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ABSTRACT 

Within the theoretical framework of social representations theory, a substantial body of 

literature has advocated and shown that, as interpretative systems and forms of knowledge 

concurring in the construction of a social reality, social representations are guides for action, 

influencing behaviours and social relations. Based on this assumption, the primary goal of the 

current study was to investigate the relationship between social representations of the 

development of intelligence and parenting styles, while also examining the role played by the 

values that parents desire for their children. The sample included 466 subjects with educational 

responsibilities (117 fathers, 227 mothers and 122 mother-teachers). Participants completed a 

self-administered survey on their representations of the development of intelligence, values 

desired for their children and parenting styles. A theoretical model which examined the relations 

among these variables was tested. Structural equation modelling procedures indicated, as 

hypothesized, that dimensions which emphasize the role of parents and the importance of 

constant accompaniment of children for the development of intelligence influence the 

authoritative parenting style, while dimensions which outline the role of school and teachers 

relate to authoritarian and permissive parenting styles. Additionally, although in some cases 

values were seen both to be determined by social representations and to influence parenting 

styles, the meditational hypothesis of values was not fully confirmed. Overall, the results 

obtained suggest that social representations, styles and values tend to build up a potentially 

significant organizations for parental activities. Theoretical and practical implications of these 

findings in research and educational intervention are discussed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 The study of ideas – whether representations, attitudes or beliefs – follows the history 

of psychology as one of the most researched dimensions explaining behaviour. Indeed, the links 

between thought and action are not a recent concern: current controversies have, in fact, been 

drawn throughout decades of investigation, which not only target this topic as an intense field 

of research, but also make it one of the most controversial. Underlying this research interest is 

the assumption of the existence of a coherent relationship between the content of ideas and 

related behaviour. It is within this perspective that research has been emphasizing that “social 

thinking is for doing” (Fiske, 1992, p. 877), as “people’s interpersonal thinking is embedded in a 

practical context, which implies that it is best understood – and its accuracy best evaluated – by 

its observable and desired consequences for social behaviour” (p. 878). 

 Although the study of practices and behaviours is not an exclusive topic of concern and 

theoretical developments of the theory of social representations, one of the underlying 

principles of the theory focuses on the straight link between social representations and social 

practices, a fact which is made explicit in social representations’ prescriptive function as guides 

for action (Abric, 1997, 2001; Jodelet, 1989a, 1989b; Moscovici, 1961). However, the close link 

between social representations and behaviour must be qualified in at least two ways (Wagner, 

1993). First, social representations do not account for the behaviour of individuals per se, but 

only for the behaviour of individuals as members of social groups. Not disconsidering some 

degree of interindividual variability, their sociogenesis (Duveen & Lloyd, 1990) of being 

collectively elaborated implies that social representations are valid systems of knowledge for 

groups as a whole and for the respective group members. Second, social representations are 

not conceived as cognitions simply intervening between stimulus and behaviour, but rather as 

symbolic structures comprising stimulus and behaviour in a simultaneous circular movement. As 

such, Moscovici (1984) strongly holds that representations do not mediate stimuli but are 

themselves stimuli and, hence, the independent variables in empirical investigations: “we must 



stress the firm stand that the theory of representations has taken in this respect: as far as social 

psychology is concerned, social representations are independent variables, explanatory stimuli” 

(p. 61). 

“In social life the individuals rarely believe and act without implicitly or explicitly 

consulting the available social and cultural wisdom, that is, the shared knowledge and belief 

systems of the group or groups they belong to” (Wagner, 1993, p. 238). From this perspective, 

and while socially elaborated and shared systems of knowledge, social representations 

constitute the individuals’ framework, the context in which they were socialized and from which 

they draw orientations for their social conduct and interaction. 

Hence, studies on the relationship between social representations and behaviour have 

stemmed from the principle that a great deal of our behaviours correspond to our 

representations. In fact, knowing an individual’s social representations relevant to a given 

situation tells a lot about the behaviour which can be expected. It is, therefore, a mutually 

descriptive relationship between representation and behaviour, a kind of “mapping between 

mental content and behaviour: the representation anticipates the socially relevant behaviour” 

(Wagner, 1993, p. 245). Indeed, central to the perspective of social representations is the belief 

that psychological states are socially produced and that representations influence reactions, 

since they provide a meaningful organization of reality and function as a system of interpretation 

that  governs relationships  between  individuals  and  their  physical  and social  environment.  

As representations influence both behaviour and practice, they thereby act as guides for action 

(Abric, 1997). In fact, several empirical studies have illustrated that the operational implications 

of representations extend right into the details of action (Abric, 1987; Doise, 1976; Faucheux & 

Moscovici, 1968; Jodelet, 1989a; Voelklein & Howarth, 2005).  

