By putting emphasis on the importance of the familial setting, relationship 

characteristics, especially affective quality, a more complete understanding of the complex 

and multiple aspects of intergenerational support exchange and caregiving is possible. 

 

Strengths and Limitations 

 The current study provided new findings concerning the nature of parent-child 

attachment relationships beyond childhood. Until now attachment research mainly has 

focused on attachment in childhood and early adolescence with relatively neglecting the later 

phases of life span development (Magai, in press; Magai & Consedine, 2004). This thesis 

contributes to the expansion and accessibility of attachment theory to gerontological research 

by providing theoretical and empirical arguments for the importance of affective relationship 

characteristics for the investigation of intergenerational support exchange and wellbeing. 

Through analysis of large, nationally representative, and ethnically diverse datasets, the 

current studies offer an extension of previous research on family support and wellbeing. The 

studies are unique in applying an attachment theoretical framework to sociological data. Due 

to the enormous number of respondents the studies provided a good opportunity to chart 

diversities and consistencies in adult child-parent relationships with a broad and more 

sociological and demographic approach. The effects found did not only mostly confirm our 

expectations, but were also notable in effect size, compared to other attachment research (e.g., 

De Wolff & Van IJzendoorn, 1997). The three component solution of the factor analysis, 

reported in Chapter 4, was compatible with the a priori theoretical attachment dimensions. 

The changes in the direction and balance of attachment relationships between adult children 

and their parents in older age groups compared to younger dyads were in line with the 

proposed theory. The decrease in relationship quality with age was, however, a provocative 

and unexpected finding. This should be considered in relation to one other important finding, 

consistent through the included studies, namely that relationship quality was an important 

predictor of psychological health, reflected by wellbeing, for both adult children and parents. 

This finding supports the focus on affective and emotional characteristics that attachment 

theory places on close relationships. 

 By and large, the thesis provided insights in the developmental nature of balancing 

support and care in the very special relationship between parents and children throughout the 

whole life span. Characteristics of the relationships have been shown to vary according to 

different phases in the life course. Most importantly, the centrality of affective characteristics 

within the intergenerational relationship could be accentuated. 

 These strengths considered the current thesis is not without limitations. First it is worth 

noting that despite the complexity and sheer mass of the data samples, the operationalization 

of the most important variables of the presented studies, characteristics of intergenerational 

relationships and most importantly affective and emotional aspects of these relationships, 

remained rather superficial. It is clear that the indicators of relationship quality that were used 



do not access the construct of attachment representation in its full breadth and complexity. 

Here the sampling scope of the studies meant making compromises with respect to 

approaches to measuring attachment that are regarded as state of the art (i.e., using 

observations or semi-structured interviews). However, the other two dimensions of 

attachment relationships could be operationalized more detailed and closer to the suggested 

theory and provided explanatory insight in the developmental nature of parent child 

relationships beyond childhood and were found to be compatible with aspects of 

intergenerational solidarity and support. Furthermore, these dimensions, although 

theoretically identified early on (e.g., Hinde, 1979), have not been directly empirically 

investigated until now. The findings in this large population based study suggest their 

importance for further exploration of adult attachment relationships. All things considered, 

attachment theory, and its attachment relationship dimensions, offers both qualitative and 

quantitative research possibilities for the investigation of socio-gerontological issues of 

intergenerational relationships. 

 Second, in the studies based on NKPS data, all parent-child dyads were included in the 

analyses and no investigation of special subgroups were undertaken. It seems obvious 

however, that adult children being in the situation of providing all-day care to their aging 

parents find themselves in a special and particularly stressful situation in which providing 

support would indeed be more challenging for their wellbeing than the population-based 

effect sizes suggest. It has been found that general support to parents is associated with little 

or no reduced wellbeing (e.g., Marks et al., 2002; Pruchno & Kleban, 1993; Whitbeck et al., 

2001) whereas support to parents suffering from dementia has been found to pose serious 

challenges on the physical, emotional, psychological and social situation of family caregivers 

(Andren & Elmstahl, 2008). Likewise, receiving all-day care from children might challenge 

the wellbeing of older parents because it reflects functional dependencies in performing 

activities of daily living, threatens the wish to maintain autonomy, and prevents parents from 

still functioning as the stronger and wiser relationship partner. This special situation of 

dependency within the adult child-parent dyad may pose a serious challenge to the affective 

part of their relationship. Other special subgroups to be investigated with respect to their 

relationship characteristics can also be identified. Care for a parent suffering from chronic 

diseases may be especially depleting and exhausting for caregivers and pose serious strains on 

their own mental health. In short, the investigation of special subgroups within adult child-

parent dyads with respect to support exchange, relationship quality and wellbeing, also with 

the aid of attachment theory (cf. Steele et al., 2004), belongs on the agenda for future social 

gerontological research in times of increased longevity, vulnerability for chronic diseases and 

the endemic struggle between autonomy and dependency in late life. 

