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Parents-in-law are an important part of adult relationships. Contact with them may aff ect satisfaction 
and marital success of a married couple. Previous research shows that amount of contact with in-laws, 
support given by them and confl icts with them have a signifi cant impact on the life of a couple. Lit-
tle research has explored relationships of parents and parents-in-law with a couple before marriage. 
Even less is known about the beginnings of these relationships. This research consists of two studies 
which explored the vision and memories of the fi rst meetings of potential in-laws and parents as 
a couple. Study 1 (N1 = 34, age M = 23.40, SD = 2.32, Woman = 64.70% N1) asked the participants 
how they imagined those events, while evaluating stress accompanying them. The participants re-
ported predictions of feeling stressed by both events, but also of excitement, having no expectations, 
being ashamed by their own parents or being trustful in parents’ behavior. Stress assessments of both 
events are inconclusive in establishing whether one of them is more stressful than the other. In Study 
2 (N2 = 8, age M = 23.50, SD = 2.67, Woman = 62.50% N2) a sample of young adults was interviewed 
about their memories concerning situations of meeting their in-laws and introducing their partner to 
their own parents. The respondents recalled 37 features, of which experiencing stress and fear in both 
situations was common. All refl ected on the way that the meeting happened and all but one described 
how they had prepared for it.
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Involvement in romantic relationships is ubiquitous in young adults (Bancroft, 
2011). Some of these relationships may evolve into a marriage or non-formalized 
long-lasting relationship. According to the periodization of the family life cycle 
proposed by Halley (1973, as cited in Ostoja-Zawadzka, 1999), dating is the first 
phase of the cycle of family life. For most partners it is also the moment of meeting 
potential parents-in-law and introducing a partner to their own parents. Strengthen-
ing the relationship may lead to more frequent meetings of partners and their par-
ents—two families become a new, bigger family. Unresolved problems in the family 
of origin are a possible source of difficulties at this stage of developing a romantic 
relationship (Kołbik, 1999a; Ostoja-Zawadzka, 1999). While this first meeting with 
potential parents-in-law and introducing a partner to one’s own parents seems to be 
an important event, there is a lack of studies exploring experiences related to these 
situations in young adults.

This research, adopting a qualitative approach and consisting of two studies, 
aims to bridge this gap by exploring anticipations and memories related to meeting 
potential parents-in-law and introducing a partner to one’s own parents. Data was 
gathered by means of a web survey and in-depth interviews. 

Conceptual Framework

Early adulthood is a developmental stage in which intimate relationships take 
priority (Erikson, 2004; Havighurst, 1981; Levinson, 1988). It is a period of life 
when social pressure pushes adults to bind in pairs, and biological development 
allows people to fully embrace all aspects of being a couple. In Poland, the median 
age for marrying for the first time is 27.6 years old for women and 29.7 years old 
for men (Rozkrut, 2018). 

As intimate relationships progress, partners spend more time together and, 
therefore, undertake more activities as a couple rather than individually, which also 
includes contacting their families. Even before marriage, parents and parents-in-law 
play a vital role in a budding relationship. This role increases when young people’s 
relationships start to be more serious (Ostoja-Zawadzka, 1999). In the last decades, 
there has been an increasing interest in investigating relationships between young 
couples and their parents and parents-in-law, but still, there is not much research 
on that topic. Although most of it has been conducted in the last twenty years, there 
are some older ones. The findings of older and novel studies are usually consistent, 
so we decided to refer to the recent literature. However, few issues explored by 
former researchers have not been investigated in the last years—in such cases, we 
mentioned the older studies.
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Moving on to the findings from studies on relationships between young couples 
and their parents and parents-in-law, it is common that modern parents still have an 
image of an ideal partner that is partially different than their children’s (Apostolou, 
2008; Perilloux et al., 2011). Accordingly, both partners and parents may be worried 
about introducing each other due to perceived discrepancies between their own ex-
pectations toward the partners that they will meet and the expectations of the other 
side. It may also be stressful for the one who is being introduced because of the fear 
that they will not meet these expectations.

