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Abstract

 

This review describes a re-
cent approach to studying the
intergenerational processes
that place families and chil-
dren at risk for a broad variety
of social, behavioral, and health
problems. Intergenerational stud-
ies typically involve two (or
more) generations of partici-
pants, observed over time.
These projects are utilized to
study the origins and early de-
terminants of parenting behav-
ior and of other environmental,
health, and social conditions
that place young offspring at
risk for continuing behavioral,
cognitive, and health prob-
lems. Convergent findings,
across a broad range of re-
search populations in several
countries, suggest that prob-
lematic parenting develops in
part through learning the be-
havior modeled by one’s own
parents. In addition, problem-
atic parenting seems to be an
extension of an individual’s
early style of aggressive and
problematic social behavior.
Parents with a history of child-
hood aggression, in particular,
tend to have continuing social,
behavioral, and health difficul-
ties, as do their offspring. Con-
versely, parental involvement,
cognitive stimulation, warmth,
and nurturance appear to have
important protective effects for
offspring. Finally, educational
achievement appears to be a
powerful buffer against prob-

 

lematic parenting and a wide
variety of difficult family cir-
cumstances, protecting fami-
lies against the transfer of risk
between generations.
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Longitudinal studies following
the lives of children into adulthood
are generally familiar to psycholo-
gists. Over the 20th century, such
studies have contributed a great
deal to our understanding of the
course of development. In particu-
lar, longitudinal studies that have
followed individuals across the life
course have provided basic infor-
mation about the ways in which
young children’s psychological
and behavioral characteristics in-
teract with their environment and
experiences, leading to various
positive or negative life trajecto-
ries. Recently, there has been a new
feature introduced into many on-
going and recently initiated longi-
tudinal studies (Serbin & Stack,
1998). As their young participants
reach adulthood, many of these
projects are being utilized to study
the origins and early determinants
of parenting behavior. In addition,
birth circumstances, pre- and peri-
natal maternal health, and other as-
pects of the family environment
that may affect the psychological
growth of young offspring are be-

ing studied within prospective lon-
gitudinal designs.

In part, this focus on the devel-
opmental origins of parenting and
child rearing is a response to re-
newed interest in the outcomes of
atypical patterns of social behavior,
such as extreme aggression in girls
(Peplar, Madsen, Webster, & Le-
vene, 2003; Underwood, 2003).
Girls’ aggression is attracting in-
creasing attention as a risk factor
for ongoing social maladjustment,
as well as mental and physical
health problems. Early aggression
may become a stable pattern of so-
cial behavior in both males and fe-
males, leading to maladaptive fam-
ily relationships, including violent
and dysfunctional behavior toward
spouses and children. In other
words, there has been considerable
recent interest in understanding
the long-term consequences of
childhood aggression and other
problematic patterns of social be-
havior. Psychologists are particu-
larly interested in examining how
these types of behaviors in child-
hood may affect a person’s future
family relationships and transfer
risk to a new generation of children.

 

BACKGROUND

Risk Research and Prospective 
Longitudinal Designs

 

Current theory, supported by a
growing body of empirical re-
search, strongly suggests that ge-
netic and environmental influences
combine to produce intergenera-
tional similarities between parents
and children. Individual character-
istics, learning experiences, envi-
ronmental context, and the process
of development interact to create
differing life trajectories and out-
comes. These variables and a sub-
ject’s life outcomes can be observed
and measured over time. Despite the
overall tendency for similarity and
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continuity within families, there is
always considerable variability in
behavior between individuals,
even within families identified as at
risk or within disadvantaged groups.
Studies of the circumstances, envi-
ronments, and experiences that pro-
mote differential outcomes for chil-
dren and their families are often
referred to in the literature as risk
research.