Much of recent interest in parents’ ideas has also stemmed from the conviction that there 

must be some relation between ideas and behaviours (Miller, 1988). Ideas are believed to 

organize the world for individuals, enabling them to cope with everyday life. In addition, ideas 



provide a means for generating behaviours that, in turn, may then affect the child’s 

development, in response to parenting demands (Darling & Steinberg, 1993). Set off by the 

assumption that ideas are the underlying force guiding parents’ childrearing strategies and 

behaviours (McGillicuddy-De Lisi & Sigel, 1995), research on the topic has expanded widely and 

already attracted several reviews (Goodnow, 1988; Goodnow & Collins, 1990; Hirsjärvi & Perälä-

Littunen, 2001; Miguel, Valentim, & Carugati, 2009a; Okagaki & Bingham, 2005; Sigel, 

McGillicuddy-De Lisi, & Goodnow, 1992). Sources of interest have also widened. These changes 

have brought along several views taken as the possible bases for various cognitive aspects and 

emphasized different kinds of theory that might offer a useful conceptual backing.  

One type of ideas is parenting goals, or the outcomes that parents hope to achieve while 

they are interacting with their children, and which are cited as pivotal in determining parenting 

behaviour (Hastings & Grusec, 1998; Kuczynski, 1984). These goals include the types of values 

and qualities of life that parents hope their children will have as adults (Dix & Branca, 2003). 

Indeed, irrespective of content or cultural variations, parents have certain values that they want 

to pass on to their children. For this reason, rather than being simply improvised, parental 

behaviour may be seen as highly guided by parental goals and values, as a way of achieving 

specific socialization goals for children.  Indeed, research has long been interested in how 

parents impact child development (Ariès, 1962; Richards, 1926; Sears, Maccoby, & Levin, 1957). 

However, finding actual cause-and-effect links between specific actions of parents and later 

behaviour has been a troublesome challenge. Baumrind’s (1966, 1967, 1971, 1991, 2005) 

proposal on parenting styles has become an important and prominent contribution in research 

on parenting. Using naturalistic observation, parental interviews and questionnaires, she found 

two aspects deemed extremely important in shaping successful parenting: parental 

responsiveness and parental demandingness. From these, three general parenting styles were 

identified: authoritative, authoritarian, and permissive. Based on combinations of acceptance 

and control, further research has expanded this typology and suggested the addition of a fourth 



parenting style: authoritative, authoritarian, indulgent and neglectful (Maccoby & Martin, 

1983). Research based on Baumrind’s three major prototypes of parenting has yielded a 

consistent picture of the types of parenting thought to enhance or mitigate the successful 

socialization of children. For example, authoritative parenting style has been shown to promote 

a positive overall development (Demo & Cox, 2000; Steinberg, 2001), to assist young children 

and adolescents develop instrumental competence and academic success (Clémence, 2007; 

Clémence, et al., 2005; Dornbusch, Ritter, Leiderman, & Roberts, 1987; Lamborn, Mounts, 

Steinberg, & Dornbusch, 1991; Reitman, Rhode, Hupp, & Altobello, 2002), to promote emotional 

and psychosocial development (Aunola, Stattin, & Nurmi, 2000; Cohen & Rice, 1997; Mandara 

& Murray, 2002), and to prevent juvenile violence (Gorman-Smith, Tolan, Zelli, & Huesmann, 

1996) and drug consumption (Brooks, Stuewig, & LeCroy, 1998).  

In turn, special attention has also been devoted in identifying sources of variation in 

parenting styles. Research has assumed that parental behaviours and styles may also be 

influenced both by parental goals for children’s education (Darling & Steinberg, 1993), as well 

as by specific social representations concerning children development. As one of the most 

charged and valued psychological attributes in our society, a particularly pressing issue is the 

topic of intelligence development, especially for parents, teachers and the educational system 

in general, whose influence on intelligence represents an explicit goal. Over the years, empirical 

research has identified a multiplicity of common sense definitions of intelligence, building it up 

as a matter of social controversy and as a polysemic and many-sided topic. More precisely, the 

relativism and multidimensionality of intelligence has been illustrated by particularly featured 

definitional components of intelligence, such as, for example, a matter of natural inequalities 

and giftedness, as an expression of social skills and adaptability, as cognitive ability to solve 

problems – especially in logics and mathematics –, as an ability to critically integrate knowledge 

and information, or as the capacity to interpret and express emotions (Amaral, 1997; Constans 