Parents’ preferences toward their children’s partners have real-life consequences 
on the relationships of young adults. The idea that good relations with parents and 
in-laws means a better quality of marriage for the young adults and their marital 
success has been well researched (e.g., Bradford et al., 2019; Serewicz et al., 2008). 
Some research suggests that more important than relations with in-laws is their 
disclosure about the family’s operating instructions (Serewicz et al., 2008), which 
helps the newcomer feel comfortable around their new family. Bradford et al. (2019) 
proved that parents’ approval of a young adult couple’s relationship influenced the 
quality of their marriage, as perceived by the couple. Parental support also correlated 
with marital satisfaction (Blair & Holmberg, 2008; Rodrigues et al., 2017) and both 
physical and mental health (Blair & Holmberg, 2008). 

As described above, relations with parents and in-laws are important for 
a young couple’s marriage to function well. Even though pop culture states that 
relations with in-laws (especially mothers-in-law) are difficult, the research proves 
otherwise (Fowler & Rittenour, 2017). People asked about the closeness to their 
parents-in-law state that they are amongst their close relations—both mother- and 
father-in-law (Santos & Levitt, 2007). This declaration, however, does not always 
translate into behaviors, such as confiding in them (Lind Seal et al., 2016). Despite 
this, most people report having good relations with their in-laws (Prentice, 2008). It 
is not certain whether these relations are constant throughout their marriage. Some 
research states that people’s relationships with their in-laws are better before the 
wedding and worsen afterwards (Turner et al., 2006) while others state that good 
relations before getting married facilitated better relations afterwards (Fingerman 
et al., 2012). Considering the research mentioned above, concern about a good at-
mosphere during meetings and mutual confidence in this relationship from the first 
introduction seems crucial for both partners and their parents.

Findings from studies on mutual relations between young couples, their par-
ents, and their parents-in-law indicate that favor and support are bilaterally given 
in various stages of their married life (Chong et al., 2017; Lee et al., 2020; Reczek 
et al., 2010). However, relationships with in-laws are, in many aspects, similar to
any other ones. Therefore, it is not possible to avoid all conflicts—although it is 
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much less often than pop culture would suggest (Fowler & Rittenour, 2017). Con-
flicts most likely become more serious when adult children did not fully separate 
from their parents (Silverstein, 1992). It is important to mention that conflicts are 
more common with in-laws than with biological kin (Ayers et al., 2020). Also, the 
intensity of conflict is not constant in time. Both conflict with in-laws and the in-
laws’ support of the couple are mostly present right after marriage, and both begin 
to fade over time (Fowler & Rittenour, 2017). Reasons for conflict with in-laws 
are very diverse—with the most common motives concerning loyalty issues, such 
as in-laws feeling that they receive less attention than parents (Horsley, 1997), and 
issues related to material resources (Ayers et al., 2020). 

In summary, there is extensive research on relations with in-laws, their approval, 
and sources of conflict, but there is very little data about the situation of meeting 
parents-in-law for the first time early in relationships. Accordingly, this research 
aims to explore the experiences of young people who are in the situation of meeting 
potential parents-in-law and introducing their partner to their own parents. Study 1 
investigated young adults’ anticipations about these situations, while Study 2 inves-
tigated this topic from a retrospective perspective. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses

The studies that will be presented in this paper are exploratory in nature, and, 
therefore, there were no initial hypotheses. Study 1 aimed to explore 1) if the par-
ticipants envisioned situations where they meet potential parents-in-law and intro-
duce their partner to their own parents as being stressful and 2) which topics the 
participants recalled when envisioning these situations. Study 2 had more questions 
and explored situations that the participants already experienced regarding 1) stress, 
2) feelings, fears, and hopes about the meetings, 3) relations with potential in-laws 
and their relationship with their partner in the context of these two situations, and 
4) the circumstances of these situations.
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STUDY 1

