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Impact of Parental Representations and Related
Parenting Behavior on Children

Ebeveynlerin Cocuga Yonelik Temsillerinin ve Ilgili Ebeveyn
Davranislarinin Cocuga Etkileri
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Parental representations tend to be formed in the prenatal period and affect the child- parent relationship in the
long term. Therefore, in the clinical environment, it is important to define parents’ representations to increase
the success of therapeutic interventions and prevent childhood psychopathologies with various intervention
programs. With this concern, the aim of this review was to summarize the literature about parental
representations and their relationship between parenting behavior, and childhood developmental problems.
Related to this purpose, this review includes the definition and categories of parental representations, the factors
which contribute to parental representations, and the relations between parenting and childhood developmental
problems.
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ABSTRACT

Gocuga yonelik temsiller dogum 6ncesi dénemde olugma egiliminde olup uzun vadede ebeveyn- ¢ocuk arasindaki
iligkiyi etkileyebilmektedir. Anne babanin ¢ocuga yonelik temsillerinin degerlendirilmesi, aile ve ¢ocuga yonelik
terap6tik mudahalelerin bagarisini artirma ve cegitli miidahale programlarnyla ¢ocukluk ¢ag: psikopatolojilerini
6nlemek a¢isindan 6nem tagimaktadir. Bu nedenle, bu derlemenin amaci anne babanin ¢ocuga yonelik temsilleri
ile bunlarin anne babalik davraniglar: ve cocuk tizerindeki etkileri hakkindaki literatiirii 6zetlemektir. Bu amag
dogrultusunda derleme, anne babanin ¢ocuga yonelik temsillerinin tanimini, bu temsillere etki eden faktérleri,
cocuga yonelik temsillerin anne babanin davraniglarina etkisi ve cocuk uizerindeki sonuglarini icermektedir.
Anahtar sézciikler: Ebeveyn temsilleri, cocuk yetistirme, ebeveyn cocuk iligkisi, gelisimsel psikopatoloji
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Introduction

In the developmental psychopathology research field, the parent-child relationship -especially parental
representations- is one of the topics that attracts the attention of researchers and clinicians in terms of its
clinical implications (Zeanah et al. 1994, Benoit et al. 1997a). Especially, the representational model is one of
the important models which aims to present the pathways leading to developmental psychopathology in
individuals, emphasizing the value of representations and subjectivity in the parent-child relationship (Zeanah
and Anders 1987, Lewis 2014). Representations also named as “internal working models” by Bowlby, include
representations of one's self, environment, life plans, thoughts and emotions, and allow us to make predictions
about individuals’ attachment behaviors (Mayseless 2006). Bowlby (1982) states that internalization processes
of representations occur via the experiences with the attachment figures. When an infant's needs and signals
are consistently responded to, the infant internalizes that relationship as safe and caring. On the other hand, if
the infant's needs are not responded to effectively, the child tends to perceive his relationship with others as
insecure, and he evaluates himself as undesirable (Zeanah and Anders 1987). Additionally, the internal
representational model includes the information level about the one’s relationship with an attachment figure.
Informational level consists of two types of knowledge as factual knowledge and affective knowledge
(Crittenden 1990). While factual knowledge represents existent knowledge about one’s own and another’s
attachment behaviors in the relationship; affective knowledge represents the feelings which are related with the
relationship. This affective content may vary from fully satisfaction to fear, anger, anxiety, and hopelessness
(Crittenden 1990). Zeanah and Anders (1987) state that children internalize their relationships with their
caregivers in a gradual process as their cognitive and memory capacities develop. Especially when they reach the
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18th month, they begin to associate their feelings and expectations for the future in the light of past memories
and current experiences. It is also emphasized that internal working models have a dynamic structure and that
these internal models can be reshaped with new experiences (Mayseless 2006). For this reason, it can be said
that sensitive and loving care is important in the whole process for the child to develop a healthy internal
working model.