& Leonardis, 2003; Faria & Fontaine, 1993; Miguel, Valentim, & Carugati, 2008, 2010; Poeschl, 



1992; Raty & Snellman, 1997; Raty, Snellman, & Vornanen, 1993; Snellman & Raty, 1995; 

Sternberg, 1985; Sternberg, Conway, Ketron, & Bernstein, 1981). Furthermore, since Mugny and 

Carugati’s (1985) seminal work on the social representations of intelligence and its 

development, research has systematically been confirming that psychosocial variables such as 

the shortage of information regarding the object of representation, the (un)familiarity with that 

object, the necessity of decision making and the maintenance of a positive social identity 

organize representations of intelligence, suggesting that the content of representations is 

directly linked to the activation of social roles and the salience of the object, leading individuals 

to modulate the opinions they express regarding intelligence (Amaral, 1997; Amaral, Vala, & 

Carugati, 2004; Carugati, Selleri, & Scappini, 1994; Miguel, et al., 2008, 2010). 

 Since educators’ representations of both development in general and of specific tasks in 

particular may influence their behaviours in diversified contexts of action, it is surely not 

unreasonable to assume, as has been suggested (Mugny & Carugati, 1985), that educators’ ideas 

about intelligence and its development will have a major influence on their interventions with 

children. Based on these assumptions, the main goal of this study was to examine the 

relationship between social representations of the development of intelligence, parental values 

and parenting styles. More specific hypotheses are defined. 

 

Hypotheses 

As symbolic systems that allow individuals to interpret reality, social representations 

influence the relationship that individuals establish with their physical and social worlds. 

Considering a functional criterion (Vala, 2002), social representations are, therefore, taken as 

guides for action, which might influence individuals’ behaviours and practices (Abric, 2001; 

Jodelet, 1989b; Mugny & Carugati, 1985). In the specific case of intelligence, it might be 

reasonable to assume that social representations of the development of intelligence structure 

and orient educational action with children, especially in contexts where intelligence is a very 



prominent and salient topic. Hence, this line of reasoning led to the formulation of Hypothesis 

1: social representations of the development of intelligence influence parenting styles. More 

specifically, representations which emphasize a high degree of parent/family influence in the 

development of intelligence might lead to an authoritative parenting style (Hypothesis 1a). On 

the other hand, representations which emphasize a high degree of influence of school and 

pressure  on the child for the development of intelligence might lead to authoritarian and/or 

permissive parenting styles (Hypothesis 1b). 

Parenting goals are acknowledged as guiding forces of parenting behaviour (Darling & 

Steinberg, 1993; Hastings & Grusec, 1998; Kuczynski, 1984). Following this body of literature, 

Hypothesis 2 was established: the values that parents desire for their children influence the 

parenting styles they adopt. More specifically, desired self-direction values might influence the 

adoption of the authoritative parenting style (Hypothesis 2a) and desired conformity values 

might influence the adoption of the authoritarian parenting style (Hypothesis 2b). 

Sustained by formalized ideologies, personal experiences and daily communication, 

social representations allow systems of meaning to be shared, which convey a symbolic reality 

to the social world (Jodelet, 1989b; Jovchelovitch, 2007). In this context, the several ways of 

thinking about and educating children are developed according to collectively produced images 

framed by shared symbolic models, which define specific cultural contexts in which actors enact 

their representations or beliefs (Carugati, 1990a, 1990b; D'Alessio, 1990). Hence, considering, 

on the one hand, that parents educate their children in order to encourage the development of 

the necessary qualities for their roles as adults and, on the other hand, that desired values for 

children fit the symbolic reality which is socially and historically determined, the following 

Hypothesis 3 was suggested: social representations of the development of intelligence influence 

parental goals, namely the values that parents desire for their children.  



 Considering the previous hypotheses, Hypothesis 4 was also defined: desired values for 

children mediate the relationship between social representations of the development of 

intelligence and parenting styles. 

In general terms, a theoretical model as shown in Figure 1 was hypothesized. 

 

 

Figure 1 – Theoretical model 

 

 

METHOD 

Sample 

This study involved 466 Portuguese participants with different educational 

responsibilities and social positions: 117 fathers, 227 mothers, 122 mother-teachers. 

Considering the whole sample, 117 participants were men (25%) and 349 were women (75%), 

ranging from 24 to 69 years old. Fathers presented a mean age of 40.39 (SD = 5.76; ages between 

25 and 69 years old; mode = 36), mothers a mean age of 37.73 (SD = 4.49; ages between 24 and 

48; mode = 40) and mother-teachers a mean age of 41.89 (SD = 6.41; ages between 29 and 60; 

mode = 38). 

