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Chapter 8:  
Adolescents’ personality resemblance to parents 

is associated with well-being and depression. The 
TRAILS study. 

M. Rohaa Langenhof, Jan Komdeur, Albertine J. Oldehinkel  

In prep. 
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Abstract 
The relationship between personality resemblance of 16 year olds to their biological 
parents, and the same adolescents’ overall well-being and depression three years later, was 
examined using two waves of the TRacking Adolescents’ Individual Lives Survey (N=692). 
We used six personality facets from the NEO-PI-R questionnaire known for their importance 
in the development of problem behaviours (anger-hostility, impulsiveness, vulnerability, 
assertiveness, excitement-seeking and self-discipline) and studied both overall resemblance 
and resemblance in individual traits. We used linear regression analyses controlled for 
gender, age, socio-economic status and parent personality, and included effects of parental 
depressive history and the gender of the parent in our models. Results indicated that a 
closer resemblance with parents related to greater overall well-being and fewer depressive 
problems. Adolescents who resembled a depressed parent did not report significantly more 
depressive problems than adolescents who resembled emotionally healthy parents. 
Resembling parents in the personality facets anger-hostility and self-discipline was 
predictive of higher well-being three years later, while resemblance in vulnerability and 
self-discipline was predictive of few depressive symptoms. We found no interaction effects 
between parents’ depressive history and resemblance, or between parental gender and 
resemblance. Our findings indicate  that personality resemblance with parents is related to 
well-being and depressive problems three years later in life and that a close resemblance is 
more advantageous than problematic, at least in adolescents from relatively high-income, 
stable families like our sample. 
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8.1. Introduction 
Parent-child resemblance has been a field of interest to the scientific community since at 
least the early 1920s, when scientists first started to correlate children’s intelligence to that 
of their parents (Jones 1928). This was quickly followed by work on family resemblance in 
physical traits (Conrad 1931) and temperament (Sward and Friedman 1935) in the 1930s, 
and a closer investigation of resemblance across gender, age and cultural groups from the 
1960s on (Honzik 1963). The 1980s saw a rise in adoption studies (Loehlin et al 1981), 
which resulted in efforts to understand the mechanisms causing resemblance over the 
following decades. The last ten years, however, saw an interesting shift towards correlating 
parent-child resemblance in specific traits like depression with mental health and social 
functioning (Silberg and Eaves 2004). It is within this line of research that this paper 
addresses the effects of parent-child resemblance on well-being and depression. 

It has been extensively reported that children come to resemble their parents in physical 
(Alvergne et al 2007), emotional (Distel et al 2010) and behavioural (Bowles et al 2008) 
characteristics through a multitude of biological and social pressures, such as the 
transmission of genes (Rice 2008), imprinting (Bolhuis and Honey 1998), shared 
environment effects (Bokhorst et al 2003) and conditional approval (Assor and Tal 2012). 
While genes without a doubt strongly affect familial resemblance in both physical and 
behavioural traits (Goldsmith 1983; Plomin et al 1997; Saudino 2005; Rice 2008), 
epigenetics has illustrated that the subsequent development of that behaviour is affected 
to a very important degree by the environmental factors experienced during ontogeny 
(Hertzman 2013).  Physically, better nutrition and care can lead to healthier and possibly 
taller offspring in families who can afford it (DeBruine 2004). Emotionally, children learn 
from the example of their caregivers how to handle (or mishandle) everyday feelings 
(Morris et al 2007), including the ability to manage anger or sadness, and pick up and 
integrate their parents emotions (Hatfield et al 1993). The same has been observed for 
attitudes such as the tendency to prejudice and discriminate (Degner and Dalege 2013) or 
views on gender roles (Cunningham 2001). Behaviourally, children routinely copy the 
examples set by their caregivers on how to handle opposition, and problems like domestic 
violence and addiction are often passed down to the next generation (Simons et al 1991; 
Hellstrom-Lindahl and Nordberg 2002). These examples illustrate how resemblance with 
parents is likely to develop, often on a non-conscious and involuntary basis, across a wide 
scope of personality traits. Inheriting personality traits may have consequences for later life 
happiness, physical and psychological health, spirituality, occupational choice and a large 
number of other factors reviewed in Ozer and Benet-Martínez (2006)).  

