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 Preface     

  Adolescents have been a source of  both fascination and irritation for adults for 
centuries. Much has been written about adolescence as a diffi cult developmental 
period and as a time of  storm and stress. It has also been said that teenagers today 
are lacking in moral values, that they reject their parents ’  standards, and that they 
are rude, disrespectful, and lazy. But developmental scientists are much less pes-
simistic about the state of  youth today and believe that the perils of  adolescence 
are overstated. Adolescents do not reject their parents, nor are they rebelling 
against parental and societal values. At the same time, though, the path to adult-
hood is not smooth. Adolescents face many risks and challenges that must be met 
before adulthood is achieved. Typically, there are minor disruptions in their rela-
tionships with parents, although, for adolescents who are fortunate enough to live 
in stable, supportive, and cohesive families, these challenges lead to positive 
changes in family relationships and in the adolescents themselves. 

 My colleagues and I have been conducting research on these issues for many 
years. My focus has been on how adolescents and parents  –  of  different ethnicities 
and in different cultures  –  construct their social worlds and create meaning out of  
their social interactions. I view adolescents ’  confl icts and disagreements with 
parents and their attempts strategically to manage information about their lives 
as a refl ection of  ongoing concerns with autonomy, personal choices, and agency. 
Some culture theorists have asserted that these concerns are emphasized pri-
marily in individualistic cultures, whereas in collectivist cultures individuals are 
primarily concerned with duties, obligations in interpersonal relationships, and 
harmony and interdependence in the family. These views of  culture ignore newer 
defi nitions, which emphasize autonomy in the context of  ongoing relatedness to 
parents. And they provide an overly simple and stereotyped view of  adolescents ’  
lives in different cultures. 

 In this book, and drawing on a theoretical framework and research over the 
past 25 years, I examine both the universal and the context - specifi c aspects of  
adolescents ’  social development in family contexts. Adolescents worldwide are 
concerned with the stage - salient task of  becoming more independent, although 
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the pacing of  this process and the types of  issues over which autonomy is sought 
may vary in different cultures. Adolescents also develop a deep understanding of  
moral matters, including concerns with justice, others ’  welfare, and human rights. 
These concerns develop alongside adolescents ’  growing awareness of  societal 
conventions, norms, and standards. Self  and morality, defi ned in this way, are not 
of  concern only to those growing up in individualistic societies; nor are social 
conventions the exclusive concern of  youth in collectivist cultures. In this book I 
demonstrate that having such preoccupations is part of  everyday social interac-
tion for youth in different cultures. These are universal issues because they develop 
from social interactions that are common to individuals worldwide and refl ect 
ways of  thinking about self, society, and interpersonal relationships. Yet the dif-
ferences in understanding them refl ect the different circumstances and social 
environments of  different groups and cultures. 

 My approach to social development considers how all of  these separate strands 
of  development  –  concerns with autonomy, rights and justice, society and social 
convention  –  change, confl ict, and become increasingly integrated in adolescent 
social development. I argue that successful parenting involves a consideration of  
how parents draw boundaries between issues that are legitimately of  parental 
concern and adolescents ’  claims for greater autonomy and personal choice. 
The balance varies in different cultures and contexts, and it also shifts during 
development. 

 Drawing on extensive data from my research with middle - class African 
American and European American families and with lower - class Chinese adoles-
cents, I examine the different ways in which adolescents and parents think about, 
negotiate, and resolve disagreements in their relationships  –  disagreements that 
are primarily about these boundaries. I also discuss adolescents ’  sometimes more 
subversive routes to autonomy  –  including their attempts to manage and conceal 
information from parents. Although I draw on a wide range of  sources, from 
public opinion surveys and movies to scholarly writings from anthropology and 
history, my focus is on theorizing and research from developmental science. The 
book describes the results of  research on adolescent – parent relationships, parent-
ing beliefs, and parenting practices among ethnic majority and minority families 
in the United States and elsewhere. 

 I am extremely fortunate in having, as close friends and inspiring colleagues, a 
group of  scholars who share the theoretical perspective outlined in this book. 
Although we work on somewhat different research topics, our lively exchanges, 
warm and supportive interactions, and deep friendship over many years have 
enriched my thinking enormously and have encouraged and inspired me in my 
endeavors. This book refl ects the research and infl uence of  Elliot Turiel (my 
mentor, and an ongoing role model in terms of  what serious, engaged scholarship 
ought to be), Larry Nucci, Melanie Killen, Charles Helwig, and Cecilia Wainryb, 
as well as that of  many younger scholars who have joined the group along the 
way. It also refl ects the infl uence of  many talented graduate students, who over 
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the years have pushed me to expand my thinking and have become close col-
leagues and friends, too. I especially thank Judith Braeges, Nicole Campione - Barr, 
Susan Chuang, Joseph Crockett, Christopher Daddis, Aaron Metzger, Marina 
Tasopoulos - Chan, and Jenny Yau. I owe a debt to Myung - Ja Song, who intro-
duced me to cross - cultural research over 20 years ago. Cheryl Gaines was an 
invaluable guide, a good friend, and an inspiring source of  support in studying 
African American youth. 

 I am extremely grateful to Melanie Killen, Larry Nucci, Elliot Turiel, and Chris 
Daddis, as well as to the graduate students in my current research group, Jessamy 
Comer, Marc Jambon, Wendy Rote, and Myriam Villalobos for their very careful 
reading of  the manuscript. They read it more thoroughly than I could ever have 
hoped for, and their thoughtful comments and questions helped me to revise and 
clarify my thoughts. (Any remaining faults are entirely my own.) 

 The research described in this book was supported by many sources, including 
the National Institutes of  Health, the National Science Foundation, the William 
T. Grant Foundation, and the Fetzer Institute. I am truly grateful for their support. 
The University of  Rochester, where I have worked for many years, has been a 
lively and rich environment for developing my thinking and conducting research. 
I greatly appreciate the opportunities to grow as a researcher and the sabbatical 
time to write this book. I also wish to thank Chris Cardone, Constance Adler, and 
Manuela Tecusan at Wiley - Blackwell for their encouragement and assistance with 
this project. 

 No book on social development would be complete without mention of  
parents. My parents, Helen and Ernest, endured many hardships to provide a 
secure and loving home. This is in their memory. Finally, I am grateful to my 
family  –  Ron, Joshua, and Jeremy  –  for their love and support and for the possibil-
ity of  constructing our worlds together.      
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Introduction 
 Perspectives on Adolescents 

and Their Families     

     There is a great deal of  interest, ambivalence, and confusion about today ’ s ado-
lescents and their role and place in contemporary society. Social commentators 
are perennially trying to understand  “ what makes adolescents tick, ”  as a 2008 
cover story in  Time Magazine  illustrates (Wallis,  2008 , September 26). This ques-
tion has been answered in many ways, in part due to scientifi c advances in knowl-
edge, but also as a refl ection of  the various preoccupations of  different eras. At 
different times, explanations for teenagers ’  behavior have focused on teenagers ’  
character (or lack thereof ), the negative infl uences of  their peers, and raging hor-
mones. Currently, as showcased in the  Time Magazine  article, explanations are 
being sought in adolescent brain functioning. The claim is that adolescents mis-
behave because their brains are not yet mature. But why does adolescent behavior 
raise these questions? After all, we would not expect to see a cover story focusing 
on  “ what makes adults tick. ”  The question highlights a societal unease about the 
very nature of  adolescence.  

  Popular Views of Adolescence 

 Some public opinion surveys reveal that prevailing attitudes towards teenagers 
are largely negative. Public Agenda, a national public interest research orga-
nization, conducted a multi - year national survey a decade ago to examine the 
American public ’ s attitudes regarding the nation ’ s youth. Duffet, Johnson, and 
Farkas  (1999)  reported that  “ [m]ost Americans are deeply disappointed with  “ kids 
these days. ”  More than seven in ten adults resort to words such as  ‘ rude, ’   ‘ irre-
sponsible, ’  and  ‘ wild ’  to describe today ’ s teens, and more than half  also describe 
young children disapprovingly ”  (p. 3). According to Public Agenda ’ s fi ndings, 
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both parents and the general public agree in these observations. Less than 15% of  
randomly sampled adults participating in this survey viewed positive characteris-
tics as good descriptors for today ’ s youth. Moreover, a surprising 58% of  the 
general public and 57% of  the parents surveyed agreed with the statement that 
 “ today ’ s children will make America a worse place or will make little difference ”  
(Duffet et al.,  1999 , p. 3). 

 Yet, despite these negative fi ndings, the survey also found that most Americans 
acknowledged that it is much harder to be a parent now than before. Nearly 70% 
of  the adults sampled viewed abuse of  drugs or alcohol and too much sex and 
violence on TV as very serious problems facing today ’ s youth. In 1999, nearly half  
of  the adults surveyed blamed the problems that teenagers face as due to irrespon-
sible parents who fail to do their job. A smaller percentage  –  less than a third  –  
blamed the fact that there are perilous circumstances for today ’ s youth on social 
and economic pressures on parents. This represented an increase from the previ-
ous survey, conducted 2 years prior, in the proportion of  Americans willing to 
hold parents rather than broader social and economic circumstances responsible 
for the situation of  American youth. 

 Some prominent commentators and moral educators also have promoted neg-
ative perceptions of  adolescents. For instance, the former United States Secretary 
of  Education William Bennett  (1992, 2001)  argues that there is a rising tide of  
juvenile delinquency, homosexuality, adolescent drug and alcohol use, and teenage 
pregnancy and child bearing that refl ects a breakdown in the moral fabric of  
society. No matter that current statistics do not bear this out. (In fact, for the past 
decade, rates of  teenage child bearing and juvenile delinquency have been on the 
decline.) In Bennett ’ s view, as well as in that of  some other prominent moral 
educators (Lickona,  1991, 2004 ), adolescents are rejecting parents ’  moral values 
and resisting adult authority. In their opinion this has led to widespread societal 
moral decay. 

 Another way to explore whether parents are failing in their parental roles is to 
examine the advice child - rearing experts offer. Parent advice books both refl ect 
and shape the way adolescents and their growth and development are perceived. 
Americans are enamored with self - help books. Bookstores devote voluminous 
shelf  space to books by child - rearing experts dispensing advice on parenting. The 
fi ndings of  psychological research studies and of  large opinion surveys are echoed 
in child - rearing books. Books devoted to the special perils of  raising a teenager 
typically are located apart from the volumes devoted to rearing infants and 
younger children. This physical separation is paralleled by marked differences in 
the tenor of  the titles. Books geared towards parents of  newborns and infants 
generally convey the joy and optimism that parents feel at bringing a new baby 
into the family. Of  course, there are many books refl ecting the diffi culties of  
parenting infants and explaining how to cope with lack of  sleep, cranky babies and 
the like, but the overall tone of  the books imparts a view of  parenting a young 
child as a happy and rewarding experience, of  the role of  parents as facilitating 



 Perspectives on Adolescents and Their Families 3

their children ’ s creativity and development, and of  babies as enjoyable, adaptive, 
and responsive. 

 The advice books for parents of  children in middle childhood are more sober 
and straightforward. The majority of  titles refl ect a greater emphasis on how to 
discipline children and on how to manage their behavior effectively, as well as on 
how to instill self - esteem, good moral character and values, and positive attitudes. 
The books suggest that parenting during middle childhood is serious business, 
requiring effective and appropriate disciplinary techniques and behavior manage-
ment strategies. 

 But child - rearing books on adolescence refl ect a cultural anxiety that is not 
apparent in the books providing advice about parenting younger children. 
Whereas some of  these books focus on more positive themes, a majority of  the 
advice books on parenting teenagers portray adolescents as characteristically 
willful, unresponsive, and disrespectful. At the same time parents are depicted as 
bewildered, stressed, and overwhelmed. Both the tone and the titles depart from 
those of  books about earlier ages, even when the same expert writes about differ-
ent developmental periods. Thus one expert, who offers  “ magic hints for effective 
discipline ”  during middle childhood, views adolescence as something parents 
need to survive, as the title suggests:  Surviving your adolescents: How to manage and 
let go of  your 13 – 18 year olds  (Phelan,  1998 ). And many more examples abound. The 
titles are catchy:  Teenagers! A bewildered parent ’ s guide  (Caldwell,  1996 );  Get out of  
my life  –  but fi rst would you drive me and Cheryl to the mall? A parent ’ s guide to the new 
teenager  (Wolf,  2002 ),  How to survive your teenager  (Gluck  &  Rosenfeld,  2005 ), and 
  “ I ’ m not mad, I just hate you! ”   –  A new understanding of  mother daughter confl ict  
(Cohen - Sandler  &  Silver,  2000 ). Indeed, adolescence today has been considered 
so problematic that even one ’ s pet ’ s adolescence is to be feared  –  consider the 
recent addition to the canon,  Surviving your dog ’ s adolescence: A positive training 
program  (Benjamin,  1993 ). But the sentiments these books convey about parenting 
an adolescent or engaging in a relationship with an adolescent are decidedly nega-
tive, even towards  “ normal, ”  run - of - the - mill teenagers and their everyday pro-
blems. Why is there such a drastic shift in attitude, from the unconditional 
love and bonding refl ected in the advice books to parents of  babies to the ambiva-
lence and hostility about parenting and parent – adolescent relationships expressed 
in these titles? 