Related with representational model, parental representations may be thought as parents’ significant feelings,
thoughts and perceptions about their children and the relationship between them (Benoit et al. 1997b). It can
be seen that there are various classifications of parental representations. According to Benoit et al. (1997b)’s
classification, representations of parents may be clustered in three categories as “balanced”, “disengaged”, and
“distorted”. These categories are presented according to narratives of parents about the characteristics of their
children and the relationship (Zeanah et al. 1994). Parents in the “balanced” category accept their children with
positive and negative sides, respect them as individuals, think and feel that their relationship is valuable.
Secondly, parents in the “disengaged” category are emotionally unavailable, distant from the child, and
disinterested with the child and the relationship between them. Lastly, parents in the “distorted” category
present narratives which mostly involve incongruity. Parents in this group seem like busy with other aspects of
life rather than their children, feel exhausted in the relationship with their children and generally expect higher
than the child can achieve (Zeanah et al. 1994, Benoit et al. 1997a, b). According to another classification which
takes part in the Maternal Representations Interview (MRI), maternal representations are evaluated according
to their consistency, richness, flexibility, and affectivity (Ammaniti 1991, Ilicali and Fisek 2004). “Coherence”
represents continuity and relatedness in narratives. In other words, when the stories told by the parents are
listened to, a sense of consistency in the story can be obtained. “Richness” represents the tendency for parents
to create elaborate narratives about the child and their relationship. “Flexibility” refers to the willingness of
parents to accept that there may be other possibilities that they may not have considered, and their willingness
to accept new information in the parent-child subsystem. Finally, “Affectivity” refers to the prevalence of
emotional intensity in narratives (Ammaniti 1991, Ilicali and Fisek 2004). Parents’ representations toward their
children can be distributed on the spectrum from being aware of them to being unaware of them; and also they
can be verbal and non-verbal (Bat Or 2012).

According to the “Prototype Hypothesis”, representations of attachment relationships formed in early childhood
can become active in later stages of their life such as parent-child relationships (Madigan et al. 2015), and these
internal working models reflect how the individual sees himself/herself, how he/she perceives events, and how
he/she makes predictions about future relationships (Ryan et al. 1994). Therefore, it can be said that those
activated representations may affect the real interactions between mother and the child and cause to certain
attachment style between the mother and the baby. According to Ammaniti (1991) mothers who have detailed
and rich representations towards their baby were found to be more sensitive and responsive in their actual
interaction with their infant. In contrast, mothers who have rigid representations were found to be less sensitive
and responsive to the emotional signals coming from their baby. When the attachment style of these two
mentioned groups were investigated it was found that the first group has a secure attachment style and the
second group has an insecure relationship.

Related with the mothers’ attachment styles, Miljkovitch et al. (2004) also draw attention to the reciprocal
relation between attachment style and representations. They indicate that the mothers’ attachment style is
related to the children’s representations about their parents. In their study, to measure children’s attachment
representations Miljkovitch et al. (2004) use story completion tasks that involve an accidental mistake like
spilling a juice, a physical pain such as hurting a knee, fear, separation from caregiver, reunion with the caregiver,
and loss of aloved pet. Those mentioned stories are presented to 3-year-old children in a play environment with
small human characters with the aim to evoke their attachment representations. According to the children’s
exhibition during the play, children are grouped in “Security”, “Deactivation”, “Hyperactivation”, and
“Disorganization” categories. It is stated that the children in the “security” group exhibit a wide range of
emotions and approvals in their play, reflect the guidance and trust of the parents, and are also active in the
game. As a second group, children in the 'deactivation' category tend to be more passive and anxious, and their
representation towards their parents does not seem rich. However, they do not impose negative emotions and
parental attitudes on the parent characters in the narratives. Third, for the “hyperactivation” group, although
the children show interest in the task, they do not have the ability to maintain the game and they generally focus
on the negative aspects of the parent characters. Lastly for the “disorganization” group, it is stated that children
who have disorganized family representations exhibit stories which involve loss of control, bad endings, and
they picture the main character as unguarded and vulnerable. Also, they reflect harsh parental attitudes and a
disintegrated family picture (Miljkovitch et al. 2004). Furthermore, in the study parents’ attachment styles are
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determined by “The Adult Attachment Interview” and parents are grouped in “Autonomous/Secure”,
“Dismissing”, and “Preoccupied” attachment categories. As a result of the research, it was determined that the
children of autonomous mothers scored higher in the security subtype, which indicates that they perceive the
family environment as more secure and harmonious (Miljkovitch et al. 2004).