The overall sample presented a mean of 1.94 children per participant (SD = .75), ranging 

from 1 to 6 children (observed minimum and maximum). All fathers and mothers had at least 

one child aged between 5 and 10 years old, attending an elementary school. 

 

Procedure 

Social representations of
the development of

intelligence

Desired values for 
children

Parenting style
H1

H2H3 H4



Elementary schools were of great importance in collecting data from participants. After 

verbal and written contact with school members explaining the general goal of the investigation 

and asking their cooperation, questionnaires were handed to children to be taken home to their 

parents. After being filled in, around 70% of questionnaires were returned to school, again via 

the children.  

On the first page, participants collaboration was requested and they were assured of 

the purely scientific context and purpose of the research. Participants were informed that their 

participation in the study was voluntary and confidential. All instructions were in writing and 

sufficiently detailed to enable the participants to answer the questionnaire on their own. 

Nonetheless, in order to assist the individual filling in of the questionnaire at home, the 

investigator’s email contact was left in case of possible lack of understanding of instructions. 

Participants and schools expressing a wish to be informed of the results of the research 

were assured that they would later be sent a report with the main conclusions. 

 

Measures 

The questionnaire included a demographic profile sheet which asked for the 

participant’s age and sex, occupation, academic qualification, as well as the number and age of 

their children. The questionnaire itself consisted of three sub-questionnaires, which will be 

detailed next. 

 

Development of intelligence 

Subjects answered a total of 31 items by indicating the extent of agreement or 

disagreement on a seven-point scale (1 = totally disagree, 7 = totally agree). The process which 

led to the construction of the questionnaire on the development of intelligence stemmed from 

previous stages of our research (Miguel, et al., 2008, 2010), and from an extensive literature 



review  (Amaral, 1997; Constans & Leonardis, 2003; Faria & Fontaine, 1993; Flament, 1999; 

Matteucci, 2007; Mugny & Carugati, 1985; Poeschl, 1998, 1999, 2001; Sternberg, 1985, 2004; 

Sternberg, et al., 1981). Overall, several dimensions related to the development of intelligence 

were included in the questionnaire: parent, teacher and peer role in the development of 

intelligence (e.g., “parents are the child’s main model for the development of his/her own 

intelligence”, “teachers’ competence is the best assurance of the child’s development of 

intelligence”, “in a group of children working together, they will develop their intelligence better 

than if they each work by themselves”), stimuli and challenge (e.g., “for the child to make 

progress, he/she has to be presented with challenges that stimulate him/her intellectually”), 

social and biological determinism (e.g., “intelligence does not develop, it is a hereditary gift”), 

autonomy (e.g., “in order to develop his/her intelligence the child must be autonomous”), 

affection (e.g., “the quality of affective relations between parents and children influences the 

development of intelligence”), communication and dialogue (e.g., “for the child to develop 

his/her intelligence, it is fundamental to dialogue with him/her about his/her behaviours”), 

social interaction (e.g., “interacting with other people is an essential element in the 

development of the child’s intelligence”), motivational factors (e.g., “ambitious children reveal 

greater intellectual progress”), discipline (e.g., “the child’s intellectual development is 

influenced by the awareness that parents have of appropriate studying schedules”), child control 

(e.g., “for the child to develop his/her intelligence, it is necessary that parents keep up with all 

his/her activities”), didactic games and materials (e.g., “the use of didactic games and materials 

– for example, puzzles or paper-and-pencil activities – stimulates the child’s intellectual 

development”). 

Principal component analysis was performed on the items. Only items loading higher 

than .40 were retained (Stevens, 2002). Regarding this criterion, 19 items were considered for 

analysis. Three factors were extracted which, in combination, explained 42.4% of variance. The 

first component (8 items; Cronbach’s alpha of .773; 16.7% of total variance) puts special 



emphasis on a set of variables which relate to parent’s role, namely affective equilibrium and 

disciplinary practices (e.g., “a permissive family environment compromises the development of 

intelligence”). The second component (5 items; Cronbach’s alpha of .742; 14.2% of total 

variance) was named stimuli and incentives, since it expresses the idea that intelligence 

development is the result of a set of incentives and external motivational strategies that 

promote intellectual development (e.g., “it is by questioning and stimulating the child’s 

reasoning that the development of intelligence can be promoted”). As for the third component 

(6 items; Cronbach’s alpha of .624; 11.5 % of total variance) – school, teachers and molding – it 

is school and teachers who are emphasized, within a context of formal education, where severity 

and pressure on children are accentuated as major factors for their intellectual development 

(e.g., “school is the main determinant in the development of intelligence”).  