 Of  course, titles sell books, and, to some extent, the anxiety expressed in these 
titles, no matter how cute they are, may be  “ pitched ”  to match the prevailing 
beliefs about parenting and adolescence. But I believe these titles refl ect more than 
shrewd marketing. If  these books did not appeal to parents ’  concerns, the books 
would not sell. They would quickly disappear. And there is a market for such 
books, as their proliferation suggests. Beyond the clever titles, the contents of  
these books dwell on similar themes. They cover topics such as  “ how to bridge 
the gap, ”   “ emotional blackmail, ”   “ a different planet, ”   “ confl ict, ”  and  “ controlling 
your teenager. ”  
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 There is a smaller but parallel set of  advice books by child - rearing experts, 
which are geared to the teenage audience. Again, the titles are instructive. They 
are meant to convey the impression that parents ’  behavior is inscrutable and that 
parents are not listening to teenagers. Consider the following:  Teenage survival 
manual: Why parents act that way and other mysteries of  mind and matter  (Coombs, 
 1998 ), and  Why can ’ t we talk? What teens would share if  parents would listen: A book 
for teens  (Trujillo,  2000 ). Are these titles accurate refl ections of  adolescents ’  views 
of  their parents and of  the adult world?  

  Adolescents ’  Views of Adolescence 

 When American teenagers are asked to characterize the general nature of  adoles-
cent – parent relationships, their responses are similar to those of  adults. For 
instance, 60% of  the teens surveyed in the Public Agenda national opinion poll 
 –  as compared to 58% of  the general public and 57% of  parents  –  also agreed with 
the statement that  “ today ’ s children will make America a worse place or will make 
little difference. ”  

 Surveying a sample of  college youth, Grayson Holmbeck and John Hill  (1988)  
found that, prior to taking a psychology course on the psychology of  adolescence, 
most students strongly believed that adolescence is typically a time of  storm and 
stress. More than half  of  them endorsed, as being often or more frequently true, 
views such as that adolescents have identity crises, that adolescents are rebellious, 
that adolescents frequently fi ght with their parents, that adolescents prefer to talk 
to peers rather than parents, and that adolescence is a stormy and stressful time. 
Indeed, this last item was endorsed as being often or more frequently true by 
nearly three quarters of  the sample studied by Holmbeck and Hill   (and more so 
by girls than by boys). They were asked about the typical frequency of  fi ghts with 
parents over trivial issues (such as how to dress, what kind of  music to listen to, 
cleaning one ’ s room, spending money, and doing homework) and over nontrivial 
issues (such as attitudes, basic and religious values, educational and occupational 
plans, and respect for parents). Students reported that the typical teenager has 
about seven fi ghts per month with parents over each nontrivial issue and over 
nine fi ghts per month with parents over each trivial issue. Therefore the partici-
pants in this survey believed that the average teenager has over 40 fi ghts per week 
across the different issues sampled! And these were students who were barely out 
of  adolescence themselves. 

 Despite this situation, students typically did not believe that parents are dis-
appointed in their adolescent offspring, or that children do not cooperate with 
their parents. They also rejected the notion that there is a generation gap between 
parents and children. These fi ndings led the researchers to conclude that college 
students tend to view adolescence as a developmental period characterized by 
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disruptions in relationships with parents rather than by a complete rejection of  
parents. Among the youth being queried, the perceptions were that college stu-
dents viewed adolescence as a time typifi ed by problems of  identity, by a tendency 
to argue with parents, and by the rising infl uence of  peers. This picture of  adoles-
cence as a relatively calm developmental period, characterized by generally posi-
tive relationships with parents, predominated over the view that adolescence 
typically involves oppositionalism and noncompliance. As we shall see in Chapter 
 2 , this accords well with the conclusions drawn from recent psychological research 
to the effect that, when families are warm and close, moderate levels of  confl ict 
can have positive functions for adolescents ’  development. 

 Other research shows that, if  adolescents and parents expect to have more 
 “ storm and stress ”  during adolescence, then this is what they experience (Buchanan 
 &  Hughes,  2009 ). When African American and European American 11 -  and 
12 - year - olds expected to be more involved in risk - taking and rebellious behavior 
during adolescence, they reported more of  these behaviors in the next year than 
if  they had not had these expectations. Likewise, early adolescents who expected 
to become more alienated from parents reported greater alienation later on. One 
year later, they reported less close and more confl ictual relationships with their 
parents. They also were more susceptible to peer infl uence. The same was true 
for mothers; their perceptions became reality. Children and mothers who expected 
behaviors to be consistent with the stereotypes of  adolescence as a period of  storm 
and stress were more likely to experience those behaviors as the child transitioned 
to adolescence. This could refl ect the fact that a perceptual bias towards the view 
that storm and stress behaviors are the norm stands a good chance of  becoming 
a self - fulfi lling prophecy. Indeed, in her earlier research, Buchanan ( 2003 ; 
Whiteman  &  Buchanan,  2002 ) found that general expectations about storm and 
stress had an infl uence on adolescents ’  behavior above and beyond the specifi c 
characteristics of  the child. To some extent, adolescents behaved in ways that were 
consistent with their own and their mothers ’  earlier expectations. 

 Recently, sociologist Reginald Bibby  (2009)  reported the results of  a decades -
 long large - scale survey study of  15 -  to 19 - year - old Canadian youth. Every 8 years 
for over 30 years, he surveyed different cohorts of  teenagers on a range of  topics 
that included values, sexuality, their troubles, and global issues. He also surveyed 
them about their attitudes towards their parents. He found that Canadian youth 
today reported stronger ties to their parents than any cohort in the past 30 years. 
The picture that emerged is that adolescence is a time of  relative calm and respect 
for parents. Relatively fewer adolescents than in earlier cohorts (although still over 
50%) thought that their parents misunderstood them. Reports of  squabbling with 
parents, although still substantial, also decreased by comparison with fi ndings 
from earlier cohorts. Bibby ’ s interpretation was that today ’ s parents are doing a 
better job of  parenting. They have become better at balancing careers and families 
than earlier generations of  parents were. They make more time for their children, 
and their teenagers are happier because of  this. 
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 But others have criticized Bibby ’ s  “ good news ”  interpretation of  these fi ndings. 
Lisa Belkin, a parenting blogger for the  New York Times , quotes others, who 
suggest that today ’ s parents are pushovers (Belkin,  2009 , May 14). Belkin believes 
that, instead of  being more competent, parents are more indulgent than earlier 
generations of  parents. They give in to every whim. Teenagers may be happier 
and enjoy their parents ’  company more because parents are not doing their job. 
They are not parenting their children effectively and not holding them to reason-
able standards. The emergence of   “ helicopter parents ”  is another manifestation 
of  this phenomenon. It provides further support for this more negative interpreta-
tion of  Bibby ’ s results. Helicopter parenting refers to parents who pay extremely 
close attention to the successes and failures of  their children (typically, college 
students) and attempt to buffer them from negative experiences. Helicopter 
parents do not let their children grow up and handle diffi cult experiences on their 
own. Instead, these parents inappropriately continue to manage their children ’ s 
lives right through college.  

  Anthropological Surveys of Adolescence and 
Parent – Adolescent Relationships 

 Reports of  confl ict and disagreements in parent – adolescent relationships are not 
limited to Americans, nor are they limited to industrialized countries. Schlegel 
and Barry  (1991)  drew on the standard cross - cultural sample of  186 pre - industrial 
societies worldwide (Murdock  &  White,  1969 ; Murdock  &  Wilson,  1980 ) to draw 
conclusions about the variations in adolescent – parent relationships. The societies 
included in the sample were selected to be broadly representative, and the samples 
ranged widely in terms of  their geographic location, type of  subsistence technique 
and social organization, and level of  modernization. Cultures that had a great deal 
of  close contact with other cultures were excluded, so that the effects of  cultural 
diffusion could be minimized. Schlegel and Barry coded these largely ethnographic 
accounts for different facets of  adolescent – parent relationships, which included 
amount of  contact (for instance the proportion of  waking time spent together), 
intimacy, and adolescent – parent confl ict. They also examined many other issues 
pertinent to an understanding of  adolescence across cultures. 

 Several aspects of  their fi ndings are illuminating. First, with the exception of  
girls in one of  the societies, all of  the cultures in the standard ethnographic sample 
distinguished a social phase of  life for both boys and girls that is distinct from 
childhood and adulthood. Schlegel  (2009)  notes that social adolescence has a bio-
logical basis, its onset being signaled by the physical signs of  puberty. However, 
the expectations for young people ’ s behavior and the way they are treated during 
this period differ from the behavior and treatment of  younger children and adults. 
This led her to conclude that a distinct social stage of  adolescence, which is sepa-
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rate from both childhood and adulthood, is a constant across cultures for both 
boys and girls. Schlegel notes:  “ Its absence rather than its presence requires expla-
nation ”  (p. 574). Many but not all of  the cultures had a specifi c label for this 
developmental period. But, according to Schlegel, the absence of  a specifi c term 
does not negate the social reality of  adolescence. 

 Second, Schlegel and Barry concluded that, overall, the ethnographies indicated 
that adolescents ’  relations with family members are generally harmonious  –  a 
conclusion that can be drawn about contemporary American families as well 
(Laursen  &  Collins,  2009 ; Smetana, Campione - Barr,  &  Metzger,  2006 ). Confl ict 
between generations was found to be widespread, but generally mild in intensity. 
Again, these fi ndings accord well with what is generally known about confl ict in 
contemporary American families with adolescents. The amount of  obedience, 
deference, or subordination in parent – child relationships in different societies 
was not associated with either intimacy or the extent of  confl ict with mothers or 
fathers. 

 Nuclear - family households, where husbands and wives live with their unmar-
ried offspring, are the norm in Western societies. But they are not the preferred 
form in much of  the pre - industrial world. Extended family arrangements, where 
several married couples live together (most typically, married parents and two or 
more of  their adult, married sons and their wives, plus all unmarried children), 
are more common among tribal people. Households consisting of  married parents 
and an adult child are more common in peasant societies. Schlegel and Barry  (1991)  
had expected to fi nd that there would be less confl ict in larger households than in 
nuclear ones. This is because, in the former, there may be a need to suppress 
confl ict in order to maintain harmony and the father ’ s authority. But this was not 
the case. Across the wide array of  the societies they studied, the type of  family 
structure was not associated with the amount of  confl ict they experienced. 

 Schlegel and Barry drew distinctions between antagonism and confl ict. Confl ict 
 “ can often be petty, the bickering or mild disobedience that indicates discordance 
but not necessarily fear or dislike ”  (1991, p. 61). In contrast, antagonism does imply 
fear and dislike and may arise because of  different interests of  adolescents and 
parents (for instance in the case of  inheritance of  property or succession). 
Specifi cally addressing the issue of  parent – adolescent confl ict, Schlegel and Barry 
wrote:

  The impression one gets from reading many ethnographies is that confl ict and 
antagonism between adolescents and parents in most traditional societies are not, 
in fact, serious problems. Adolescents do not struggle to individuate themselves 
from the family to the degree that Western young people do: their dependency on 
their families, or their spouses ’ , will continue after they reach adulthood, and much 
of  their economic well - being is likely to come from their contribution to group effort 
rather than from independent action. Nevertheless, confl ict and antagonism can 
arise, so predictably as to be part of  the cultural pattern.  (Schlegel and Barry,  1991 , 
p. 62)    
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 This cultural pattern varied according to the social organization, including the 
means of  production and control over property. This factor, in turn, determines 
the extent to which adolescents are required to become independent from their 
families. Schlegel and Barry ’ s analysis suggested that individuals who move out 
of  their parents ’  homes, who, in adulthood, are no longer economically dependent 
on their parents, and who have an extended period of  adolescence before they are 
economically and socially independent experience more confl ict with parents. But 
everyday and often petty disagreements appear to be an inescapable feature of  
adolescence across a wide variety of  cultures. Disagreements and squabbling are 
not just a characteristic of  adolescents and parents in modern North American 
families; they are found worldwide, and in very different types of  families living 
in diverse circumstances. In this book, I describe adolescent – parent relationships, 
including confl ict, in Western (primarily North American) families and in families 
from other, non - Western cultures.  

  Historical Perspectives on Adolescence 

 Earlier on I noted that adolescents ’  negative behavior towards their elders has 
been seen as refl ecting a decline in parental authority. This attribution is nothing 
new. Laursen and Collins  (2009)  describe Plato ’ s presentation of  Socrates ’  lament 
about the youth of  their day:  “ They have bad manners, contempt for authority: 
they show disrespect for their elders and love chatter in place of  exercise. ”  More 
than 2,000 years later, a child development expert formulated a similar concern:

  It must be confessed that an irreverent, unruly spirit has come to be a prevalent, an 
outrageous evil among the young people of  our land [ … ] Some of  the good old 
people make facetious complaint on this [ … ]  “ There is as much family government 
now as there used to be in our young days, ”  they say,  “ only it has changed hands. ”  
 (Cited in Demos  &  Demos,  1969 )    

 Along with the words attributed to Socrates, this observer ’ s sentiments (if  not the 
language) is very similar to what current commentators like William Bennett are 
saying about today ’ s youth. Yet this quotation is not from a modern observer. It 
is a typical example from a child - rearing manual from the period between 1825 
and 1859. According to Demos and Demos, these manuals typically stressed the 
disobedience, licentiousness, and indulgence of  youth. A recent  New York Times  
article by Parker - Pope ( 2009 , January 26) addressed the same issues. In fact, the 
point of  Parker - Pope ’ s article was that, in contrast to widespread public percep-
tion, teenage promiscuity is on the decline. In a  New York Times  blog following 
the appearance of  this article, Judith Warner ( 2009 , January 29) noted that two 
sociologists interviewed for Parker - Pope ’ s article had to struggle hard to get 
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people  “ out of  their  ‘ moral panic ’  mindset, and make them understand that teens 
are not  ‘ in a downward spiral ’  or  ‘ out of  control. ’   ‘ They just don ’ t believe you. 
You might as well be telling them the earth is fl at, ’  the sociologists noted. ”   

  The Current Book 

 As these examples suggest, our feelings about adolescents have been shared by 
many generations of  adults, going back to the ancient Greeks and extending across 
many different (and diverse) cultures. Why is it that we struggle so hard to under-
stand adolescents? Why is it that they pose such a conundrum for adults of  each 
generation? The answers to these questions are complex and can be answered in 
many different ways. In this book I provide one set of  answers, from the lens of  
a developmental and constructivist perspective on adolescents ’  social and psycho-
logical development. I consider the mutual infl uences between parents and ado-
lescents as adolescents move towards adulthood. I draw on anthropological, 
historical, and sociological sources, but my focus is on detailed psychological 
analyses of  adolescents and their parents. In numerous studies conducted over the 
past 25 years, my students, colleagues, and I have researched different aspects of  
adolescent – parent relationships. We listened to the voices of  parents and adoles-
cents as they discussed their relationships with each other. We also mulled through 
piles of  questionnaires and watched adolescents and parents as they interacted 
together, both in my university lab and on their sofas and around their kitchen 
tables in their homes. We investigated both beliefs about parenting and parenting 
practices in a wide variety of  families. Much of  the research discussed in this book 
focuses on North American families of  various ethnicities, but I also draw on a 
large corpus of  research (my own and others ’ ) consisting of  families from other 
cultures. Issues of  culture and ethnicity are discussed extensively here. 

