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Impact of felt obligation and
perceived mutual reciprocity on
support between mothers and
their adult children
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Support is a vital resource at every stage of development throughout the

lifespan. In the mother-child relationship, the exchange of support is subject to

change in relation to the tasks and framework conditions of the current phase

of life. While values and norms typically include social expectations, attitudes

summarize individual thoughts or feelings. During young adulthood and midlife,

attitudes are particularly important for the mutual support between mothers

and their adult children when there are no practical framework conditions,

such as care needs, that necessitate support. This study uses social exchange

theory to examine the mediating role of felt obligation and perceived mutual

reciprocity as important attitudes in the well-known relation between mothers

and their adult children receiving and giving support. The sample consisted of

598 German adults (aged 20–49, 55.2% female) and 577 mothers (aged 40–87)

of these adults; both perspectives were taken into account. The results from

the parallel mediation analyses, in which instrumental and emotional support

were considered separately, showed a mediating e�ect of felt obligation on

the instrumental support of adult children for their mothers. The emotional

support received and given by the adults to their mothers was mediated by felt

obligation and perceivedmutual reciprocity. The received and given instrumental

and emotional support of the mothers to their adult children was mediated by

perceived mutual reciprocity. The relevance of the adults’ and mothers’ di�erent

attitudes regarding support later in life is discussed.

KEYWORDS

felt obligation, reciprocity, support, mother–child relationship, lifespan development,
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Introduction

Mothers and their offspring share a unique bond that is meaningful for both parties

throughout life and is likely the longest one marked by support for one another (Szydlik,

2016). It has long been understood that formative social structures develop from this

relationship, which are important for maintaining a psychological balance and shaping

relationships with others over the entire lifespan (Freud, 1928). Balance in the exchange

of support is relevant to the relationship dynamics between mothers and their children

in different phases of life. During young adulthood and midlife, when both generations

are practically independent of one another and no practical framework determines

support (Baltes and Silverberg, 1994), attitudes are particularly important for eliciting

reciprocating help. Attitudes are founded on personal experiences, beliefs, and feelings
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(Eaton et al., 2008), whereas internalized norms and values are

founded on social rules firmly rooted in the society’s value system

and contain social expectations (Iommi, 2019). However, agreeing

with social norms does not necessarily mean that these norms are

applied to one’s own behavior (Stein, 1992). Individual experiences

or feelings may conflict with providing support to one’s parents,

even though the norm that one must assist aging parents may be

ingrained in one’s value system.

An attitude describes an internal relationship in the form

of a mental representation, summarizes the evaluation of an

object, and has a regulative effect on interactions (Eaton

et al., 2008). Felt obligation (Stein, 1992) and perceived mutual

reciprocity (Wintre et al., 1995) are important for mutual support

in mother–child relationships. We describe perceived mutual

reciprocity (Wintre et al., 1995) as an attitude, an internal

relationship with an attachment figure who is perceived as a

relative equal, and a balance between subjective autonomy and

a lasting feeling of connection. As an attitude, felt obligation

can be defined as a summarized evaluation of behavioral

expectations arising from the mother–child relationship, such

as the provision of support. However, when examining mutual

support, prior research has frequently taken only one perspective

into account, with only a few studies considering the relevant

parties’ perspectives (Sechrist et al., 2014). Therefore, we take both

into account here.

In order to better understand the mechanisms that mediate the

support between young to middle-aged adult children and their

mothers, this study uses social exchange theory to examine the

importance of attitudes for receiving and giving support in the

mother–child relationship when no practical restrictions determine

the support. Both the adult children’s and mothers’ perspectives

are taken into account. The theoretical assumptions and relevant

constructs are presented in the following discussion.

Social exchange theory includes considerations for the

development of reciprocal relationships in cross-disciplinary

contexts (Mitchell et al., 2012). Social relationships are described

as an action–reaction system of exchange, applicable to social

relationships in general and family relationships (Ahmad et al.,

2023). A first-initiated action, such as a supportive behavior, of

an individual toward a target person represents the beginning of a

reciprocal exchange. The target person’s attitude toward the action

shapes the future development of the relationship. Consequently,

a corresponding relationship results in a reciprocal reaction by the

target person, such as giving support to the individual (Cropanzano

et al., 2017). The exchange process, or the resources that are

exchanged, influences the nature of the relationship between

individuals (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005).

The relationship between mothers and their children is

characterized by a lifelong exchange of support, and support

is embedded in the relationship’s history. The most frequently

exchanged forms of support are emotional and instrumental.

While emotional support includes, for example, conversations,

comfort, or help in times of emotional distress (Sommer and

Buhl, 2018), instrumental support includes practical and material

assistance, such as help with household chores (Swartz, 2009).

As a result, social exchange relationships evolve based on the

attitudes and reciprocity of the corresponding parties (Cropanzano

et al., 2017). Perceived reciprocity is relevant to the stability of the

social exchange relationship. Social relationships are fundamentally

characterized by mutual dependence and reciprocity (Gouldner,

1960), as well as obligations (Blau, 1964).