In addition to parents' attachment style, there are other factors that can affect children's representation of their
parents and family environment. (Stover et al. 2006, Stadelmann et al. 2010). Shamir et al. (2001) state that
marital problems and inter-parental relations are important factors in the formation of family representations
of children. It was found that witnessing marital conflict during childhood predicts negative representations
which involve insecurity, helplessness, neglect, aggression and hostility etc. toward family environment (Shamir
et al. 2001). It has also been shown that negative parental representations of children are associated with some
emotional and behavioral problems in children (Stadelmann et al. 2007, Stadelmann et al. 2010, Waters et al.
2015) and that these results may have effects extending into adulthood (Pincus and Ruiz 1997). In a study by
Stadelmann et al. (2007) related to negative parental representations, it was shown that 5 - year old children
who have negative parental representations exhibit greater behavior problems and Attention Deficit and
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) symptoms. On the other hand, positive representations about parents may
serve to positive outcomes like higher school adjustment, self-esteem, motivation and pro-social behavior in
children (Ryan et al. 1994, Stadelmann et al. 2007).

It can be concluded that the representation of children and parents towards each other is an important factor in
developmental psychopathology. Therefore, each type of representation is considered worthy of careful
investigation. While its importance is noted, Bretherton et al. (1989) points out that there is a general tendency
to examine attachment representations from the child's perspective, and they also add that it is very important
to consider the representations of parents towards their children in a detailed way. When those mentioned
reasons and the effects of representations on parent-child relationship and psychological well-being are
considered, it was thought that it would be consequential to review the literature about representations of
parents, representations related parenting behaviors, and the outcomes for the children. For that reason, this
review aims to summarize the literature on parental representations and their relationships between parenting
and their consequences for children.

Various Factors Linked to Representations of Parents

There are various factors which may be related to the representations of parents towards their children
(Sokolowski et al. 2007). In particular, George and Solomon (1996) pointed out that mothers remember their
attachment experiences with their own mothers during their pregnancy and they form a representation toward
their expected motherhood. It is stated that those evaluations may influence their representations toward their
maternal abilities, and it may be related with their representations toward their children (Huth-Bocks et al.
2004). In their study, George and Solomon (1996) present that mothers who have negative representations
toward their own childhood have poor, inflexible, and confused narratives about their continuing relationship
with their children. As a related finding, mothers’ conflict with their own mothers was found related with
narratives which involve anger, troubles, unsatisfaction, worries, and less engagement in the relationship with
their children (Sokolowski et al. 2007).

It seems that parental representations begin to form in the prenatal period. While learning about pregnancy
reconstructs the mother’s self-perception of self and identity; the baby’s movements in the womb, ultrasound
pictures, and learning the gender of the baby affect the mother’s representations towards the baby (Buldur
2009). In prenatal term, it was found that while speaking about the future relationship with the baby, being
concentrated on the baby is associated with being accepting and warm. In addition, mothers who presented
detailed and rich narratives about their babies defined their babies and their relationships with their babies in
the future with more balanced and multidimensional representations (Hacioglu 2020). Moreover, in the
prenatal term, some risk factors are related with disengaged representations toward the child. In the study by
Vreeswijk et al. (2015), it was shown that unwanted pregnancy, mother’s high and improper expectancies,
mother’s maltreatment history in her own childhood, not getting enough social support, not thinking that she
is sufficient for motherhood, and having negative life experiences are related with distorted representations
even before the child is born. As a remarkable finding, the parents’ prenatal representations are tended to be
consistent even after the birth. Especially, mothers and fathers who have aforementioned risk factors present
more disengaged narratives about their infants after the baby is born (Vreeswijk et al. 2015). In addition to these
findings, when the coherence in parents’ narratives were examined, it was found that unsatisfactory feelings
toward life and having a low interparental relationship quality was a risk factor for fathers’ incoherent narratives
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about their baby (Foley et al. 2019). As a recent and inclusive study which involved both fathers’ and mothers’
representations, Vismara et al. (2021) showed that there is a correlation between prenatal representations of
both parents and their perception about their infants’ temperament. According to the results of the study, both
fathers and mothers whose representations are unbalanced they perceive their infants’ temperament as less
responsive and difficult; and they have a low relationship harmonization as partners.