 Part of  my focus is on the kinds of  issues that predominate in parenting books 
 –  the disagreements, squabbles, and confl icts that are common in the lives of  
adolescents and their parents. Why concentrate on some of  the diffi culties of  
adolescent – parent relationships? Does examining some of  the frustrating and 
thorny aspects of  social life perpetuate stereotypes of  adolescence as a challenging 
developmental period? After all, a number of  infl uential psychologists have called 
for a new science of  positive psychology, which advocates a step away from 
 “ repairing the worst things in life ”  (Seligman  &  Csikszentmihalyi,  2000 , p. 5), to 
increased focus on  “ the study of  strength and virtue ”  (p. 7). Does paying attention 
to the sometimes rocky road to autonomy and adulthood refl ect an unwarranted 
emphasis on negatives, on the diffi culties of  raising adolescents? Why not deal 
with the positive sides of  adolescence? In a similar vein, some feminist psycholo-
gists have asserted that developmental psychologists ’  tendency to focus on the 
negative  –  on aggression, confl ict, separation, and strife  –  betrays male domination 
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in psychology. They argue that a more feminine orientation would focus on the 
positive aspects of  human relationships, including strivings for peace, harmony, 
compassion, and cohesion. 

 In my view, we must apply ourselves to both. We must focus on the positive, 
negative, and grey areas of  adolescent – parent relationships, because simple dichot-
omies do not do justice to the full range of  social life  –  either for the adolescents 
or for the important adults in their lives. Social life is complex and often convo-
luted. Interpersonal relationships may entail intense feelings of  connection and 
evidence of  cooperation, as well as confl ict and disagreements. Autonomy exists 
 –  and thrives  –  in the context of  relationships with others. (And I will argue in 
Chapters  6  and  7  that autonomy is not only a developmental task in Western or 
individualistic cultures, but is a salient developmental task for youth worldwide.) 
These confl icting positive and negative feelings and goals can occur in the same 
relationships at different times, as well as  –  in varying degrees  –    in different rela-
tionships. And they can be inextricably intertwined in ongoing interactions. For 
instance, observational and discourse analyses of  young children ’ s social interac-
tions have revealed that play that is cooperative and friendly may lead to momen-
tary confl icts over the possession of  toys, which in turn involve substantive 
disagreements over fairness and rights. Such disagreements often are fl eeting 
and may be resolved without intervention from adults. Thus confl ict and coopera-
tion may be evident in interactions with the same participants. Likewise, although 
confl ict, oppositions, and disagreements may elicit strong emotions, they do not 
elicit only negative ones. Various researchers (Dunn,  2006 ; Shantz  &  Hartup,  1992 ) 
have noted that, although confl icts may be bound up with feelings of  anger, fear, 
or sadness, they may also involve feelings of  excitement, satisfaction, or even glee. 

 In addition, different participants may have very different responses to the same 
social interaction and, sometimes, not in the way we might anticipate. Laurence 
Steinberg  (2001)  conjectures that parents are more bothered by the squabbling 
that takes place with their offspring during adolescence, and more likely to hold 
on to their negative emotions after a confl ictive interaction, than teenagers are. 
As he notes,  “ [t]he popular image of  the individual sulking in the wake of  a family 
argument may be a more accurate portrayal of  the emotional state of  the parent 
than the teenager ”  (p. 5). 

 And, although disagreements and squabbling do seem to be a relatively regular 
feature of  adolescent – parent relationships, it is not the defi ning feature. The 
national public opinion survey conducted by Public Agenda, mentioned earlier, 
also found that the overwhelming majority of  the teenagers surveyed reported 
that they trust their parents to be there when they need them and that they have 
other grownups besides their parents to go to if  they need to talk to an adult. This 
is very similar to the results of  more detailed psychological research asking similar 
questions, which will be discussed in the next chapter. When asked about their 
own experiences and feelings, teenagers are connected in important ways to the 
adults in their lives. 
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 Studying adolescent – parent relationships also sheds light on wider issues of  
concern to social scientists. It provides broader insights into child development 
and into the processes that facilitate it. For many years, developmental scientists 
advanced models of  social development that provided a  “ top down ”  view of  child 
socialization. Children ’ s development has been described as the acquisition of  
cultural norms and standards. Parents teach children the norms, values, and expec-
tations of  their culture, which are acquired in successive elaborations through 
parental molding. This process allows for the  “ reproduction ”  of  culture in suc-
ceeding generations. This view suggests that adolescent – parent disagreements are 
evidence of  incomplete socialization  –  a lack of  compliance to parental wishes and 
a failure to endorse parental values. 

 This top down model provides a limited view of  adolescent – parent relation-
ships and of  children ’ s social development more generally. It does not refl ect the 
current thinking of  most developmental scientists. The perspective taken in this 
book refl ects a different perspective, one that is embedded in a more interactive 
and reciprocal view of  adolescent social development. My interest is in the differ-
ent and often confl icting meanings that adolescents and parents construct from 
their social interactions. These meanings are part and parcel of  the different ways 
in which individuals create their realities and come to understand their social 
worlds. They can be understood in terms of  the different types of  social knowledge 
that adolescents and parents bring to bear on their day - to - day interactions. This 
perspective is described in detail in Chapter  4  and Chapter  5 . It is elaborated in 
the context of  adolescent – parent relationships, but we shall dwell on the broader 
issues of  social development as well. 

 Before delving in, some defi nitions are in order. Much has been written about 
the complexities of  defi ning adolescence. Although the notion seems straightfor-
ward, there are ongoing debates about when adolescence actually begins. And it 
is even more challenging to say with precision where it ends. Adolescence has 
been defi ned biologically as the period encompassing the onset of  puberty and 
going on until individuals are capable of  sexual reproduction. It has also been 
defi ned sociologically as the period when individuals begin training for adult work 
and family roles. According to this defi nition, adolescence ends when individuals 
fully attain adult status and privileges. There are also legal markers of  the onset 
and termination of  adolescence (that is, for the attainment of  juvenile status, and 
then of  adult status). All of  these defi nitions and specifi cations are useful to some 
extent, but they also have limitations, particularly in considering when adoles-
cence concludes. For instance, adolescents are capable of  sexual reproduction (and 
indeed they are at the peak of  their fertility and biological readiness for child 
bearing) well before most of  us would feel comfortable about concluding that 
adolescence has ended. And, increasingly, adoption of  adult work and of  family 
roles is delayed well past the twenties and even into the thirties for some youth. 

 Therefore, along with many other researchers, I adopt a simple chronological 
defi nition of  adolescence as roughly the period spanning the second decade of  life. 
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A great deal of  physical, psychological, and social change occurs during these 
years, however. Psychologists and practitioners have found it useful to divide this 
period further, into different phases. In this book I follow those conventions. I 
refer to ages 11 to 13 as early adolescence. The phrase  “ middle adolescence ”  refers 
here to ages 14 to 17, whereas  “ late adolescence ”  refers to ages between 18 and 
21. For American readers, this corresponds roughly to adolescents ’  transitions 
through different educational institutions (that is, middle school, high school, and, 
for those going on in higher education, college). 

 Increasingly, researchers have come to refer to the early and mid - twenties as 
emerging adulthood. While this is by no means a universal phase of  life, for many 
youth it is the period when transitions to adulthood occur. Schlegel  (2009)  notes 
that many cultures worldwide denote a similar second social stage beyond ado-
lescence, often referred to as youth, which provides a transitional link on the route 
to full adulthood. With these defi nitions in mind, we begin in the following 
chapter with a discussion of  how adolescent – parent relationships have been 
viewed historically from the lens of  developmental psychology.         



  2 

Studying Adolescent – Parent 
Relationships from the Lens 

of  Developmental Psychology     

     Adolescent – parent relationships have been a topic of  considerable interest among 
North American and European developmental psychologists over the past century, 
and it is instructive to understand how they have conceptualized adolescents ’  
relationships with their parents. The prevailing view has alternated between two 
extremes. At one extreme, adolescence has been viewed as period of  developmen-
tal disturbance, and relationships between parents and their teenagers have been 
seen as characterized by rebellion and confl ict. At the other extreme, adolescence 
has been viewed as a relatively placid period, entailing warm and close relation-
ships. As elaborated upon in this chapter, these dialectical views have been replaced 
in recent years with more moderate and multidimensional views. These include 
recognition of  the continuity between childhood and adolescence in terms of  the 
overall emotional quality of  relationships and awareness that relationships change 
over the course of  adolescence. These views also acknowledge that parent – 
adolescent relationships are transformed towards greater adolescent autonomy.  

   G . Stanley Hall ’ s Contributions 

 The scientifi c study of  adolescence began more than a century ago with the work 
of  G. Stanley Hall. Hall, a professor at Johns Hopkins University and later the 
President of  Clark University, championed the idea of  systematic child study as a 
means of  deepening an understanding of  human development. His aims were 
both to inform the public better and to contribute to scientifi c knowledge (Demos 
 &  Demos,  1969 ). Beginning in the 1880s, Hall began to articulate a theory that 
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described adolescence in terms of  severe crisis and storm and stress. The essence 
of  his arguments was evident in his early writings. In a paper on the moral and 
religious training of  children, Hall stated:  “ Before this age [12 to 16] the child lives 
in the present, is normally selfi sh, defi cient in sympathy, but [is] frank and confi -
dential, obedient upon authority ”  (Hall,  1882 , January, p. 44). But, according to 
Hall, the biological changes of  puberty lead to upheaval. He noted that,  “ [although] 
pubescent insanity is comparatively rare, the feelings, which are yet more funda-
mental to mental sanity, are most often perverted, and lack of  emotional steadi-
ness, violent and dangerous impulses, unreasonable conduct, lack of  enthusiasm 
and sympathy [ensue] ”  (p. 45). 

 Hall and his students continued to elaborate upon these views, a process that 
culminated in the publication, in 1904, of  his encyclopedic work,  Adolescence: Its 
psychology, and its relations to physiology, anthropology, sociology, sex, crime, religion, 
and education . As the title suggests, this two - volume work created a grand theory 
of  adolescence. Hall ’ s views were strongly informed by Darwinism and by an 
evolutionary (and genetic) point of  view. According to him, development can be 
described in terms of  a series of  stages. These stages involve recapitulations; each 
individual progresses through the different epochs that characterize the evolution 
of  the species. Adolescence occupied a special position in this developmental 
history of  the individual, as it was seen to recapitulate the most recent develop-
mental advances of  civilization. Standing on the brink of  future achievements for 
the species, adolescence was seen as the most malleable developmental period 
and one with enormous potential for growth and change. In Hall ’ s words,  “ early 
adolescence is thus the infancy of  man ’ s higher nature, when he receives [ … ] his 
last capital of  energy and evolutionary momentum ”  (1904, Vol. 2, p. 71). At the 
same time, Hall believed that adolescence was a time of  signifi cant and continual 
upheaval, characterized by many contradictory impulses, personality traits, and 
confl icts. In the physical realm, these confl icts were characterized by periods of  
extreme exertion and energy, which alternated with periods of  fatigue and apathy. 
In the psychological realm, Hall asserted that adolescents vacillate between selfi sh-
ness and altruism, vanity and self - doubt, virtue and vice, sensitivity and imperturb-
ability, curiosity and lack of  interest. These confl icting impulses were seen as 
partly biological, but they also were  “ suggestive of  some ancient period of  storm 
and stress ”  (Vol. 1, p. xiii). These were universal features of  adolescence that had 
their origins in biological and evolutionary processes. 

 Hall acknowledged that individual differences and the immediate environment 
could infl uence the expression of  storm and stress.  “ In short, the previous selfhood 
is broken up like the regulation copy handwriting of  early school years, and a new 
individual is in the process of  crystallization. All is solvent, plastic, peculiarly sus-
ceptible to external infl uences ”  (Hall,  1882 , January, p. 45). In fact, Hall viewed 
the storm and stress of  American society at the turn of  the twentieth century as 
being aggravated by growing urbanization. He railed against what he perceived 
as its dangers.
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  Never has youth been exposed to such dangers of  both perversion and arrest as in 
our own land and day. Increasing urban life with its temptations, prematurities, 
sedentary occupations, and passive stimuli [ … ] the mad rush for sudden wealth and 
the reckless fashions set by it ’ s [ sic ] gilded youth  –  all these lack some of  the regula-
tives they still have in older lands with more conservative traditions.  (Hall,  1904 , 
Vol. 1, pp. xvii – xviii)    

 Beyond the fl orid language, Hall ’ s notions were a refl ection of  the thinking and 
beliefs of  the time, which he amplifi ed and to which he gave broader exposure 
and scientifi c legitimacy. His work captured the public imagination  –  even though, 
in the evaluation of  at least one family historian, the work was  “ feverish, recon-
dite, and at times, incomprehensible ”  (Kett,  1977 , p. 6). According to several social 
historians (Demos  &  Demos,  1969 ; Modell  &  Goodman,  1990 ), Hall integrated 
those popular beliefs with the most exciting and novel ideas in science (primarily, 
evolutionary theory) and presented his own ideas persuasively, both to scientists 
and to the lay public. Most importantly, Hall popularized the notion of  adoles-
cence as a discrete developmental period. His work was read widely, and it 
broadly infl uenced psychology, education, child rearing, and books on religious 
training and vocational guidance. Although numerous prominent psychologists 
quickly came to reject many of  his most central ideas (particularly the physiologi-
cal orientation of  his stages), his portrayal of  adolescence as a period of  storm and 
stress has had a lasting impact on how adolescence is perceived.  