The relationship between mothers and their adult children

is unique. Mothers receive more support from their children

compared to their fathers (Klaus, 2009). Adult children feel strongly

obligated to their parents (Del Corso and Lanz, 2013); again,

feelings of obligation are stronger toward mothers than toward

fathers (Freeberg and Stein, 1996; Stein, 1992; Stein et al., 1998) and

are particularly relevant in predicting support for mothers, but not

for fathers (Buhl, 2008a,b). Therefore, the focus here is specifically

on the mother–child relationship.

Our attitudes have a powerful impact on how we perceive and

experience the world. They motivate and guide our behavior in a

direction consistent with our attitudes. As a result, attitudes have

an impact on how we interact with our environment (Eaton et al.,

2008; Petty et al., 2023). It has long been known that attitudes

contain evaluative, cognitive, affective, and behavioral components

regarding an object (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1977) and are persistent

over time (Eaton et al., 2008). Since attitudes are global and

summarize an evaluation of an object, similar to norm perceptions

(Stein, 1992), a certain attitude can exist without actually having

to be applied to one’s own behavior (Rucker, 2021). In contrast,

an attitude toward a behavior can be understood as an evaluative

reaction (Fishman et al., 2021). In predicting behavior, attitudes

play a mediating role (Fishbein and Ajzen, 2009; Fishman et al.,

2021). Thus, a person’s attitude toward an object might affect

how they react to it (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1977). The following

sections discuss perceived mutual reciprocity (Wintre et al., 1995)

and felt obligation (Stein, 1992) as attitudes in the context of social

exchange theory.

Reciprocity, in general, refers to a mutual exchange of support.

This requires the provision of support and an appropriate return

(Brandt et al., 2008). The perception of reciprocity within family

relationships has an impact on the exchange of support between

generations (Schwarz et al., 2005). Regardless of whether the

support was perceived or actually provided, it plays an important

role in life satisfaction at every stage of adulthood (e.g., Siedlecki

et al., 2013).

The exchange of support is initially asymmetrical in the

mother–child relationship. During early childhood, the child is

emotionally and instrumentally dependent on their caregiver. To

develop autonomous functioning, individuals navigate the balance

between independence and dependency throughout their lives

within the framework of developmental tasks of the current phase

of life. Forming an attachment relationship with the mother

creates the basis for the development and experience of autonomy.

Accordingly, autonomy develops through the connection in the

mother–child bond (Baltes and Silverberg, 1994). In adolescence,

the unilateral authority of parents is increasingly transformed

into reciprocal structures, and aiming for a more symmetrical

relationship model, this phase is characterized by equality, respect,

and reciprocity (Wintre et al., 1995). According to the principle

of the “support bank” (Antonucci, 1985), the growing child tries

to approach symmetry in the mutual exchange of support by

later reciprocating the support they received during childhood.

The mother–child relationship is then perceived as relatively

symmetrical in early adulthood (Buhl, 2008a). However, mothers

provide unconditional support to their children well into old age

(Fingerman et al., 2013), making it unlikely that actual symmetry
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is ever fully established. This has an impact on the dynamics

of mother–child relationships, as well as on the experience of

dependency and perception of reciprocity in the social exchange

relationship. One could describe an “adult relationship” in which

a symmetrical relationship model characterized by a deep bond

is sought.

Accordingly, perceivedmutual reciprocity describes a perceived

balance between the subjective experience of autonomy and a

lasting feeling of connectedness with an attachment figure as an

inner relationship in terms of attitude. It is experienced in social

exchange relationships in which individuals feel relatively equal and

show mutual respect and acceptance (Wintre et al., 1995). When

parents perceive their relationship with their growing children to be

balanced, they are more satisfied with the relationship (Vogl-Bauer

et al., 1999). The perception of equity is more important than an

actual balanced supportive exchange for the way mothers perceive

the relationship quality with their children (Sechrist et al., 2014).

Adolescent children, by comparison, readily accept the support

of their parents and experience satisfaction in the relationship,

regardless of the experience of equity (Vogl-Bauer et al., 1999).

Middle-aged adults perceive reciprocity differently depending

on the type of support they receive. Middle-aged daughters tend

to perceive receiving more than giving in terms of instrumental

support. However, when it comes to emotional support, they feel

that they give more to their parents than they receive from them

(Schwarz et al., 2005). Middle-aged adults emphasize that in their

relationships with parents, reciprocity is based on a perceived

balance and a sense of connectedness (Funk, 2011), so perceived

mutual reciprocity (Wintre et al., 1995) also appears to play an

important role in middle adulthood. To better understand the

relevance of this construct in young to middle adulthood, testing

the extent to which perceived mutual reciprocity (Wintre et al.,

1995) influences parents’ and adult children’s willingness to support

each other later in life is important.