Both biologically and socially, there is at least one clear benefit of personality resemblance: 
parents tend to provide greater warmth and approval to children who have similar 
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attitudes and behaviours as themselves (Apicella and Marlowe 2004; Heijkoop et al 2009), 
that is to say, parental investment increases with greater resemblance. This is especially the 
case for fathers, who depend on resemblance to determine paternity (Alvergne, Faurie, & 
Raymond, 2009). However, we also know that under certain circumstances, behavioural 
resemblance to parents can be a disadvantage. Once the environment has changed in some 
significant respect or is highly variable, involuntary copying parental coping strategies can 
make it more difficult to develop coping strategies appropriate for the current situation  
(Galef, and Whiskin 2004). For example, coping mechanisms learned by those who 
experienced the hunger winter in World War II sometimes still affect the behaviour of their 
offspring a generation later (Yehuda et al 2008).  

While it is well understood that the developmental environment, largely influenced by the 
parents, shapes personality traits (Rice 2008; Rao et al 2010; Roulin et al 2010; Sullivan et al 
2011a), and as such can have major consequences for later-life functioning (Bouma et al 
2008), it is not yet understood to what extent personality resemblance in itself affects 
people’s ability to function well within their environment. Yet, this is a relevant question to 
ask. Important life decisions like partner choice are often affected by the prospective 
mate’s resemblance to one’s parent, more so than family functioning or parents’ overall 
personality (Bressan 2002; Watkins et al 2011). On a larger scale, as personality reflects the 
way individuals deal with opposition and challenges in life (Sentse et al 2011), it is an 
important measure of human behavioural strategies. We pose that personality 
resemblance with parents, then, reflects at least to some extent the way the upcoming 
generation handles their environment in ways similar to their parents. Personality 
difference with parents then might reflect behavioural flexibility, which could be an asset of 
fast changing environments like today’s society. 

This study addresses the extent to which personality resemblance with the previous 
generation can limit or enhance the next generation’s ability to cope with their 
environment, represented by self-reported well-being and depression. Although adaptive 
fitness effects are, in the strictly biological meaning of the word, no longer relevant to the 
human species, measures such as subjective well-being and depression can approximate 
people’s ability to function well within their immediate environment. The inclusion of these 
measures allows an interesting and novel perspective on the effects of generational 
mimicking, and the possibility to consider adolescents’ ability to cope with their 
surroundings both from a problem-causing (depression) and a results-gaining (well-being) 
angle.   

In a previous study, we investigated the influence of positive and negative parenting on the 
degree of resemblance, and found that warmth and especially rejection perceived during 
early adolescence affected the degree and direction in which adolescents resembled their 
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parents five years later, and that especially positive parenting by fathers was associated 
with a greater resemblance, while positive parenting by mothers was associated with a 
smaller resemblance. In general, girls seemed stronger affected by parental rejection than 
boys (Chapter 6). In this follow-up study, we asked the following questions: 1) To what 
extent does the parent-offspring resemblance in key personality traits predict later-life 
well-being and depression? 2) Are there gender differences (boys vs. girls, fathers vs. 
mothers) in how personality resemblance is associated with emotional health? As the 
literature suggests that personality resemblance with parents can have both advantages 
and disadvantages, answering these questions will give us insight in the extent to which 
these two important developmental pressures are relevant to adolescents growing to 
adulthood in modern society. It is conceivable that the extent to which resemblance with 
parents is beneficial depends on parents’ ability to deal with their environment. Therefore, 
we expect that adolescents who closely resemble the personality of parents with a 
depressive history are more likely to be depressed than adolescents who closely resemble 
healthy parents. Furthermore, based on our previous work we expect effects to be stronger 
for girls than for boys, and for resemblance with fathers to be more associated with 
increased well-being than resemblance with mothers. 