  Contributions of Psychoanalytic and 
Neo - Psychoanalytic Theory 

 Notions of  adolescence as a developmental phase of  storm and stress were also 
advanced from the somewhat different perspective of  psychoanalytic and neo -
 psychoanalytic theory. At the same time as Hall, and at the turn of  twentieth 
century, Sigmund Freud  (1953)  challenged the conventional wisdom of  the day 
by his provocative assertion that human sexuality begins in infancy, not at puberty. 
Freud located what he viewed as the most signifi cant intrapsychic confl ict for 
personality and moral development  –  the Oedipal crisis  –  in early childhood devel-
opment. With this principle well established within psychoanalytic circles, Anna 
Freud, Freud ’ s daughter, focused on the  “ upheaval in the psychic life ”  ( 1966 , p. 
138) that she believed occurred during adolescence. In her view, the confl icts that 
are aroused by puberty had received inadequate attention in her father ’ s theory. 

 Like other psychoanalytic writers, Anna Freud believed in the crucial role of  
early infantile sexuality in development. However, she linked infantile sexuality 
and pubertal maturation, viewing them as similar in that they both were a source 
of  intense intrapsychic confl icts entailing  “ a relatively strong id confront[ing] a 
relatively weak ego ”   –  or, stated more strongly, a  “ vigorous ”  id encountering an 
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 “ enfeebled ”  ego ( 1966 , p. 140). For Anna Freud, pubertal maturation entails a 
recapitulation of  infantile sexuality. That is, it leads to a resurgence of  sexual 
impulses, accompanied by a reawakening of  Oedipal desires that lay dormant 
during the earlier period  –  one of  latency. She described the resurgence of  these 
impulses as leading to intrapsychic storm and stress. 

 Anna Freud postulated that adolescence differs from the earlier Oedipal confl ict 
in terms of  the defense mechanisms that adolescents bring to bear on their unruly 
instincts. In describing various defense mechanisms that are prominent during 
adolescence, she subordinated both cognitive and emotional development to 
adolescents ’  attempts to gain control over their sexual impulses. Those defense 
mechanisms included increased asceticism, which secures the control of  the ego 
over the id, as well as intellectualization. If  not used in excess, these defense 
mechanisms provide adaptive ways of  defl ecting the force of  sexual impulses. 
And they also provide a way of  handling the problematic nature of  adolescents ’  
fi xation on their parents, the primary love objects of  childhood. 

 Consistent with psychoanalytic theory, Anna Freud believed that, prior to 
puberty, children harbor incestuous fantasies towards their parents. As Oedipal 
feelings resurface during adolescence, incestuous feelings towards parents give 
way to feelings of  antagonism, resulting inevitably in adolescent – parent confl ict. 
Therefore confl ict and rebellion were considered necessary to resolve these 
Oedipal feelings towards parents successfully. Distancing oneself  from parents 
accomplishes the dual goal of  resolving Oedipal feelings and of  facilitating adoles-
cents ’  move towards more acceptable love objects. Resolution of  these confl icts 
gives rise to new, initially  “ passionate, ”   “ evanescent ”  and fi ckle romantic relation-
ships, which pave the way towards more adult romantic attachments. Central to 
Anna Freud ’ s theory is the view that this process results in a period of  inevitable 
developmental disturbance:  “ I have so often compared the peculiar characteristics 
of  that period with the phenomena of  grave disease ”  ( 1966 , p. 171). Freud viewed 
adolescent – parent confl ict as both inevitable and healthy for adolescent develop-
ment. Furthermore, she proposed that healthy emotional autonomy entails sepa-
ration or detachment from parents, a notion that has been perpetuated in popular 
views of  adolescence. 

 Neo - psychoanalytic theorists further elaborated upon Anna Freud ’ s views. The 
most prominent among them was Peter Blos  (1962, 1979) . Like her, Blos viewed 
development during adolescence as a recapitulation of  childhood intrapsychic 
confl icts brought about by the biological changes of  puberty. In contrast to Freud, 
however, Blos focused more on the adaptive functions of  confl ict, treating ado-
lescence as a  “ second individuation period ”  (Blos,  1967 , p. 162). Blos believed that 
important distinctions between self  and non - self  are made during early childhood. 
During adolescence, these issues are revisited in a more complex form  –  a process 
resulting in the achievement of  a sense of  identity. However, the route to identity, 
according to Blos, is through  “ oppositional, rebellious, and resistive strivings, the 
stages of  experimentation, the testing of  the self  by going to excess ”  (Blos,  1962 , 
p. 12). This is necessary and useful in defi ning a mature self. 
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 Blos further posited that, in order to cope with the stress arising from the bio-
logical changes of  puberty, adolescents must detach themselves from parents and 
channel their libidinal impulses in the form of  sexual relations with peers. In his 
view, adolescents must give up their infantile love objects (the parents) in favor 
of  new love objects (peer romantic partners). Thus, like Anna Freud, he viewed 
detachment from parents as necessary to the individuation process. However, the 
notion that this process results in a less idealized and more realistic view of  parents 
was central to Blos ’ s theorizing. He stated:

  While previously the parent was overvalued, considered with awe, and not realisti-
cally assessed, he now becomes undervalued, and is seen to have the shabby propor-
tions of  a fallen idol. The narcissistic self - infl ation shows up in the adolescent ’ s 
arrogance and rebelliousness, in his defi ance of  rules, and in his fl outing of  the par-
ent ’ s authority.  (Blos,  1962 , p. 91)    

 Therefore Blos regarded the rudeness, disrespect, and bad manners that scholars 
and commentators have attributed to adolescents since Socrates ’  time as charac-
teristic of  development. Such a conception refl ects a transition towards a more 
realistic view of  parents. Blos considered that separation and emotional distancing 
from parents facilitate the development of  sexual attachments in late adolescence 
and young adulthood. He focused less on the behavioral storminess of  this period 
and more on the ways in which individuation proceeds. Changes in adolescents ’  
views of  parents (like those just described) and of  the self  give rise to a unifi ed 
and integrated self - system. Such a system facilitates adolescent individuation and 
resolves questions of  identity. (These ideas were further expanded in Erik 
Erikson ’ s notions of  adolescence as a period of  inevitable crisis entailing the resolu-
tion of  fundamental issues of  identity.) Furthermore, Blos, like Freud, viewed 
these pro cesses as being inevitable. Those who experienced a confl ict - free adole-
scence were described as being immature or as delaying the developmental tasks 
of  adolescence. As he put it,  “ [s]ome children do not experience any confl ict in 
relation to their parents; they have either repressed the sexual drive, or else their 
drive endowment is low and therefore the ego possesses the capacity to master 
it ”  (p. 76). 

 Although their theories differed in some important ways, Freud, Blos, and Hall 
all believed that youthful rebellion and confl ict with parents were normal, regular 
features of  adolescence. Such features were seen as psychological manifestations 
of  the biological changes of  puberty. These theorists also viewed the nature 
of  adolescent – parent relationships as fundamentally discontinuous with that of  
childhood. The type of  relationship children had with parents prior to adole-
scence could not be expected to predict the quality of  those relationships in 
adolescence. Children who were good - natured and even - tempered were supposed 
to develop into moody, unpredictable, and contentious adolescents. Not only 
was this normal and expected, but confl ict and rebellion were desired. This rep-
resented the course of  healthy development and separation from parents. 
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 Blos ’ s and Freud ’ s theories were derived from basic tenets of  psychoanalysis. 
As with other psychoanalytic theories, empirical validation for these views was 
sought in the case studies of  patients in therapy. And, while Hall did conduct 
research, it was largely unsystematic. It was collected from parents who were 
acquainted with his views through reading. All these theories painted a disturbing 
portrait of  adolescent development in the family, and they continue to have an 
enormous impact on popular views of  adolescence. They were not, however, 
immediately tested through systematic research focusing on samples of  typically 
developing youth. Initially, psychologists who sought to examine these ideas 
conducted their research by using psychiatric patients or juvenile delinquents. The 
assumption was that fi ndings from deviant groups would generalize to normal 
teenagers and would present the same basic confl icts as more clinical samples 
(Offer, Ostrov,  &  Howard,  1981 ).  

  Survey Studies of Adolescent – Parent Relationships 

 These assumptions have not proven to be valid. Community samples of  families 
differ in their patterns of  parent – adolescent relationships and confl ict from samples 
of  families who have been identifi ed as having, and are in treatment for, psycho-
logical problems. They also differ from samples of  families of  adolescents experi-
encing behavior problems. Not surprisingly, clinically referred families have 
higher rates of  confl ict, and they demonstrate dominance and less communicative 
clarity than families drawn from community samples ( Jacob,  1975 ; Prinz, Foster, 
Kent,  &  O ’ Leary,  1979 ; Robin  &  Foster,  1989 ). 

 High levels of  adolescent – parent confl ict have been consistently associated 
with poor psychosocial adjustment for adolescents, as assessed on a wide range 
of  outcomes. These include externalizing behaviors such as marijuana and alcohol 
use, delinquency, early onset of  sexual relationships or promiscuity, and running 
away from home. Highly confl ictive or disrupted adolescent – parent relationships 
also are implicated in depression and suicide attempts. However, this does not 
necessarily mean that intense confl ict always leads to poor outcomes for youth. 
Careful analyses using longitudinal data show that associations between adoles-
cent – parent confl ict and adolescent behavior problems are bi - directional (Maggs 
 &  Galambos,  1993 ). Adolescent – parent confl ict predicts problem behaviors, but 
adolescent problem behaviors also predict subsequent confl ict with parents, con-
trolling for prior levels of  confl ict. Therefore, although severe or frequent confl ict 
may adversely affect adolescent development, adolescent behavior problems also 
affect family functioning. 

 Eventually, the methodological problems inherent in generalizing from clini-
cally referred families to the wider population were recognized. Accordingly, in 
the 1960s and 1970s, a number of  large - scale research studies employing much 
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more representative samples of  adolescents were initiated. These studies attempted 
to test the notions of  storm and stress promulgated by neo - analytic theorists. The 
focus of  the research and the choice of  questions also refl ected concerns arising 
at that time about  “ the generation gap ”  and about adolescent alienation from adult 
society. The 1960s and 1970s in American culture were a time of  signifi cant soci-
etal change and disruption. This included student revolts on college campuses, 
youthful opposition to the Vietnam War, and signifi cant societal debate and strug-
gles over civil rights. It is no wonder, then, that researchers were concerned with 
whether adolescents were rejecting their parents ’  moral, religious, and political 
values and creating a distinct and separate youth culture. This was an idea that 
sociologist J. S. Coleman  (1961)  had proposed in his earlier and highly cited writ-
ings. On the basis of  an extensive study of  10 American high schools, Coleman 
argued that the age segregation of  American schooling has led to the rise of  a 
separate peer culture that strongly infl uences adolescent development. For 
instance, Coleman asserted that peer culture, with its disdain for academic success, 
leads adolescents in the wrong direction (that is, away from academic achieve-
ment and towards problem behavior). 

 The fi ndings of  several large - scale and largely atheoretical studies contradicted 
the assertions of  the psychoanalytic and neo - analytic theorists. They also pushed 
the pendulum in the other direction. These studies found that, for the majority 
of  adolescents, extreme alienation from parents, intergenerational confl ict, and 
youthful rebellion were the exception. Close, warm, and supportive family rela-
tions during adolescence were the norm. For instance, in a questionnaire study, 
Douvan and Adelson  (1966)  examined the attitudes of  approximately 3,500 
American teenage boys who were primarily 14 to 16 years old (girls, who ranged 
from 6th to 12th grade, were interviewed in a separate study). These researchers 
found that middle adolescents generally admired and trusted their parents. They 
believed that their parents ’  rules were, for the most part, fair and just. Adolescents 
not only agreed with their parents but also looked to them for advice. Douvan 
and Adelson ’ s widely cited research, like a great deal of  other research, has shown 
that adolescents and their parents agree on basic values. 

 Likewise, in their comparative study of  nearly 2,000 mother – adolescent dyads 
in the United States and Denmark, Kandel and Lesser  (1972)  sought to examine 
the validity of  Coleman ’ s idea of  a distinct youth culture and of  the broader 
notions of  alienation and generation gap. They investigated different spheres of  
adolescents ’  lives  –  peer relationships, schooling, and family relations. Their analy-
ses were quite detailed and focused primarily on comparisons between the two 
cultural contexts. In the family sphere, the results were clear - cut. The majority of  
American and Danish adolescents sampled reported that their relationships with 
both mothers and fathers were either  “ very close ”  or  “ quite close ”  and that they 
depended  “ very much ”  or  “ quite a bit ”  on their parents for advice. A smaller but 
still substantial proportion of  the teenagers sampled indicated that they talked 
over  “ most ”  or  “ all ”  of  their problems with their mothers (and less than a quarter 
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of  American and Danish adolescents responded in kind about their fathers). Kandel 
and Lesser also found some differences between their Danish and their American 
teenagers; these included greater emphasis in the United States than in Denmark 
on the teenagers ’  responsibility to and reliance on the family. The researchers 
attributed this difference to a longer period of  adolescent dependency in American 
than in Danish families. 