Feelings of obligation are negotiated over the entire duration

of family relationships and, therefore, in the mother–child

relationship (Stein, 1992). Conditions, expectations, rules, and

obligations are arranged in the context of social exchanges (Ahmad

et al., 2023). Felt obligation refers to the negotiated expectations of

appropriate behavior that are defined by the characteristics of the

individual mother–child relationship (Stein, 1992). These include

strong social expectations to provide support and maintain contact

(Stein, 1992, 1993). Felt obligation is thus an attitude in the form of

a summarized evaluation of behavioral expectations arising from

the mother–child relationship. Felt obligation mediates support

services (Sommer and Buhl, under review)1 and influences the

relationship dynamics between mothers and their children. During

childhood, parents feel obligated to care for and support their

children who are still in need (Brandt and Szydlik, 2008). Later in

life, when their parents require care, children report a strong sense

of obligation to care for and support them (Luichies et al., 2019).

In young adulthood and midlife, when both parties can pursue

their own life goals independently, feelings of obligation are equally

important for support between young to middle-aged adults and

their parents, helping maintain a balance in this social exchange

1 Sommer, S., and Buhl, H. M. (under review). The role of norms, received

support and felt obligation for intergenerational support to parents.

process. Adult children experience a stronger felt obligation when

they receive support from their parents (Schoenert et al., under

review)2. As a result, adults who feel strongly obligated to their

parents are more supportive of them (Stein et al., 1998; Whitbeck

et al., 1994) and provide more instrumental support to their

parents (Stein et al., 1998). However, little is known about parents’

felt obligation to their adult children (Stein, 2009). Theorizing

and testing the extent to which felt obligation influences parents’

willingness to support their children in adulthood is necessary.

Previous research has shown that attitudes are decisive for

support in the mother–child relationship. Felt obligation (Stein,

1992) and perceived mutual reciprocity (Wintre et al., 1995) were

found to be important for shaping relationships and guiding the

exchange of support between mothers and their adult children. We

define both as attitudes because they contain evaluative, cognitive,

affective, and behavioral components toward an object. In the

context of social exchange theory, attitudes toward a behavior

are relevant (Cropanzano et al., 2017) as an evaluative reaction

(Fishman et al., 2021). The mediating role of felt obligation (Stein,

1992) and perceived mutual reciprocity (Wintre et al., 1995) is

tested when it comes to support in the mother–child relationship

later in life.

Furthermore, the type of resource that is exchanged has

important implications for social exchange relationships. As

the most common resource in the mother–child relationship,

emotional and instrumental support are exchanged. Previous

studies (e.g., Schwarz et al., 2005) suggest differences between these

two forms of support.

According to social exchange theory, a reciprocal exchange

between mothers and their adult children begins with the

support received. As guiding attitudes, felt obligation and

perceived mutual reciprocity are important for further relationship

formation. Consequently, as a reciprocal reaction, support

is given to the corresponding party. Thus, we assumed a

mediating effect of felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity

as important attitudes regarding the association between

receiving and giving support (Figure 1). The perspectives of

mothers and adult children were considered separately, as were

instrumental and emotional support. To investigate the assumed

connection, four separate analyses were calculated to test the four

following hypotheses:

H1. Felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity mediate

the relationship between the instrumental support received

and given by adult children to their mothers.

H2. Felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity mediate

the relationship between the emotional support received and

given by adult children to their mothers.

H3. Felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity mediate

the relationship between the instrumental support received

and given by mothers to their adult children.

H4. Felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity mediate

the relationship between the emotional support received and

given by mothers to their adult children.

2 Schoenert, K., Sommer, S., and Buhl, H. M. (under review). Feelings

of obligation: Predicting felt obligation of middle-aged adult children to

their parents.
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FIGURE 1

Parallel mediation model. Note Assumed mediating e�ect of felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity on the relationship between receiving

and giving support.

Materials and methods

Sample

Cross-sectional survey data from the “Interdependence in the

Relationship between Adults and their Parents” project conducted

in 2016/2017 and financed by the German Research Foundation

were used for this study. The sample consisted of 598 adult children

(55.2% female, 20–49 years,M= 33.69, SD= 6.16) and 577mothers

(40–87 years, M = 61.01, SD = 7.99) of these adult children.

Social media, online portals, newspaper ads, and notices were

used for recruitment. Participants who did not require care and

lived in self-sufficient households were recruited. Participants came

from throughout Germany. Data were collected anonymously,

and participation was voluntary. The allowance was 10 e per

participant; 40 e were awarded if both the parents and the adult

child took part. This study only used data from mothers and adult

children. The samples were dependent, as they were mother–child

dyads. In the paper–pencil survey, the respondents were asked

to self-report. All participants were included. The majority of the

children were single (26.6%), in a relationship but not married

(33.7%), or married (36.5%). At least once a week, 89.3% of the

adults reported having contact with their mothers. Less than half

(39.1 %) of the adults already had children of their own. In contrast,

only 2.8% of mothers were single, 82.6% married, 10% divorced,

and 4.6% widowed. The majority of mothers (89.7%) stated that

they had contact with their children at least once a week.