8.2. Methods 

8.2.1 Sample 
This study is part of the TRacking Adolescents’ Individual Lives Survey (TRAILS), an ongoing 
prospective cohort study based on a sample representative of the Dutch population, 
investigating the emotional, social and mental development from preadolescence into 
adulthood. Parental informed consent was obtained after the procedures had been fully 
explained. Detailed information about sample selection and analysis of non-response bias 
has been reported elsewhere (de Winter et al 2005). The four assessment waves that have 
been completed to date ran from March 2001 to July 2002 (T1), September 2003 to 
December 2004 (T2), September 2005 to December 2007 (T3), and October 2008 to 
September 2010 (T4). At T1, 2230 children (mean age = 11.1, SD = 0.6) enrolled in the study 
of whom 2149 (96.4 %; mean age 13.6, SD = 0.5) participated at T2, 1816 (81.4 %; mean 
age 16.3, SD = 0.7) at T3, and 1881 (84.3 %; mean age 19.1, SD = 0.6) at T4. At the last 
measurement, 54% were girls. For more details on study design, data collecting and 
sampling procedures, see (de Winter et al 2005; Huisman et al 2008). 

In the present study, we used the same subsample as in a parallel study (Chapter 6), 
consisting of 741 adolescents who had filled out the personality questionnaire at T3 along 
with both their biological mother and (self-reported) biological father, from here on 
referred to as mother and father. It included only adolescents whose biological parents 
were both part of the family at T1. This selection creates a relatively homogeneous group 
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with respect to parental influence during childhood. Of the 741 adolescents who 
participated at T3 (mean age 16.2, SD = 0.7), 726 participated again in T4 (98.0 %; mean 
age 19.0, SD = 0.5), 692 of which completed happiness and depression questionnaires. The 
Socio-Economic Status was low for 11.9% of the families in this subsample, middle for 
47.6%, and high for 40.5%. In the baseline sample (T1) these percentages were 25%, 50% 
and 25% respectively. 

8.2.2 Personality 
To assess adolescent and parent personality, we used six facets of the Revised Neuroticism-
Extroversion-Openness Personality-Inventory (NEO-PI-R), measured at T3. The NEO-PI-R is a 
personality questionnaire consisting of 30 facet scales covering the Five-Factor Model of 
personality (Coasta and McCrae 1992). Facets were selected a priori at T3 on the basis of 
their relevance to emotional and behavioural problems. From the broad domain of 
Neuroticism, we used the facets Anger-Hostility (Cronbach’s α=.71), Impulsiveness (α=.51), 
and Vulnerability (α=.77). Anger-Hostility relates to the tendency to experience anger and 
frustration, Impulsiveness to low inhibition control and a strong activating response to 
cravings and urges, and Vulnerability to susceptibility to stress. From the broad domain of 
Extraversion, we used the facets Assertiveness (α=.75) and Excitement-Seeking (α=.58). 
Assertiveness reflects social dominance; Excitement-Seeking the need for high-intensity 
stimulation. From the broad domain of Conscientiousness, we used the facet Self-Discipline 
(α=.76), which measures the capacity to begin and complete tasks despite distractions. 
Available answers ranged from 1 (fully agree) to 5 (fully disagree). Facet scores were each 
based on 8 questions.  

For the analyses, we used the mean of the maternal and paternal scores to reflect the 
average parental personality that adolescents were exposed to. We combined the six facets 
above into a single measure of personality resemblance by summing the absolute 
difference between adolescent personality score and the mean of parental personality 
scores across all six personality traits. We also analysed adolescent resemblance with 
mothers and fathers separately for each of the six traits. Low difference scores represented 
a high degree of resemblance. 

