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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the influence of parental attachment on individuals' romantic
relationships, expectations about love, and partner choices, drawing from attachment theory
and parenting models. Employing a qualitative methodology, it utilized semi-structured
interviews with ten young adults—whose parents had both arranged and love marriages—to
explore their views on love and the impact of parental attachment on their current romantic
experiences. Key informant interviews with Dr. Sadhana Natu, an expert feminist
psychotherapist, provided additional insights. The findings reveal that participants' ideas of
love are shaped by personal experiences and media portrayals, with healthy parental
relationships fostering similar values in their own partnerships. Conversely, those exposed to
conflict sought to avoid replicating these patterns. While participants felt generally
autonomous in their partner choices, familial expectations regarding caste, religion, and
cultural fit presented constraints. This research highlights the ongoing impact of parental
attachment on romantic relationship quality, emphasizing the importance of emotional
support, communication, and autonomy, and suggests that addressing parental dynamics in
counseling could enhance relationship outcomes for young adults.
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Parental Attachment and Young Adult Romantic Relationships

Childhood experiences, particularly the parent-child relationship, play a crucial role in
shaping adult romantic relationships. Parental attachment forms the foundation of
individuals’ relationship models, influencing expectations, behaviors, and partner choices.

Parenting Models

Diana Baumrind’s parenting styles—authoritarian, authoritative, and permissive—affect
children’s development in unique ways. Authoritarian parents demand obedience with little
warmth, often leading to compliant but socially anxious children. Authoritative parents
combine warmth with clear expectations, fostering independence and confidence. Permissive
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parents are indulgent and lenient, which can lead to poor self-discipline in children.
Neglectful parenting, later identified, involves minimal emotional or practical support, often
resulting in low self-esteem and poor relationship skills.

Attachment Theory

John Bowlby’s attachment theory highlights how early bonding shapes lifelong relationship
patterns. Mary Ainsworth identified secure, ambivalent, and avoidant attachment styles.
Secure attachment fosters trust and emotional availability, ambivalent attachment leads to
clinginess and anxiety, while avoidant attachment encourages emotional detachment.
Disorganized attachment, later introduced, links to trauma and often results in difficulty
regulating emotions and forming healthy relationships.

Global Research on Parental Attachment and Relationships

Studies worldwide show parental attachment's lasting influence on romantic relationships.
Secure attachments predict satisfaction and stability, while insecure attachments correlate
with conflict. Research in the U.S., Europe, Malaysia, Brazil, and Portugal consistently
confirms secure attachment as key to healthier, more fulfilling partnerships.

The Indian Context

India’s cultural values, joint family systems, and arranged marriage traditions shape
attachment and romantic relationships. While secure attachment leads to greater satisfaction,
restrictive norms and stigmas can challenge autonomy and intimacy. Indian studies highlight
parental traits and attachment styles as significant factors in partner choices and relationship
dynamics.

Role Modelling

Young adults often mirror their parents’ relationship behaviours. Positive parental models
foster healthy dynamics, while exposure to conflict may perpetuate unhealthy patterns.
However, personal growth and conscious decisions can counteract negative influences,
enabling resilience and change.

By understanding parental attachment’s role in shaping romantic relationships, this research
provides valuable insights for counseling, relationship education, and fostering healthier
romantic outcomes for young adults.

Rationale

This study is essential as it investigates the profound impact of parental attachment and
parenting styles on young adult romantic relationships. It explores how early interactions
with parent’s shape attachment styles and whether individuals replicate or consciously differ
from their parents' relationship patterns. By examining the interplay between freedom,
personal values, and familial expectations in partner selection, the study offers a nuanced
understanding of autonomy and cultural influences. Given the unique blend of tradition and
modernity in Indian youth’s lives, this research aims to provide culturally sensitive insights
for enhancing young adults' relationship outcomes and fostering emotional well-being.

Significance of the Study

This study sheds light on how parental attachment influences romantic relationships in young
adulthood, offering insights into the continuity and evolution of attachment patterns. By
analyzing whether individuals mimic or deviate from parental relationship behaviors, it
highlights the balance between familial influences and personal agency. The findings
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emphasize the importance of emotional support, communication, and autonomy in fostering
healthy partnerships. These insights can guide relationship education and therapeutic
interventions, aiding young adults in cultivating fulfilling romantic relationships. Ultimately,
this research contributes to understanding and improving relationship dynamics in a
culturally diverse context.

Objectives
1. To understand the relationship between parental attachment and romantic relationship
quality.

