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Abstract: Holocaust survivors have often been described as inadequate parents. Their multiple losses
were assumed to create child-rearing problems around both attachment and detachment. Empincal
research, however, has yielded contradictory evidence regarding the parenting behavior of Holocaust
survivors when investigated with classical parenting instruments. The present pilot-study investigated
parental behavior with a new self-report instrument that also included salient Holocaust dimensions.
The parent perception of 159 adult children of Holocaust survivors was thus compared with 151 control
subjects. Factor analysis of data yielded four major kinds of parental rearing behaviors: transmission;
affection; punishing and over-protection. While the second-generation group rated their parents higher
on transmission, other differences in child-rearing practices were small, if taken as a whole. These
findings largely support the descriptive literature on transgenerational transmission of trauma while
at the same time refuting the view that Holocaust survivors function more inadequately than other
parents do.

T

It has long been assumed that the extreme
traumatization experienced by Holocaust
survivors has had a detrimental effect on

their capacity for parenting. Typically, Holo-

caust survivor parents have been regarded as
too anxious, depressed and pre-occupied
with mourning their multiple losses to be
able to provide an adequate maturational
environment for their children. As a result,
such mothers and fathers have been thought
to pass on their emotional burden to their
sons and daughters, thus creating child-rear-
ing problems around both attachment (1)
and detachment (2). During the past 30
years, almost 400 papers have described
the process of intergenerational transmis-
sion of trauma from Holocaust survivors
to their “Second Generation” offspring (3-
7).

Much of this hiterature, however, 1s based

on anecdotal evidence, on single-case de-
scriptive reports and/or on empirical studies
with methodological limitations, which
make generalizations of their findings highly
problematic. Thus we still do not know if
Holocaust survivor parents actually were
very different in their child-rearing practices
from other parents. The purpose of the
present study is to further investigate this
issue in order to attempt to verity the above
assumptions by more objective means. After
a brief overview of the literature on parental
rearing behavior in Holocaust survivor
families, some of the difficulties of measur-
ing children’s evaluations of parentbehavior
will be discussed. Thereafter, a new Holo-
caust survivor-parenting questionnaire will
be constructed and validated with a prelimai-
nary comparative pilot-study.
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Holocaust Survivors as Parents

Anecdotal reports tended to ascribe much of
the behavior of Holocaust survivor parents
to the culture of any traditional Jewish home
in which the basic attitudes towards children
were generally characterized by overfeed-
ing, Wori'ying and parental sacrifice. For
example, Jewish parents were often depicted
as asking their children: “What have you
done? What are you going to do? You will
bring me to the death! Are you warm
enough? Have you had enough to eat? Take
Just a little more of this good soup!”
Anthropologists described a typical Jewish
home in the following manner: “All the
sacritice, all the suffering, all the solicitude
pile up into a monument to parental love, the
dimensions of which define the vastness of
filial indebtedness” (8, p. 298). But the
stereotype of the “Yiddishe Mammeh,”
familiar in many Jewish families, took on a
new meaning in the anecdotal reports of
Holocaust survivor families. Here, the overt
messages were described as containing a
more desperate and anxious undertone. For
example, regarding food and eating: “Don’t
leave food on your plate, because... then and
there, we had nothing!” Regarding trust:
“These people are all anti-Semitic, they
would kill us immediately if they could.”
Regarding coping with difficulties: “It could
be worse, you know. What do you cry
about?” Or “You have to do more if you want
to survive. You have to be strong!”

Such anecdotal reports were later re-
placed with single case studies, interviews
Or questionnaire surveys of self-selected
groups. Thus, sketches of “typical” Holo-
caust survivor families emerged over time
() 1 which such families were depicted as
more or less dysfunctional in terms of
structure, relational patterns and the han-
dling of intimacy, control and conflict (10).
The home atmosphere was described as
being weighed down by tension, sadness,

conthct and distrust of strangers and/or
extensive worries of something terrible
happening. Attachments were found to be
tighter and family members were perceived
as more closely engaged, with separations
being more difficult than in other families
(11-13). Such caretaking patterns were
assumed to hinder the healthy development
(and differentiation) of self in the second
generation (14). Further, Holocaust survivor
parents were depicted as either too involved
and overprotective, or too neglectful and
Indulgent, too rigid or too permissive, often
with huge unrealistic expectations of their
children (15). Finally, parent-child interac-
tions in Holocaust survivor families were
characterized by over-anxiety, intense emo-
tional investment in the child with
1dealization and over-identification (16, p.
93).

