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COLLEGE STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF PARENT-CHILD RELATIONSHIPS
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University of Nebraska, 2001

Advisor: Gargi Roysircar-Sodowsky

In classical attachment theory, parental attachments are believed to form the basis
of a cognitive framework for psychological development and interpersonal functioning.
This study investigated the theoretical concept of attachments to parents as having
pervasive influence on psychological adaptation into young adultho;)d. It was also
believed that separate attachments to mothers and fathers would produce differential
effects on psychological adaptation and that these attachments would continue to be
influential for young adults. Specifically, traditional-age (approximately 18 to 23) college
students’ perceptions of separate attachments to their mothers and fathers were related to
students’ self-reported explanatory style and empathy. Because of their presumed
importance for interpersonal functioning and adaptation, explanatory style and empathy

were believed to be important variables to investigate in connection to parental

attachments.

Using a survey methodology, data were collected and analyzed from 362 college
students (women: 288, men: 74) who attended a Midwestern university. Students from a
variety of undergraduate courses received course credit for their participation in the study.

Results of a multiple regression supported the hypothesis that parental
attachments, assessed by the Inventory of Parent Attachments (IPA; Armsden &

Greenberg, 1989), were positively related to explanatory style. Davis’ (1980)
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Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) was used to assess cognitive empathy (Perspective-
Taking) and emotional empathy (Empathic Concemrn, Personal Distress). The
hypothesized relationship between Mother Attachment and empathy was partially
supported: Mother Attachment was positively related to cognitive empathy (Perspective-
Taking) and emotional empathy (Empathic Concern). However, Father Attachment was
negatively related to Personal Distress. Unexpectedly, Personal Distress emerged as the
single best predictor of positive-negative explanatory style.

Participants’ written responses on the Attributional Style Questionnaire (ASQ;
Peterson et al., 1982) were qualitatively analyzed. Six attributional themes were

identified: Self-Traits, Self-Behaviors, Other’s-Traits, Qther’s-Behaviors, Relationships,

and Circumstances. Notable distinctions emerged between men and women on the

themes. Overall, women wrote more relationship-based causes (41%) than men did

(31%). Men endorsed more self-based causes (Self-Traits, Self-Behaviors) than women at

more than a 4:1 ratio.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

Traditionally, young adulthood has been viewed as a time of increased separation
from parents in order to achieve personal independence. Previously, the assumption was
that young adulthood is characterized by conflict as people disengage from dependence
on parents to achieve autonomy (Blos, 1972; Douvan & Adelson, 1966; Freud, 1958). In
addition, Erikson (1968) stated that during late adolescence and young adulthood the
task of identity formation gives rise to forming intimate relationships with peers.
However, in a counterpoint to the theoretical consensus on adolescent individuation,
other research states that parents, and not peers, are the most influential figures
throughout adolescence and into young adulthood (e.g., Greenberg, Siegel, & Leitch,
1983; Rosenberg, 1979; Smith, 1976). In either case, parents have a critical role; perhaps
both issues -- separation from parents, as well as seeking parental support for adult roles
and decisions -- are important for young adults.
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationships among perceptions
of parental attachments, explanatory style, and empathy in traditional-age college
students. This age group, roughly identified as young adult (ages 18 to 23), was of
interest because parental influence in terms of emotional support is still important for
psychological adaptation. Specifically, the researcher was interested in investigating
whether internal models, presumed to derive from primary attachment relationships with

parents, were related to factors in interpersonal functioning. Explanatory style and
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(38

empathy were two such vanables and were of interest in part because they originate from
interpersonal antecedents. Further, explanatory style and empathic ability appear to be
vital for personal and interpersonal adaptation. Because of this likelihood, it was
suspected that explanatory style and empathy would be highly schematized as mental
representations and would be associated with primary attachment relationships. It was
thus anticipated that this study would provide information as to whether internal models
of the self and others would be influential in the expression of explanatory style and
empathy. This chapter continues with brief discussions of classical attachment theory,
explanatory style, and empathy, followed by a summary of the research questions.
- Attachment Theory

Bowlby (1969/1982) stressed that, in particular, the mother-child bond has broad
implications for cognitive, affective, and psychosocial development from childhood
through young adulthood. Bowlby wrote at a time (that is, in the 1960s and 1970s) when
it was believed that secure or insecure bonds between the infant and mother directly
influenced psychological development. Bowlby theorized that self-representations that
emanate from the parent-child attachment comprise the internal working model of the self
which functions as a cognitive and affective filter through which future relationships are
interpreted.