Furthermore, it has been shown that psychological problems are related with impaired narratives of mothers
(Vreeswijk et al. 2015). The mothers’ postpartum depression seems as a risk factor for negative representations
towards children. As a related study, Wood et al. (2004) showed that in the postpartum period, mothers who
have depression were twice as likely to have distorted narratives when compared to mothers without depression.
Also, in Davis et al. (2020)’s study, depressed mothers were found to be more critical in the “Expressed Emotions
Interview” which is an evaluation to assess maternal representations towards children. When mothers with
depression, childhood abuse history, and post-traumatic stress disorder were evaluated in their play relationship
with their infants, it was seen that those mothers were disengaged, less sensitive toward their baby’s behavior
and feelings, and do not have a warm approach toward their baby (Muzik et al. 2013). As a supporting finding,
Pajulo et al. (2001) showed that mothers who have substance use, depression, social relation problems, and
insufficient social support are more likely to have negative representations when they were compared with low-
risk group mothers. In addition, it was observed that the high-risk group and the low-risk group were
significantly differentiated in terms of relationship status, employment status, whether the pregnancy was
planned or not, and miscarriage/abortion levels (Pajulo et al. 2001). Likewise, as a related experience with
trauma, intimate partner violence was found as linked to negative and unsafe representations as including more
rigidity, depressive and anxious mood, less sufficiency perception as motherhood, and less pleasure in the
relationship with the infant (Huth-Bocks et al. 2004). As supporting these findings, Sokolowski et al. (2007)
showed that violence including conflicts in parental relationship is related with enhanced distorted
representations towards infants which are 17 to 20 months old. These findings can be interpreted that; violence
and other traumas experienced by mothers in the past may activate unbalanced emotions and cause negative
representations towards children (Schuengel et al. 1999). In addition to these factors, low socioeconomic status,
low educational level, economic problems, high stress levels, and rearing the child alone were found as risk
factors for negative representations towards children (Sokolowski et al. 2007, Vreeswijk et al. 2012, Muzik et al.
2013).

Vreeswijk et al. (2012) have concluded that some features of children are also related with representations of
parents. For instance, it was shown that having a child with failure to thrive was found related to have more
unbalanced narratives in the relationship with the child (Coolbear and Benoit 1999). As a similar finding Benoit,
Zeanah et al. (1997) presented that mothers who have children with sleep, developmental, and eating problems
have distorted and disengaged representations toward their children. In the study of Button et al. (2001), it has
been determined that there is a relationship between the disability situation of the child and the representations
of mothers. According to the study, mothers who have children with cerebral palsy described less conformity,
higher levels of anxiety and sorrow in the relationship with their children. Additionally, it was shown that
mothers’ of children with attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) have insecure attachment
representations toward their children (Darling Rasmussen et al. 2019). Relatedly, Kissgen et al. (2009) showed
that increasing in the severity of ADHD symptoms cause to increased prevalence of insecure and unresolved
attachment representations in mothers of children with ADHD.

In conclusion, the mothers’ own attachment experiences with their mothers, negative memories about their
childhood (George and Solomon 1996, Huth-Bocks et al. 2004, Sokolowski et al. 2007), parents’ evaluations and
expectations in prenatal period (Buldur 2009, Vreeswijk et al. 2015, Foley et al. 2019, Hacoglu 2020),
psychological problems (Pajulo et al. 2001, Wood et al. 2004, Muzik et al. 2013), and various factors which are
related with the child such as sleep and eating problems, learning disorders, disability, and ADHD (Benoit et al.
1997a, Coolbear and Benoit 1999, Button et al. 2001, Vreeswijk et al. 2012, Darling Rasmussen et al. 2019) are
important risk factors for parents’ negative representations toward their children. Besides, Rosenblum et al.
(2002) pointed out that parenting behaviors have a mediator role on the relationship between representations
of mothers and the actions of their children. Therefore, it seems important to understand the relations between
parents’ representations and parenting behaviors. With this concern, these relations will be presented in the
next part of the review.