Being based largely on clinical experi-
ence with children of Holocaust survivors in
psychotherapy or on survey studies without
a control group, such generalizations were
criticized for painting an overly grim picture
of Holocaust survivor parents in general.
Therefore, empirical controlled studies
started to appear in the 1970s that attempted
to mnvestigate Holocaust survivor parenting
also in the non-clinical population. Over a
period of 20 years some objective evidence
started to appear. These studies were more
or less focused on two main areas: (1)
over-involvement and over-protection by
Holocaust survivor parents with the resultin g
lack of individuation, separation, differen-
tlation and autonomy in the children,
sometimes described as family “enmesh-
ment”; and (2) enforcement of control,
“strictness” and disciplinary issues (17).
These two areas were investigated in these
studies with some of the prevalent and
well-known  self-report measures that re-
quired subjects to score their parents’
behavior on various dimensions of parent-
hood as remembered during childhood. Four
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such instruments were employed, while a
fifth instrument, EMBU (138), includes much
of the same factors (rejection, emotional
warmth and overprotection), but has not yet
been used in second-generation research.

(1) The Parental Behavior Inventory (19)
focused on three major bi-polar dimensions
of parental child-rearing patterns that repeat-
edly emerged as especially influential:
1. warmth or hostility of the parent-child
relation (acceptance-rejection), 2. control or
autonomy of the disciplmary approach
(destructiveness—permiSsiveness), and
3 consistencies or inconsistencies that par-
ents show in using discipline. In research on
the second-generation, this instrument was
used by Rosenberger (20), Gay et al. (21),
Gay and Shulman (22), Last and Klein (23),
and by Gross (24). For example, basing their
findings on a small group of six patients 1n
a youth clinic, Gay et al. (21) found that
Holocaust survivor parents rated high 1n
positive involvement and child centered-
ness, but also created difficulties for the
children when moving out from home.
Because of the small groups of investigated
subjects, however, this early research cannot
be regarded as representative of the larger
population.

(2) The Semantic Differential Instrument
(25) included three factors: 1. potency
(fast-slow, strong-weak), 2. tension (happy-
sad, calm-agitated), and 3. Attractiveness
(hot-cold, gentle-harsh). This instrument
was used by Keinan et al. (26) with 47
offspring compared with 46 control immi-
grant subjects and by Felsen and Erlich (27),
who compared 32 offspring with 30 control
subjects in a nonclinical setting. Neither
study found.significant differences in the
children’s perception of parents.

(3) The PBI: Parental Bonding Instrument
(28) included two sub-scales: 1. care (atfec-
tion. understanding, warmth), and 2. over-

protection (control, intrusion, infantiliza-
tion. encourage dependency). This
‘nstrument was used by Halik et al. (29) and
by Zilberfein (30), but neither of them found
significant differences 1n the mother-daugh-
ter relationship and/or in maternal
protectiveness.

Similarly, (4) Weiss (31) found no
significant differences between SUrvivor
and control families in the degree of paren-
tal permissiveness as measured with the
Cornell Parent Behavior Inventory.

To sum up, when using reliable and valid
measures of perceived parental rearing
behavior, the above-mentioned studies did
not find significant differences between
Holocaust survivor parents and other par-
ents. Neither did Leon et al. (32) with a
different instrument, nor did Zlotogorski
(33) and Sigal and Weinfeld (34) regarding
enmeshment. Thus, we are faced with a clear
discrepancy between descriptive reports of
dysfunctional Holocaust survivor parents’
behavior that empirical evidence cannol
substantiate with more objective means.
This discrepancy has in the past been
explained as an effect of differences between
clinical and non-clinical populations. Others
have attributed the discrepant findings to
various flaws in research methodology (3)
that may have limited the generalizability of
the findings from the empirical research.
Such methodological difficulties will be
further discussed below.

Difficulties in Studying Parental
Rearing Behavior

Dealing with “normal” people, and using
measures that are subjective and part of the
spectrum of everyday experience, anyone
attempting to investigate Holocaust survi-
vors as parents is entering a minefield of
methodological difficulties. For example,
many studies included 2 small number of
children of Holocaust survivors, often with
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only one sex represented and without a
control group. Though it is questionable
whether there can ever be a homogeneous
population of the second generation, demo-
graphic information on variables such as age,
gender and the mental state of respondents
and on the Holocaust backeground of their
parents may increase the generalizability of
findings.

First, age may have a significant impact
on parent perception. Older respondents may
be assumed to have resolved much of the
normative rebellion of adolescence and be
either more objective or more tavorably
inclined towards their elderly parents than
they would have been at an earlier age. “As
adolescents, they resented their parents for
having burdened them with their traumatic
past, but more recently, as they were growin g
older, they had developed a greater accep-
tance and a greater degree of empathy toward

therr parents” (35, p. 114).