2. To understand the role of parental attachment in shaping expectations and beliefs
about romantic relationships.

3. To explore the influence of freedom and exposure on parental attachment and
romantic relationships.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Research underscores the critical role of early attachment and family dynamics in shaping
young adults' romantic relationships. Roisman et al. (2005) highlighted that secure early
attachment positively influences adult romantic relationships, with benefits such as better
communication, effective conflict resolution, and higher relationship quality. Their
longitudinal design traced participants from infancy to adulthood, offering robust evidence
despite potential biases and representativeness concerns.

Cui et al. (2008) examined parental divorce's impact, finding that young adults from divorced
families often have favorable attitudes toward divorce, lower commitment, and increased
relationship dissolution risks. The study emphasized interparental conflict and marital quality
as key factors influencing these outcomes. While valuable, the cross-sectional design and
reliance on self-reported data limit causal conclusions.

Scharf and Mayseless (2008) explored the distinct roles of parents in late adolescent girls’
romantic lives. Maternal relationships fostered intimacy and delayed sexual initiation, while
paternal bonds promoted autonomy and better relationship quality over time. However, the
findings, based on a specific demographic, may not generalize broadly.

Einav (2014) connected positive parental relationships with optimistic intimacy expectations
in young adults, emphasizing the influence of attachment styles. While insightful, the study’s
small sample size and self-reporting limitations restrict generalizability.

Munshi (2016) investigated cultural identity and acculturation in shaping parental
involvement in young adults’ romantic lives. Highly acculturated individuals resisted parental
involvement, whereas bicultural individuals faced intergenerational conflict. Gender and
language differences also influenced parental rejection of partners. Hypothetical scenarios
used in the study may not fully capture real-life complexities.

Kuo et al. (2017) studied Mexican-origin youth, revealing that positive parental relationships
encouraged modeling of behaviors, delayed risky romantic involvement, and reduced de-
identification. The study suggested family-based interventions to enhance relationship
outcomes, although its ethnic focus limits broader application.

Sabelnikova et al. (2020) highlighted the mother's role in shaping young Russian adults’
romantic attachment styles, particularly regarding avoidance and anxiety. The study
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emphasized how early attachment experiences influence partner perceptions and relationship
dynamics. Despite its small sample size and cross-sectional nature, the findings have
therapeutic implications.

These studies collectively affirm the enduring impact of early attachment, family dynamics,
and cultural factors on romantic relationships, providing valuable insights for research and
interventions.

METHODOLOGY

This study employed a qualitative research design, using semi-structured interviews with 10
participants (6 females and 4 males) and one key informant interview. The semi-structured
interviews focused on three dimensions: ideas of love, perceptions of parental intimate
relationships, and choices of romantic partners. These interviews used open-ended, probing
questions to gather detailed insights, conducted telephonically with young adults aged 18-25
from August to September 2024. Participants were purposively sampled until data saturation
was achieved, ensuring diverse but focused perspectives. Consent was obtained, and
participants were briefed on the study's nature to foster comfortable, in-depth discussions.
Interviews began with demographic questions and transitioned to detailed queries, lasting
approximately 30 minutes each.

The ideas of love dimension explored concepts like emotional intimacy, commitment,
support, and communication, shaped by cultural narratives and personal experiences. The
perceptions of parental relationships examined how parental dynamics influence attachment
styles and approaches to intimacy and conflict resolution in romantic relationships. The
choices of romantic partners analyzed the role of shared values, personality traits, physical
attraction, and societal expectations, alongside the influence of past relationships and parental
attachment.

A key informant interview with Dr. Sadhana Natu, a feminist psychotherapist, provided
deeper insights into the gendered perspectives of romantic ideals. This interview addressed
topics such as the impact of traditional parental views on young adults’ romantic choices,
attitudes toward public displays of affection (PDA), and autonomy in partner selection. It
revealed how cultural expectations and gender roles shape romantic behaviors, with
traditional family values playing a pivotal role in young adults’ perceptions and experiences
of love.

By combining semi-structured and key informant interviews, this study offers a nuanced
understanding of how young adults navigate romantic relationships, influenced by personal,
familial, and societal factors.

Data Analysis
Data was analyzed using thematic analysis which was carried out by quoting and highlighting
phrases from the interviews and then sorting those into themes or dimensions.