 

Parenting styles 

Following the prominent use of parenting styles in research on parenting, a modified 

version of the Parenting Styles and Dimensions Questionnaire – Short Form (PSDQ; Robinson, 

Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 2001) was used. This instrument was primarily developed to overcome 

limitations of other widely used parenting style measures for school-aged children, which were 

acknowledged to a) contain a large number of determined factors, b) comprising many items 

which could be outdated or inconsistent with the literature and c) using conceptual guidelines 

rather than empirical derivations (Robinson, Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 1995). The reduced PSDQ 

included 32 items consistent with Baumrind’s (1967, 1971, 1991, 2005) authoritative, 

authoritarian and permissive typologies of parenting behaviour. The authoritative pattern was 

composed of three stylistic dimensions: (a) warmth/acceptance (connection) (e.g. gives praise, 

comfort and understanding), 5 items; (b) reasoning (regulation) (e.g., gives child reasons why 

rules should be obeyed), 5 items; and (c) democratic participation (autonomy granting) (e.g., 

allows child to give input into family rules), 5 items. The authoritarian pattern consisted of three 



stylistic dimensions: (1) verbal hostility (e.g., yells and shouts when child misbehaves), 4 items; 

(2) physical coercion (e.g., spanks when child is disobedient), 4 items; and (3) 

nonreasoning/punitive (e.g., punishes by taking privileges away from child with little if any 

explanations), 4 items. The permissive pattern consisted of a single stylistic dimension: indulgent 

(e.g., states punishments to child and does not actually carry them out), 5 items.  

The Portuguese adaptation  of the PSDQ – Short Form  (Miguel, Valentim, & Carugati, 

2009b) began with the translation of the original version according to the translate-translate 

back method (Hill & Hill, 2000). A number of concerns regarding comprehensibility and cultural 

sensitivity were raised, and modifications were subsequently made to enhance the validity of 

the measure. After the Portuguese version was assured to be adequate, participants were asked 

to independently rate themselves on each item by assessing ‘‘how often they perceived 

themselves exhibiting parenting behaviours reflected in each item’’ using a 5-point scale 

anchored by 1 (never) and 5 (always). 

Scales contained three to five items for each stylistic dimension and therefore were 

deemed adequate for Structural Equation Modeling – SEM (Kline, 1998). Hence, the latent 

structure underlying the appraisal items was assessed in a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) 

using EQS software. A three-factor model was tested, where each item was allowed to load only 

on its designated factor. After controlling for the non-normality of data through robust 

correction, fit indices (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 1998) demonstrated that the original structure 

of the instrument fitted the data well. However, the review of the LM Test (Lagrange Multiplier 

Test – Multivariate Statistics) values revealed an error covariance between items 31-29 and 32-

6 to contribute most to any misfit in the model. Items 29 and 31 referred to communicating with 

the child about the consequences of behaviours and items 6 and 32 concerned physical 

punishment in situations of disobedience or misbehaviour. Given the apparent content overlap 

of items, the specification of an error covariance between these pairs of items was argued to be 

substantially reasonable and, therefore, estimation of these parameters was added to the 



model. The PSDQ structure as specified in the reviewed model represents a very adequate fit to 

the data (see Table 1). The standardized factor loadings also confirmed that each factor was well 

defined by its items. 

 

Table 1. Parenting Styles and Dimensions Questionnaire: CFA Fit Indices  

 Fit indices 

 S -B χ2 df S -B χ2 / df CFI NNFI RMSEA 

Initial model 639.42 453 1.41 .94 .93 .032 

Reviewed model 604.12 451 1.34 .95 .94 .029 

NOTE: S -B χ2 = Satorra-Bentler χ2; CFI = Comparative Fit Index; NNFI = Non-Normed Fit Index; RMSEA = Root 

Mean Square Error of Approximation. 

 

Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for the three parenting styles. Results showed high 

reliabilities for the authoritative (.84) and authoritarian (.78) patterns. The permissive parenting 

style (.64) presented a lower consistency. Generally speaking, the obtained alphas were very 

similar to the original version of the PSDQ (Robinson, et al., 2001), which yielded values of .86, 

.82 and .64 respectively for authoritative, authoritarian and permissive parenting styles. 

 

Parental values 

 The Parental Values Scale (Castro, 1997) is a research tool developed to assess the values 

that parents desire for their children. Using a 5-point scale (1 = not important; 5 = very 

important), participants were asked to rate how important is was for them that their child would 

display six different characteristics when adults: independent, creative and with self-made ideas 

(self-direction values); obedient, respectful of the elderly and good parents/spouses (conformity 

values). 