Measurements

The study included self-reports from adult children and

mothers. They responded to the items individually about

each other.

Felt obligation
The felt obligation of young to middle-aged adults and

their mothers was measured using the Felt Obligation Measure

(Stein, 1992) adapted in German by Rieger and Buhl (2004). This

measurement instrument included 5 scales mapped with 21 items.

Participants were asked how often they felt they “should” or “must”

do something (e.g., have regular contact, give as much as receive,

talk about personal things, offer help and advice) in their mother–

child relationship (αmother = 0.94, αchildren = 0.95). The options

were ranked from 1 (never) to 5 (all the time) on a 5-point

Likert scale.

Perceived mutual reciprocity
The Perception of Parental Reciprocity Scale (Wintre et al.,

1995), in a German adaptation (Rieger and Buhl, 2004), was used

to assess perceived mutual reciprocity (αchildren = 0.88, αmother =

0.85). It was to be answered on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (not

at all true) to 5 (completely true). Items were, for example, “There

is mutual respect between me and my mother/child, even in the

areas where we disagree” and “My mother/child is comfortable

expressing her doubts and fears with me.”

Instrumental support received
The instrumental support that adult children (αchildren = 0.85)

received from their mothers and the instrumental support that

mothers (αmother = 0.88) received from their adult children were

measured using the same nine-item scale (Thönnissen et al., 2015;

Winter, 2001). A 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to

5 (always) was used to ask participants to rate the amount of

assistance they had received in the previous 12 months.

Instrumental support given
The same scale with nine items was used to measure the

instrumental support given by adult children (αchildren = 0.88)

to their mothers and the instrumental support given by mothers

(αmother = 0.86) to their adult children (Thönnissen et al., 2015;

Winter, 2001). On a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to

5 (all the time), participants were asked to indicate what help they

had given in the previous 12 months.
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Emotional support received
The emotional support that adult children received from their

mothers (αchildren = 0.92) and the emotional support that mothers

(αmother = 0.92) received from their adult children were measured

using an eight-item scale (Sommer and Buhl, 2018; Thönnissen

et al., 2015). A 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5

(always) was used to ask participants to rate the amount of help

they had received in the previous 12 months.

Emotional support given
The same scale with eight items was used to measure the

emotional support given by adult children (αchildren = 0.89) to their

mothers and the emotional support given by mothers (αmother =

0.90) to their adult children (Sommer and Buhl, 2018; Thönnissen

et al., 2015). On a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5

(all the time), participants were asked to indicate what help they had

given in the previous 12 months.

Data analysis

A descriptive analysis of the data was conducted. Means,

standard deviations, and correlations were calculated using IBM

SPSS Statistics 29 for Windows. To test the hypothesized models

for mothers and adult children, four parallel mediation analyses

were performed using the PROCESS macro (version 4.3.1) for

SPSS (Hayes, 2022). Sum scores were computed using the items

for each measurement instrument. The parallel mediation analyses

were based on a linear regression using the method of least squares

and enabled the total and indirect effects to be examined, as

well as the indirect effects of the two mediators to be compared.

Model 4 was used to estimate the mediating effects of felt

obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity on the association

between received and given instrumental and emotional support

for the adult children and the mother sample. Based on 5,000

bootstrap samples, 95% confidence intervals were estimated. The

statistical significance of the indirect effects was assumed if the 95%

confidence intervals did not contain the value of 0.

Results

The means and standard deviations of the variables (Table 1)

indicate a relatively high level of felt obligation and perceived

mutual reciprocity in both the mother and adult children samples.

The giving and receiving of emotional support were also rated as

relatively high, whereas giving and receiving instrumental support

tended to be rated as moderate by the participants in both samples.

The correlations of the scales are shown in Table 2. All

correlations were statistically significant. However, according to

Cohen (1988), almost all correlations in both the mother (r =

0.24, p < 0.01, to r = 0.43, p = 0.01) and adult children’s samples

(r = 0.26, p < 0.01, to r = 0.47, p = 0.01) can be interpreted

as small to moderate. In both samples, the correlations between

giving and receiving instrumental (mothers: r = 0.71, p < 0.01;

children: r = 0.74, p = 0.01) and emotional support (mothers:

r = 0.78, p < 0.01; children: r = 0.75, p = 0.01) are high. The

TABLE 1 Means and standard deviations of all scales separately for

mothers and their adult children.