 Finally, in a landmark investigation, Michael Rutter and his colleagues (Rutter, 
Graham, Chadwick,  &  Yule,  1976 ) combined an epidemiological study of  parents 
and teachers in the entire population of  2,303 adolescents on the Isle of  Wight in 
Great Britain with more intensive studies of  smaller, selective samples of  adoles-
cents. These studies included a random community sample of  middle adolescents, 
as well as a small sample of  adolescents who were identifi ed as having deviant 
scores on the behavioral questionnaires. Rutter and his colleagues found that the 
majority of  parents approved of  their adolescents ’  friends. Moreover, parents 
reported very little adolescent alienation or withdrawal. (This was examined in 
terms of  whether adolescents physically withdrew to their rooms, stayed out of  
the house, or just did not do things with the family.) Nearly a quarter of  the 
number of  parents reported that they had experienced some emotional with-
drawal on the part of  their adolescent children, or had diffi culties  “ getting through ”  
to their teens. For the most part, though, parents who reported diffi culties indi-
cated that these diffi culties and poor relationships were present prior to adoles-
cence. Therefore the two researchers concluded that parent – adolescent alienation 
was a myth. 

 The fi ndings from Douvan and Adelson, Kandel and Lesser, and Rutter and his 
colleagues ’  detailed studies have been frequently and appropriately cited as stress-
ing the closeness of  parent – adolescent relationships. This research was widely 
seen, both then and now, as refuting the claim that parent – adolescent relation-
ships are normally rebellious and marked by intense confl icts with parents. Rather, 
these authors concluded that having intense confl icts during adolescence was not 
the obligatory path. Adolescents who experienced high levels of  confl ict had had 
problems earlier in development. This contradicted the claim that development 
during adolescence is discontinuous with that of  childhood. Later reviews of  
this research have emphasized the usually close, warm, and supportive nature 
of  teenagers ’  relationships with parents. They also stress the continuities in 
the quality of  relationships between childhood and the second decade of  life. 
But each of  these researchers presented a more complex and varied view of  
adolescent – parent relationships than more recent reviews of  their work have 
acknowledged. 

 For instance, among their many fi ndings, Douvan and Adelson  (1966)  reported 
that the youngest adolescent girls in their sample typically displayed a childlike 
dependence and submission towards their parents, which changed, with age, 
towards greater assertion and independence. Douvan and Adelson also found that 
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many teenagers reported having disagreements with parents about such issues as 
choice of  clothing, dating, and being allowed to go out. They described parent –
 teen disagreements as occurring in waves or arcs that peak at different ages, 
refl ecting the growth of  autonomy during adolescence. Among early adolescent 
girls (the researchers did not have a comparable sample of  early adolescent boys), 
disagreements about clothing and personal grooming predominated; then they 
declined with age. Disagreements about dating, choice of  friends, and driving in 
cars tended to arise, prevail, and become resolved during the middle adolescent 
years. Late adolescence was characterized by confl icts over ideology. Douvan and 
Adelson also found few differences in family functioning, parental authority, or 
use of  discipline among girls who had reported low, moderate, and high propor-
tions of  disagreement with their parents. Therefore they viewed these types of  
parent – adolescent disagreements as an obligatory feature of  family relationships. 
Such features would refl ect the development of  autonomy during adolescence. 
However, the two authors did not approach parents so as to obtain their views. 

 In their study of  Danish and American youth, Kandel and Lesser  (1972) , too, 
found signifi cant areas of  disagreement between the generations. Adolescents 
placed more importance on their involvement in peer groups and less importance 
on their families than mothers thought they should. Mothers and youth in the 
two cultures did not differ in their long - term goals (for instance, the importance 
of  attaining a college education). They did differ, however, on the importance of  
the immediate steps that needed to be taken to attain those goals. Adolescents 
placed less importance than their mothers wished on participating in activities or 
on engaging in schoolwork that could be seen as preparation for these future 
goals. And, like in more recent research, Kandel and Lesser found that, for some 
issues but not for others, teenagers relied on their parents or friends for advice. 
Teenagers sought advice from their friends regarding personal problems and 
friendship issues, whereas they relied on their parents (and particularly on their 
mothers) for advice on career issues, morals, and values. On the basis of  these 
results, Kandel and Lesser rejected the notion of  a separate peer culture, which 
entails a rejection of  the values of  adult society. Instead, they found that whether 
teenagers looked to parents and peers for advice depended on the type of  issue 
and on the cultural context. 

 Rutter also found that adolescent – parent relationships were characterized by 
 “ minor disagreements or clashes between parents and adolescents on mundane 
day - to - day issues involving hair length, clothes, music, and time to be in at night ”  
(Rutter,  1980 , p. 33). These disagreements were present in a substantial minority 
of  families  –  ranging from a quarter to a third (for boys and girls respectively) for 
disagreements over clothing to approximately one half  for disagreements over 
choice of  hairstyles. These numbers closely paralleled the fi ndings from another 
large - scale community study, conducted in Great Britain (Fogelman,  1976 , as 
reported in Rutter,  1980 ). Rutter and his colleagues concluded:
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  Alienation from parents is  not  common in 14 - year - olds, although it is probably more 
frequent by the late teens. Most young teenagers continue to be infl uenced by their 
parents and get on quite well with them. Most adolescents are  not  particularly criti-
cal of  their parents, and very few reject them. On the other hand, although still 
occurring in only half  the group or less, petty disagreements about clothes, hair and 
going out are reasonably common. Some of  these disagreements may get quite 
heated and many adolescents would like their parents to be less strict. Even so, most 
continue to share their parents ’  values on other things and respect the need for 
restrictions and control.  (Rutter et al.,  1976 , p. 40)    

 Researchers eagerly embraced the evidence showing that there is signifi cant con-
tinuity in relationships from childhood to adolescence, that teenagers are not 
alienated from, or reject, most of  adults ’  values or society, and that teenagers love 
and admire their parents. Other fi ndings from this study have received less atten-
tion. In spite of  the conclusion that alienation is not typical of  adolescence, Rutter 
and his colleagues did uncover a surprising prevalence of  unhappiness in their 
community sample of  teenagers  –  unhappiness that was not evident in parents ’  
and teachers ’  reports. The researchers conducted psychiatric interviews with a 
subsample of  adolescents from the larger study. These revealed that nearly half  
of  the subsample, with no differences between boys and girls, reported some 
signifi cant degree of  misery or unhappiness. Moreover, the proportion of  teenag-
ers who reported feeling sad or depressed was far greater than the proportion of  
teenagers whom psychiatrists identifi ed as looking sad, anxious, or unhappy at the 
end of  their clinical interviews. Rutter and his colleagues concluded that the 
unhappiness and anxiety expressed in the interviews achieved clinical levels of  
depression for only a small minority of  these teens. The incidence of  psychiatric 
disorders in the subsample was small and consistent with prevalence rates found 
at other ages. Nevertheless, these fi ndings led Rutter and his colleagues to con-
clude that  “ inner turmoil, ”  as indicated by feelings of  misery and self - depreciation, 
is in fact quite common during adolescence. 

 Other contemporaneous researchers also disagreed with the completely rosy 
picture of  adolescent – parent relationships drawn by Douvan and Adelson  (1966) , 
Kandel and Lesser  (1972) , and Rutter and colleagues  (1976) . Offer questioned their 
positive interpretation, stating:

  This infi ghting is over issues that seem small or undramatic [ … ] adolescents of  this 
generation do not rebel against the entrenched important values of  the parents ’  
generation. [Other] investigators say therefore the rebellion is insignifi cant. It is true 
that the rebellion we observe is microscopic in size as to the content of  the issues; 
and it may easily seem to the adult outsider, especially if  he happens to be a reformer 
as well as an observer, that the whole phenomenon is trivial and has no importance; 
that it connotes a complacency, conformity, and loss of  autonomy or identity in the 
adolescent, terms that are more or less vaguely defi ned. We emphasize that the 
rebellion has vital and important meaning to the adolescent in this stage of  his 
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development. Even though violent emotions are not involved, the same emancipa-
tion is at stake as for the adolescent who proceeds in a more tumultuous manner. 
 (Offer,  1969 , p. 186)    

 These classic studies of  adolescent – parent confl ict in community samples of  fami-
lies may have underestimated the prevalence of  adolescent – parent disagreements 
and confl icts, because the survey methods relied on the global assessment of  
family closeness, intergenerational tension, or independence. The research of  the 
1960s and 1970s did not examine actual family interactions, nor did its authors 
obtain detailed accounts of  relationships in daily life.  

  The  “ New Look ”  on Adolescent – Parent Relationships 

 These studies led to further research during the 1980s and 1990s, which brought 
more detailed, intensive, and sophisticated methods to the study of  adolescent –
 parent relationships. In contrast to the large - scale survey studies of  previous 
decades, researchers brought to bear a variety of  different methods. These included 
a more rigorous application of  standardized measures as well as observational 
techniques, theoretically informed interviews, and time - sampling methods. This 
has resulted in a more moderate perspective, touted by Laurence Steinberg  (1990)  
as a  “ new look ”  on adolescent – parent relationships. The  “ new look ”  contrasts 
with the psychoanalytic and neo - psychoanalytic perspectives of  Anna Freud and 
Peter Blos, but is consistent with the survey studies of  Douvan and Adelson  (1966)  
and of  Kandel and Lesser  (1972) . This perspective recognized that, during adoles-
cence, emotional bonds between parents and children typically are maintained. 
However, the focus of  the  “ new look ”  perspective was on the readjustments and 
realignments of  family relationships that take place during adolescence. 

 This newer research shows that adolescents do not detach or fully separate from 
parents, as earlier researchers had claimed. However, most adolescents experience 
some decline in their feelings of  warmth, support, and emotional closeness to 
parents (and also to grandparents) as they move through adolescence (Furman  &  
Buhrmester,  1985, 1992 ). Relationships improve slightly once adolescents leave 
home. This decline in closeness to parents is accompanied by increasingly close, 
supportive relationships with same - sex friends and, later on in adolescence, with 
romantic partners. Teenagers come to rely less on parents and more on their 
friends and peers for emotional support. Although there is, overall, a decline in 
the level of  warmth, support, and closeness to parents, these bonds are highly 
stable over time. Youth who reported feeling closer to their parents earlier in 
adolescence tend to feel closer as they leave adolescence (Smetana, Metzger,  &  
Campione - Barr,  2004 ). They also report better psychological well - being, feelings 
of  competence, higher academic performance, and increased self - reliance. 
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 The  “ new look ”  suggested that teenagers rely on their parents for advice about 
their future. Parents remain a source of  support throughout the teenage years. 
Yet a signifi cant proportion of  American adolescents and of  their parents also 
experience minor but persistent bickering, squabbling, and confl ict over mundane 
issues of  family life. This was confi rmed by several descriptive studies conducted 
during the 1980s. For instance, Raymond Montemayor  (1983)  noted that adoles-
cents ’  confl icts with parents rarely occurred over  “ hot ”  topics such as religion, 
politics, sex, or drugs. Instead, he concluded, confl icts primarily pertained to eve-
ryday family issues such as schoolwork, social life and friends, general disobedi-
ence, chores, personal hygiene and appearance, and disagreements with siblings. 
So, despite changes in family life, Montemayor noted that  “ adolescents appear to 
have the same kinds of  disagreements with their parents that their parents had 
when they, themselves, were adolescents ”  (p. 92). In turn, this suggests that, when 
adolescents become parents, their views on these issues change. 

 Bickering and disagreements do appear to increase both in frequency and in 
intensity during adolescence. Statistical analyses of  the results of  numerous research 
studies have clarifi ed the developmental trends. Laursen, Coy, and Collins ( 1998 ) 
conducted a meta - analysis, which aggregates the samples and fi ndings from the 
available studies to determine the robust trends. They examined the rate or fre-
quency of  confl ict (that is, how many confl icts were registered and how often they 
occurred over a specifi ed period, for instance the previous 2 weeks or 2 months) 
and their affective intensity (how  “ hot ”  they were). When examined across studies, 
these researchers determined that the frequency of  parent – child confl ict peaks in 
early adolescence and then slowly declines, with small decreases found at middle 
adolescence and again at late adolescence. These patterns were maintained when 
different family dyads (for instance, mother – son and mother – daughter) were 
examined separately. In contrast, confl icts between parents and their adolescents, 
and particularly between fathers and children, were found to increase in emotional 
intensity and negativity from early to middle adolescence and then to decline to 
a level somewhat higher than at early adolescence. Therefore the general picture 
that emerges is that parent – adolescent confl ict occurs most frequently  –  but is not 
affectively very charged  –  in early adolescence. Confl icts become more heated  –  
but less frequent  –  in middle adolescence. Confl ict declines even more in frequency 
in late adolescence, but does not change substantially in  “ heat ”  or affective inten-
sity from middle to late adolescence. Of  course, this meta - analysis paid heed to 
the studies that had been done up to that point, which primarily included families 
of  North American origin and families of  middle - class European background. 

 Thus, according to the  “ new look, ”  everyday disagreements between parents 
and teenagers are normal temporary perturbations that help to transform parent –
 adolescent relationships. They may lead to changes in the power balance of  the 
family. In the 1980s and 1990s, researchers conducted detailed observations of  
family interactions to document these changes in family dynamics, sometimes as 
a function of  adolescents ’  physical development. For instance, one claim was that, 
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as adolescents went through the biological changes of  puberty, parents would 
respond in new ways to teens ’  greater stature and physical maturity. In conse-
quence, researchers intensively observed the quality of  family interactions among 
teenagers at different stages of  pubertal development. Studies by John Hill and 
Grayson Holmbeck (Hill,  1988 ; Hill  &  Holmbeck,  1987 ; Holmbeck,  1996 ), as well 
as by Laurence Steinberg  (1987) , indicated that confl icts increase as teenagers 
reach the peak of  pubertal maturation. Before puberty, fathers occupy a more 
dominant position than mothers, who are, in turn, more dominant than their sons. 
As puberty progresses, though, adolescent boys become more dominant. They 
switch places with their mothers in terms of  power in the family. After puberty 
fathers still remain dominant, but their mature male offspring sit just beneath 
them in the family dominance hierarchy. Mothers are less dominant than their 
post - pubertal sons. These types of  fi ndings led researchers to propose that increased 
disagreements and confl ict are adaptive because they change the power balance 
of  the family. They make disagreements overt, which, in turn, leads to increased 
adolescent autonomy and readjustments in family relationships.  