 

Intergenerational Research Designs

 

Longitudinal research has his-
torically been concerned with un-
derstanding the processes of social-
ization: how one generation transfers
patterns of behavior to the next. In
a variation of this theme, recent in-
tergenerational studies have often
focused on the  predic t ion  of
parenting behavior and other envi-
ronmental conditions within the life
course of one generation, with a
view to identifying the processes
that place the offspring of the origi-
nal subjects at risk for social, be-
havioral, and health problems
across childhood and adulthood.
Outcomes studied have included
parenting conditions and environ-
mental conditions that place a new
generation at risk for a disadvan-
taged life course, as well as the ac-
tual behavior and health of the
young offspring. In these studies, a
series of steps involving develop-
mental processes that lead to the
outcomes of interest is proposed,
based on theory. These proposed
steps are then statistically tested
for their fit with the observed data.
If members of both generations
(parent and child) are examined at
approximately the same ages, re-
searchers can compare parents and
children to determine the similar-
ity of their behavior at similar
points in development (Cairns,
Cairns, Xie, Leung, & Hearne,
1998). At the same time, the impact
of parenting behavior and other
environmental factors can be ex-

amined (Conger, Neppl, Kim, &
Scaramella, 2003).

 

CONCEPTUAL AND 
RESEARCH ISSUES

Predicting Early Parenthood, 
Parenting Behavior, and 
Environmental Rearing 
Conditions

 

The most basic design for study-
ing intergenerational risk involves
following a sample of children as
they mature and become parents
themselves. Some such studies fo-
cus primarily on a single genera-
tion, but many also include the
parents of the target participants,
and also the target participants’
children, the generation born dur-
ing the course of the study. Inter-
generational studies, in this way,
often include up to three genera-
tions. Outcomes that are relevant
to the intergenerational transfer of
risk may include the circumstances
of the next generation’s birth, the
parenting behavior of the partici-
pants, and the rearing environment
that they establish for the next gen-
eration.

For example, a number of stud-
ies have examined the predictors of
teen parenthood within various
high-risk populations, including
low-income rural families, foster
children, inner-city urban chil-
dren, and racial minority groups
(Fagot, Pears, Capaldi, Crosby, &
Leve, 1998; Hardy, Astone, Brooks-
Gunn, Shapiro, & Miller, 1998;
Scaramella, Conger, Simons, &
Whitbeck, 1998; Serbin et al., 1998;
Serbin, Peters, McAffer, & Schwartz-
man, 1991). Both behavioral and
environmental predictors of teen
parenthood have been identified in
these longitudinal studies. Such fac-
tors include early aggression and
other antisocial behavior, risk-taking
behavior (such as smoking, or alco-

hol and drug use), having delin-
quent friends, failing in school, and
dropping out of high school. Pro-
tective factors include family in-
come (above poverty level), social
support to parents (by extended
family, friends, and the community),
parental involvement in their child’s
activities and schoolwork, and high
academic abilities and achievement
of the child during the elementary
and high school years.

Along with teen parenthood,
other problematic conditions for
offspring have been predicted from
parents’ earlier patterns of aggres-
sive behavior and low levels of ed-
ucational achievement. These con-
ditions include obstetric and delivery
problems and poor pre- and post-
natal infant health. Longitudinal
studies with participants drawn from
many geographic and cultural re-
gions (including the United King-
dom, United States, Canada, and
Scandinavia), and from diverse so-
cial and ethnic groups, have yielded
a general convergence of findings
about risk factors and protective
factors for teen parenthood, prob-
lematic parenting, and impover-
ished early environment.

 

The Intergenerational Transfer of 
Parenting Behavior

 

Many ongoing intergenerational
studies are examining the similarity
of parenting behavior from one gen-
eration to the next. Most of these
studies have focused on the trans-
fer of harsh and punitive parenting,
or on effective versus ineffective
transfer of styles of parenting be-
havior (see also Capaldi, Pears,
Patterson, & Owen, 2003; Chen &
Kaplan, 2001; Conger et al., 2003;
Thornberry Freeman-Gallant, Lizotte,
Krohn, & Smith, 2003). General sup-
port has been found for the idea
that direct modeling of parenting
behaviors leads to the transfer of
those behaviors from one generation
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to the next. However, these studies
also suggest that there is continuity
of an aggressive behavioral style
from childhood to parenthood. In
other words, adults’ style of parent-
ing incorporates both (a) what they
learned directly from parenting be-
havior that was modeled in their
childhood and (b) their own behav-
ioral style, which was already ap-
parent during childhood.