Method

Participants

The criteria for Study 1 participants were: 1) ages between 20–28 years, 2) being 
in a heterosexual relationship, 3) have not yet been introduced to potential parents-
in-law, 4) have not yet introduced their partner to their own parents. A group of 
34 people (65% of female) meeting the inclusion criteria were recruited to partici-
pate in the study through Facebook. The ages of the participants ranged from 20 to 
28 years (M = 23.40, SD = 2.32). A majority of them (82%) lived in a city (above 
100,000 inhabitants). All were middle-school graduates, with 58% at college, and 
26% college graduates. 

Measures

The internet survey consisted of three parts: 1) a sociometric questionnaire, 
2) two open-ended questions, and 3) a modified Holmes and Rahe list of stressful 
events. In the sociometric survey, the participants were asked questions about their 
age, the status of their family, their places of origin and residences. 

Vision of meeting potential parents-in-law and vision of introducing partner 
to their own parents. The open-ended question was as follows: 

Please imagine a situation, in which you get to meet your partner’s parents. Take a mo-
ment to do this. Think about what you are feeling. How do you think it will go? Do you 
have any hopes or fears concerning this event? How strong are they? Please describe 
this vision as broadly as possible while answering the above questions. Write as much 
as you feel is appropriate. 

The second question was analogous, but it focused on the situation of intro-
ducing one’s partner to their own parents. These answers were assessed by trained 
coders (Creswell, 2013), that is, psychology students in their final year who had 
completed a basic course in psychological diagnosis. The data was prepared for 
analysis in the following steps: 1) all coders analyzed all of the answers and prepared 
a list of categories of events, thoughts, emotions, etc. that were mentioned in their 
answers; 2) these lists were discussed and unified by all coders and the first author, 
including establishing indicators for each category; 3) all coders rated all of the an-
swers in relation to the categories and indicators that were developed in the second 
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step—they assessed whether people referred to each category or not in their answers; 
4) in line with Lawshe’s (1975, as cited in Hornowska, 2001)  recommendations that, 
in the case of three raters, the content validity ratio (CVR) should be .99—according 
to this, each category has to be assessed as “present” in the answer by all coders 
for it to be included into the analysis; 5) the levels of agreement between coders 
have been established—it was high for both answers about meeting with potential 
parents-in-law (Kendall’s W = .797) and introducing a partner to one’s own parents 
(Kendall’s W = .819).

Stress evaluation. The last part of the survey was a modified Holmes and 
Rahe list of stressful events (Sobolewski et al., 1999). The participants were asked 
to evaluate how events that were listed were stressful for them (on a scale from 1 
to 10). There were nine different events in total, from which seven were inspired 
from or taken from the original list (death of a close relative, change of place of resi-
dence, serious sickness or accident with damage of the body, conflict in family, being 
mugged, robbed, or stolen from, beginning or ending of education, and holidays 
spent with family), and two were added by the researchers: meeting potential in-laws 
for the first time and introducing a partner to one’s own parents for the first time.

Results

In this section, the results of Study 1 will be presented. The participants men-
tioned 17 different aspects about the situation of meeting potential parents-in-law. 
The most common ones were “feeling stressed” (62%), “feeling highly stressed” 
(21%), “having no expectations” (12%), and “feeling excited” (12%). All of these 
feelings are listed in Table 1. 

The sample size does not allow statistical tests that check for gender differences. 
Features that were mentioned by only one person were labeled as “other.” Among 
them, there were categories such as “feeling insecure in this situation,” “fear of 
meeting one of the potential parents-in-law,” and “experiencing fear.” 