 

 

 



General Conclusions 

 Good quality and secure attachment within significant social relationships are 

important for the quality of life and wellbeing of individuals and moreover they can play a 

role in the management and buffering of stress. Knowledge on specific dimensions of 

relationships, derived from attachment theory and linked to intergenerational solidarity, can 

support the quest for determinants of outcome in terms of life satisfaction and wellbeing. In 

this study, a differentiated approach towards social relationship was taken by seeing not all 

relationships as harmonious and low on conflict during all phases of the life span but trying to 

explain positive and negative consequences of intergenerational relationships for adult 

children and parents. The attachment theoretical orientation from its predominant focus on 

attachment relationships in childhood was expanded towards attachment as a useful 

framework for investigating attachment relationships across the life span with paying 

particular attention to intergenerational solidarity and support exchange. The outcomes of the 

reported studies have shown that attachment concepts, such as dimensions of relationships 

and attachment styles can be made suitable to deserve a place in research at the cross-section 

of sociology, psychology and gerontology and in policy debates on kin relations, support and 

solidarity as it has been shown that important constructs from attachment theory can be 

operationalized with sociologically motivated large scale survey data. The theoretical and 

empirical investigation of relationship characteristics and intergenerational support exchange 

in terms of attachment dimensions allows a more complete understanding of the pervasive 

impact of family solidarity on wellbeing, life satisfaction and mental health. Other work too, 

has accentuated the multidimensionality of intergenerational relationships beyond childhood 

(cf. Van Gaalen & Dykstra, 2006). In order to understand why family support patterns are 

often resistant to change and how they are associated with outcome it is important to pay 

attention to the affective core structure of relationships. The extended concept of 

intergenerational relationships built on solidarity and attachment characterizes universal 

components of this special relationship and its interactions with the environment and depicts 

its unique experiences for individuals, families, societies and cultures.  

 

Societal Implications 

Given societal challenges such as longevity, increased chronic diseases, immigration 

and simultaneous demands from different generations within families, caregiving and support 

exchange within kin networks will become more and more important. At the same time a 

trend towards individualization or differentiation in terms of the organization of private life 

can be observed in Western societies (Strohmeier & Kuijsten, 1997). However, families and 

positive family relations fulfill important functions for wellbeing and health (Schulze, 2006) 

that are difficult to fulfill for other institutions. As the present thesis has shown, these 

functions may be challenged for example in strained intergenerational relationships or as a 

consequence of value discrepancies between generations. Creating structures in which family 



relationships across the whole lifespan, from infants to the oldest old, are stimulated in terms 

of affective quality, in which stability and continuity is safeguarded, which allow children 

experience reliable and sensitive caregiving and to develop mental representations of secure 

relationships seems very important with respect to wellbeing and health of generations and 

support exchange between generations as a resource under certain conditions.  

The state, voluntary association or policies cannot produce good relationships between 

children and parents – this is exclusively a matter of personal relations and their development. 

But that does not mean that the development and maintenance of good and significant 

personal relationships with members of kin is not a theme for public debate and decisions. It 

should be taken into account that meaningful and long lasting relations between family 

members in all phases of the lifespan cannot be taken for granted (Kaufmann, Kuijsten, 

Schulze, & Strohmeier, 2002) although they are crucial for our wellbeing and the very 

meaning of life. Politics and associations should respect, strengthen and support relations of 

high quality as a resource by setting up or creating the preconditions under which private life 

is developing. Markets, politics, policy, firms, and mass media – they all have a dynamic of 

their own. If this dynamic is not being controlled for from the perspective of feasibility for 

mothers and fathers to build up and maintain good relations with their children, by stimulating 

child and family development within the family and linking the political system with the 

family, the resource of good quality within family is being threatened (Bronfenbrenner & 

Morris, 1998). High-quality intrafamilial and other significant relationships are a resource of 

high relevance for the life of almost everyone and there is a public responsibility to take care 

of the continuity of good relationships by sensibility for the needs of families and individuals 

in all their phases of life. 

 