Scales Mothers Adult
children

t(df)

M SD M SD

Felt obligation 3.01 0.76 3.09 0.79 −1.86 (1,166)

Mutual reciprocity 3.20 0.31 3.23 0.33 −1.45 (1,164)

Instrumental support received 2.66 0.94 2.29 0.91 6.73 (1,156)

Instrumental support given 2.56 0.91 2.54 0.88 0.44 (1,156)

Emotional support received 3.42 0.81 3.56 0.87 −2.78 (1,141)∗

Emotional support given 3.54 0.75 3.50 0.79 1.04 (1,154)

t: statistical value of two sample t-test.
∗p < 0.01.

TABLE 2 Correlation matrix between the scales for mothers and adult

children.

Scales FO MR ISR ISG ESR ESG

FO – 0.24∗ 0.27∗ 0.24∗ 0.26∗ 0.25∗

MR 0.27∗ – 0.25∗ 0.29∗ 0.32∗ 0.33∗

ISR 0.29∗ 0.31∗ – 0.71∗ 0.51∗ 0.38∗

ISG 0.34∗ 0.26∗ 0.74∗ – 0.40∗ 0.43∗

ESR 0.26∗ 0.43∗ 0.41∗ 0.31∗ – 0.78∗

ESG 0.32∗ 0.40∗ 0.42∗ 0.47∗ 0.75∗ –

Correlations for mothers above the diagonal, for adult children below the diagonal.

FO, felt obligation; MR, mutual reciprocity; ISR, instrumental support received; ISG,

instrumental support given; ESR, emotional support received; ESG, emotional support given.
∗p < 0.01.

correlation between receiving instrumental and emotional support

in the mothers’ sample is high (r = 0.51, p < 0.01) while in the

adult children’s sample, it can be interpreted as moderate to high

(r = 0.41, p< 0.01). Both parties assessed the same facts, indicating

a high level of agreement.

Parallel mediation analyses

To address the research questions, four parallel mediation

models were established. The mediating effects of felt obligation

and perceived mutual reciprocity on the association between the

instrumental and emotional support received and given were

investigated for young to middle-aged adult children and their

mothers. The parallel mediation models 1 and 2 were estimated

using data from adult children. The parallel mediation models 3

and 4 were constructed using the mothers’ data.

Hypothesis 1: The impact of felt obligation and perceived

mutual reciprocity on the instrumental support received

and given by adult children

Parallel mediation model 1 (Figure 2) examines the mediating

effects of felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity on the

association between the instrumental support received and given
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FIGURE 2

Parallel mediation model 1 of received and given instrumental support through felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity of adult children.

Note Data from adult children. Standardized e�ects are presented. c = total e�ect of received on given instrumental support; c’ = direct e�ect of

received on given instrumental support. *p < 0.01.

by adult children to their mother. The received instrumental

support predicted the given instrumental support of adult children

(β total = 0.7389, p < 0.01). When the mediators of felt obligation

and perceived mutual reciprocity were included in the model,

the received instrumental support of adult children from their

mother predicted both felt obligation (β = 0.2881, p = 0.01) and

perceived mutual reciprocity (β = 0.3107, p < 0.01). However,

only felt obligation (β = 0.1338, p < 0.01) predicted the given

instrumental support of adult children to their mother; perceived

mutual reciprocity does not make a significant contribution here.

The relationship between the instrumental support received and

given is still significant after the mediators were added to the

model (βdirect = 0.6970, p< 0.01). The standardized indirect effects

are shown in Table 3. The total indirect effect showed a partial

mediation (β = 0.0420, 95% CI [0.0160, 0.0706]). The indirect

effect through felt obligation was statistically significant (β =

0.0112, 95% CI [0.0192, 0.0631]) but not through perceived mutual

reciprocity. Accordingly, the effect (Table 3, C1) was significantly

stronger through felt obligation than through perceived mutual

reciprocity (β = 0.0351, 95% CI [0.0060, 0.0678]). Hypothesis 1,

that both felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity mediate

the relationship between the instrumental support received and

given by adult children to their mothers, can be disconfirmed. Only

felt obligation had amediating effect.When adult children felt more

obligated, they were more likely to express instrumental support.

Hypothesis 2: Impact of felt obligation and perceived

mutual reciprocity on the emotional support received and

given by adult children

Parallel mediation model 2 (Figure 3) examines the mediating

effects of felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity on the

association between the emotional support received and given

by the adult children to their mother. The received emotional

support predicted the given emotional support of adult children

(β total = 0.7475, p < 0.01). After the mediators felt obligation

and perceived mutual reciprocity were included in the model, the

received emotional support of adult children from their mother

predicted both felt obligation (β = 0.2516, p= 0.01) and perceived

TABLE 3 Model 1: Standardized indirect e�ects (IE) of received (ISR) on

given instrumental support (ISG) through felt obligation (FO) and

perceived mutual reciprocity (MR) of adult children.