' Secondly, gender itself may influence
the development of a second-generation
1dentity, with daughters and sons teeling
very differently about the same childrearin g
practices. Gender also plays an important
role 1n determining the responses of Holo-
caust survivors’ offspring to parental
communication (or lack thereof) (36, 37).
Some studies included only female subjects
(€.g., 29) and various findings (e.g., 38), as
well as classical psychoanalytic observa-
tions, indicate that the various relational
constellations of mother-daughter, mother-
son and father-daughter, father-son may be
very different.

Thirdly, the mental state of respondents
may have an influence on comparative
studies. A possible source of disagreement
between studies is that some used psycho-
pathologically identified children and others
were based on offspring from the general
population. As clinical and non-clinical
populations may view their parents differ-

ently, it is better to focus on well-functioning
respondents (17).

Fourth, the survivor parent’s age and
background seems to be crucial for explain-
ing the findings and a parent being alive or
dead might also influence the children’s
perceptions, assuming that perceptions be-
come more favorable when the parent dies.
Stmilarly, data on the parents’ Holocaust
experiences may be important, for example,
the extent of the parents’ loss, survival age
at the time of persecution, their country of
origin and pre-Holocaust experiences as well
as their country of resettlement and POSst-
Holocaust experiences, their quality of
marriage and intra-familial interactions,
their general adaptional tunctioning, their
ability to communicate and talk about their
traumatic experiences, and psychopathol-
ogy (23, 39, 40). For example, a child who
grew up hearing parents screaming at night
or who had to take care of a depressed parent
would be more affected. However, while
these variables seem relevant, they may be
ditficult to collect in a reliable manner.

Finally, a control group is crucial.
Studies conducted outside Tsrael attempted

to control for the “immigrant-effect” by

including people with immigrant parents
who were not Holocaust survivors. In Israel,
control subjects with parents without any
experiences of the Holocaust may be suitable
because of their similar cultural and religious
background. However, it may be that Jews
in Israel or elsewhere have had parents who
were traumatized by resettlement, war and
grief of mourning. Further, if the collective
trauma of the Jewish people influence
child-rearing behavior, a non-Jewish control
sample would provide a more adequate
comparison.

Regarding measurement instrument, the
most utilized self-report measures may
introduce some ambiguity in the results.
They may be too sensitive to social desirabil-
1ty (41) and therefore be unable to record the
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internal experiences of the second genera-
tion (37). Other more delicate mstruments
may be more suitable in investigating how
the various reciprocal interactions between
parents and children influence the transgen-
erational transmission of Holocaust trauma.
On the other hand, the advantage of seli-re-
port measures is that individuals report what
they subjectively have perceived rather than
what actually happened, which sometimes 1s
more influential than the reality itself, ‘s
emphasized by Levenson (42), who asserted
that the actions of the parents as perceived
by the child may be more decisive than the
parent’s actions in themselves. For example,
the impact of parental discipline methods
appears to be based more on the child’s
perception thap on the parent’s action (43).
College students’ ratings of their mothers
and fathers and the parents’ rating of
themselves were significantly correlated,
demonstratiné veridicality between parents’
self-image and their offspring’s perceptions
(44). |

A final pfoblém with thé earlier studies
might have been that they failed to study the
relevant aspects of Holocaust survivor par-
ent behaviors. For example, while the
above-mentioned instrumentsl seem to 1n-
clude the essential dimensions of parenting
in general, none fully covers the specific
dimensions of parenting behavior observed
among Holocaust survivor parents. These
studies would thus fail to investigate the
various child-rearing behaviors that may be
crucial in the particular transmission of
Holocaust trauma. It is my view that because
these earlier instruments did not cover a
representative sample, a new instrument has
to be constructed. This will be the aim of the
present pilot-study.