Across all interviews, participants highlighted the importance of emotional intimacy, trust,
and mutual care as central to love and romantic relationships. They viewed romance as
extending beyond physical attraction or materialistic gestures, focusing instead on thoughtful
and meaningful acts such as spending quality time, listening actively, and showing kindness.
These shared beliefs underline a universal desire for deeper emotional connections in
romantic partnerships.
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Another commonality was the sense of freedom in choosing a romantic partner. Most
participants felt empowered to make their own decisions about whom to date or marry, even
within families with cultural or traditional expectations. They believed that their parents,
despite initial reservations, would ultimately prioritize their happiness. This reflects a broader
societal shift, with modern young adults navigating generational values to find a balance
between autonomy and familial acceptance.

Parental relationships also played a significant role in shaping participants' romantic
expectations. Those who grew up in environments of open communication and affection
sought to replicate these dynamics in their own partnerships. Conversely, participants who
witnessed emotional distance or conflict in their parents' relationships aimed to avoid
repeating such patterns, striving instead to foster healthier dynamics through better
communication and conflict resolution.

Participants differed in their approaches to conflict resolution, largely influenced by their
parents’ examples. Those from homes where disagreements were handled calmly and
constructively felt more confident addressing issues in their relationships. In contrast,
participants exposed to high levels of conflict or emotional withdrawal struggled with
confrontation, often resorting to avoidance or suppressing emotions, reflecting their parents’
unresolved conflict styles.

The influence of media versus personal experiences on romantic ideals also varied. Some
participants admitted that media portrayals, such as grand gestures in movies or social media,
subtly shaped their expectations of love. Others, however, derived their views from real-life
examples, such as their parents' marriages, and held more practical, experience-driven
perspectives on romance. This contrast highlights the diverse sources that shape individual
romantic ideals.

Another key difference was the extent of parental influence on partner selection. While
participants from progressive families reported minimal interference and greater freedom in
their choices, those from traditional backgrounds felt a stronger need to consider caste,
religion, and cultural values to gain parental approval. This variation reflects the diverse
family structures and values across socio-cultural contexts.

Some participants came from households where parental relationships were marked by
emotional detachment or persistent conflict. These individuals often struggled with trust and
emotional security, approaching romantic relationships with caution and anxiety. Without a
positive model for conflict resolution, they found it challenging to build emotionally stable
partnerships.

A smaller group mirrored their parents’ emotional detachment, avoiding conflict and
suppressing emotions rather than addressing issues. This stood in stark contrast to the
majority, who emphasized open communication as vital for resolving disagreements.

Lastly, a subset of participants held exceptionally high expectations for emotional
intelligence and compatibility in their partners. Influenced by witnessing strong emotional
bonds in their parents’ relationships, they prioritized deep emotional and intellectual
connections. These high expectations set them apart from participants with more moderate or
pragmatic views of romantic partnerships.
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The key informant emphasized that traditional parental views significantly shape how
children perceive romantic relationships. Parents who openly display love and respect, such
as through appropriate public displays of affection, help children become comfortable with
emotional expression. Witnessing affectionate behavior between parents fosters a positive
attitude toward physical affection and emotional connection in their own romantic
relationships. Regarding partner selection, a clear contrast exists between individuals from
traditional and modern households. Those raised in traditional settings often adhere to
practices like arranged marriages due to societal expectations and a lack of readiness to
choose a partner independently. In contrast, young adults from modern households, where
love and romance were visibly celebrated, are more inclined to pursue love on their terms,
often aspiring to replicate the romantic ideals they observed in their parents’ relationships.
The informant also noted that orthodox parental views can restrict young adults’ romantic
choices, despite the theoretical freedom to choose. The weight of responsibility and cultural
norms often lead to hesitation. However, individuals exposed to positive models of love are
more likely to seek relationships based on emotional connection, kindness, and selflessness.
On gender roles, traditional dynamics—such as men as protectors and women as
dependent—continue to influence perceptions of romance, reinforcing patriarchal
expectations. While there is a growing push for partnerships rooted in equality and mutual
respect, these traditional narratives persist in many contexts, highlighting the tension between
evolving and entrenched views on romantic relationships.

FINDINGS

Objective 1: To understand the relationship between parental attachment and romantic
relationship quality.

Parental attachment significantly impacts how individuals perceive and approach romantic
relationships. In this analysis:

e The respondent’s parents did not display much physical or emotional affection,
leading them initially to question the need for romantic relationships or marriage. This
lack of parental intimacy contributed to their earlier belief that romantic relationships
were primarily functional rather than emotional.

e Over time, the user developed a more balanced view, contrasting their parents'
emotionally distant relationship with the emotional intimacy they aspire to in their
own romantic relationship.

Objective 2: To understand the role of parental attachment in shaping expectations and
beliefs about romantic relationships.