IE Variables β BootSE 95% CI

BootLLCI BootULCI

total ISR→ FO

→ MR→

ISG

0.0420 0.0140 0.0160 0.0706

FO ISR→ FO

→ ISG

0.0385 0.0112 0.0192 0.0631

MR ISR→ MR

→ ISG

0.0034 0.0098 −0.0160 0.0225

C1 FO – MR 0.0351 0.0157 0.0060 0.0678

C1= Contrast between the two indirect effects.

mutual reciprocity (β = 0.4262, p < 0.01). Felt obligation (β =

0.1218, p < 0.01) and perceived reciprocity (β = 0.0814, p < 0.01),

in turn, predicted the given emotional support of adult children

to their mother. The relationship between the emotional support

received and given is still significant after the mediators were added

to the model (βdirect = 0.6821, p < 0.01).

The standardized indirect effects are shown in Table 4. The

two mediators, felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity,

partially mediated the relationship between the emotional support

received and given by young to middle-aged adult children to their

mothers, as the total indirect effect showed (β = 0.0653, 95% CI

[0.0332, 0.0988]). There was a statistically significant indirect effect

through felt obligation (β = 0.0306, 95% CI [0.0142, 0.0517]) and

through perceived mutual reciprocity (β = 0.0347, 95% CI [0.0064,

0.0632]). The difference between the two mediation paths (Table 4,

C1) was not significant (β = −0.0041, 95% CI [−0.0388, 0.0315].

Hypothesis 2, that felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity

mediate the relationship between emotional support received and

given by adult children to their mothers, can be confirmed. When

adult children felt more obligated and perceived more mutual

reciprocity in their relationship with their mothers, they were more

likely to offer emotional support.

Frontiers inDevelopmental Psychology 06 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fdpys.2025.1508469
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/developmental-psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Schoenert et al. 10.3389/fdpys.2025.1508469

FIGURE 3

Parallel mediation model 2 of received and given emotional support through felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity of adult children. Note

Data from adult children. Standardized e�ects are presented. c = total e�ect of received on given instrumental support; c’ = direct e�ect of received

on given instrumental support. *p < 0.01.

TABLE 4 Model 2: Standardized indirect e�ects (IE) of received (ESR) on

given emotional support (ESG) through felt obligation (FO) and perceived

mutual reciprocity (MR) of adult children.

IE Variables β BootSE 95% CI

BootLLCI BootULCI

total ESR→ FO

→ MR→

ESG

0.0653 0.0168 0.0332 0.0988

FO ESR→ FO

→ ESG

0.0306 0.0095 0.0142 0.0517

MR ESR→

MR→

ESG

0.0347 0.0146 0.0064 0.0632

C1 FO – MR −0.0041 0.0180 −0.0388 0.0315

C1= Contrast between the two indirect effects.

Hypothesis 3: The impact of felt obligation and perceived

mutual reciprocity on the instrumental support received

and given by mothers

Parallel mediation model 3 (Figure 4) examines the mediating

effects of felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity on the

association between the instrumental support received and given

by mothers to their adult children. The received instrumental

support predicted the given instrumental support of the mothers

(β total = 0.7090, p < 0.01). After the mediators felt obligation

and perceived mutual reciprocity were included in the model the

received instrumental support of the mothers from their adult

children predicted both felt obligation (β = 0.2756, p < 0.01) and

perceived mutual reciprocity (β = 0.2507, p< 0.01). However, only

perceived mutual reciprocity (β = 0.1076, p < 0.01) predicted the

given instrumental support of the mothers to their adult children;

felt obligation did not make a significant contribution here. The

relationship between the instrumental support received and given is

still significant after the mediators were added to the model (βdirect

= 0.6734, p < 0.01). The standardized indirect effects are shown

in Table 5. The total indirect effect showed a partial mediation (β

= 0.0356, 95% CI [0.0115, 0.0623]). The indirect effect through

perceived mutual reciprocity was statistically significant (β =

0.0270, 95% CI [0.0103, 0.0459]) but not through felt obligation.

The difference between the two mediation paths (Table 5, C1)

was not significant (β = −0.0183, 95% CI [−0.0441, 0.0092]).

Hypothesis 3, that both felt obligation and perceived mutual

reciprocity mediate the relationship between the instrumental

support received and given by mothers to their adult children,

can be disconfirmed. Only perceived mutual reciprocity had a

mediating effect. Whenmothers perceivedmoremutual reciprocity

in their relationship with their adult children, they were more likely

to express instrumental support.

Hypothesis 4: The impact of felt obligation and perceived

mutual reciprocity on the emotional support received and

given by mothers

Parallel mediation model 4 (Figure 5) examines the mediating

effects of felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity on the

association between the emotional support received and given

by mothers to their adult children. The received emotional

support predicted the given emotional support of mothers (β total

= 0.7732, p < 0.01). After the mediators felt obligation and

perceived mutual reciprocity were included in the model the

received emotional support of mothers from their adult children

predicted both felt obligation (β = 0.2598, p = 0.01) and

perceived mutual reciprocity (β = 0.3214, p < 0.01). However,

only perceived mutual reciprocity (β = 0.0778, p < 0.01) predicted

the given emotional support of mothers to their adult children;

felt obligation did not make a significant contribution here. The

relationship between emotional support received and given is still

significant after the mediators were added to the model (βdirect

= 0.7403, p < 0.01). The standardized indirect effects are shown

in Table 6. The total indirect effect showed a partial mediation

(β = 0.0329, 95% CI [0.0106, 0.0584]). There was a statistically

significant indirect effect through perceived mutual reciprocity (β

= 0.0250, 95% CI [0.0041, 0.0480]) but not through felt obligation.