 

Predicting Outcomes in a
Second Generation

 

Parents’ histories are often used
to predict a variety of outcomes in
the next generation, such as their
offsprings’ early health, behavior,
and development. In studies that
include parents and their children,
both individual and environmental
sources of risk may be identified.
Predictors of interest often include
events that occurred years prior to
the birth of the offspring. For exam-
ple, in several studies of the offspring
of teen parents (e.g., Fagot et al.,
1998; Serbin, Peters, & Schwartz-
man, 1996), parents who had been
aggressive and antisocial as chil-
dren tended to have offspring who
had poorer physical health (e.g.,
asthma, frequent respiratory infec-
tions) and made more visits to the
emergency room during the first
years of life than the offspring of
other parents. One variable that
may be involved in these specific
negative outcomes for early health
is maternal smoking, as mothers
who smoke tend to have a history
of childhood aggression, risk tak-
ing, and antisocial behavior.

 

Predicting Diverse Outcomes 
Within Populations Identified
as at Risk

 

Some intergenerational designs
focus on atypical or clinical risk

factors, such as specific behavioral
problems or having a family mem-
ber with diagnosed mental illness.
For example, a researcher might
observe children whose parents
have depression or parents who
are raising developmentally de-
layed children. Some intergenera-
tional studies include a range of
risk profiles, or include multiple
comparison groups, each with a
distinct risk profile (see McMahon
& Peters, 2002, for a recent collec-
tion of studies of the children of
dysfunctional, mentally ill, and at-
risk parents).

 

SUMMARY OF CENTRAL 
FINDINGS AND 

CONCLUSIONS TO DATE

 

Several generally consistent
findings deserve emphasis. First,
problematic parenting seems to be
the combined outcome of model-
ing by the individual’s own par-
ents and the continuation of a pat-
tern of aggressive and antisocial
behavior that can be observed in
the individual early in childhood.
Second, childhood aggression and
antisocial behavior also seem to
lead to problematic parenting and
negative outcomes for offspring
via an indirect pathway from child-
hood behavior patterns to adolescent
risk-taking behavior, low educa-
tional and occupational attain-
ment, maternal smoking, substance
abuse, poverty, and other problem-
atic circumstances of birth and par-
enthood. Third, parental involve-
ment, warmth, and nurturance
during childhood appear to have
important protective effects on
later family formation and parent-
ing. Finally, educational achievement
appears to be a powerful buffer
against problematic parenting and
the transfer of risk to the next gen-
eration, within both normative
samples and at-risk populations.

 

UNRESOLVED ISSUES AND 
DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE 

RESEARCH

The Need for Integrated 
Theoretical Models and 
Research Designs

 

The specific and interrelated
pathways linking maladaptive be-
havior during childhood to future
parenting problems need to be ex-
amined within comprehensive re-
search models and designs. In par-
ticular, history of socialization, the
indirect effects of early maladap-
tive behavior (such as school drop-
out, substance abuse, ill health, and
poverty), and genetic factors affect-
ing behavior and temperament
should all be included in both the
theoretical models and the empiri-
cal designs used in intergenera-
tional research. In many current
studies that are focusing on behav-
ior and environment in the absence
of genetic information, researchers
are studying only a piece of the
puzzle of intergenerational transfer
of risk. Advances in work with
physiological, behavioral, or mo-
lecular genetic markers may pro-
vide new opportunities to mea-
sure the genetic and physiological
similarity of parent and child gen-
erations. Both projects in the plan-
ning stage and ongoing intergener-
ational research programs may
choose to incorporate these new
methods into their designs in fu-
ture phases of data collection.

 

Statistics and 
Methodological Limitations

 

The complexity of intergenera-
tional processes—in particular, the
interactive and sequential nature of
individuals’ life trajectories—pre-
sents many challenges for research-
ers using traditional methods of
quantitative and qualitative statis-
tical analysis. Multiple regression
and path modeling are widely
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used in intergenerational research,
but these methods have definite
and well-known limitations, espe-
cially when dealing with interac-
tive, cumulative processes. A vari-
ety of new and evolving methods
that utilize multiple predictors to
project developmental trajectories
(i.e., hierarchical linear modeling,
growth curve analysis) present
some intriguing possibilities for ex-
panding the array of theoretical
and empirical issues that can be in-
vestigated within intergenerational
studies.