8.2.3 Well-being and depression 
Well-being was measured with two items, each of which could be rated on a scale from 1 
to 10: happiness (“How happy are you, everything considered?”) and satisfaction (“How 
satisfied or dissatisfied are you with your life at the moment, everything considered?”), 
which were combined into a single variable. For adolescent depressive symptoms, we used 
DSM IV scale “Depressive Problems” (α=.84) from the Adult Self Report (ASR) at T4, which 
consisted of 14 items such as “I feel worthless or inferior” and “I am unhappy, sad or 
depressed”, which could be answered with “Not at all” or “A little or sometimes” or 
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“Clearly or often”. For parental depression at T3, we used the question “Did you ever 
experience a period of at least two weeks with depressive problems”, the concept of which 
was explained prior to the questionnaire by means of vignettes, which could be answered 
with “No” or “I think so but I’m not sure” or “Yes”. 740 biological mothers and 741 
biological fathers in our subsample answered this question, of which 26% of mothers and 
17% of fathers reported a history of depression. We averaged maternal and paternal 
depressive history to reflect the depressive history in the family. 

8.2.4 Statistical analyses 
We used paired-sample t-tests to compare mother-child and father-child resemblances, 
and one-way ANOVAs to examine resemblance differences between boys and girls across 
different variables. Linear regression was used to model the association between 
adolescent-parent resemblance at T3 and later-life wellbeing and depression. The data 
were analysed using SPSS Statistics software, version 20. A two-sided p-value < .05 was 
considered statistically significant. 

In the first regression model, we estimated the effect of parent-child resemblance on both 
well-being and depression. In the second model, we added parental depressive history, and 
the interaction between resemblance with parents and parental depressive history. In the 
third model, we distinguished between resemblance with mother and resemblance with 
father, and tested interactions between adolescent gender and resemblance within the 
maternal and paternal model. When not significant, interactions in the second and third 
model were removed and the analyses repeated. All models were controlled for adolescent 
age at T3, gender, and family socio-economic status. As parent-child resemblance in 
personality correlated with personality scores, we also adjusted for parental personality. 
More specifically, we controlled for the average between parents’ personality traits when 
testing parent-child difference, and for maternal and paternal traits when testing difference 
with mothers and fathers separately. Finally, we spit overall resemblance into parent-child 
resemblance in each of the six personality traits, and repeated the models. We did not 
correct for multiple testing.  

8.3. Results 
Overall, the adolescents did not differ significantly in the degree to which they resembled 
their fathers or their mothers (p=.06). Adolescents who resembled their mother generally 
also resembled their father (r =.33, p=.01). The results of the three models associating 
overall personality resemblance with well-being and depression can be found in Table 8-1, 
while results with regard to for resemblance in individual personality traits can be found in 
Table 8-2. Out of 36 comparisons, 13 proved significant (= 36 %), while in a random sample 
with α = 0.05, only two significant values would be expected. In all results, large differences 
correspond to high resemblances. 
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8.3.1 Effects of resemblance on well-being 
Parent-child resemblance in overall personality was significantly associated with well-being 
three years later: adolescents who resembled their parents at T3 experienced overall more 
well-being at T4 (Table 8-1). Adolescents whose parents had a depressive history were not 
significantly less happy than other adolescents, nor did they report less happiness if they 
resembled these parents in personality (p=0.46). Even when taking into account parents’ 
depressive history, parent-child resemblance was still associated with increased well-being. 
Personality resemblance with fathers was more predictive of well-being than personality 
resemblance with mothers, but we did not find any interaction between adolescent gender 
and resemblance to mothers or fathers.   

Table 8-1 Prediction of well-being and depressive symptoms at age 19 by overall personality 
difference with parents three years earlier. 

Model Predictors 
Outcomes 

Well-being Depressive symptoms 
beta p beta p 

1 Difference with parents -0.11 .01 0.19 .01 
2a Difference with parents -0.08 .14 0.19 .01 

 Depressive history parents 0.01 .97 0.04 .70 
 Difference * history -0.08 .46 -0.01 .91 

2b Difference with parents -0.10 .01 0.19 .01 
 Depressive history parents -0.07 .08 0.03 .45 

3a Difference with mother -0.06 .27 0.14 .01 
 Difference with father -0.05 .36 0.15 .01 
 Difference mother * gender -0.03 .81 -0.17 .15 
 Difference father * gender -0.09 .44 -0.03 .79 

3b Difference with mother -0.06 .21 0.08 .04 
 Difference with father -0.08 .05 0.14 .01 

Linear regression models predicting adolescents’ well-being and depressive symptoms at 
age 19 by their overall personality resemblance with biological parents at age 16. Difference 
is inversely related to resemblance. Bold values are significant at α = 0.05 level. All models 
were corrected for gender, age, social status of the family and all personality scores of the 
parents, girls were coded as 0. N=692. 
 