The present study focused on (a) self-reports of college students’ perceptions of
attachments with their mothers and fathers and possible other attachment figures (e.g.,
grandparents, aunts/uncles, siblings), and the relationships of these attachments with the

participants’ (b) explanatory style and (c) empathy. Because the study addressed the
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relationship of variables (i.e., explanatory style and empathy) external to perceptions of
parental attachments, the investigator addressed the broader domain of the internal
working model of the self and its implications for young adults’ psychological adaptation
and interpersonal relationships. A brief discussion of script theory and self-schema theory
also was included as conceptually related to the notion of internal models of the self.

Internal working model: Conceptualization. Bowlby was inspired by Craik’s
(1943) evolutionary perspective that survival is improved in individuals who are able to
internalize a model of their environment as a means of adapting and modifying behaviors
and courses of action. Similar to Craik, Bowlby (1969/1982) believed the intemal
working model of the self, composed of evolving cognitive and emotional mental
structures, preceded language development. Memory development in infants facilitated
the internalization of images of objects and people even when these were not present.
According to Bowlby, the ability to internalize mental images represented the beginnings
of a working model in which the infant was able to form simple attachment plans such as
recognizing and searching out missing attachment figures. With language development,
the child was able to communicate simple predictions of responses from the attachment
figure. Language facility also enabled the child to negotiate his or her relational needs
and goals and to anticipate the goals of the attachment figure.

Bowlby (1969/1982) conceptualized the internal working model as a network of
interrelated and complementary mental representations of the self and attachment
figure(s) which were derived from repeated experiences of the attachment figure’s

availability or avoidance. Bowlby proposed that quality of early attachments resulted in
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degrees of security or insecurity in subsequent relationships. Bowlby believed a central
purpose of the internal working model was to enable the infant to predict future
interactions with parents. Furthermore, the internal model of the self served a self-
fulfilling purpose by replicating early attachments in future relationships. Thus, Bowlby
(1980) depicted working models as mental filters through which attachment relationships
and social relationships were interpreted and self-understanding was constructed.

Script theory: A conceptual hierarchy of mental representations. Bowlby’s (1973,

1979) formulation on mental models of the attachment relationships did not include the
kinds of cognitive mechanisms that could influence later development. Schank’s (1982)
reformulation of script theory provides such a conceptualization of how interpersonal
experiences are organized and manipulated in memory. Schank (1982) suggested that
autobiographical memories are compartmentalized and organized into an elaborate set of
schemas which represent elements of experiences such as space, time, movement,
causality, motivation, and affect. The organization and hierarchical nature of the schemas
may range from immediate experiences to thos‘e that are general and abstract. The
network of schemas may also allow the individual to interpret immediate experience or
predict future interactions based on memory content of attachment relationships. Schank
proposed that a significant change in the working model of the self requires changes in
many related schemas composed of salient experiences with the attachment figure. By
implication, schemas may serve to interconnect multiple domains of self-knowledge at

various levels of abstraction or generality. Therefore, an individual who has models of

the self formed by insecure attachments may interpret the world in general as an unsafe
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and untrustworthy place (Bretherton, 1996).

Self-schemas. Cognitive mechanisms such as scripts provide a clearer description
of how information across many domains is organized and interrelated, such that these
schemata may be accessed as a means of predicting the behaviors of others’ or one’s own
behavior in immediate and future situations. Whereas scripts pertain to a wide range of
mental representations, later theoretical formulations have identified that personality traits
may be collections of special schemas, termed “self-schemas.” Marcus (1977, p. 64)
defines self-schemas as **...cognitive generalizations about the self, derived from past
experience, that organize and guide the processing of self-related information contained
in the individual’s social experiences.”

Self-schemas provide a potentially clearer picture of how information about the
self originates, is organized and ultimately becomes part of each person’s individual
identity. Thus, self-schemas do not simply refer to information that is useful in predicting
behavior, but also to information that pertains to descriptions and predictions of the core
self. These self-schemas become the focus of both conscious and unconscious cognitive,
affective or somatic attention that define the core self (Marcus, 1990). By implication,
self-schemas likely are rooted in interpersonal experiences with attachment figures from
which people derive their most salient information about themselves. As a result,
schematic information about the self is directly linked to one’s future social relationships
(Marcus, 1983).

Multiple attachment figures. Bowlby (1969/1982) maintained that children form

attachment relationships with any adults who provide them with ongoing physical care
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