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Five developmental trajectories of partnering in the
ages 18-35 were identified by Vergunst et al. (2020):
early-partnered (14.4 %), mid-partnered (21.3%),
late-partnered (19.2%), early-partnered-separated
(15.5%), and delayed-or-unpartnered (30%). Child-
hood behaviors at ages 10-12 years were predictive
of trajectory membership. Child inattention and
aggression-opposition were predictive of increased
likelihood of following the early-partnered-separated
trajectory, whereas inattention and anxiety were
predictive of increased likelihood of following the
delayed-or-unpartnered trajectory. Prosocial behav-
ior in childhood was predictive of earlier and more
sustained partnership. Individuals in the less adap-
tive early-partnered-separated or delayed-or-unpart-
nered showed additional vulnerability: they more
often left high school without a diploma, earned less
and more often had to rely on welfare receipt in
adulthood.

The study by Vergunst et al. has multiple
strengths: (a) the use of multi-informant data,
childhood behaviors were rated by teachers whereas
partnership data at the ages 18-35 were derived
from tax return records; (b) adequate controls of
background characteristics (gender of child and
family socio-economic status), and (c) a big sample
size allowing to assess adequately heterogeneity of
partnering trajectories. The report also adds to the
growing but relatively small number of studies
demonstrate that childhood behaviors are predictive
of adult behavior (for instance Pingault et al., 2011;
Rivenbark et al., 2018, as cited in Vergunst et al.,
2020; Vergunst, Tremblay, Nagin, Algan, et al., 2019;
Vergunst, Tremblay, Nagin, Zheng, et al., 2019). A
limitation of this type of studies is that they identify
earlier markers of adult problems but are not infor-
mative on the developmental processes that carry
their effects. In my commentary, I will address four
issues: (1) the difference between formation and
maintenance of intimate relationships; (2) the inter-
play of family adversity and individual traits in
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predicting investment in age-graded roles; (3) the role
of adolescent development; (4) intergenerational
transmission and developmental selection.

Formation and maintenance of intimate
relationships

The delayed-or-unpartnered trajectory contains
individuals having difficulties in forming intimate
relationships whereas the early-partnered-separated
trajectory includes individuals having problems in
maintaining intimate relationships. Vergunst et al.
show that difficulties in formation and maintenance
of intimate relationships have some common and
some specific childhood precursors. Childhood fam-
ily adversity predicts higher likelihood to belong to
both trajectories as compared to the trajectories of
sustained partnership and therefore predicts prob-
lems in both formation and maintenance of intimate
relationships. In contradistinction to childhood fam-
ily adversity, gender mainly is predictive of formation
of intimate relationships: males are later or do not
have a partner at all. Of course, this pattern does not
necessarily apply to homosexual relationships. More
or less the same pattern is visible for the individual
traits inattention, prosociality, aggression-opposi-
tion, and anxiety. Childhood inattention is predictive
of problems in both formation and, more systemat-
ically, maintenance of intimate relationships
whereas prosociality is predictive of success in both
formation and maintenance of intimate relation-
ships. Childhood aggression—opposition and anxiety
on the other hand have different predictive effects:
aggression—opposition predicts problems in mainte-
nance of intimate relationships whereas anxiety is
predictive of difficulties in formation of partnerships.
These findings specify an earlier often observed
developmental pattern, namely that ‘psychopathol-
ogy leads to erosion of personal relationships’
(Meeus, 2016). This pattern was initially suggested
by Coyne (1976, as cited in Meeus, 2019) and found
for both internalizing and externalizing problems as
being predictive of erosion of quality of relationships
in adolescence. Vergunst et al. suggest that the
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negative impact of psychopathology differs for so-
called closed-field and open-field relationships (Laur-
sen, 1996, as cited in Meeus, 2019). Closed-field or
involuntary relationships such as parent-child rela-
tionships are defined and constrained by kinship
and encompass lengthy interaction histories that are
characterized by parental power, stability, and inter-
dependence. In contrast, partnerships are open-field
or voluntary relationships that are formed and ended
without biological or legal constraints. Therefore,
they are inherently unstable and characterized by
closeness and equal power between partners. In
open-field relationships, aggression—-opposition pre-
dicts erosion of the relationship whereas anxiety
does not predict erosion but slim chances of the
emergence of the relationship. For closed-field rela-
tionships such as parent-adolescent relationships,
both aggression—opposition and anxiety are predic-
tive of erosion of relationships.