CFA was used to assess the underlying structure of the instrument. Given the non-

normality of data, the hypothetical model was submitted to a robust correction of data (Byrne, 



2006). Initial results indicated an ill-fitting model. Given that some modification in specification 

was needed to determine a model that better represented the sample data, LM Test statistics 

were analysed, which suggested error covariance between items 3 (“obedient”) and 5 (“with 

self-made ideas”) to be freely estimated in a subsequent run. After freely estimating this 

parameter, the reviewed model presented a perfect fit index (Hu & Bentler, 1999) of the data 

(Table 2). The moderate and high standardized factor loadings also confirmed that each factor 

was well defined by its items. 

 

Table 2. Parental Values: CFA Fit Indices 

 Fit indices 

 S -B χ2 df S -B χ2 / df CFI NNFI RMSEA 

Initial model 24.33 8 3.04 .93 .86 .067 

Reviewed model 6.59 7 .93 1.0 1.0 .000 

NOTE: S -B χ2 = Satorra-Bentler χ2; CFI = Comparative Fit Index; NNFI = Non-Normed Fit Index; RMSEA = Root 

Mean Square Error of Approximation. 

 

RESULTS 

 To examine the relationship between social representations of the development of 

intelligence, desired values for children and parenting styles, the structural model was tested 

with EQS software. The analyses were carried out using the matrix of the original data as input 

and the maximum likelihood procedure. Diverse indexes have been suggested to test the 

goodness of fit of the model, such as the chi-square statistic, χ2, the value of which should be 

nonsignificant (p >.05) in order to indicate that the proposed model fits the data. Due to the 

sensitivity of the chi-square statistic to sample size, other absolute fit indexes were proposed, 

such as χ2/degrees of freedom, where values lower than 3 indicate a good fit (Kline, 1998; 

Ullman, 2001). Likewise, the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and the Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) are 

suggested, whose threshold value is .95 to consider that the proposed model has a good fit (Hu 



& Bentler, 1999). The Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) is also recommended, 

which is a measure of model discrepancy by degrees of freedom, whose values should be lower 

than .06, .08 or .10, respectively to indicate a very good, a good and an acceptable fit (Byrne, 

2006; Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 1998). Values lower than .10 for the Standardized Root Mean 

Square Residual (SRMR) also indicate a good fit (Kline, 1998). 

 Results demonstrate that the models fit the data well. For the model considering the 

authoritative parenting style, fit indices showed excellent fit: CFI = .951; GFI = .985; SRMR = .045 

and RMSEA = .073 (Figure 2 – model a). The same for the authoritarian parenting style model: 

CFI = .935, GFI = .981, SRMR = .046 and RMSEA = .066 (Figure 2 –model b). Also the model 

considering the permissive parenting style displayed very good fit: CFI = .948, GFI =.984, SRMR 

= .043 and RMSEA = .055 (Figure 2 – model c). Standardized parameter estimates are shown in 

the figure. 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Path model relating to the social representations of the development of intelligence 
a) a model of desired values and authoritative parenting style (χ2 (6, N = 466) = 19.120, p < .01; CFI = .951; 

GFI = .985; SRMR = .045; RMSEA = .073 ) 

b) a model of desired values and authoritarian parenting style (χ2 (9, N = 466) = 24.942, p < .01; CFI = .935; 
GFI = .981; SRMR = .046; RMSEA = .066 ) 

c) a model of desired values and permissive parenting style. χ2 (9, N = 466) = 20.826, p < .01; CFI = .948; GFI 
= .984; SRMR = .043; RMSEA = .055 ) 

NOTE: Only significant (p < .05) standardized parameter estimates are shown. 
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 In accordance with Hypothesis 1a, parents’ role and stimuli and incentives were 

significant predictors of the authoritative parenting style (model a). In the same vein, the 

significant connections between school, teachers and molding and the authoritarian (model b) 

and permissive (model c) parenting styles lend empirical support to Hypothesis 1b. Additionally, 

the authoritative parenting style is negatively influenced by school, teachers and molding, which, 

although not established in the initial hypotheses, can be understood considering the overall 

results. 

 The positive significant path between self-direction values and the authoritative 

parenting style lends support to hypothesis 2a (model a). However, results do not support 

hypothesis 2b. 

 The factor stimuli and incentives was a significant predictor of self-direction values in all 

models considered (models a, b and c). In turn, conformity values are only influenced by school, 

teachers and molding in the models that take the authoritarian (model b) and the permissive 

(model c) parenting styles as dependent variables. Overall, results lend empirical support to 

hypothesis 3. 

 The mediating role of desired values for children (Hypothesis 4) was only found for the 

authoritative parenting style.  