Parenting Behaviors Related with Representations Toward Children

Representations of parents are considered in connection with parenting behaviors and it can be said that the
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relationship with the baby starts to appear even before the child is born (Vreeswijk et al. 2015). It has been seen
that even prenatal representations of mothers have effects on parenting behaviors (Terry et al. 2021). In their
study Fuertes et al. (2020) showed that mothers with ambivalent representations in prenatal term are more
disengaged in their play sessions with their baby. In contrast, mothers who had positive representations in the
prenatal term were found to have more secure attachment relationships with their infants (Fuertes et al. 2020).
In the literature regarding prenatal representations another finding indicated that mothers who were
emotionally disengaged mothers in the prenatal term exhibited more dominating parenting behaviors later in
the relationship with the infant; also, mothers with distorted narratives exhibited more hostile interactions with
their children. On the contrary, mothers who have mentioned to have balanced narratives about their
relationship with their children showed more encouraging and sensitive parenting behaviors (Dayton et al.
2010). In a related study, Tambelli et al. (2020) found that prenatal representations of parents were associated
with their emotional availability; suggesting that parents with positive prenatal representations display greater
sensitivity, flexibility, and appropriate boundaries in their relationships with their children. It is also stated that
emotionally available parents are more concerned with the child's autonomy and have low hostility towards
children (Tambelli et al. 2020). In another study, Terry et al. (2021) stated that representations before birth are
related with custody removal in first two years of infant. According to that, mothers’ hostile and helpless attitude
towards their children in the prenatal period is associated with the seizure of their children’s custody due to the
child abuse and neglect.

It can be seen that there are also studies which evaluate the effects of later representations on parenting
behaviors. Relatedly, examining the relationships between maternal behavior and representations, Slade et al.
(1999) stated that narrative contents of mothers can be distributed on three factors which are “Joy-
Pleasure/Coherence”, “Anger”, and “Guilt/Separation Distress”. When they investigated the correlations
between those three representational factors and maternal behavior, it was seen that the “Joy-
Pleasure/Coherence” dimension was positively correlated with positive maternal behavior; and was negatively
correlated with negative maternal behavior. In addition, the researchers found that the higher the anger themes
are seen in the narratives, the less positive mothering behaviors occurred (Slade et al. 1999). In another study,
in which representations were measured with a special group and using the “Parent Development Interview
(PDI)” the feeding approach of mothers were observed. In the study, it was questioned whether mothers who
have children with cerebral palsy will be differentiated in terms of feeding approach according to their
representations (Sayre et al. 2001). It was seen that there is a negative correlation between compliance related
concerns and being sensitive, being accepting, and showing warmness while feeding the child. According to this
finding, it can be said that having concerns about compliance is a risk factor for parenting behaviors. In addition,
in the study of Sayre et al. (2001), it has been shown that if mothers have feelings of grief and complaints about
the child, they display more hostile approach when feeding the child. In contrast, if their narratives were
achievement related, they were more autonomy focused while feeding their child (Sayre et al. 2001). According
to another study which investigated the relations between representations and parenting behavior, Sokolowski
et al. (2007) showed that disengaged representations are correlated with being less responsive during the
interaction with the baby. In contrast, in the same study it has been seen that mothers who are encouraging and
guiding while communicating with their infants have more detailed narratives about their infants.

As arecent study, Edwards et al. (2021) investigated the relations between the representations and motherhood
in a risky group which involves mothers at a young age and mothers who underwent an intervention because of
substance use. As a result of the study, while young mothers mostly had balanced representations; mothers in
the intervention group mostly had disengaged representations. Therefore, it can be said that substance abuse
can be evaluated as a risk factor for impaired representations (Edwards et al. 2021). When the relations between
representations and mothering behaviors were assessed, it was found that mothers’ balanced representations
were correlated with supporting motherhood. The term “supporting motherhood”, states that mothers have a
more respectful approach to their infants’ individuality, and a supportive attitude toward the infants’ cognitive
and emotional abilities. In contrast, mothers with disengaged representations were observed as not creating
space to allow the development of the child’s cognitive abilities (Edwards et al. 2021). To conclude, parenting
behaviors depending on representations can have important consequences on the developmental process of
children (Dollberg et al. 2010). Therefore, in the next part of the review the outcomes of representations and
parenting behaviors on children will be mentioned.

