
INTERGENERATIONAL TRANSMISSION  
OF PARENTING BEHAVIOURS:  

The role of intimate partner violence  
and mental health

What we know

What we need to learn

Parenting includes a range of behaviours such as providing guidance and emotional support, 
creating structure and consistency, and setting and enforcing boundaries in ways which support 
positive child development, help children learn expectations and consequences for behaviours, 
reward good behaviour, and engage with the world1-3. While there is a tendency to label a per-
son as a good or bad parent, in reality parents engage in a range of behaviours which may both 
be healthy and unhealthy, such as use of non-violent and violent discipline strategies with chil-
dren. Negative life experiences such as childhood exposure to violence from caregivers, intimate 
partner violence exposure in adolescence and adulthood, and socioeconomic factors such as 
poverty, are known risk factors for negative parenting behaviours4-7. These positive and negative 
parenting behaviours may have short-and long-term effects on children’s health and behaviours8.

To date, there is limited under-
standing on intergeneration-
al transmission of positive and 
negative parenting behaviours in 
South Africa, as most evidence 
on parenting comes from North 
America, Europe, and Australia. 
While intimate partner violence 
exposure and mental distress 
are associated with negative par-
enting behaviours, there is a gap 
in longitudinal research on how 
these risk factors relate to child-
hood parenting experiences. Un-
derstanding pathways and related 
mechanisms for intergenerational 
transmission of both positive and 
negative parenting behaviours 
may illuminate strategies to inter-
vene to promote positive parent-
ing and mitigate impacts of nega-
tive parenting.

How we did the research

In 2010-2011, 1664 adolescents aged 10 – 17 
were randomly sampled from households in 
Ehlenzani district, Mpumalanga province, and 
invited to participate in interviews about their 
health and wellbeing, including experiences 
of parenting behaviours and mental distress. 
In 2022-2024, those same adolescents, now 
young adults aged 20-33, were re-interviewed 
about their health and wellbeing, including 
their own use of parenting strategies with a 
child in their care. This study focused on the 
childhood experiences of female adolescents 
(n=549) who were caring for their own biolog-
ical child, or caring for a child as if they were 
the child’s parent, in adulthood. Confirmatory 
factor analysis established that eight domains 
of parenting were relevant to young women in 
Mpumalanga, and structural equation model-
ling was used to identify pathways between 
childhood experiences of several parenting 
behaviours, and adult use of parenting strate-
gies with children.



Receiving more praise from parents in childhood is protective for child mental health. Female 
children who received more positive verbal feedback from their caregivers such as compliments and 
praise for good behaviour and for helping with household chores had fewer symptoms of depres-
sion, anxiety, PTSD, and suicidal ideation and/or attempt. Children who received more praise were 
also less likely to enforce punishments and to reduce the strength of stated punishments with their 
own children in adulthood.

Experiencing psychological abuse from caregivers exacerbates childhood mental distress. 
Overall, 66% of female children experienced abusive behaviour from caregivers, with 44% experi-
encing psychological abuse. Psychological abuse exposure was significantly associated with chil-
dren’s depression, anxiety, PTSD, and suicidality symptoms among female children. Physical abuse 
exposure was marginally associated with greater depression symptoms but not with anxiety, PTSD, 
or suicidal ideation or attempt. 

What did we find

Female adolescents who experience psychological abuse are more likely to experience a 
cascade of risk factors which lead to violent parenting. Overall, 53% of females who were care-
giving for a child in adulthood had used physical or psychological abuse, or deprivational neglect, 

Figure 1. Prevalence and impact of violent experiences of parenting on adolescent mental health, Waves 1-2 (2010-2011). 
Black arrows show significant (p< 0.05) associations, and blue arrows show marginal (p < 0.10) associations.
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Figure 2. Mechanisms for intergenerational transmission of violent parenting among female young adults in Mpumalanga, 
South Africa. Black arrows show significant (p< 0.05) associations, and blue arrows show marginal (p < 0.10) associations.