Parental attachment plays a crucial role in shaping expectations for romantic relationships.
Key points include:

e The respondent’s observations of their parents' relationship, particularly their lack of
open communication and unresolved conflicts, led them to prioritize open
communication and conflict resolution in their romantic relationships.

o The evolution of their parents' relationship, from a romantic one to one marked by
companionship and emotional connection, has influenced the user's understanding that
romantic relationships can change and deepen over time. The respondent’s want to
avoid their parents' patterns of emotional distance and create a more communicative
and intimate relationship with their partner.
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Objective 3: To explore the influence of freedom and exposure on parental attachment and
romantic relationships.

Freedom and exposure influence how individuals form their own ideas about romantic
relationships in the context of parental attachment. Findings include:

e The respondent’s perceives some autonomy in choosing a romantic partner,
influenced by their parents' relatively progressive stance, especially their father’s
neutral attitude toward love marriage. However, the user also feels constrained by
family expectations, particularly related to caste.

e The exposure to their parents' long-distance marriage, where emotional attachment
became more important with time, has led the user to believe that long-distance
relationships can work if there is mutual understanding and care. This freedom of
thought contrasts with their earlier media-influenced and narrow views of romance.

CONCLUSION

Objective 1

Parental attachment significantly influences romantic relationship quality. The user’s
experience of their parents’ emotionally distant relationship initially led to skepticism about
romance but later evolved into an appreciation for emotional intimacy and connection. This
underscores how early parental dynamics shape, but do not define, individual growth in
relationship patterns.

Objective 2

Parental attachment shapes expectations and beliefs about romance. Witnessing struggles
with communication and conflict in their parents’ relationship motivated the user to prioritize
emotional connection and open dialogue on their own. This reflects a conscious effort to
break negative familial patterns while fostering healthier dynamics.

Objective 3

Freedom and exposure to familial dynamics shape relationship beliefs. The user balances
autonomy in partner selection with cultural expectations like caste. Exposure to their parents’
long-distance marriage emphasized the value of commitment and mutual understanding,
shaping their views on love and relationships.

Implications

The research emphasizes the need for education, premarital and intimate relationship
counseling, and community support to improve romantic relationship dynamics. Addressing
the impact of parental attachment in therapy can help individuals recognize and break
negative patterns. Parenting workshops can promote open communication and conflict
resolution skills, empowering young adults to build healthier relationships. Balancing
autonomy with cultural values in partner selection fosters mutual understanding within
families, while addressing media influence can help set realistic romantic expectations.
Encouraging emotional intelligence and supporting long-distance relationships enhance
intimacy and resilience. Lastly, open discussions about romance, sexuality, and gender
equality can promote balanced, respectful partnerships in evolving societal contexts.

Limitations

The research has several limitations. The sample size and lack of diversity may restrict the
applicability of findings across varied cultural, social, and economic contexts. Self-reported
data introduces biases, as participants may present themselves positively or selectively recall
experiences. The study’s focus on individual perspectives may overlook broader societal
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norms and external pressures influencing relationships. It also lacks exploration of how
relationships evolve over time and may oversimplify complex family dynamics and cultural
expectations. Furthermore, while media influence is noted, variations in media impact are
underexplored. These limitations suggest caution in generalizing the findings to broader
populations.

Suggestions and Recommendations

Future research on romantic relationships and parental attachment should incorporate
longitudinal studies to track how perceptions of love evolve over time, particularly in
connection with parental attachment styles. Examining parental conflict resolution styles is
essential to understand how these influence children's approaches to managing conflicts in
their own romantic relationships. Additionally, exploring the role of peer influence alongside
parental attachment would provide a more comprehensive view of factors shaping romantic
dynamics. Interventions designed to enhance communication and conflict resolution skills
among young adults based on familial experiences should also be developed and tested for
effectiveness. Gender differences in parental attachment’s impact on romantic relationships
warrant further investigation to assess whether men and women are influenced differently.

Cinema can provide a cultural lens to understand themes of love and family influence on
relationships. Films like The Parent Trap (1998) highlight how parental dynamics shape
children's views on love, while Crazy, Stupid, Love (2011) delves into the complexities of
relationships and the lasting impact of parental examples. Call Me by Your Name (2017)
sensitively portrays first love and family acceptance, while A Walk to Remember (2002)
explores how love and family values inspire personal growth. Even Everything, Everywhere,
All at Once (2022), a sci-fi narrative, examines the influence of familial relationships on
personal choices. These themes in cinema complement research by illustrating how familial
and societal factors interact to shape romantic decisions. Collectively, such research and
cultural narratives underscore the importance of understanding the multifaceted influences on
romantic relationships.
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