Family adversity, individual characteristics, and
investment in age-graded roles

Vergunst et al. show that family adversity and
individual characteristics in childhood are predictive
of problems in growing into an age-graded role in
adulthood: the formation and maintenance of an
intimate relationship. Are these risk factors also
predictive of problems in investing or growing into
other age-graded roles in (early) adulthood such as
finishing an education and becoming economically
self-reliant? A series of studies using the same
dataset (Pingault et al., 2011; Vergunst, Tremblay,
Nagin, Algan, et al., 2019; Vergunst, Tremblay,
Nagin, Zheng, et al., 2019) provide an answer. A
nice feature here is that the studies allow to compare
the effects of family adversity, child IQ, inattention,
aggression—opposition, anxiety, and prosociality.
Pingault et al. showed that both family adversity
(here indexed by educational level of both parents
and paternal occupational index), low IQ, more
opposition and inattention predicted lower educa-
tional attainment in early adulthood. Vergunst,
Tremblay, Nagin, Algan, et al. (2019) reported that
family adversity, child IQ, and inattention were
predictive of lower adult earnings at ages 33 till 35
for both males and females. Similarly, Vergunst,
Tremblay, Nagin, Zheng, et al. (2019) found that
boys from low-income families more often had to rely
on welfare receipt (financial support by the govern-
ment) when coming from families with high adversity
and scoring high on inattention and low on IQ in
childhood. In combination with the findings by
Vergunst et al. (2020), these results suggest that
family adversity and high inattention in childhood
are systematic and related predictors of problems in
investing in age-graded roles in adulthood: in edu-
cational attainment, partnering, and becoming eco-
nomically self-reliant. In contradistinction, low IQ,
aggression—opposition, anxiety, and low prosociality
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are no systematic predictors of problems in investing
in all age-graded roles in adulthood. Low IQ is a
predictor of low educational attainment and prob-
lems in becoming economically self-reliant, but not
necessarily in partnering. Aggression—opposition is a
predictor of low educational attainment and prob-
lems in maintenance of intimate relationships but
not necessarily in problems in becoming economi-
cally self-reliant. Anxiety is a predictor of low edu-
cational attainment, problems in formation of
intimate relationships but not in becoming econom-
ically self-reliant. Finally, high child prosociality
predicts fewer problems in forming and maintaining
intimate relationships but not success in becoming
economically self-reliant, and also not necessarily
high educational attainment. In sum, these findings
suggest that family adversity and child inattention
are predictors of problems in age-graded roles in
adulthood in general, whereas the other factors
predict problems in investing in only some age-
graded roles: IQ for instance predicts only problems
in educational attainment but not necessarily in
partnering.

Between childhood and adulthood: the role of
adolescent development

Vergunst et al. (2020) use childhood data to predict
adult outcomes. A limitation of this design is that it
overlooks adolescent development. I discuss the role
of inattention and parent-adolescent relationships to
demonstrate the limitation.

Inattention is linked to low levels of cognitive
control and conscientiousness. Consistent with two
recent prominent neuroscience models on the devel-
opmental interplay of cognitive control and socioe-
motional reactivity in adolescence, the Dual Systems
Model (Steinberg, 2008, as cited in Meeus et al.,
2021) and the Maturational Imbalance Model (Casey
et al., 2008, as cited in Meeus et al., 2021), multiple
self-report, behavioral, and neurocognitive studies
(see overview in Meeus et al., 2021) have shown that
cognitive control increases in adolescence. A similar
pattern was found for the Big Five trait conscien-
tiousness: A meta-analysis (Denissen et al., 2013, as
cited in Meeus, 2019) showed a systematic increase
of the trait in middle and late adolescence. Therefore,
we simply can conclude that individuals achieve
higher levels of cognitive control and conscientious-
ness in adolescence.