The difference between the two mediation paths (Table 6, C1)

was not significant (β = −0.0171, 95% CI [−0.0459, 0.0119]).

Hypothesis 4, that both felt obligation and perceived mutual
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FIGURE 4

Parallel mediation model 3 of received and given instrumental support through felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity of mothers. Note

Data from mothers. Standardized e�ects are presented. c = total e�ect of received on given instrumental support; c’ = direct e�ect of received on

given instrumental support. *p < 0.01.

TABLE 5 Model 3: Standardized indirect e�ects (IE) of received (ISR) on

given instrumental support (ISG) through felt obligation (FO) and

perceived mutual reciprocity (MR) of mothers.

IE Variables β BootSE 95% CI

BootLLCI BootULCI

total ISR→ FO

→ MR→

ISG

0.0356 0.0132 0.0115 0.0623

FO ISR→ FO

→ ISG

0.0086 0.0098 −0.0088 0.0298

MR ISR→ MR

→ ISG

0.0270 0.0090 0.0103 0.0459

C1 FO – MR −0.0183 0.0135 −0.0441 0.0092

C1= Contrast between the two indirect effects.

reciprocity mediate the relationship between received and given

emotional support by mothers to their adult children, can be

disconfirmed. Only perceived mutual reciprocity had a mediating

effect. When mothers perceived more mutual reciprocity in their

relationship with their adult children, they were more likely to offer

emotional support.

Discussion

Support is an important resource that is exchanged during the

social exchange process. It is well known that people’s willingness

to provide support is influenced by the support they receive (e.g.,

Sommer and Buhl, 2018). A crucial relationship of exchange is that

between amother and her child, in which support is one of themost

valuable given resources. This is especially relevant when there are

corresponding needs, such as those for care (e.g., Luichies et al.,

2019). However, there is a period of life when both parties can

pursue their life goals independently and without relying on each

other in young and middle adulthood. This raises the question of

what mechanisms mediate the giving and receiving of support by

aging mothers and their adult children when there are no practical

framework conditions, such as care needs, necessitating support.

The present study examined the mediating role of felt

obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity as important attitudes

regarding the association between receiving and giving support

by mothers and their young to middle-aged adult children.

Four parallel mediation models were tested for this purpose.

The perspectives of mothers and adult children were considered

separately, as well as instrumental and emotional support. Felt

obligation mediated the instrumental support of young to middle-

aged adult children to their mothers. Emotional support was

mediated by both felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity.

Perceived mutual reciprocity mediated the instrumental and

emotional support given by mothers to their adult children. The

correlational results are discussed next.

Mother–child dyads composed the sample. Interestingly, the

descriptive results for both groups were similar, except for received

support. Here, the mothers stated that they had received more

instrumental support from their adult children. In contrast, the

adult children stated that they had received more emotional

support from their mothers. Both adult children and mothers

reported relatively high levels of perceived mutual reciprocity and

support. Adult children reported having experienced a strong

obligation to their mothers, as previously shown in the literature

(e.g., Del Corso and Lanz, 2013). Mothers also reported feeling a

strong obligation to their offspring. Mutual behavioral expectations

in this relationship, such as keeping in touch and providing

help, were important to both sides. However, this expectation of

appropriate behavior also appears to be a motive for children, but

not for their mothers, to provide help. When young to middle-

aged adult children received instrumental support from their

mothers, they felt obligated to provide support. Perceived mutual

reciprocity had no influence on the provision of instrumental

support. Instrumental support services are perhaps less relevant

to creating a reciprocal experience. Adolescent children readily

accept the support of their parents and experience satisfaction in

the relationship, regardless of the experience of equity (Vogl-Bauer

et al., 1999). This seems to persist into middle adulthood in terms

of instrumental support.

Frontiers inDevelopmental Psychology 08 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fdpys.2025.1508469
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/developmental-psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Schoenert et al. 10.3389/fdpys.2025.1508469

FIGURE 5

Parallel mediation model 4 of received and given emotional support through felt obligation and perceived mutual reciprocity of mothers. Note Data

from mothers. Standardized e�ects are presented. c = total e�ect of received on given instrumental support; c’ = direct e�ect of received on given

instrumental support. *p < 0.01.