Childhood 
experience of 

psychological abuse

Experiences in adolescence 
(Waves 1-2, 2010-2011)

Past-year IPV 
experience 
(adulthood)

Recent parental 
stress (adulthood)

Use of violent 
discipline towards 
child (adulthood)

Past-month 
food insecurity 

(adulthood)

Experiences in young adulthood (Wave 3, 2022-2024)
Use of parenting strategies 
in young adulthood (Wave 

3, 2022-2024)

.234 .206

.131 .116.133  
(p 0.053)



1.	 Darling N, Steinberg L. Parenting Style as Context: An Integrative Model. Psychological bulletin. 1993;113(3):487-96.
2.	 Baumrind D. Authoritarian vs. authoritative parental control. Adolescence. 1968;3(11):255-72.
3.	 Verhoeven M, Deković M, Bodden D, van Baar AL. Development and initial validation of the comprehensive early childhood parenting ques-

tionnaire (CECPAQ) for parents of 1–4 year-olds. European Journal of Developmental Psychology. 2017;14(2):233-47.
4.	 Fulu E, Miedema S, Roselli T, McCook S, Chan KL, Haardörfer R, Jewkes R. Pathways between childhood trauma, intimate partner 

violence, and harsh parenting: findings from the UN Multi-country Study on Men and Violence in Asia and the Pacific. Lancet Glob Health. 
2017;5(5):e512-e22.

5.	 Miedema SS, Kyaw AT. Women’s intergenerational intimate partner violence and household child abuse in Burma (Myanmar). SSM Popul 
Health. 2022;17:101010.

6.	 Falb KL, Blackwell A, Hategekimana JdD, Sifat M, Roth D, O’Connor M. Co-Occurring Intimate Partner Violence and Child Abuse in Eastern 
Democratic Republic of Congo: The Influence of Early Life Experiences of Abuse. Violence Against Women. 2022;0(0):10778012221145302.

7.	 Lachman JM, D. CL, E. BM, Caroline K, and Casale M. Positive parenting for positive parents: HIV/AIDS, poverty, caregiver depression, child 
behavior, and parenting in South Africa. AIDS Care. 2014;26(3):304-13.

8.	 Ahmad SI, Rudd KL, LeWinn KZ, Mason WA, Murphy L, Juarez PD, et al. Maternal childhood trauma and prenatal stressors are associated 
with child behavioral health. J Dev Orig Health Dis. 2022;13(4):483-93.

Source 
Asghar, K., Christofides, N., Woollett, N., Franchino-Olsen, F., Thurston, C., 
& Meinck, F. The intergenerational transmission of parenting behaviours: a 

longitudinal cohort study of female adolescents in South Africa.

Programme implications

•	 Child and family-focused interventions may promote positive parenting and mitigate 
negative parenting strategies through a combination of:

•	 Parent skills training focused positive verbal feedback, and relationship-building 
through play and activities with children, and appropriate discipline strategies;

•	 Social support network building and stress relief activities to reduce parental 
stress; and

•	 Economic empowerment and/or cash transfer provision to families to address 
food insecurity.

•	 Greater investment in mental health services and in group-based community mental 
health programming for children may mitigate negative impacts of violent parenting 
experiences and create avenues for building social support.

•	 Addressing IPV through prevention efforts and greater provision of psychological and 
financial support to survivors may help promote positive parenting and prevent use of 
violent parenting with children.

against their children. While psychological abuse exposure in childhood was not directly associat-
ed with use of violent discipline strategies with children, our findings revealed an indirect pathway 
which helps explain the role of intimate partner violence exposure in negative parenting. Specifically, 
female children who experienced psychological abuse were more likely to experience lifetime and 
past-year IPV, and female adults who experienced past-year IPV were more likely to experience 
food insecurity. Greater food insecurity, in turn, exacerbated parenting stress, and greater parenting 
stress was directly associated with use of violent discipline with children.