  

DISCUSSION 

The nature of the relationship between social representations and practices has 

constituted a major theoretical issue in understanding social phenomena. Based on the 

assumption that representations extend into the details of action, the main goal of the present 

study was to test a theoretical model which examines the relations between social 

representations of the development of intelligence, parental values and parenting styles. 



Results provided concerning the impact of social representations of the development of 

intelligence on parenting styles suggest the importance of studying the relation between 

representations and behaviours. According to the theoretical model hypothesized, results 

altogether lead to the conclusion that the type of relationship and parenting styles that parents 

report having with their children is influenced by their representations about the development 

of intelligence, as well as by their desired values for children. The multiple definitions and ideas 

concerning intelligence and its development seem, therefore, to determine behavioural 

patterns with children reported by parents. 

However, results suggest other possible implications. For example, agreeing or 

disagreeing with the idea that school is the main responsible for children’s education and that 

the most effective way of teaching children is by repeating basic information many times might 

have consequences not only for the type of relationship with children, but also on the type of 

relationship that parents establish with school. Therefore, while maintaining an authoritarian 

behaviour – probably based on systematic repetition of school contents – the positive path 

found between the representation of school as the main determinant in the development of 

children’s intelligence and the permissive parenting style might suggest that participants are 

clearly proposing a distant and non-intervening relation with school, leaving to it the 

responsibility for children’s formal teaching and education, a fact that seems to be in line with 

previous results (Miguel, et al., 2010; Miguel, Valentim, & Carugati, in press). Nevertheless, three 

additional remarks should be considered. First, research has also shown that children’s overall 

development, in terms of their socialization and socio-emotional maturity, is considered to be a 

major important family responsibility. For example, it has been shown that both mothers and 

mother-teachers highly appreciate the importance of the parents’ role in establishing discipline 

rules and a appropriate communication with children, therefore underlining the importance of 

their own educational role in their children’s development of intelligence (Miguel, et al., in 

press). Also, the mother’s privileged acceptance of a definition of intelligence as the adaptation 



to social norms, conformism and social integration (Miguel, et al., in press) might transmit the 

importance ascribed to their own role as a socialization agent and to the transmission of socially 

defined rules, associated to the belief of intelligence as a legacy of the family values system 

(Faria & Fontaine, 1993). Second, research has consistently demonstrated, on the other hand, 

that the degree of proximity to the object of representation, which stems from different social 

positions – e.g. mother and mother-teachers – introduces systematic variations in the weight 

social groups give to different dimensions underlying the structure of representations of 

intelligence and its development. For instance, mother-teachers have been identified as 

stressing a definition of intelligence as an ability to solve concrete and abstract problems and to 

claim the importance of constant stimulation and incentives for the development of intelligence. 

Also, their attempt to maintain positive self-esteem and identity is illustrated in their rejection 

of teachers’ competence as an important source of children’s academic failure, while also 

devaluing the responsibility of school and teachers and the effectiveness of modelling strategies 

for the development of intelligence (Amaral, 1997; Miguel, et al., 2008, 2010, in press; Mugny & 

Carugati, 1985). Third, in the studied samples, fathers have been recognized as presenting more 

undefined representations, especially when compared to mothers and mother-teachers, 

suggesting an effect of gender on overall representations of intelligence and its development 

and that fatherhood does not carry the same kind of implications and conflict as for subjects 

with a motherhood status (Miguel, et al., in press). In fact, research has been consistent in 

showing that motherhood still has a more preponderant social value and that dominant cultural 

models still relate women to the family context and higher involvement in childrearing (Múrias 

& Ribeiro, 2012; Pedro, 2010; Poeschl, 2000). Therefore, generally considered, results 

emphasize that parents, as such, may not constitute such a homogeneous social group, calling 

for further research on the influence of other variables (e.g., gender, socioeconomic status and 

education) in the variation of results (see also Valentim, 1997). 



As it can be seen in the results, the standardized path coefficients relating the different 

explanations concerning the development of intelligence and parenting styles may indicate a 

moderate effect (Kline, 1998). Nevertheless, the explained level of variance of the three 

parenting styles is very low. However, these scores can be understood if we consider that 

parental functioning is multiply determined. The literature (Belsky, 1984; Belsky & Jaffe, 2006) 

has indeed highlighted three domains of determinants of parenting behaviour, namely those 

concerning the personal and psychological resources of parents, characteristics of the child and 

contextual sources of stress. Therefore, parental ideas and representations on the development 

of intelligence are only one of the numerous factors influencing how parents respond to their 

children. 