In terms of the situation of introducing one’s partner to one’s own parents, 
participants mentioned 18 different features. The most common one was similar to 
the situation of meeting potential parents-in-law: “feeling stressed” (53%). Other 
features that were also worth mentioning were “feeling ashamed by own parents” 
(9%) and “being trustful in parents’ proper behavior” (9%). These features are listed 
in Table 2. Answers to this question were shorter and more diverse (the word count 
was M = 12.90, SD = 18.00, contrasted with M = 16.30, SD = 16.60 for answers 
related to the situation of meeting potential parents-in-law). However, this difference 
is not statistically significant (t = 0.717, p = 0.476). Features that were mentioned 
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by only one person were labeled as “other.” Among them, there were motives, such 
as “experiencing fear,” “awkwardness,” and “importance of relations with own par-
ents.” In comparison, the respondents mentioned that they felt stressed more often 
in the situation of meeting potential parents-in-law. However, the difference was not 
statistically significant (M = 62% vs M = 47%, χ2  = 1.48, p = .22).

Table 1
Aspects of Meeting Potential Parents-In-Law

Reasons and feelings 
mentioned by respondents Sample answers Total 

(%)
Men 
(%)

Women 
(%)

Feeling stressed “I would certainly feel stressed 
and nervous” 62 33 77

Feeling highly stressed “It will be an enormous stress” 21 17 23

Having no expectations “A normal meeting” 12 25 5

Feeling exited “I can’t wait to meet them” 12 17 9

Feeling mildly stressed “I expect I will be slightly stressed” 8 25 0

Wanting to make good 
first impression

“I want to show myself 
in the best light” 8 8 9

Fear of being judged 
by potential parents-in-law

“I’m worried that I will be rejected 
by them from the start” 8 8 9

Being questioned by potential 
parents-in-law

“They will ask me a series of 
questions to know more about me” 6 8 5

Official situation “I will probably meet them during 
some fancy diner at their home” 6 0 9

Awkwardness “The first meeting will be rather 
awkward” 6 0 9

Other 21 25 23

The participants also evaluated stress that occurs in different events. The most 
stressful events for them were deaths of a close relative and serious sicknesses 
(Mdn = 10.00), conflicts in their family (Mdn = 10.00), and being mugged, robbed, 
or having something stolen from them (Mdn = 8.00). Introducing their partner to 
their own parents was ranked as moderately stressful (Mdn = 6.50), as was meeting 
potential parents-in-law (Mdn = 5.50). The differences in stress levels between these 
two events was statistically significant (W = 115; p < .05). Changing residence and 
beginning or finishing education were both less stressful than the events that were 
previously mentioned (Mdn = 5.00), and holidays spent with family were rated as 
being the least stressful events (Mdn = 3.00).
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Table 2
Aspects of Introducing Partner to Own Parents

Reasons and feelings 
mentioned by respondents Sample answers Total

(%) 
Men 
(%)

Women 
(%)

Feeling stressed “I will be stressed with how 
the conversation goes” 47 33 54

Feeling ashamed by own parents “I will be ashamed” 9 17 5

Being trustful in parents proper 
behavior

“My parents are cool 
so everything will be alright” 9 17 5

Participant thinks this situation will 
not happen

“I think it will not come 
to this situation” 6 8 5

Lack of vision “Just a normal meeting” 6 8 5

Feeling highly stressed “It will be very stressful, but 
I think they will like him” 6 8 5

Feeling mildly stressed “It will be a bit stressful 
for me as well” 6 17 0

Uncertainty of one of the parents 
appropriate behavior

“I will be stressed with my father 
who likes to joke and I hope he 
will not embarrass me”

6 0 9

Other 29 25 32

STUDY 2

Method

Participants

Participants were invited to take part in Study 2 by a group of volunteers (mem-
bers of a Students’ Science Club of Family Science) who advertised the research 
on Facebook pages and among their friends and colleagues. The volunteers did not 
have any contact with people they invited during the study. The participants filled 
out a short contact form online and later were contacted by the interviewer who 
confirmed that the inclusion criteria were met and scheduled date of the interview. 
Four participants were excluded at this stage due to their resignation. The criteria for 
the groups were 1) ages between 20–28 years, 2) being in a heterosexual relation-
ship, 3) having been introduced to potential parents-in-law in the last six months, 
4) having introduced their partner to their own parents in the last six months. Eight 
people (five women and three men), aged from 21 to 28 years old (M = 23.50, 
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SD = 2.67), volunteered to participate in this study. More detailed information about 
the participants of Study 2 is presented in Table 3.