When receiving emotional support, adult children also have

feelings of obligation that mediate assistance. In addition to felt

obligation, perceived mutual reciprocity becomes important when

it comes to forming the emotional bond between adult children

and their mothers through the provision and receipt of emotional

support. When it comes to emotional support, adult children

appear to feel on an equal level with their mothers. The attitude

toward the subjective experience of autonomy as an independent

individual able to comfort and advise the mother proved to be

important, as did the experience of emotional attachment, in terms

of perceived mutual reciprocity. Accordingly, perceived mutual

reciprocity could also be an indicator of relationship quality and

the experience of emotional connectedness as a basis for the

exchange of emotional support. Young to middle-aged adults

perceive reciprocity differently depending on the type of support

they receive (Schwarz et al., 2005), implying that different attitudes

may be important when providing different types of support.

Receiving and giving support from mothers was mediated by

perceived mutual reciprocity, not by felt obligation. This applied to

both emotional and instrumental support; there were no differences

in the types of support in contrast to their children. Mothers appear

to help their children out of a desire for a relationship that includes

respect and equality rather than an obligation. This suggests a

unique bond between mothers and their children that is far more

complex than the reciprocity norm. Similar descriptive values also

illustrate this unique commitment. One could say that mothers

always help. Perhaps this is also a behavioral expectation of adult

children toward their mothers.

Distinguishing between perceived mutual reciprocity and the

actual balance of support provided by actions is important. The

actual support in the mother–child relationship is unbalanced;

mothers provide unreciprocated support to their children until

they reach their 70s (Fingerman et al., 2013). In the perception of

reciprocity, the expectation of receiving support and the mental

representation of the attachment figure shape the experience of

being supported in the relationship. The perception of equity is

more important than an actual balanced supportive exchange for

how mothers perceive the quality of their relationships with their

children (Sechrist et al., 2014). Throughout their lives, mothers

TABLE 6 Model 4: Standardized indirect e�ects (IE) of received (ESR) on

given emotional support (ESG) through felt obligation (FO) and perceived

mutual reciprocity (MR) of mothers.

IE Variables β BootSE 95% CI

BootLLCI BootULCI

total ESR→ FO

→ MR→

ESG

0.0329 0.0123 0.0106 0.0584

FO ESR→ FO

→ ESG

0.0079 0.0079 −0.0062 0.0252

MR ESR→

MR→

ESG

0.0250 0.0111 0.0041 0.0480

C1 FO – MR −0.0171 0.0147 −0.0459 0.0119

C1= Contrast between the two indirect effects.

generally express high levels of satisfaction with their relationships

with their adult children (Suitor et al., 2011). Mothers’ evaluations

of their relationships with their children might not represent

how evenly they support each other. Accordingly, the meaning

of reciprocity might be different for adult children than for their

mothers. Children do not have to do much to compensate for the

rewards they receive from their parents (Vogl-Bauer et al., 1999).

Family relationships are unique in that reciprocity between family

members is negotiated throughout an individual’s lifetime, and the

value of consideration does not need to be the same as in other types

of relationships to maintain a mutual relationship (e.g., Antonucci,

1985; Schwarz et al., 2005). In family contexts, reciprocity may be

more of an indicator of relationship quality rather than the actual

balance of support.

Limitations and suggestions for future
research

The current study used cross-sectional data to gather

preliminary information about potential relationships. However,

no causality can be proven due to the correlational nature of the
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research design. Longitudinal data are better suited for testing

causal relationships. The analysis included data obtained from

adult children (20–49 years) and their mothers (40–87 years) within

a specific age range. As this age range is relatively wide, age-related

effects may also exist in young and middle adulthood. Future

research should also consider attitudes as mediators of support for

other age groups. The study also included mother–child dyads,

the majority of whom had positive relationships. This may have

introduced a bias in subject selection. Mother–child dyads who

did not have a positive relationship with each other and who did

not share a sense of obligation, reciprocity, or support may have

chosen not to participate. This selection bias limits the conclusions

and the generalizability of the findings. If there is a lack of positive

relationship quality, further research should focus on the related

attitudes in the mother–child relationship. Additionally, since this

is a German sample, the findings may have limited applicability to

individualistic Western contexts (Kagitcibasi, 2005). Differences in

mediating attitudes between collectivist and individualist cultures

should be researched in the future. The study relied solely on

mothers’ and children’s self-reports, which included the biased

perceptions (e.g., Schwarz et al., 2005) of both groups. Family

relationships are complex and evolve throughout the lifespan.

However, the validity of findings may be limited in intricate

contexts. Including fathers in research could be provide valuable

insights into differences in attitudes and the dynamics of the triad

and their interrelationships in terms of support. In addition, there

may be differences in experiences between sons and daughters.

In the current state of knowledge, this study makes an

important contribution to understanding the attitudes that

young and middle-aged adults and mothers have toward their

relationships, which are important for mutual support when no

practical restrictions determine this support. Given the increasing

life expectancy and the duration of the relationship between

mothers and their children, it is important to explore further

mechanisms that mediate support in mother–child relationships.
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