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Socio-economic differences in mentalization in early parenting 
 
THE STUDY BACKGROUND  
Despite the large body of research, mechanisms of intergenerational disadvantage lack 
certainty. Among the strongest predictors of social exclusion and disadvantage in adulthood are 
early developmental and behavioral problems and mental health problems in early adolescence. 
The most important reasons for early disability pensions are problems in mental health.  
 
The foundation for mental health is built in early childhood in interaction with the care-givers, 
whose ability to accurately interpret, mirror and regulate child`s emotional needs is extremely 
important for child`s socio-emotional development. Parents` ability to do so is strongly 
dependent on the care they themselves have received in early childhood, and the lack of it is 
thus often transmitted intergenerationally. In psychology this ability is called mentalization. 
Impairments in mentalization correlate with wide range of negative outcomes, including 
insecure attachment, children`s attention and behavioral problems, social withdrawal and later 
mental health problems.  
 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Low socio-economic status and poverty are perceived to cause family stress and erode 
parenting resources. We investigate the socio-economic differences in parental mentalization 
among both mothers and fathers.  
 
DATA AND METHODS  
The data used, is FinnBrain Cohort Study, which is an ongoing transgenerational study 
conducted at the University of Turku, Finland. Participants were recruited at gestational week 
12 (N=3,808). We use information from self-reported questionnaires six months postpartum 
(N=2681). The data are analyzed with linear multilevel mixed effects model. As a main response 
variable we use scores in validated measure of mentalization, the parental reflective functioning 
questionnaire (PRFQ). As predictive variables we use the educational level, the subjective 
economic well-being and the receipt of social assistance.  
 
RESULTS  
From all the investigated predictive factors, association with outcome factor was found only for 
educational level, among both mothers and fathers. Lower educational level was statistically 
significantly (p<0.001) associated with weaker mentalizing.  
 
MAIN CONCLUSIONS 
We argue that mentalization should be considered as a part of intergenerational socio-economic 
disadvantage. In future research the significance of other psychological factors should be 
investigated.  

 
 