Table 3
Study 2 Participants

Name Gender Age Education Residence Length of relation-
ship (in months)

Alicja Female 21 At college City 12

Marta Female 24 At college City 5

Piotr Male 23 At college City 8

Zuzanna Female 22 At college City 5

Grzegorz Male 28 College graduate City 9

Joanna Female 27 At college Village 5

Julia Female 22 At college Village 9

Łukasz Male 21 At college City 6

Measures

In the second part of this research, a semi-structured, in-depth interview was 
used. Questions for this interview were inspired by the data that was obtained in 
Study 1. The interviewers were psychology students in their final year who had 
completed basic courses in psychology assessment, including conducting diagnostic 
interviews. They were also trained in research procedures by the first author to get 
them accustomed to the procedures. Due to the coronavirus outbreak, all interviews 
were held online using Skype. The use of microphone and camera by both sides was 
mandatory. Before the interview, a short survey about the participants’ ages, duration 
of their relationships, education, places of residence, places of work, and the status 
of their families were conducted. After this preliminary stage, the respondents were 
asked to describe situations in which they met potential parents-in-law. If the answer 
was not detailed enough, follow-up questions were asked. The second part of the 
interview focused on the situation in which the participant introduced their partner to 
their own parents. As before, follow-up questions were prepared to give the answers 
more depth. The audio for all of the interviews was recorded (consent to that was 
a prerequisite) and transcribed. The procedures for training coders and analyzing 
data from interviews was the same as in Study 1. The levels of agreement between 
coders have been established as being high for both memories about meeting with 
potential parents-in-law (Kendall’s W = .868) and introducing a partner to one’s own 
parents (Kendall’s W = .832).
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Results

This part of our paper will report the results of the interviews that were con-
ducted in Study 2. Competent judges pointed out more than 200 categories that 
could be used when describing the interviews. Thirty-seven of them were coded as 
being present by all three of the judges in at least one interview. These 37 categories 
were aggregated into six main categories: 1) fears, hopes, and expectations of the 
meetings, 2) preparations before the meetings, 3) circumstances of the meetings, 
4) stress related to the meetings, 5) evaluation of the meeting after it happened, and 
6) meetings and relations with one’s partner, parents, and potential parents-in-law.

The first of these categories involved fears, hopes, and expectations concern-
ing the meetings. This was a very diverse group of categories, especially when the 
participants’ fears were analyzed. Half of them experienced stress in the situation 
of meeting potential parents-in-law (MPIW) or due to the situation of introducing 
their partner to their own parents (IPP). For example, Marta described her fear of 
presenting herself badly like this:

[MPIW] “It was already 9 pm, so I was stressed because it was already late, 
and I didn’t want it to be seen badly by his parents.”

Few people mentioned the fear of feeling awkward during the meeting as 
a reason for being uncomfortable. Grzegorz described it like this:

[MPIW] “No, I wasn’t afraid, I just didn’t want to… I didn’t want this 
meeting to be awkward or too long—You could say that I was 
afraid of this awkwardness.”

Alicja, however, had more concerns about the situation of introducing her partner to 
her parents. She was afraid of being embarrassed by her own parents:

[IPP] “Yes, I was afraid that the whole family would judge him, because 
they are simple people, and they judge people by their looks… and 
I was afraid that they would do that. And I would be completely 
ashamed of them.”