Constructing a New Holocaust
Survivor Parenting Questionnaire
From the literature on transgenerational

transmission of trauma as well as from the
literature on perceived parental rearing
behavior, several categories of parental
behavior were identified. These included
both many of the repeatedly found general
aspects, such as rejection-acceptance, disci-
plinary approach and (over)-protection
and/or (over)-involvement as well as some
more specific aspects of Holocaust survivor
parenting mentioned 1n the literature, such
as excessive parental expectations, guilt
infliction and anger regulation, role reversal
with parents, parents being too busy, and
actual Holocaust-related issues, such as
being related to as areplacement of arelative
who perished in the Holocaust, being intlu-
enced by parents’ Holocaust past, feeling
that a burden had been transmitted upon
them, and having absorbed the inner pain of
their parents. A few items were written to
convey a phenomenological manifestation
of each aspect, including various versions of
some items found in previous question-
naires. These items were then translated 1nto
Hebrew and examined for content vahdity
by 20 psychotherapists working 1n a treat-
ment center for Holocaust survivors and the
second generation. Each item was written on
a card and given to these judges who were
asked to indicate their relevance to the
process of transgenerational transmission of
Holocaust trauma. Items with poor corre-
spondence and/or unclear content were
discarded or re-written.

Thus, a total of 30 items were collected
to cover divergent aspects of parental rearing
behavior which respondents would be asked
to rate on a five-point Likert-scale for
mothers and fathers separately.

Method

Participants. Two groups of participants,
some of whom were studying or teaching in
various educational institutions, were asked
to complete the above-mentioned parenting
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questionnaire. They were told that the
purpose of the study was to investigate how
children of Holocaust survivors (Second
Generation) and how children m general
(Controls who reported that their parents had
no personal experience of the Holocaust)
view therr parents. A total of 310 question-
naires were thus completed. The reason for
the 1nconsistencies of rated mothers (159)
and fathers (151) was that some had no
memories of one parent (usually their
father). Both groups included self-selected,
mostly well-educated and apparently non-
clinical, well-functioning Israclis whose
demographic characteristics are reported n
Table 1.

Both groups seem to be comparable on
gender, with a dominant participation of
female subjects. However, the second gen-
eration group was a little older, had a few
more children, and included a larger number
of married subjects (85%) than the control
group (74%). Furthermore, there was a
difference in parent status. About half of the
Holocaust survivors had died compared to
only a third of the general Israeli population.
This difference, however, may be due to the
somewhat higher age of the Holocaust

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics

survivor parents (Mean: 71 compared to
Mean 66).

Results

The main purpose of the present pilot-study
was to validate the new questionnaire. In
order to tind the underlying variables among
the items included 1n the new questionnaire,
generalized least squares method of factor
analysis was computed separately ftor
mother data and father data since their
ratings are not independent. This was fol-
lowed by an oblique rotation of the 30 1tems
(after dropping 1items with dual factor
loading and with primary factor loading
lower than .50). This yielded four primary
tactors: a seven-item “transmission’’ sSub-
scale, with a Cronbach alpha coetficient of
.89, a seven-item “‘affection’”’ (or emotional
warmth) sub-scale with an alpha coetficient
of .87, a three-item “punishing” (or rejec-
tion) sub-scale with an alpha coetficient of
715, and a three-item “over-involvement” (Or
over-protection) sub-scale with an alpha
coefficient of .73. The Eigenvalues and Pct
of variance for each factor are listed in

Table 2.

Second Generation Control
n=159 n=151
Parent Mother (81) = 51% (78) 52%
Father (78) 49% (83) 48%
Sex Female 84 % 84 9%
Male 16% 16%
Age Mean age (range) 43 (22-54) 41 (19-65)
Marital status Single 6.5 % 13%
Marmied 85 % 75%
Divorced 8:5 % 12%

Number of Children Mean

Parent status
Dead

Alive (Mean age, range)

3.2

53% (71, 60-86)

47%

2.7

71% (66, 45-92)

29%
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Table 2. Factor Loading and % of Variance

Factor Eigenvalue Pct of variance Cum Pct
1. Transmission 8.52 28.4 28.4
2. Affection 3.75 12.5 40.9
3. Punishing 2.03 6.8 47.7
4. Over-involvement/protection 1.09 3.6 51.3

Table 3. Items Included in Each Subscale

Transmission

1. I felt that I had to protect my parent

4. 1 felt responsible for the feelings of my parent

11. I felt guilty when my parent was unhappy.

13. My parent transmitted his/her burden onto me.

23. The past of my parent had an influence on my life.

24. 1 felt like a parent to my parent.
26. 1 absorbed*he inner pain of my parent.

Affection

8. I felt that my parent accepted me.
14. My parent showed me that s/he loved me.

15 In times of difficulty I could get help from my parent.
71 When I was sad, I could get support from my parent.
22. My parent respected the fact that 1 had different opinions than he/she.

25. My parent hugged me.
27. 1could trust my parent.

Punishing

3. My parent punished me.
12. My parent hit me.
28. My parent shouted at me.

Over-involvement/protection

9. My parent was too involved in my life.

19. My parent warned me of various dangers that might happen.
20. My parent was afraid that something might happen to me when I was far away.