8.3.2 Effects of resemblance on depressive symptoms 
Personality resemblance was also associated with later-life depressive symptoms: 
adolescents who differed more from their parents at T3 experienced overall more 
depressive problems at T4 (Table 8-1). Inclusion of parental depressive history did not 
affect this association, and we found no indication that parental depressive history 
moderated the association between resemblance and adolescents’ depressive symptoms. 
Resemblance to fathers and mothers were both significantly associated with depressive 
symptoms. Boys’ and girls’ depressive symptoms were not affected differently by 
resemblance to mothers or fathers. 
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8.3.3 Post-hoc analysis of individual personality traits 
Following the results of our main models, we performed post-hoc analyses on the 
importance of each individual personality trait in predicting well-being and depression in 
adolescents. We found resemblance with parents to be associated with either well-being or 
depression in three out of six personality traits studied. For all personality traits except 
excitement-seeking, resemblance with parents seemed to predict well-being.  

In all models for individual personality traits, we found two interactions with gender. First, 
girls who differed more from mothers in vulnerability have a greater chance of depression 
three years later (beta = 0.17, p = .01), while boys do not show this effect (beta = -0.14, p = 
.04). Second, girls who differ from mothers in assertiveness have a slightly higher chance of 
depressive symptoms (beta = 0.11, p = .04), while boys actually show less depressive 
symptoms when they are more different than mothers (beta = -0.18, p = .02). Adolescents 
who differed from mothers in anger-hostility experienced less well-being. Greater 
resemblance with fathers but not mothers in self-discipline related to higher well-being and 
lower depression scores. Differing from mothers in excitement-seeking was predictive of 
higher well-being and lower depression, while differing from fathers in the same showed 
the opposite effect (Table 8-2). 
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 Model Outcomes 

  Well-being Depressive 
symptoms 

 Diff. in personality trait beta p beta p 
1 Anger-Hostility -0.08 .05 0.04 .30 

 Impulsiveness -0.06 .14 0.07 .06 

 Vulnerability -0.07 .08 0.16 .01 

 Assertiveness -0.01 .79 0.05 .15 

 Excitement-Seeking 0.02 .69 0.03 .56 

 Self-Discipline -0.12 .01 0.18 .01 

3b Anger-Hostility Mother -0.09 .02 0.04 .25 

  Father 0.02 .77 -0.01 .74 

 Impulsiveness Mother -0.07 .07 0.06 .09 

  Father -0.02 .55 0.04 .29 

 Vulnerability Mother -0.04 .26 0.09 .01 

  Father -0.04 .32 0.10 .01 

 Assertiveness Mother -0.01 .80 0.03 .52 

  Father -0.02 .65 0.03 .44 

 Excitement-Seeking Mother 0.20 .01 -0.16 .03 

  Father -0.17 .02 0.20 .01 

 Self-Discipline Mother -0.04 .33 0.06 .13 

  Father -0.10 .02 0.14 .01 
 

Linear regression models predicting adolescents’ well-being and depressive symptom
personality resemblance with their biological parents at age 16 across six key person
inversely related to resemblance. Bold values are significant at α = 0.05 level. Only m
1 were are shown. All models were corrected for gender, age, social status of the fam
personality scores of the parents, girls were coded as 0. N=692. 