This increase of cognitive control and conscien-
tiousness suggests a decrease of inattention in
adolescence. And that probably is the reason why
childhood inattention has a limited predictive effect
on adult partnering (effect sizes were small according
to the criteria proposed by Olivier et al., 2017, as
cited in Vergunst et al., 2020). Many children with
high scores on inattention probably do not have
these high scores at the end of adolescence. In
adolescence, many individuals simply outgrow
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childhood inattention thereby limiting its effect on
adult outcomes such as partnering. This calls for
longitudinal designs that study inattention from
childhood till the end of the third decade of life. This
would allow to identify the group of adolescents that
outgrow inattention.

Two limitations of the study by Vergunst et al. are
the absences of data on the quality of intimate
relationships and of parent-adolescent relation-
ships. Poorer quality of intimate relationships pre-
dicts dissolution of intimate relationships (see for
instance Solomon & Jackson, 2014), and quality of
parent-adolescent relations is a predictor of quality
of intimate relationships as demonstrated by Meeus
(2016). He overviewed over 25 prospective longitudi-
nal studies and found without a single exception
quality of intimate relationships to be predicted by
quality of earlier parent-adolescent relationships.
Taken together, these findings suggest that effects of
family adversity and individual traits (inattention
and aggression-opposition) on the increased likeli-
hood of following the early-partnered-separated tra-
jectory could disappear after inclusion of parent-
adolescent relationships in the study’s design.

Intergenerational transmission and
developmental selection

Vergunst et al. (2020) show that family adversity in
childhood is predictive of problems in formation and
maintenance of intimate relationships in the next
generation. Similarly, Pingault et al. showed that low
parental educational and occupational level pre-
dicted lower educational attainment in the next
generation, Vergunst, Tremblay, Nagin, Algan, et al.
(2019) that low parental educational and occupa-
tional level predicted lower income in the next
generation, and Vergunst, Tremblay, Nagin, Zheng,
et al. (2019) that low parental income predicted more
reliance on governmental financial support in the
next generation. Together, these results demonstrate
intergenerational transmission of problems across
various developmental domains: intimate relation-
ships, educational attainment and income, and
work. The findings probably also suggest concentra-
tion of problems in multi-problem families across
generations.

This intergenerational continuity of vulnerabilities
suggests a new perspective on development in
childhood and adolescence. In longitudinal studies,
researchers have used prediction models to predict
developmental outcomes and applied cross-lagged
models (both between- and within-persons) to
uncover temporal order between various develop-
mental processes. The second approach delves
deeper into the developmental process (Meeus,
2019). Whereas prediction models only aim to
uncover early markers of developmental outcomes
(for instance child inattention as marker of later
trajectories in partnering), cross-lagged models aim
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to detect which processes are more central in
determining developmental outcomes (for instance
that support in intimate relationships precedes a
decrease in delinquency whereas delinquency does
not impact the intimate relationship, see Meeus,
2019). In most cases, the search for temporal order
has not led to a consistent set of findings across
studies: Typically, some studies find that develop-
mental process A precedes developmental process B
whereas other studies report the opposite pattern
(but see for some exceptions Meeus, 2019, pp. 94—
95). This suggests that we should no longer con-
centrate on establishing temporal order in develop-
mental research but conceptualize development as a
continuous selection process. In this selection pro-
cess, good tends to go together with good and bad
with bad. In more concrete terms, vulnerabilities in
the environment and individual vulnerabilities tend
to get intertwined in a more systematic way in the
developmental process. For instance for individuals
in the delayed-or-unpartnered trajectory in the
study by Vergunst et al. (2020), we would observe
children from families with poor relationships and a
high level of anxiety to be selected into peer
networks of limited size and low-quality friendships
in turn leading to slim chances to find a satisfactory
intimate relationship. In terms of statistical model-
ing, this would call for an approach that tests how
the various processes, in this example poor parent—
adolescent relationships, poor peer relationships,
(social) anxiety, and absence of intimate relation-
ships, tend to get correlated more strongly when
individuals get older. Of course, this approach
needs longitudinal designs with systematic assess-
ments of multiple developmental processes across
decades.
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