Representations of Parents and Some Outcomes for Children

Vreeswijk et al. (2015) state that while evaluating and intervening childhood developmental problems, it is
necessary to take into account the representations of parents. When the relational mechanisms between
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mothers’ representations and childhood developmental problems are examined, according to the regulational
model it can be said that mothers’ negative representations may contribute to childhood psychopathology by
diminishing the co-regulation process (Dollberg et al. 2010, Lewis 2014). On the other hand, balanced
representations may serve to read the signals which come from the child properly, and help the child develop
emotional and behavioral regulation skills in turn (Dollberg et al. 2010, Perry et al. 2018). Related with those
statements, in the study of Dollberg et al. (2010), a comparison was made between two groups of mothers and
their infants who were referred from a clinical sample and not referred from the clinical sample. Two groups
were compared according to the representations and behaviors during a free play activity and in a problem-
solving situation. The findings of the study showed that there are group differences between the
abovementioned mother-child groups. Accordingly, mothers with children who have sleeping, eating, emotional,
and behavioral problems have narratives which include more anger and less pleasure regarding their relations
between the child. Also, when they were observed during the interaction with their children, it was seen that
they exhibit more negative affect. Moreover, as a remarkable finding, Dollberg et al. (2010) pointed out that
mothers’ sensitiveness to signals from the child during the free play session predicted the child’s emotional and
behavioral dispositions during the problem solving task. Regarding social emotional development, Seskin et al.
(2010) showed that attachment representations of mothers who have children with autism are related to the
child's functional-emotional development levels and the quality of communication and interaction of parents
during the play with their children. According to this result, it has been shown that children whose parents
exhibit secure attachment representations get higher scores from the “Functional Emotional Assessment Scale
(FEAS)”. In other words, children with parents who have secure attachment representations are better at
regulation, shared attention, togetherness in social relationships, two-way communication, mutual problem
solving, and symbolic thinking (Seskin et al. 2010). This finding is especially valuable in showing the importance
of parental representations and participation for the success of the therapeutic interventions of autism. As an
another multi-method including study, Rosenblum et al. (2002) observed mothers and toddlers’ reactions during
the “Still Face Procedure”, and evaluated those reactions according to the representational categories of mothers.
As a result, toddlers whose mothers were in “balanced” category exhibited more positive and attention drawing
reactions when they were compared with toddlers whose mothers in “disengaged” or “distorted” categories
(Rosenblum et al. 2002). In addition, when Guyon-Harris et al. (2022) assessed mothers’ representations during
pregnancy, it was seen that mothers’ distorted perceptions and thoughts about the baby had a predictor role for
social-emotional difficulties on 24th months. Moreover, they found that negative maternal behavior is a
mediator between them.

Furthermore, according to the findings it is possible to say there is a relation between mothers’ representations
and infants’ attachment styles. As indicating attachment experiences of mothers are determinant on
representations and infants’ attachment patterns, Madigan et al. (2015) found that mothers’ prenatal
representations have a mediator role in the relation between mothers’ own attachment styles and their infants’
attachment styles. In a recent study which is related with prenatal representations and attachment style,
Tambelli et al. (2020) found that mothers and fathers’ positive prenatal representations are associated with the
child’s attachment style. According to the findings, mothers’ balanced representations predicted secured
attachment styles in children. In another study on maternal representations and infant attachment styles, Cox
et al. (2000) showed that disengaged and distorted narratives of mothers predicted insecure attachment style in
preterm infants. Related with behavioral difficulties, Sher-Censor et al. (2016) mentioned that poor self-
regulation abilities and mothers’ negative representations were risk factors for exhibiting externalization
behaviors during the transition from preschool to first grade of elementary school. In other study of Sher-Censor
etal. (2018), it was found that internalization and externalization problems are highly exhibited among children
whose mothers are in high stress and who declare criticising narratives about the relationship between them
and their children.

As differentiating from aforementioned studies, Dubois-Comtois et al. (2015) who investigated the relations
between maternal representations and behaviors and childhood internalizing externalizing problems with foster
mothers and foster children found that representations and behavioral problems show interrelations but do not
show direct associations. However, in the same study the correlations between mothering behavior and behavior
problems of children were found to be consistent with other studies. While examining the associations between
representations and childhood developmental psychopathologies, it would be wise to keep in mind that there
would be bidirectional relations between them (Dollberg et al. 2010). As Bowlby (1982) stated that internal
working models of individuals have a dynamic nature, it is possible to declare both the representations of parents
and the child’s behavioral problems reciprocally affect each other all the time.
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Lastly, it would be necessary to mention intervention programs for improving parental representations. One of
the intervention programs “Mom Power (MP)” is developed and applied by K. Rosenblum et al. (2017) with the
aim to improve maternal representations, mother-child interactions and the parents’ mental health. As a 13-
week attachment-based intervention program, it aims to teach parents catching the signals from the child, to
help the parent about psychological problems, and nurture balanced representations toward the child. In
addition, the intervention program aims to help parents understand that as long as their children are provided
with a safe and warm environment, they can use their capacity to explore and learn to their fullest. The program
creates opportunities for social support by including participants in a group environment and also encouraging
mothers to bring a partner with them like a spouse or a friend. Secondly, the program involves education sessions
about child development, secure based attachment parenting skills like responsiveness and sensitivity. Third,
the program offers caregivers the opportunity to realize emotional dysregulation and regulate their emotions
and stress through stress management ways. The fourth component of the program is to support mother-child
interaction by creating safe separations and reunions in a professionally guided group setting. It is stated that
with this approach, children learn that it is not a problem to be left for a moment because they know that their
mothers will come back. Lastly, the program involves individual sessions with professionals which include
discussions about ongoing problem areas and some solution seeking attempts like communicating with social
services. In the end of the interventions, K. Rosenblum et al. (2017) showed that mothers in intervention group
developed more balanced representations toward their children and enhanced their parenting abilities to
support the child’s attachment. According to these results, it was commented that “Mom Power Intervention
Program” can be used in risky mother-child groups in order to improve maternal representations and related
parenting behaviors.