  A New Look at The  “ New Look ”  

 In the 1990s, several new trends emerged in research on adolescent – parent rela-
tionships (and in research on adolescent development more generally). One is that 
there was an increasing recognition that the available research was limited in 
terms of  the samples studied. The focus had been largely on European American 
(or European) middle - class families and only rarely on families from other cultures 
or ethnic minority groups in the United States. This recognition led to a shift 
towards studying more diverse populations of  youth. Assumptions about studying 
culture and ethnicity and cultural as well as ethnic variations in development are 
discussed here in Chapters  7  and  8 . 

 In addition to considering social development in a broader range of  cultures, 
researchers also began to study adolescents across a range of  neighborhoods and 
socioeconomic status backgrounds. Studying psychological risk among youth 
living in poverty is nothing new. But in the past several decades increased attention 
has been paid to how adolescents cope with adversity and to factors related to 
resilience. In addition, youth from lower - class backgrounds have been compared 
to adolescents growing up in affl uent neighborhoods. The startling result from 
this research is that, although children who grow up in very prosperous neighbor-
hoods clearly are privileged in some respects, they also face elevated risks for 
adjustment diffi culties, including substance use, anxiety, and depression. Indeed, 
the risks are as great among affl uent youth as among teens growing up in serious 
poverty. Affl uent and poor youth are similar rather than different in terms 
of  experiencing parents as sometimes emotionally and physically unavailable 
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(Luthar  &  Latendresse,  2005a, b ). As these examples suggest, research on adoles-
cents and their families has expanded greatly in its scope. There has been much 
greater consideration of  diversity, and hence of  the universal and relative features 
of  adolescent development. 

 The greater focus on diversity was accompanied by a shift towards a much 
greater concern with and appreciation of  the contexts of  development. Adolescents 
and their parents live in particular neighborhoods, which may be serene or unsafe. 
This has implications for parenting and for the types of  opportunities afforded to 
adolescents, as well as for the types of  opportunities that parents may allow. 
Parents may work in stressful or supportive environments (or may be laid off  and 
looking for work). Different work environments may infl uence their resources, 
their parenting, and their availability, as we have just seen. 

 At the same time, researchers have become much more attuned to the different 
relationships and mutual infl uences among different subsystems of  the family. 
Adolescents interact differently with their mothers from the way they interact 
with their fathers; each relationship has its own dynamic. Then, apart from the 
relationship with their offspring, parents also have a separate bond and identity 
as a couple. The overall quality of  this relationship, as well as its ups and downs, 
may infl uence the parents ’  responsiveness to their teens and the emotional quality 
of  their bonding with the latter. Adolescents may be much more successful at 
negotiating greater privileges (and they may have different perceptions of  how to 
handle confl ict) if  parents are in a warm, communicative partnership than if  they 
are embroiled in confl ict. In addition, a mother ’ s or a father ’ s relationship with 
one child in the family may be very different from the quality of  their interactions 
with the other children in the family. As we shall see, being the fi rst born (rather 
than the second or third) may have consequences for adolescent development. 
And developmental scientists also have begun to expand their notions of   “ family ”  
and to consider differences in how families are constituted. Families may consist 
of  two parents (married or unmarried, gay or straight) and their offspring, but 
they may also be single parents, multigenerational families (including grandpar-
ents raising children), or families with extended kin. 

 Finally, the view of  adolescent – parent relationships has shifted yet again 
towards a somewhat more complex, but decidedly more pessimistic view. This 
shift originates in several sources in the psychological research literature. One 
source is the detailed portrait of  the lives of  middle - class families painted by psy-
chologists Reed Larson and Maryse Richards  (1994)  in their book  Divergent realities: 
The emotional lives of  mothers, fathers, and adolescents . This volume describes the 
results of  research conducted on nearly 500 working -  and middle - class suburban 
early adolescents and on an additional, smaller family sample consisting of  mother, 
father, and adolescent triads. The authors used a method of  experience sampling. 
Research participants carried pagers for a week and were paged at random inter-
vals during that week. When receiving a signal, participants were instructed to 
complete survey forms asking for information on what they were doing and think-



 Studying Adolescent–Parent Relationships 27

ing about before and at the moment of  the signal and how they felt about it. This 
methodology garnered over 7,000 reports of  daily experience. 

 Larson and Richards ’ s fi ndings pointed to how  “ out of  sync ”  different family 
members are with each other. In their words,

  each family member comes home each night to a different  “ family. ”  Mothers, 
fathers, and adolescent children experience dissimilar families  –  interacting, confl ict-
ing, tugging at each other [ … ] Present[ing] a postmodern image of  family life com-
posed of  multiple, contending realities.  (Larson and Richards,  1994 , pp. vii – viii)    

 As found in earlier research using the experience sampling method (Csikszentmihalyi 
 &  Larson,  1984 ), mothers and adolescents in Larson and Richards ’ s study were 
found to spend very little time together, interacting directly. And mothers, Larson 
and Richards reported, spent more time being engaged with their children directly 
than fathers do. Fathers spend remarkably little time alone with their teenagers, 
and most of  this time is in the presence of  mothers. If  shared time is an indicator 
of  relationship quality, Larson and Richards suggest that adolescents and parents 
have little opportunity for  “ quality time. ”  More often, mothers and adolescents 
spent time together being engaged in different activities (for instance, mothers do 
housework while adolescents watch TV or play a game) or being together in the 
same physical space but not attending to each other (for instance, teenagers listen 
to music with headphones on). In the study, mothers often interpreted such epi-
sodes as time spent together, but teenagers frequently did not. 

 More importantly, when mothers and adolescents were together, their emo-
tional experiences of  their interactions differed. Larson and Richards found that, 
prior to adolescence (for instance in 5th grade), children generally report positive 
and uncomplicated feelings towards their mothers. But entering adolescence was 
associated with changes in subjective emotional experiences, which diverged con-
siderably from those of  pre - adolescence. Teens reported having a more mixed set 
of  emotions when they were with their mothers. Although their feelings were still 
positive, they reported less warmth, friendliness, and happiness and more negative 
emotions. There was a clear deterioration in the mother – adolescent relationship. 
The two researchers attributed this phenomenon, in part, to the increased enjoy-
ment that adolescents begin to take in being with their peers, but also to confl ict 
over what adolescents increasingly perceive to be their parents ’  capricious and 
arbitrary rules. Thus tensions arose between adolescents ’  desires and parents ’  
rules. This tendency was coupled with the adolescents ’  increased ability to see 
their parents as ordinary (and sometimes fallible) people rather than as omnipo-
tent. Such perceptions, in turn, led to feelings of  closeness that were rather con-
ditional and situation - specifi c. 

 The adolescents ’  emotional states also diverged signifi cantly both from the 
mothers ’  and from the fathers ’  emotional experiences in the same situations. 
Regardless of  the children ’ s age, fathers tended to report positive experiences 



28 Studying Adolescent–Parent Relationships

when they spent time with their teenage children, even though their children did 
not. In Larson and Richards ’ s words:  “ What this means is that Dad is often having 
a good time, but the teenager is not ”  (1994, p. 172). These discrepancies were 
evident both in the boys ’  and in the girls ’  relationships with their parents. Yet 
fathers were less positive when they interacted with their daughters than when 
they interacted with their sons. Girls reported feeling unhappy when they inter-
acted with fathers, and more so than boys did. Likewise, mothers ’  emotional states 
did not differ as their children moved into adolescence. However, adolescents ’  
moods worsened, which led to an increasing disparity between mothers ’  and 
adolescents ’  emotional experience of  their relationships. Mothers reported both 
positive and negative emotions when they were with their children. They expe-
rienced frustration and irritability when they had to cope with apathetic or obsti-
nate teenagers. 

 This latter point is echoed in other research fi ndings, based on studies that focus 
on parents ’  experiences in parenting adolescents. In his infl uential early study, 
Daniel Offer noted:

  the great majority of  the parents say that the early adolescent years (twelve to four-
teen) are the most diffi cult time they have in raising their children [ … ] The adoles-
cent becomes a general irritant to the parents.  (Offer,  1969 , pp. 186 – 187)    

 Although Offer ’ s provocative claim has not been extensively researched, several 
studies have confi rmed his observation. For instance, in studying primarily 
American white middle - class parent – adolescent dyads, Cornell University 
researchers Small, Eastman, and Cornelius  (1988)  found that parents reported that 
parenting an adolescent is stressful. This was particularly true for inexperienced 
parents (that is, parents of  fi rst borns, as compared to parents of  later born chil-
dren). It was also true for parents of  early adolescents as compared to parents 
of  older and younger children. More detailed analyses also revealed that the 
factors that led to stress differed somewhat for mothers and fathers. Fathers 
reported higher levels of  stress when adolescents did not heed to their advice 
and when adolescents were involved in deviant activities. Mothers, on the other 
hand, reported higher levels of  stress as a result of  adolescents ’  desires for greater 
autonomy. 

 A later research study by Susan Silverberg and Laurence Steinberg  (1990)  found 
that entrance into adolescence was related to a variety of  negative effects on the 
parents. (In this study entrance was measured both biologically, through more 
advanced pubertal maturation, and socially, through greater involvement in 
mixed - sex peer group activities and dating.) Parents expressed more mid - life con-
cerns, reported lower life satisfaction, and described more frequent psychological 
symptoms of  depressed mood, feelings of  tension, and similar problems. These 
scholars hypothesized that the extent to which parents focused their lives around 
their teenagers, as opposed to focusing on having a fulfi lling career, would infl u-
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ence the way they experience these changes in their teenagers. As they expected, 
the researchers found that the negative effects of  parenting a teenager were more 
pronounced for parents who were not strongly invested in their paid work roles. 
They also found more negative effects for mothers of  daughters than for mothers 
of  sons. 

 Silverberg and Steinberg originally studied children ranging in age from 10 to 
15 years old. They also followed this sample longitudinally over the course of  a 
year. The boys ’  emotional autonomy predicted more intense mid - life identity 
confl icts in fathers. However, the fathers ’  identity confl icts did not predict the 
boys ’  emotional autonomy. For mothers, the effects were bi - directional. Mothers 
who reported more confl ict with their daughters when they entered the study 
had more depressed moods and showed more psychological symptoms one year 
later. But it was also the case that mothers who expressed more intense mid - life 
identity concerns when they were fi rst assessed reported more mother – daughter 
confl ict later on. Thus confl ict infl uenced, and was in turn affected by, mothers ’  
well - being. 

 Findings such as these have led others to re - evaluate earlier positions on storm 
and stress. For instance, in an article titled  “ Adolescent storm and stress, recon-
sidered, ”  Jeffrey Arnett  (1999)  noted that scholars have rejected this notion and 
treat it as a myth. Yet, as the title of  the article suggests, Arnett argued for the 
appropriateness of  the description of  adolescence as a period of  storm and stress. 
He proposed that researchers reconsider the notion. Arnett defi ned storm and 
stress as encompassing the idea that adolescence is a diffi cult period of  life; that 
adolescence is a more diffi cult time than previous or later developmental periods; 
and that adolescence is troublesome not only for adolescents but also for the 
people around them. Arnett pointed to three potential elements whose presence 
might indicate increased storm and stress during adolescence. These were: 
increased confl ict with parents; increased emotional volatility and mood swings 
(an element drawn primarily from Larson and Richards ’ s  1994  book); and increased 
involvement in risk behaviors. Arnett concluded that, on all three dimensions, 
recent evidence supports the notion of  storm and stress. Although his case  –  par-
ticularly regarding adolescent – parent confl ict  –  may be somewhat overstated, the 
evidence does suggest that the pendulum has tilted again towards a more negative 
view of  adolescence. 

 In a similar vein, in his presidential address to the Society for Research on 
Adolescence, Laurence Steinberg ( 2001 , p. 5) concluded:

  I now question the wisdom of  the assertion that the storm and stress view is entirely 
incorrect. At the very least, I think the story is a lot more complicated than this 
characterization. The answer to the question of  whether adolescence is a time of  
confl ict depends on what we mean by confl ict and, more importantly, from whom 
you collect your data. This suggests the need for a new perspective on the family, 
one that emphasizes the different viewpoints and stakes that family members bring 
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to the kitchen table. We are now fairly certain that frequent, high intensity, angry 
fi ghting is not normative during adolescence. But to characterize the storm and 
stress view as entirely wrong  –  as many writers, including myself, have done  –  is 
not entirely true.   

 And it is clear that it is not just parents who walk away from the kitchen table 
with unhappy feelings about confl ict. Kate McLean and Avril Thorne  (2003)  asked 
a sample of  European American college students to recollect  “ self - defi ning ”  expe-
riences in their relationships with parents or peers. These were identifi ed as 
memories that were vivid, highly memorable, personally important, and more 
than a year old. The respondents ’  narratives of  their experiences with parents 
focused much more on confl ict than their narratives of  peer relationships did. 
Indeed, confl ict was highly salient and mentioned in nearly all of  the college stu-
dents ’  memories of  important experiences with parents. And, contrary to expecta-
tions, the proportion of  parent memories that focused on confl ict did not decline 
across adolescence. Thus confl icts, even ones that had occurred years previously, 
were clearly highly salient in the college students ’  memories of  relationships with 
parents.  