 
However, it is worth mentioning that not all of the participants stated that they feared 
anything about these events. Zuzanna, for example, feared neither of these situations:
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[MPIW] “But—no, I didn’t have any fears or anything like that. The meet-
ing was… let’s say, natural. People meet with each other and talk 
just like normal.”

[IPP] Did you fear this moment in any way? 
“No, I don’t think so. I had this… I knew that both he and my 
parents are talkative so… it would be all right. It would work out 
fine.”

Apart from experiencing fears, some of the respondents stated that they wanted 
to have good relations with potential in-laws, and some stated that they wanted their 
partner to have good relations with their own parents. Julie and Marta described 
these feelings like this:

Julia [MPIW]:  “I also just wanted to have good relations with his parents; I cared 
about it because I knew that he is in close contact with them.”

Marta [IPP]:  “I knew that my boyfriend would present himself well, and I knew 
that my parents would like him, so I wasn’t worried about it… Yes, 
it was important to me—also because I wanted for them to be in 
good relations with each other.”

The second theme that was revealed in the interviews was related to the prepara-
tions before the meeting. Almost all of the participants prepared themselves in some 
way before meeting their potential parents-in-law. Piotr, for example, involuntarily 
gathered some information by talking with his partner, and, thanks to that, he felt 
prepared for the meeting:

[MPIW] You mentioned that your girlfriend told you a lot about her 
parents…
“Yes, it helped because it was like she had told me—as she de-
scribed them to me. Like that, her mom is talkative…
Were there many talks like this? 
“No, it was simply in our talks… and she described her parents 
to me, how it is with them. I also asked some questions out of 
curiosity.”
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Joanna also obtained some information about topics to talk about during the meeting:

[MPIW] “But I tried to talk with them about topics that they are interested 
in, but they didn’t seem to care.”

Julia, who also prepared, bought a gift for her potential in-laws:

[MPIW] “And I bought—God, what did I buy? This kind of garden in 
a glass or something like that, so there was that.”

Most of the participants stated that they did not prepare their partner or parents 
for their introduction. Zuzanna explained it along these lines:

[IPP] Some people prepare their partner before meeting their parents. 
How was it in your case? 
“No there was no such thing. Really, as I said, my boyfriend came 
to me, so… We didn’t think of it like he was coming to meet my 
parents.”

The third theme described the circumstances of the meetings. Most of the par-
ticipants described their MPIW as informal, and some described those meetings in 
the same way as their IPP. Łukasz said this about his MPIW:

Was it a formal situation? 
“No, absolutely not. This casual situation helped in meeting 
people.”

Grzegorz, however, experienced his IPP as a formal event:

“It was around Christmas—on a first or second day of holiday. 
We came for tea, and it was more official and somewhat funny.”

In some cases, meeting potential in-laws and introducing their partner was not 
the main purpose of those events. For example, Joanna described it thus:

[IPP] “My god, if it wasn’t for the quarantine, he wouldn’t meet them… 
There was no other choice. I had birthday then, and he came—
which was cool though I was trying to avoid this situation.”
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The next category involved the participants’ experiences with stress. Many 
of them felt stressed by their MPIWs. Lucas described this in the first part of his 
interview:

“I mean, it was—concerning emotions, it was quite stressful—like 
any other first time. But there were no bigger problems.”

For Grzegorz, however, stress was difficult to distinguish from other emotions, and, 
finally, he qualified it as a mild stress:

[MPIW] “Well, it’s hard for me to call it stress—maybe something more 
like some awkwardness, a bit of awkwardness, and I think it was 
a little bit of stress.”

The situation of IPP was not stressful for a majority of the participants. However, 
many of them saw that their partners were stressed. For example, Piotr recalled this 
event as follows:

“No, I mean, I know that she was stressed way more than me. She 
was stressed, while I—it was easy for me, while you could see that 
she was terribly stressed, right?”