The items included in each of these four
parenting subscales are listed In Table 3.

Similar to numerous studies on parenting
reviewed above, affection, punishing and
over-involvement were again found as sali-
ent factors. In addition, a distinct

transmission factor emerged.
Though not a part of the main focus of

the present study, comparison with 7-tests
between the second-generation group and
the control group and for mothers and fathers
computed separately yielded the following
results. Two-way ANOVA (between by
within) group and parent are presented in

Table 4.
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Table 4. Means and SD of Dependent Variables Jor Mothers & Fathers
Second Generation Control F Values D )
Mean SO Mean oD
MOTHERS n=159
transmission 20.2 7.3 17.8 6.8 4.48 g
affection 24.6 5.7 21.9 5.9 663
punishing 6.2 2.1 6.6 2.5 1.48
over-protection 9.0 3.2 9.0 3.0 013
FATHERS n=151
transmission 16.9 7.2 13.9 6.3 7.41] *x
atfection 19.9 0.0 21.1 5.9 1.50
punishing 6.4 2.8 5.5 22 5.03 *
over-protection 7.2 2.8 7.3 2.7 1105

*p<05.  ** p<0]

When analyzing findings of mothers and
fathers separately, both Holocaust survivor
mothers and fathers tended to rate higher on
transmission than other parents. Except for
a higher rating on the punishing factor for
Holocaust survivor fathers, no other signifi-
cant difterences were found between the two
groups. Holocaust survivor mothers were
not rated higher on over-protection, than
other mothers. As expected, mothers in
general (Means 18.9) tended to transmit
more than fathers (Means 15.3) and tended
to be more over-protective (Means 9.0) than
fathers (Means 7.2), but no significant
differences were found on the other two
factors for the entire population.

Discussion

The present pilot-study indicates that, except
for Holocaust survivors rating higher on
ransmission, difference in general child-
rearing practices such as affection,
punishing and over-protection seemed to be
small, if taken as a whole. Thus, the
assumption that Holocaust survivor parents
are viewed by their children as dysfunctional
was not contirmed by the present study.
Contrariwise, the present findings indicate
that Holocaust survivor parents are viewed

by their children in a positive light. This
supports earlier findings (29, 30) that Holo-
caust survivor mothers and other mothers are
seen as similarly caring and protective, and
that Holocaust survivor parents are viewed
as basically “dependable, responsible, in-
dustrious, and intelligent” (45, p. 1073).
Three main methodological problems,
however, make it somewhat difficult to
interpret these findings unequivocally. First,
sampling procedures, particularly important
in validating a new measure such as this,
were not sufficiently rigorous. For example,
the groups were self-selected without con-
sidering possible differences in, for
example, ethnicity, socio-economic status
and education. Furthermore, the two groups
were different in important aspects: the
children of survivors were somewhat older,
were more likely to be married, had more
children, and their parent was more likely to
be dead. All of these factors may make one
more likely to think better of one’s parent.
Whether these differences were merely a
sampling problem or a manifestation of true
differences in parental perception remains to
be investigated further. Second, the partici-
pants were told that the study was about the
etfects of the Holocaust and the only
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significant finding was that the transmission
score was higher. Having brought this to
their attention may account for some or all
of the score difference. Finally, issues of
construct validity and rehiability clearly
needed to be further addressed.

Because of the inherent problems in the
present study, the appearance of a salient
transmission factor in the results should
therefore be interpreted with some caution.
If one can accept the limitations of this study,
however, the findings here seem consistent
with the descriptive literature that depicts
children of Holocaust survivors as feeling
more protective and responsible of their
parents than other children. As 1f they were
themselves parents to their parents and
through some “invisible loyalties” (46),
children thus seem to adopt the role/s of a
“parental/parentified chald” (47). Such exag-
gerated commitment may be characterized
as a kind of role reversal with the traumatized
parent that explains part of the process
involved in all transgenerational transmis-
sion of trauma.

Taking into consideration the various
methodological problems 1n this pilot-study,
the present findings should be clearly looked
upon only as a tentative first step 1n
investigating perceived parental rearing be-
havior in children of Holocaust survivors. It
is still unknown how meaningful the find-
ings of the present study are after all the
calculations have been carried out. For this
reason, and given the new questionnaire, and
the mixed sample, this might suggest a
promising direction for future research. The
questionnaire seemed to be a valid measure
of Holocaust survivor’s (and perhaps other
traumatized population’s) parental behav-
1ors; people understood it and 1t 1s worth
repeating it with more controlled popula-
tions.
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