  

Table 8-2 Prediction of well-being and depressive symptoms at age 19 by 
personality differences with parents three years earlier across six key personality 
traits. 
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8.4. Discussion 

8.4.1 Effects of resemblance on well-being and depression 
Overall personality resemblance to parents was found to be weakly, but significantly and 
consistently associated with increased happiness and decreased depression in early 
adulthood, even when taking into account the depressive history of parents. This suggests 
that for Western world adolescents who grow up in reasonably stable families, using the 
strategies and behaviours used by the (genetically) successful people before them has 
positive effects on their own well-being – whether because of the inherent benefit of the 
behaviour, or because of the previous generations’ approval of it. We did not find evidence 
that resemblance to parents at this age had negative implications. In other words, the 
positive effects of resembling one’s parents, such as having a good example and gaining 
parental approval and increased parental investment, outweigh potential negative effects, 
such as decreased behavioural flexibility and failure to develop a distinct individual 
personality, for people who are just coming into adulthood. Similar effects were 
demonstrated in a study that found a negative relationship between parent-child 
personality resemblance and internalising problems (van Tuijl et al 2005). Nevertheless, it is 
not unlikely that effect sizes were rather low (ranging between 0.09 and 0.29) because of 
these positive and negative consequences of resemblance counteracted each other’s 
effects on well-being and depressive symptoms.  

Given the Western cultural background of the adolescents in this sample, where parents 
remain involved in their children’s life well into early adulthood (Harris et al 1998) and 
given that parental approval and (financial and moral) support still play a large role in late 
adolescence (Fingerman et al 2009; Needham and Austin 2010), it is reasonable to assume 
that the benefits of increased parental investment gained from closer resemblance 
continue to be of importance in young adults. While parents’ opinions on the behaviour 
and personality traits of their offspring may continue to affect self-image and feelings of 
being successful in early adulthood, these influences tend to wear off as adolescents 
develop into more independent individuals. Around the age of thirty, people generally find 
themselves struggling with the pressures of a job, family life and personal development in a 
society that has much less social and familial support than in our evolutionary history, while 
experiencing much greater demands on all the different aspects of life a successful 
individual is supposed to manage. It is conceivable that around this age, the effects of 
behavioural flexibility start to outweigh those of parental approval. However, pressures of 
the previous generation are not the only factors to influence successful adaptation to 
modern surroundings. Children today are growing up markedly different by their exposure 
to modern ways of entertainment like video games and the internet (Ferguson 2010; 
Strasburger et al 2010). There is some indication that just because of exposure to such fast-
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paced, often interactive media as opposed to more traditional forms of play, the brains of 
children from recent generations are developmentally more wired to process high amounts 
of information, switch gears more easily, and respond quickly to small disturbances in their 
environment (Johnson, 2010). Such influences could negate the effects of intergenerational 
inheritance of personality traits. 

8.4.2 Effects of parental history 
We expected parental depressive history to affect adolescents’ well-being, as there is clear 
indication that depression is genetically and environmentally determined (Silberg et al 
2010). Depression of a parent often represents a difficult time in the lives of the entire 
family (Garber et al 2011), and children of depressed parents have been shown to have 
high levels of anxiety, depressive symptoms and aggression while personality traits can 
mediate these symptoms (Langrock et al 2002). However, we did not find the expected 
effect. Neither did we find that resembling a depressed parent in personality increases 
chances of depression, as we expected given that certain personality traits have been 
found to predispose one to depressive problems (Kotov et al 2010). A likely explanation is 
that we controlled for parent personality traits that commonly relate to problems in 
emotional and mental functioning in each of the models. Apparently, parental depressive 
history did not add to the effect of parental personality, neither as a main effect nor in 
interaction with resemblance. 