  Conclusions 

 The theorizing and research discussed in this chapter indicate that, for most fami-
lies, adolescence is not a period of  storm and stress and adolescent rebellion 
against parents. This conclusion has been supported by research studies compar-
ing normal and clinic - referred adolescents. The studies reliably show that intense 
and angry confl ict with parents is not the norm. Rather, it is a refl ection of  trou-
bled adolescence and disturbed family relationships. And, despite persistent men-
tioning of  a  “ generation gap ”  or youthful rebellion, the evidence suggests that 
teenagers do not rebel against their parents, nor do adolescents reject all parental 
values. Adolescents look to their parents for advice, typically hold similar values 
to those of  their parents on political, social, and religious issues, and report that 
they admire their parents. 

 Overall, decades of  psychological research suggest that both confl ict and close-
ness are important aspects of  the adolescents ’  relationships with their parents. 
Nevertheless, when the results of  psychological research studies are aggregated, 
it does appear that adolescents ’  disagreements and confl icts with parents increase 
in frequency in early adolescence and increase in anger and intensity in middle 
adolescence, particularly between mothers and daughters. The adolescents ’  and 
the parents ’  emotional experiences become increasingly divergent. Although con-
fl ict occurs over mundane everyday issues, these small confl icts do have a larger 
signifi cance in the lives of  adolescents and parents. In the following chapter we 
consider what that signifi cance might be.         



  3 

Confl icts and Their Vicissitudes     

     Social psychologists who study close relationships assert that, to understand indi-
viduals ’  behaviors, it is necessary to fi nd out how they represent their circum-
stances to themselves. Adolescents and parents have different roles, responsibilities, 
and statuses in the family, as well as in the broader society. As Larson and 
Richard ’ s research discussed in the previous chapter suggests, parents and teenag-
ers may have divergent perspectives and goals in their daily social interactions. 
Parent – adolescent disagreements are a particularly vivid and valuable context for 
understanding these different perspectives. They provide a window into family 
functioning that may not be evident when social interactions are proceeding 
smoothly. Ruptures or breaches in the smooth fl ow of  family interaction, even 
brief  ones, can bring parents ’  and teenagers ’  different perspectives into sharp 
relief  and help to illuminate parents ’  and adolescents ’  different beliefs, goals, and 
desires. 

 To understand these confl icts and their meaning in adolescents ’  and parents ’  
lives, it behooves researchers to listen to how both teens and parents talk about 
their disagreements and justify their perspective on disputes. Central to the 
approach elaborated in this book is the proposition that children are not just 
molded by parents ’  actions. Rather, they actively interpret their social experiences 
with parents, other adults, and peers and attempt to make sense of  their social 
world. In situations of  confl ict or disagreement, children sometimes choose to 
ignore or reject parents ’  wishes. We need to understand why this is so and fi gure 
out what it means. These responses could refl ect defi ance, limit - testing, bad 
conduct, or problem behavior, or they could be indicators of  poor socialization; 
but we cannot assume that this is so  –  and certainly not in all circumstances and 
for all teens. We must examine these responses without automatically presuming 
that they indicate that children are not  “ measuring up ”  to parental standards. As 
we will see later, parental prohibitions and exhortations provide information 
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about the social world and the kinds of  expectations that apply, but these are not 
the only experiences that matter in social development. Children have different 
types of  social experiences and interactions, and these lead to the development of  
different kinds of  understandings and social concepts. 

 Young children are bombarded with many different rules, prohibitions, and 
expectations. As anyone who has cared for young children knows, statements like 
 “ don ’ t hit, ”   “ stop teasing your brother, ”   “ don ’ t run into the street, ”   “ say  ‘ please, ’     ”  
and  “ don ’ t use your fi ngers to eat your spaghetti ”   –  all occur with great frequency. 
A fundamental task of  social development is to help children learn to follow these 
social rules and expectations. Thus, much research has examined how children 
come to adopt the rules and values of  their society. There are different ways of  
understanding these processes. 

 To illustrate: one such way, which differs in important respects from the 
approach described in this book, comes from research on parental socialization. 
Despite some minor differences in their accounts, socialization researchers assume 
that the process of  social development involves the child ’ s internalization of  adult 
rules. In this view, parents are  “ the local guardians of  the moral order ”  (Much  &  
Shweder,  1978 ) and, as such, they bear the responsibility of  conveying societal 
rules and expectations to their children. And, in turn, children are expected to 
learn and comply with parents ’  rules. According to this account, children become 
socialized as they gradually adopt parental expectations. No differentiations are 
made in the rules that children are expected to follow. Issues, both big and small, 
are seen in a similar light  –  as adult expectations that must be internalized, and 
the focus is strictly on their acquisition. 

 For instance, in an ambitious program of  research, Grazyna Kochanska has 
advanced the notion of   “ committed compliance ”  (see Kochanska  &  Aksan,  2004 ; 
Kochanska, Aksan,  &  Koenig,  1995  for examples). She has asserted that, to a 
greater or lesser degree, children take on parents ’  rules as their own. To test this 
notion, she has conducted detailed observations of  young children engaging in 
structured tasks in laboratory situations. The  “ clean - up ”  task is one such task. 
Parents are instructed to get their young children to clean up toys that are littered 
on the laboratory fl oor. Detailed observations are made of  parents ’  and children ’ s 
behavior in this context. Kochanska has distinguished between children whose be-
havior is governed primarily by parental directives and control and children 
who are more self - directed. Children in the latter group seem to  “ own ”  and take 
pleasure in the task. For Kochanska and many other researchers, the clean - up task 
serves as a prototype for much of  social development. It is an example of  a situ-
ation where parents have an expectation  –  not necessarily a desirable one, or one 
they consider to be intrinsically interesting or motivating  –  for the child to follow. 
They focus on the parenting techniques that are most effective in guiding the child 
towards successful internalization. Thus, in this and other socialization research, 
compliance or obedience to parents ’  or other socializing agents ’  rules and expecta-
tions is a key measure of  whether successful socialization has occurred. It is 
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assumed that, over time, parental expectations are internalized through parents ’  
socialization practices, so that children willingly follow their parents ’  rules. 

 Beginning with the work of  Bell  (1968) , there has been greater attention to 
children ’ s contributions to their own development and to a more transactional 
perspective on parent – child relationships. In their infl uential review of  research 
on parenting styles and responsiveness, Eleanor Maccoby and John Martin  (1983)  
called for a change from rather unilateral models of  parental infl uence to more 
bilateral and interactive perspectives. For instance, Kochanska considers the child ’ s 
contributions to development by assessing children ’ s temperament. She proposes 
that child temperament infl uences the types of  socialization techniques parents 
employ. She has demonstrated that good matches between parenting practices 
and child temperament (for instance, the use of  gentle parenting with tempera-
mentally fearful children) facilitate the internalization of  rules. 

 But we can ask whether compliance, committed or not, is a good measure of  
successful socialization. On the surface, it seems sensible and useful. After all, 
children must acquire an understanding of  the rules of  their society. But Maccoby 
and Martin ’ s analysis also entails a shift away from viewing compliance as the goal 
of  most parent – child interactions to considering parents ’  different goals. Several 
prominent researchers have also called attention to the fact that parents may have 
multiple goals in their interactions with their children (Dix,  1992 ; Grusec,  2008 ; 
Grusec  &  Davidov,  2007 ; Hastings  &  Grusec,  1998 ; Kuczynski  &  Navarra,  2006 ; 
Lundell, Grusec, McShane,  &  Davidov,  2008 ). For instance, parents may desire 
compliance, especially in the short term, but they may also wish to teach their 
children important lessons, especially when they focus on their long - term goals 
(Kuczynski,  1984 ). When a young child approaches a hot stove, parents ’  primary 
concern is to stop the child from getting burned. They may push the child away, 
or yell at the child to stop; explanations can wait until later. Other situations might 
offer  “ teaching moments, ”  where greater explanation can be offered. Kuczynski 
has usefully shown that parents use different disciplinary strategies when they 
focus on short -  versus long - term goals. 

 Other goals may be important as well. Sometimes parents wish to reduce their 
own discomfort, but they may also strive to satisfy children ’ s emotional needs and 
to make them happy. This may lead parents to endorse other outcomes than aims 
purely pertaining to socialization. In some instances the parents ’  goal may be to 
promote close, harmonious, and loving family relationships. Parents may hold 
these different and competing goals as they interact with their children. In this 
revised view, compliance may be just one out of  several goals that parents may 
have in their social interactions with their children. But these approaches still focus 
on the  parents  ’  goals in the socialization process. And, in considering adolescent –
 parent confl ict, this would lead researchers, for instance, to focus primarily on 
parents ’  perspectives. 

 Almost by defi nition, a focus on adolescents ’  and parents ’  different interpreta-
tions of  confl ict involves an interactive perspective, which places equal emphasis 
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on both parties in the dispute. Even when teenagers give in to their parents ’  
wishes, focusing on the potentially discrepant perspectives of  parents and teenag-
ers entails a subtle shift in the frame of  reference. It moves the focus away from 
compliance and from an assessment of  whether adolescents are measuring up to 
parents ’  expectations. It shifts towards considering the different and sometimes 
competing points of  view that parents and teenagers may bring to their interac-
tions. In turn, this shift allows us to consider how these divergent views are elabo-
rated upon and negotiated in social interaction, rather than viewing adolescents 
as failing to comply with parental demands and standards. 

 A focus on confl ict, therefore, allows the voices and perspectives of  adolescents 
to be fully heard. It changes the emphasis from evaluating adolescents in terms of  
how closely their behavior approximates their parents ’  desires and standards to 
viewing the parents ’  and the teenagers ’  perspectives as distinct and separate. And 
research suggests that this is important, because, even when adolescents fully 
expect that they will adhere to parental standards, they may express legitimate 
needs, desires, and goals that differ from those of  their parents. Therefore it is 
important to understand parents ’  rules, goals, and expectations and how well 
children are meeting them. But this does not provide a complete account of  social 
development. It is equally important to consider adolescents ’  understanding and 
interpretation of  their parents ’  rules, expectations, and wishes, as well as adoles-
cents ’  own goals, desires, and beliefs. 

 In studying adolescent – parent confl ict, at least two aspects of  the divergent 
views of  parents and adolescents need to be considered. Robert Emery  (1992)  has 
made a useful distinction between the literal content, or topics of  confl icts, and 
what the confl ict conveys about the relationship. Studying the topics of  confl icts 
is relatively straightforward and descriptively useful. Indeed, as noted in the last 
chapter, the topics of  adolescents ’  disagreements with parents have been exten-
sively researched over the past 50 years. The studies converge in showing that 
confl icts between teens and their parents are over the everyday, mundane details 
of  family life, or what Hill and Holmbeck  (1987)  refer to as  “ hair, garbage, dishes, 
and galoshes. ”  In the following section I elaborate on the topics of  confl ict that 
have emerged from my research. However, studying the topics of  teenagers ’  and 
their parents ’  disputes does not reveal the function of  these disputes in adoles-
cents ’  social development. For this, it is necessary to understand their meaning to 
the participants. 

 According to Emery, such understanding involves an analysis of  the underlying 
issues at stake in the dispute. For this, a more interpretive approach is needed. 
The theoretical approach taken here is elaborated upon in detail in Chapter  4 , 
when the topics of  confl icts will have been more fully described. In hundreds of  
interviews conducted between 1986 and 2002 and discussed here and in subse-
quent chapters, I have listened to parents and to their adolescent children as they 
voiced their perspectives on disputes. Two of  the studies, both of  them cross -
 sectional, focused primarily on middle - class European American families and are 
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discussed in this chapter. (These studies were originally reported in Smetana, 
 1988b, 1989a ; Smetana, Braeges,  &  Yau,  1991 ; Smetana, Yau,  &  Hanson,  1991 ; and 
Smetana, Yau, Restrepo,  &  Braeges,  1991 .) Two other studies (Yau  &  Smetana, 
 1996, 2003a ), also cross - sectional, focused on low socioeconomic status (including 
lower middle - class) Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong and mainland China and 
are discussed in Chapter  7 . Another study, which was longitudinal and followed 
families for 5 years, focused on middle - class African American families. This study 
is discussed extensively in Chapter  8 . In all, my research has yielded nearly 700 
intensive, face - to - face, semi - structured interviews with adolescents about their 
disagreements with parents. These interviews were audio - tape recorded and tran-
scribed verbatim. Nearly the same number of  interviews about parent – adolescent 
confl icts was conducted with parents. In this and subsequent chapters, I quote 
from these interviews (all names have been changed, to preserve anonymity). 
Several of  these studies also incorporated surveys and observations of  family 
interactions as family members engaged in structured tasks. In different studies, 
approximately another 500 adolescents and their parents have responded to exten-
sive questionnaires about confl icts, but were not interviewed. This constitutes a 
considerable corpus of  data, rich enough to permit us to draw conclusions about 
the meaning of  confl ict to participants. 

 In several of  the studies we invited community samples of  families, recruited 
from different school districts, to visit my university lab. The families in the studies 
described in this chapter were recruited from a middle - class suburb bordering on 
an Upstate New York city; it is one of  several suburbs that surround the urban 
center. Although there are several very large apartment house complexes in the 
suburb (sometimes referred to as the  “ Divorce Court ”  because of  the prevalence 
of  divorced, single - parent families renting in these complexes), the area consists 
mostly of  single - family homes on quiet, tree - lined streets. The suburb is known 
for its fi ne school district and family - friendly atmosphere. With the school dis-
trict ’ s cooperation, we solicited the participation of  parents of  elementary (5th 
grade), middle school, and high school students. Interested families visited my 
university lab for an evening or weekend session lasting several hours. 

 The research discussed in this chapter includes 102 two - parent families with 
children ranging in age from 10 to 18. Teenagers, their mothers, and their fathers 
were all interviewed. In addition, 66 families, all with two biological parents, were 
compared to 28 more families that were headed by divorced mothers, not remar-
ried. The children from this last lot had been approximately 7 years of  age when 
their parents divorced. For all the families, the lab sessions began with introduc-
tions and a brief  overview of  the session, designed to help put families at ease. 
Then each family member was interviewed separately. The session ended with 
their participation in a series of  structured, videotaped family interactions. 