The fifth category contained the participants’ retrospective reflections on the 
events, such as if they liked the form of the meeting or how they felt about their 
potential in-laws. Half of the participants liked the way that their MPIW took place. 
Zuzanna stated:

[MPIW] “I’m satisfied with how it looked—that everything looked pretty 
natural and… that there was no embarrassment, that there was 
nothing to be changed.”

 
However, some participants would have preferred that the meeting took place 

on a more neutral ground or that the potential in-laws were more communicative. 
Alicja described it like this:

[MPIW] “If I could change something? Hmm. I would maybe, most cer-
tainly change the place because being at their house was far more 
uncomfortable than if we would meet somewhere in town. So, 
I would change that.”
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In their IPP, some of the participants also would have liked it to be slightly differ-
ent. For example, Piotr wanted there to be less people during this event, while Joanne 
preferred the meeting to take place on a neutral ground (similarly to Alicja in her 
MPIW). Julie wanted her parents to behave differently. This is how she described it:

[IPP] “I could have warned my mother so that she would sit longer with 
us because she didn’t from what I can remember. She tends to 
leave the table as soon as someone comes. I could have prepared 
her so she would sit longer with us.”

Finally, even though the potential in-laws were often interested in the newcomers 
and showed it by asking them questions, for example, in only one of the interviews, 
the potential parents-in-law were seen as nice during the meeting. Łukasz summed 
it up briefly:

[MPIW] “They were very nice and kind. Very open. They were fine.”

The last category focused on how the events were received from perspective of 
the participants’ relationships with their partners and both their parents and potential 
in-laws. An important subcategory was the feeling of their parents approving of their 
partners and feeling approval from their potential parents-in-law. Alicja and Marta 
described it like this:

Alicja [MPIW] “I mean, I felt approval when I talked about my college—this is 
something that they approve—and that is to my advantage. And, 
also, I worked, and, when I had a stable job when I worked, then 
I also felt that they approved that.”

Marta [IPP]: “They [parents] were very positive, smiled, they gladly talked with 
us, and asked some questions. They were very positive. Yes, he 
[boyfriend] definitely earned their approval.”

Apart from feelings of approval, many of the participants thought that these 
events had a positive effect on their relationships with their partners. Łukasz said 
this when he was asked about his MPIW:
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How did this event change your relationship with your girlfriend? 
“Positively, because since there were no comments about me 
meeting her parents or the other way around, then it meant that it 
influenced us positively.”

Half of the participants thought that the IPP had positive consequences on their 
relationships. Julia described it like this:

“You know, meeting each other’s parents is a next step in a re-
lationship… he [boyfriend] could better understand some of my 
problems, which result from my relations with my mother.”

Apart from the categories that are presented above, there were many more that 
could not be included due to text limitations. The main categories in this study were 
recalled by most of the participants. In summary, although the respondents had var-
ious feelings, thoughts, and experiences about the situations of meeting potential 
parents-in-law and introducing one’s partner to one’s own parents, the following can 
be said: 1) they were both somehow stressful for the couple, 2) the partners usually 
tried to prepare (in various ways) for these situations, 3) the partners were thinking 
about the upcoming meetings before they happened, and 4) the partners usually 
made some kind of evaluation of the meeting—both in relation to how it went and 
how it might affect their relationship with their partner. 

DISCUSSION

Relations with parents and parents-in-law are one of the most important parts 
of the lives of married adults. This research investigated the beginning of couples’ 
relations with both their parents and parents-in-law. Both participants and their 
partners were received well most of the time, which bodes well for the perceived 
quality of their relationships (Bradford et al., 2019). In most cases, parents gave 
direct information to the participant that they liked their partner, which may be 
a good practice to ensure feelings of parental approval in a young adult. 