Although maintaining systematically low levels, the authoritative parenting style is the 

one that, of them all, has the highest level of explained variance. In this sense, we might be 

brought to consider that, dealing with participants’ reported behaviour (and, therefore, not 

observed by the investigator), some answers might have been given in a way that would be 

favourably viewed by others, taking the form of overreporting good behaviour or 

underreporting bad. Since the authoritative parenting style is viewed as more socially acceptable 

than the authoritarian and permissive styles, this might explain the highest explained variance 

for the authoritative parenting pattern. This verity has already been acknowledged by Maccoby 

and Martin (1983) who emphasize the fact that, as far as relying on the responsibilities of 

parents to self-analyse and describe their own behaviours and the contexts in which they occur, 

the methodologies that are based on parents as source of information are subject to criticism 

regarding the reliability and validity of information. However, although these limitations can be 

accepted, we cannot but agree with Rubin and Mills (1992) when they state that "after all, the 

disconnection between observed and self-report behaviour is common to almost all areas of 

study in psychology" (p. 42) and is, therefore, not specific to studies on parenting styles. 



Social representations are not just taken as a set of cognitions intervening between 

stimuli and behaviour, but rather as symbolic structures which integrate themselves into stimuli 

and behaviours in circular and simultaneous movements. In this sense, and as suggested by 

Moscovici (1984), “rather than motivations, aspirations, cognitive principles and the other 

factors that are usually put forward, it is our representations which, in the last resort, determine 

our reactions” (p. 65). In this sense, social representations are themselves the stimuli and, 

therefore, the independent variables of empirical research that seek to explain collective 

behaviour at a group level, or the behaviour of individuals as members of a certain social group. 

Nevertheless, although the results of the present study allowed us to explore the influence of 

social representations on practices, the interpretation of these data needs to be cautious. In 

fact, one needs to bear in mind that the relationships between social representations and 

practices, far from being unequivocal and unidirectional, are extremely complex and the product 

of numberless factors, with practices often being suggested, not as the result, but rather as the 

source of social representations (Almeida, Santos, & Trindade, 2000; Sá, 1994). Considering this 

possibility, we might have to assume that parenting styles may also influence social 

representations of intelligence and its development. Therefore, from this point of view, 

considering that the assessment of parenting styles resulted from participants’ behavioural self-

report, the social representations might have developed in the sequence of practices, as a 

posteriori justification of reported parenting styles. Indeed, concerning the old and troublesome 

relation between parental ideas and actions, the literature has pointed to an alternate direction 

of effect: that ideas follow – and not precede – actions, suggesting that action can come about 

without much grounding in thought, as ideas are prompted by people’s actions to develop 

justifications, either to others or to themselves (Festinger & Carlsmith, 1959; Goodnow & Collins, 

1990; Russell & Russell, 1988). Considering the complexity of the parental idea-behaviour 

dilemma, efforts have been made to unravel this relation and to point out limitations of current 

research (see also Miguel, et al., 2009a).  



A suggestion has been made to challenge the interpretation of social representations as 

solely cognitive phenomena (Howarth, 2006), since consequences of social representations go 

far beyond the cognitive and can “produce extremely concrete and real consequences in 

people’s lives” (Jovchelovitch, 2001, p. 177). Altogether, the results of the present study provide 

empirical support for the relationship between psychological processes and social practices, by 

showing how social representations of the development of intelligence are often apparent in 

parenting styles and action. Theoretical and practical implications of these findings in research 

and educational intervention must, therefore, be considered. Teachers, for example, make 

sense of their complex world and respond to it by forming a complex system of personal and 

professional knowledge and theories in which assumptions about students, classrooms and 

ways of teaching are often implicitly held. The literature points to the fact that teachers’ implicit 

theories about education are powerful forces in shaping their decisions and practice in the 

classroom (Berry, 2006; Carugati & Selleri, in press; Laplante, 1997; Selleri & Carugati, in press; 

Stanovich & Jordan, 1998; Valentim, 1997). The recognition that representations permeate 

teaching practices reinforces confidence that reconceptualizing implicit theories may enhance 

more effective instructional strategies. As for parents, the literature has long discussed the 

consequences of parents’ ideas both for parents and for children. In fact, empirical evidence has 

been provided for the important role of parental ideas as determinants of parental actions and 

behaviours (for a review, see Miguel, et al., 2009a; Raty, Kasanen, & Honkalampi, 2006) and for 

the effects of parenting practices and styles on child outcomes and behaviours (Clémence, 2007; 

Cohen & Rice, 1997; Demo & Cox, 2000; English, 1998; Lamborn, et al., 1991; Reitman, et al., 

2002; Steinberg, 2001). Given the clear implications for educational practice, a new field in terms 

of school and parental research and intervention is opened. 
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