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5. Description of the research idea (summary): 
Using longitudinal multi-informant and multimethod data of relationships and parenting across three 
generations, the PhD project will examine the roles of empathy and prosociality in important 
developmental tasks during the transition from adolescence to adulthood. That is, it will examine 
how empathy and prosociality facilitate 1) maintaining close relationships with family and friends in 
adolescence, 2) building romantic relationships in young adulthood, and 3) forming relationships 
with children of their own in young adulthood. Moreover, the project will examine the 
intergenerational transmission of empathy and prosociality: Does the variation in empathy and 
prosociality in toddlers, depend on empathic and prosocial tendencies of their parents and 
grandparents? Observational data of parent-child interactions during adolescence (Generation 1, 
Generation 2), and during early childhood (Generation 2, Generation 3) will provide insight in the 
potential mediating role of needs supportive parenting in this transmission. 
 
6. Research problem: 
Relatedness and autonomy are among the basic psychological needs of which satisfaction is deemed 
essential to individuals’ growth and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). The 
satisfaction of these needs, in particular in significant relationships, has been found to contribute to 
positive social development in childhood as well as in adolescence and adulthood (Vansteenkiste & 
Ryan, 2013). The ability to gain and maintain relationships in which these needs are satisfied is of 
particular importance during adolescence and young adulthood, when building a social network, 
establishing romantic relationships, and forming a family are crucial developmental tasks 
(Havighurst, 1952). Since relationship quality has been found to transfer across relational contexts 
and generations (Furman & Rose, 2015; Van IJzendoorn, 1992), it is important to disentangle the 
factors that contribute to the ability to establish and maintain relationships in which own and others’ 
needs for relatedness and autonomy are satisfied. 
 
Empathy and prosociality may be crucial to the ability to provide a context in which the needs for 
relatedness and autonomy are satisfied. Empathy and prosociality are still developing during 
adolescence (Van der Graaff et al., 2014; 2018) and young adulthood (Crocetti et al., 2016), and both 
are thought to be essential in gaining and maintaining close relationships, and in sensitive parenting 
(Davis, 1996). Empathy, or the tendency to understand and to share the feelings of others, is thought 
to facilitate the capacity to attune to and to be responsive to others’ needs (Dix, 1991; Kochanska, 
1997). Prosociality, or the tendency to show behaviors intended to increase others’ well-being, 
should promote behaviors that are supportive of others’ needs (Padilla-Walker & Carlo, 2014). Also, 
according to Belsky’s (1984) model of the determinants of parenting, the empathic tendency to 
decenter and to appraise others perspective is critical for parenting attuned to children’s needs. 
Previous research indeed revealed positive associations of empathy or prosociality with emotional 
support and respect for autonomy in relationships with parents and peers (Boele et al., 2019), and a 
few studies revealed positive associations with need-supportive parenting (Gondoli & Silverberg, 
1997; Miklikowska, 2011), and negative associations with need-frustrating parenting (Werner et al., 



2016). Furthermore, the tendency of empathic parents to provide support for children’s 
psychological needs was found to be a mediating mechanism in the intergenerational transmission of 
empathy (Soenens et al., 2007; Strayer & Roberts, 2004). However, longitudinal research on the roles 
of empathy or prosociality in relationships and parenting is scarce, and the few available studies are 
limited in focus (mainly on parent-child relationships) and methods (mainly self-reports). Therefore, 
several questions on this topic remain. 
 
7. Research questions: 
The aim of this project is to examine 1) whether and how empathy and prosociality facilitate need 
supportive relationships with siblings, friends and romantic partners in adolescence and young 
adulthood, 2) the role of empathy and prosociality in emotional and autonomy support and during 
parent-child interactions in early childhood and adolescence, and 3) the intergenerational 
transmission of empathic and prosocial tendencies with need supportive parenting as a mediating 
mechanism. These overarching research questions will be addressed in the following five studies: 
Study 1 – Bidirectionality in longitudinal associations between adolescents’ prosociality and 
autonomy support in relationships with mothers, fathers, siblings and best friends 
Study 2 – Adolescents’ empathy and prosocial behavior predicting the making and breaking of 
romantic relationships during emerging adulthood 
Study 3 – The roles of mothers’  and adolescents’ empathy and prosocial behavior in responsiveness 
and respect for other’s autonomy support during conflict-interactions  
Study 4 – The role of parental empathy in responsiveness and respect for autonomy during parent-
child interactions in toddlerhood 
Study 5 – Intergenerational transmission of prosociality: Links of parental empathy and prosocial 
behavior to toddlers' prosocial functioning 
 
8. Approach and Methods:  
The proposed project will use data from RADAR, an ongoing multi-method, multi-informant 
longitudinal study including questionnaire data and observations. In total, 730 target participants, 
their families (mother, father and one sibling) and their best friends and partner participate. The 
total available age range of RADAR currently is 12 to 27 years of age. Participants in RADAR who have 
children are invited to participate in additional data collection about the child and child-rearing. 
Currently, 184 children are included in RADAR-G3. The PhD student will work on the further data 
collection of RADAR-G3. Additionally, data from the CID Youth Cohort may be used to replicate the 
findings. 
 
9. Institutional environment: 
The PhD student will be part of the Department of Education and Pedagogical Science, division Youth 
and Family. The project will use data from the RADAR cohort study, which is connected to the 
research Consortium on Individual Development that is funded by an NWO Gravitation grant.  
This project is also embedded in the Child and Adolescent Studies (CAS) research program of Utrecht 
University, in which researchers from Psychology, Pedagogics, and Interdisciplinary Social Science 
work together on innovative, theoretically and socially relevant research in the field of child 
development and socialization.  
 
10. Relevance: 
This project will add important knowledge on the transmission of empathy and prosociality across 
relationships and generations. By using an extensive longitudinal multi-informant multi-method 
design, the project advances earlier work in several ways. First, we are able to examine the roles of 
empathy and prosociality in the developmental tasks that are crucial during the transition from 
adolescence to adulthood. Second, the use of multi-informant data allows for a dyadic approach in 
studying relationship processes. And third, the use of 3-generation observational data of parent-child 
interactions, will provide insight in the underlying mechanisms of the intergenerational transmission 
of empathy and need-supportive parenting. 
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