Additionally to individualistic intervention approaches, Julian et al. (2018) emphasize the value of group based
intervention programs. In the “Strong Military Families (SMF) Intervention Program” -which is derived from
MOM Power- multifamily group approach is applied with the aim of advancing parental representations,
reflective capacity, and positive parenting. The group approach includes parent education that takes into account
the challenging processes of military families with young children. Additionally, the intervention involves
parent-child interaction sessions which are supported by researchers, educations about stress management and
protecting well-being, group studies to ensure social support, and personalized directions to access the necessary
resources for each family. As a result of the study, Julian et al. (2018) showed that being in the multifamily group
is associated with advancements in parenting reflectivity and parental representations. They especially
emphasize the value of social support in the group dynamic and personalized suggestions instead of written
psychoeducational materials.

Conclusion

This review aimed to summarize the relations between representations, parenting behavior and its consequences
for children. As abovementioned, mothers’ own perception about their maternal abilities, attachment styles with
their parents, maternal psychopathologies such as depression, or post- traumatic stress disorder, distorted
marital relations, and some developmental difficulties that the child may have such as ADHD, or disabilities are
found associated with unbalanced representations (George and Solomon 1996, Wood et al. 2004, Huth-Bocks et
al. 2004, Sokolowski et al. 2007, Seskin et al. 2010, Muzik et al. 2013, Darling Rasmussen et al. 2019). These
unbalanced representations can also be reflected in parenting behaviors and cause certain developmental
problems in children (Slade et al. 1999, Sayre et al. 2001, Rosenblum et al. 2002, Dollberg et al. 2010, Dayton et
al. 2010, Dubois-Comtois et al. 2015, Fuertes et al. 2020, Terry et al. 2021).

It has been seen that parental representations tend to be formed before the baby is born and they are relatively
permanent in the relationship between children and their parents unless intervened with an intervention
program (Vreeswijk et al. 2015). When the representations’ consequences on parenting and the development of
the child are considered, it can be said that parents’ representations can be an important subject to handle in
therapeutic interventions (Edwards et al. 2021). Therefore, in clinical environment, monitoring parental
representations during pregnancy and after the baby is born may give opportunity to work on interventions and
may prevent the possible developmental psychopathologies (Guyon-Harris et al. 2022). Also, early initiation of
therapeutic interventions, especially in risky groups such children with special needs or preterm birth, may
facilitate a secure attachment relationship between parents and infants (Meijssen et al. 2011).

For the growth and development of the baby, both of the parents differ in terms of contributing to the
socialization, and these contributions have a special value for the child (Lamb 1975, Williams and Kelly 2005).
Kazura (2000) states that even though the role of fathers recently attracts the attention of researchers and
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clinicians; when the reviewed studies were considered, it can be easily seen that generally mothers were
evaluated in terms of representations. Considering that fathers are also in interaction with babies and mothers,
it is also necessary to conduct more studies with fathers in order to explore the representations of fathers and
their results for the children and for the family system.

Finally, also more studies should be conducted on parent and child representations in our country and in the
world. For the dissemination of representational studies, the development of quantitative evaluation methods
may be beneficial to increase the number of studies on this subject. In addition, findings in qualitative interviews
aiming to evaluate representations can be supported by quantitative measurements.
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