8.4.3 Effects of gender 
Based on the consistent gender differences that we found for the association between 
parenting quality and personality resemblance in a parallel study, where rejection by 
mothers predicted high resemblance and rejection by fathers predicted low resemblance 
for girls only (Chapter 6), we also expected gender differences for the association between 
personality resemblance and well-being in this study. In particular, we expected girls to be 
affected more strongly by resemblance to parents than boys, as parental rejection is known 
to be associated with emotional  sensitivity (Oldehinkel, Veenstra, Ormel, De Winter, & 
Verhulst, 2006, McDonald, Bowker, Rubin, Laursen, & Duchene, 2010). Surprisingly, we 
found no difference for boys and girls to support this notion. We did find them in the 
personality facets vulnerability and assertiveness, where they were in line with our 
expectation. Girls who differed from mothers in vulnerability and assertiveness had more 
depressive symptoms, while boys who differed from mothers in assertiveness had less. We 
also found overall resemblance with fathers to have somewhat more of an effect on well-
being than resemblance with mothers, especially resemblance in self-discipline. The well-
studied relationship between paternal investment and resemblance (Alvergne et al 2009) 
suggests that adolescents who resemble their fathers receive more care (Harris et al 1998), 
which may explain why they are happier than adolescents who do not resemble their 
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father. For all personality facets, resemblance with mothers and fathers had the same type 
of effect on well-being and depression three years later, except for excitement-seeking, 
where our findings suggest that resembling fathers is beneficial, while resembling mothers 
is not. This is synchronous with our earlier findings that maternal warmth associates with 
increased difference. It is unclear why we only find this effect in one personality trait.  

8.4.4 Strengths and Limitations 
Strengths of this study include the availability of an identical, self-assessed measure of 
personality for adolescents and both of their biological parents, which allows for a reliable 
intergenerational comparison as well as investigation of gender interactions. The database 
used for this study (TRAILS, see www.trails.nl) dates back to 2001 and has been used for 
over a decade by a team of multi-disciplinary scientists to investigate patterns in the way 
children make the transition to becoming adults in modern society. It should be taken into 
account that we included only adolescents whose biological parents were still a part of 
their family at T1, and that most families included were from middle or high socio-
economic classes. As such, these adolescents grew up in comparatively stable 
environments, both emotionally (no divorces) and financially (sufficient means to fulfil basic 
needs). Whereas the homogeneity of our sample makes interpretations more 
straightforward, it also calls for caution on drawing population-wide conclusions. It is 
possible that adolescents from broken homes or poor families experience different 
dynamics with respect to parental acceptance of personality differences, or the pressure to 
behaviourally differ from the previous generation.  

8.4.5 Implications 
Studying causation, fluidity and consequences of personality resemblance with the previous 
generation gives us insight in behavioural transitions from one generation to the next. It 
shows the degree to which the past – through e.g. the environment, examples, teachings 
and rules provided by our caregivers – influences our current decisions and responses. 
Understanding how behavioural resemblance with the previous generation is established, 
and how it affects people’s ability to respond successfully to their environment, helps us to 
estimate the potential for behavioural flexibility in the future, and the upcoming 
generation’s response to changing environments. In time, it may allow us to predict and 
address problems stemming from maladaptation to the modern environment that children 
grow up in nowadays. While this study is just a first step to a better understanding of the 
effects of intergenerational resemblance in personality and behaviour, it shows a significant 
connection between resemblance and adolescents’ ability to function well within their 
environment, as measured by well-being and depression, and as such opens the door to 
further study in this direction. It will be interesting to see how the 692 adolescents in this 
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longitudinal study will continue to develop over the next decade, as they move into the 
part of life where they may create families of their own.  

8.5. Conclusions 
In sum, closer resemblance to the personality traits of their parents had positive effects on 
adolescents’ well-being and depression three years later. The depressive history of parents 
did not affect well-being or depression of their offspring over and beyond parental 
personality, and adolescents with greater resemblance to a depressed parent did not 
report significantly more depression than adolescents who resembled emotionally healthy 
parents. Our findings suggest that, if there are negative consequences of resembling a 
generation that was behaviourally adapted to a different social and financial environment, 
such consequences do not yet significantly affect functioning in late adolescence. To more 
fully understand both the positive and negative effects of resemblance with the previous 
generations, there is a need to continue longitudinal studies well into adulthood, as 
environmental pressures may change later in life when adolescents become more 
independent of their parents. It would be interesting for future studies to investigate to 
what extent the adaptive effects of resemblance with parents depend on parents’ 
involvement in their offspring’s lives.  
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