In both studies, there are only few direct statements that the respondents do not 
care about relations with their future in-laws. On the other hand, only one out of the 
eight participants in Study 2 stated that they wanted to have good relations with their 
in-laws, and three of them wanted to make a good impression during their meeting. 
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Hence it may be hypothesized that not all the participants cared about relations 
with their in-laws. On the other hand, it is possible that the participants were not 
completely aware of the desire to have good relations with their potential parents-
in-law, and they could not have expressed it directly. Stress, both experienced and 
anticipated, might be a manifestation of this wish, but it could also be related to 
different feelings and desires. However, there is not enough data to determine which 
of these explanations is more adequate. Further studies should investigate that issue. 
It is also possible that having no need for good relations with in-laws is a predictor 
of bad relations with them in the future. As indicated by the study conducted by 
Fingermann and colleagues (2012) good relations before getting married facilitate 
better relations afterward. Therefore, future studies should investigate the long-term 
consequences of the first impressions from the relations between partners and their 
parents on further emotional climates, support levels, and marital successes in these 
couples. It has to be taken into the account that these studies were conducted on Poles 
of late generations Y and early Z (depending on the classification used), and they 
may have different mentalities and consequences of it on marital success than what 
was shown in previous studies. Further research is needed to explore this subject. 

If we assume that only some people care about relations with in-laws, it is in-
teresting to see that so many of the participants described meeting them as being 
stressful. In both visions and memories of this event, stress was a common feature 
that was described in both meeting potential parents-in-law and introducing their 
partner to their own parents. One of the possible explanations for this comes from 
the concept of loyalty from systems psychology, which describes identifying with 
a group and its members trusting in them and being trustworthy, taking responsibility 
for them, and committing oneself to the group (Kołbik, 1999b). Both events that 
were studied in this research can be interpreted in the context of loyalty. Introducing 
one’s partner to one’s own parents means introducing a new person to a family group 
and taking responsibility for them. In the situation of meeting potential in-laws for 
the first time, a person is being invited to a new group. 

These studies also provide puzzling results concerning the question of whether 
introducing a partner to one’s own parents or meeting potential parents-in-law for 
the first time is more stressful. Study 1 provided conflicting data. An analysis of par-
ticipants’ answers suggests that meeting in-laws is the more stressful event (having 
more mentions of stress at all and of high levels of stress). However, quantitative 
data leads to the conclusion that introducing one’s partner to one’s own parents is the 
more stressful event. Further research is required to resolve these inconsistencies.
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LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS 
FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

In this study due to the disproportion of gender (most of the participants were 
women) and small sample size, this sample should not be treated as a representation 
of the population. Also, the participants were all volunteers, which may cause bias 
in some of the results. Future researchers should focus on studying larger groups 
(especially men and people from rural areas) that would be representative of the pop-
ulation. It is also important to test hypotheses about the influence of family loyalty 
on experiencing situations of meeting potential parents-in-law and introducing one’s 
partner to one’s own parents. A different field that is worth exploring is experiencing 
these situations in non-heterosexual relationships (especially in cultures that can be 
described as homophobic). Longitudinal studies may bring us deeper insights into 
dynamic changes in relations between young couples, their parents, and potential 
parents-in-law. Investigating how potential problems in these relations affect future 
family life could have vital practical implications.

CONCLUSION

Relations between young couples and their parents are most certainly compli-
cated. This research brought deeper insights into the topic, which have rarely been 
investigated in earlier empirical studies, and presented some details about the first 
experiences of how these relations are formed. Young people usually predicted that 
these situations would be stressful, and that was a dominant theme in their answers. 
Similarly, stress was one of the main categories that was present in the participants’ 
recollections of meeting potential parents-in-law and introducing their partners to 
their own parents for the first time. Despite feeling a lot of stress and fear about these 
situations, most of the participants described these events as positive experiences, 
which contrasts with pop culture’s narrative that conflict and troubled relationships 
with in-laws are inevitable. The findings of these studies, which are both quantita-
tive and qualitative, encourage the development of further studies on the role of the 
wider family context in the dynamics of intimate relationships in their early stages.
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