 

Moving Beyond the Limits of 
Current Correlational Designs

 

Uncontrolled situations and
events are often important concep-
tually and statistically, representing
naturally occurring influences on the
life course of individuals. Examining
converging results from several stud-
ies will help us determine if predic-
tive patterns related to individuals’
characteristics and experiences are
specific to particular studies, his-
torical periods, or research popula-
tions, or occur more generally. In
order to confirm whether the pre-
dictive effects identified in inter-
generational research projects to
date are causal, intervention stud-
ies using experimental or quasi-
experimental designs, including ran-
dom assignment of participants to
intervention and control groups,
will be required. In the future, it may
be possible to employ experimental
designs to examine well-specified re-
search questions, such as the effects
of parent training or other preven-
tion programs, within intergenera-
tional research projects.

 

APPLICATIONS AND 
IMPLICATIONS FOR

SOCIAL POLICY

 

Issues of intergenerational trans-
fer of risk are central to the field of

human development. However,
their importance extends further
because identifying risk factors
provides crucial information that
can be used in developing social,
educational, and health policy. Pol-
icymakers often want to design
and implement preventive inter-
ventions aimed at improving chil-
dren’s health and well-being. Before
such interventions are designed and
evaluated, however, it is essential to
identify and evaluate specific pre-
dictors of risk and protective fac-
tors that increase children’s resil-
iency. Because healthy functioning
during early childhood is an im-
portant predictor of healthy life-
long development, it is important
to design preventive strategies that
can be implemented during early
childhood, pregnancy, and even prior
to conception. For example, many
intergenerational studies suggest that
maternal education is a key protec-
tive element for children in high-
risk families. Based on these find-
ings, an experimental study could
be designed to investigate the ef-
fects of providing increased educa-
tional and social support to girls
who are at risk for dropping out of
school. These girls could be fol-
lowed into adulthood so that we
might evaluate the usefulness of
such increased support for the fu-
ture health and development of their
children.

The opportunity to study com-
plex, important phenomena with
intergenerational designs has been
compelling for many developmen-
tal researchers in recent years. This
trend seems likely to continue and
expand.
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Abstract

 

Historically, the notion of
transfer has been very contro-
versial, conceptually as well as
empirically. Therefore, there is
an obvious need for further
inquiry aimed at a better un-
derstanding of the processes
underlying transfer. Taking into
account the recent literature,
this article defines transfer as
the broad, productive, and sup-
ported use of acquired knowl-
edge, skills, and motivations in
new contexts and learning tasks.
As an illustration, an interven-
tion study is briefly discussed.
This study shows the possibil-
ity of designing a powerful
learning environment that
yields transfer effects in accor-
dance with this reconceptual-
ized perspective on transfer.
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transfer; learning; learning en-
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Throughout history, educators
have attempted to equip students
with cognitive tools that they can ap-
ply beyond the initial learning con-
text. At present, transfer of learned
knowledge and skills is still consid-
ered a fundamental goal of educa-
tion. It is, for instance, expected that
the teaching of reading comprehen-
sion will facilitate students’ reading
and understanding of texts in other
subject-matter domains and outside
the classroom. In addition, the field
of industrial and corporate training
is strongly interested in the transfer
of learning. For example, an em-
ployer may attempt to teach clerks
to use a text-processing program in
such a way that afterward they can
easily and quickly acquire mastery
of a new program.

The scientific study of transfer
dates back only to the beginning of
the previous century. From the
start, the concept has been very
controversial, conceptually as well
as empirically. The empirical litera-
ture contains many failures to
achieve transfer, but also many suc-

cessful demonstrations of transfer.
At the conceptual level, researchers
argue for divergent conceptions of
transfer that reflect different schools
in psychology. For instance, from a
behavioristic perspective, for trans-
fer to occur the transfer task must
share specific identical elements
with the original learning task. But
from a cognitive psychology stand-
point, the transfer of general skills,
such as problem-solving strate-
gies, can occur (De Corte, 1999).

In this article, I attempt to explain
and overcome the empirical and
conceptual discords by reconcep-
tualizing transfer in terms of the
productive use of cognitive tools
and motivations. I discuss an in-
tervention study illustrating the
possibility of designing learning
environments that yield transfer
effects in accordance with the re-
vised perspective on transfer. The
article ends by touching on some
major issues for further inquiry.

 

RECONCEPTUALIZING 
TRANSFER

 

Proposals to reconceptualize the
transfer construct are making an
important contribution toward ad-
vancing theory and research. An
analysis of the literature shows that
traditionally transfer was very nar-
rowly conceived as the indepen-
dent and immediate application of