 Many researchers have used the Issues Checklist (Prinz, Foster, Kent,  &  
O ’ Leary,  1979 ; Robin  &  Foster,  1989 ) to measure adolescent – parent confl ict. This 
checklist includes 44 different areas of  day - to - day decision - making (for instance 
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over curfew, clothing, or homework). Family members indicate whether each 
issue on this list has been discussed within the past 2 weeks. For those that have, 
respondents rate the frequency and intensity of  the discussion. The advantage of  
this method is that all family members evaluate a common set of  items while still 
allowing for individual variation in the issues that are endorsed. 

 Despite the widespread use of  the Issues Checklist, there are some disadvan-
tages to it or to related measures. One disadvantage is that the checklist may not 
accurately assess the issues that matter to different families. For instance, it may 
lead investigators to overlook infrequently discussed but highly salient issues. 
Indeed, it may well be the case that issues that are highly charged affectively come 
to be discussed infrequently, exactly because of  their extreme emotional weight 
to the family. Using a predetermined list also may lead investigators to overesti-
mate the importance to the family of  issues that are discussed regularly over the 
two - week period. 

 Therefore we asked parents and teenagers to generate examples of  the every-
day disagreements they experienced with each other. With the interviewer ’ s 
probing, teenagers generated exhaustive lists of  the disagreements and confl icts 
they had with their parents. Parent generated lists of  the confl icts they had with 
their teens. After the participants listed the issues that came to mind, they were 
probed in order for us to determine whether they had overlooked any issues. In 
this way we combined a more open - ended format, which allowed participants to 
focus on issues of  salience to them, with more standardized methods. In most of  
the studies discussed here and in subsequent chapters, participants were then 
interviewed extensively about each issue, in order for us to obtain their interpreta-
tions of  the issues.  

  What European American Middle - Class Families Do 
(and Do Not) Fight About 

 What kinds of  issues cause confl icts and disagreements in European American 
families? The topics are similar to those reported almost half  a century ago by 
Douvan and Adelson  (1966) , Kandel and Lesser  (1972) , and Rutter and his col-
leagues (Rutter,  1980 ; Rutter, Graham, Chadwick,  &  Yule,  1976 ). They are also 
similar to more recent, smaller - scale, descriptive, and more focused investigations 
of  adolescent – parent confl ict (Montemayor,  1983 ). Confl icts between European 
American middle - class teenagers and their parents were primarily over the every-
day, mundane details of  family life, such as doing the chores, getting along with 
siblings (and others), doing homework and getting good grades, and teenagers ’  
choice of  friends and activities. (As we shall see in later chapters, these kinds of  
issues are typical of  confl icts among African American and Asian teenagers and 
their parents as well.) 
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 Doing chores, which included such tasks as setting the table, doing the dishes, 
walking the dog, mowing the lawn, shoveling snow, or cleaning one ’ s room, was 
the most frequent source of  confl ict mentioned by adolescents and parents. 
Sometimes teens just did not want to do their assigned chores. As one 7th grade 
boy stated succinctly,  “ I don ’ t want to mow the lawn. I think somebody has to 
do it, but I don ’ t know why it always has to be me. ”  Thus, although some 
European American teens acknowledged that there was a need for help around 
the house or for chores to be done, some wanted to abdicate their responsibility 
for carrying them out. More typically, though, European American teenagers 
acknowledged the need to do the chores, but not necessarily in the particular way 
or at the particular time parents wanted them done. Christina, a 5th grader, put 
it this way:

  Well, I usually get home from school at 3:30, and then I have a baseball game to go 
to, because I play baseball and sports, and that doesn ’ t really give me any time to 
play with my neighbors or anything  …  and my dad will make me do the dishes 
because he and my mom want to talk.   

 Families with middle and late adolescents mentioned these types of  confl icts more 
often than families with early adolescents did, no doubt because middle - class 
American teenagers are given more responsibilities in the household as they grow 
older. Very frequently, teenagers and their parents clashed over the condition of  
the teenager ’ s room. (I will have much more to say about this particular issue 
later.) They also disagreed over when and how teenagers did other assigned 
chores, over whether they cleaned up after themselves, and over the messy condi-
tion of  the house or shared space. Adolescents, mothers, and fathers did not differ 
in the frequency with which they mentioned these confl icts. 

 How teenagers get along with others was another frequent source of  confl ict 
in teenagers ’  relationships with parents. When European American adolescents 
argued with their parents about these issues, however, the disputes generally were 
about getting along with siblings, and less frequently with friends. Sibling confl icts 
typically revolved around issues such as hitting, hurting, teasing, quarreling, and 
invasions of  privacy. Peter, a 9th - grade boy, described a typical confl ict in the fol-
lowing way:

  Well, usually I fi nd something, like a mess, and I say,  “ Will you pick it up?, ”  and 
my brother is like,  “ No, I won ’ t pick it up. ”  Like,  “ It ’ s your mess. It ’ s in our bath-
room. You ’ ve gotta pick it up. ”  And he goes,  “ Leave me alone, ”  or something like 
that. So I like force him to do it, like I make him pick it up. And then Michael will 
probably start crying, even if  I didn ’ t hit him or anything. He ’ ll just start crying, 
then he ’ ll call my dad, and he ’ ll say,  “ Peter, Dad wants to talk to you. ”  I ’ ll pick up 
the phone. My dad will say,  “ You ’ re right. He ’ s probably wrong, but  …  ”  You know, 
I tell him what happened and he says that he agrees with me, but he doesn ’ t want 
me to do anything like that. He says I shouldn ’ t do it.   
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 As was often the case, confl icts between siblings eventually escalated to become 
disputes between parents and children when parents were called in (or more 
actively intervened) as third parties in disputes. The confl ict initially arose between 
Peter and his sibling, but, when they failed to resolve it successfully between them-
selves, Dad was recruited to arbitrate. As the example shows, this tactic does not 
necessarily lead to a happy resolution. 

 Teenagers and their parents also had disputes and disagreements about adoles-
cents ’  activities. Typically, these confl icts pertained to the timing of  activities or 
to the amount of  time spent on different activities. For instance, a frequent source 
of  irritation in these middle - class European American families was the amount of  
time adolescents spent using the phone or watching television. Sometimes these 
confl icts pertained more to time use, as when parents believed that the adolescents 
should be doing one thing (practicing the piano), and the adolescent wanted to 
do something else (relax before dinner). And sometimes the confl icts pertained to 
the choice of  the particular activity itself, such as playing videogames with violent 
content. 

 In coding the content, or topics, of  confl icts, we made distinctions between 
confl icts that related to the types of  activities just mentioned and to the parents ’  
attempts to regulate teenagers ’  interpersonal activities, deciding for instance when 
their children could see friends, or whether adolescents could go to parties or out 
on dates. This category also included teenagers ’  choice of  friends. Confl icts over 
the parents ’  attempts to regulate interpersonal relationships were less frequent 
than disputes over regulating teenagers ’  activities; nevertheless, they accounted 
for a fair number of  the adolescents ’  disagreements with their parents. These 
issues, as well as adolescents ’  choice of  activities, were more salient to European 
American adolescents, and were raised more frequently by adolescents than by 
either mothers or fathers. As noted in an earlier chapter, in most American homes, 
mothers have a more direct responsibility than fathers for managing such activi-
ties. In this study, mothers raised issues of  this kind more frequently than fathers 
did. 

 Some family disagreements occurred over adolescents ’  personality or behavio-
ral style. These disagreements were framed primarily in terms of  a behavior or a 
personality trait that was particularly annoying or repeatedly manifested, such as 
being hyperactive, lazy, messy, disrespectful, or stubborn. Sometimes these con-
fl icts were elaborated upon in terms of  specifi c situations or contexts in which 
teenagers manifested the behavioral style or personality trait. But the concern was 
about the behavior or characteristic that the partner found particularly irritating 
or confl ictive. Not surprisingly, mothers and fathers raised this issue more often 
than adolescents did. Adolescents may have perceived confl icts more in terms of  
the particular activities (such as watching television or talking on the phone). In 
contrast, parents may have framed the same confl icts more in terms of  an over-
arching negative personality characteristic or behavioral style, which they attrib-
uted to the adolescent in different situations. 
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 Confl icts pertaining to homework and academic achievement constituted a 
relatively small proportion of  the topics raised in our European American families. 
(In later chapters we shall see that these confl icts are much more prominent in 
Chinese and African American families.) For teenagers, these confl icts were often 
discussed in terms of  getting homework done on a schedule set by parents. Jessica, 
a 7th grader, described it this way:

  Well, my mom says that I have to come home and do my schoolwork right after 
school, and usually I want to watch my programs after school, and like after dinner 
I ’ ll do my homework, but my mom has a rule about it. Because I have all after 
dinner, and it ’ s like three hours or something, so you don ’ t really have to [ … ] do it 
right away when you get home from school.   

 As this example suggests (and so did the earlier one, regarding chores), the issue 
was not so much whether or not homework was completed, but when and how 
this was done. Adolescents wanted to have more of  a say in deciding when to do 
their homework, and they resented parents ’  attempts to impose structure on their 
behavior. 

 Doing homework or getting it done on time, getting good grades, or main-
taining an acceptable academic average constituted about 10% of  all the con-
fl icts raised in this sample. Confl icts over homework and academic achievement 
were raised more often in early adolescence, as compared to younger ages or to 
middle adolescence. This increase roughly coincided with the ages at which teen-
agers in this school district make the transition from elementary to middle school. 
Many scholars view the transition to middle school as stressful (Eccles et al.,  1993 ), 
particular when it coincides with other developmental changes such as pubertal 
maturation. Whereas elementary schools are more concerned with developing 
students ’  competence, middle schools place more emphasis on competition, aca-
demic performance, and grades (Eccles et al.,  1993 ). Therefore, the intensifi cation 
of  confl icts over homework and academic achievement in early adolescence may 
have refl ected the teenagers ’  diffi culties in adapting to a new school setting, with 
its increased emphasis on academic performance. 

 There has been much media attention to teenage fads and styles in dress and 
appearance. But confl icts over teenagers ’  choice of  clothes, make - up, and hair-
styles were relatively infrequent, and extended in equal measure to families with 
boys and girls. These confl icts typically came down to clashes of  opinion over 
appropriate styles. Sara, a tall and neatly dressed 9th grader, explained:

  It ’ s not like I wear bad clothes to school, but she would like to see me wear nice 
corduroys to school with this matching shirt, and,  “ Why don ’ t you put nice shoes 
on? ”  and  “ How about your nice necklace? ”  and I just don ’ t like to do that.   

 Concerns pertaining specifi cally to health and hygiene, although rare, were 
of  greater concern to mothers than to adolescents. These disputes were over 
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everyday grooming, such as combing hair, brushing teeth, and wearing warm 
clothes and mittens in the winter. For instance, as Sam, a 6th - grade boy stated: 
 “ When we ’ re going to parties, he says my face isn ’ t washed and my hair is not 
combed right, and stuff  like that. ”  

 Four aspects of  these fi ndings deserve note. First, it is worth underscoring what 
disagreements were  not  about. Adolescents and their parents did  not  have disa-
greements over the issues thought to indicate a generation gap. That is, families 
rarely had overt disagreements over religious beliefs, family values, or political 
attitudes. This is not to say that such issues never arose  –  they did, in some indi-
rect ways. For instance, we recorded occasional confl icts about whether it was 
permissible for a teenager to date someone of  a different religion. Clearly this 
dispute refl ects differences in parents ’  and teens ’  values, as instantiated in the 
context of  dating choices. But, in general, there were few direct clashes over 
teenagers ’  and parents ’  expressed religious, moral, and political attitudes and 
values. These issues may have served as lively discussion topics at the dinner 
table, but they did not surface in the more contentious sphere of  disputes between 
parents and teenagers. 

 Also, disputes rarely touched upon the types of  problem behavior that are of  
frequent concern to parents, like teenage drug and alcohol use or precocious 
sexual behavior. In fact we specifi cally probed these issues, to make sure that 
they were not overlooked or ignored as sources of  confl ict. But both teenagers 
and their parents asserted that such topics rarely arose as sources of  intergenera-
tional disputes. This does not mean that the corresponding behaviors were absent 
among the teenagers in this sample. The results of  national surveys indicate that, 
by middle adolescence, a very high proportion of  teenagers have at least tried 
alcohol and  “ soft ”  drugs ( Johnston, O ’ Malley, Bachman,  &  Schulenberg,  2005 ). 
Furthermore, by middle adolescence, more than half  of  all American teenagers 
have had sexual intercourse. Health - risk surveys of  this particular community 
mirror the national trends. But these issues typically did not produce confl icts 
between teenagers and their parents. In most cases, teenagers who indulged 
in alcohol or drugs told us that they took care to ensure that their parents 
were not aware of  these activities. (This issue is discussed in greater detail in 
Chapter  11 .) 

 The second fi nding that deserves mention is that, although the teenage partici-
pants in this study ranged from 10 - year - olds to late adolescents, there was very 
little variation across ages in the types of  confl ict that adolescents and parents 
mentioned. Apart from the differences related to age that were noted previously, 
the issues that led to confl ict between parents and their teenagers were highly 
consistent across the entire age span. Although adolescents spend more time out 
of  the home and are supervised less as they get older, confl icts among older ado-
lescents were still about the mundane details of  family life, much as they were 
among the younger ones. (The most likely cause is that these are the issues that 
are directly observable by parents and serve as irritants in daily life.) 
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 Third, two - parent biological families and divorced, single - parent, mother -
 headed families did not differ with respect to the issues they fought about. Although 
the larger sample of  two - parent families did include some step - parent families, 
these were not included in the comparisons because they were too few in number. 
Other researchers have found that step - parent families have particularly conten-
tious relationships, as compared to married families with two biological parents. 
As the family is reconstituted, the lines of  authority, particularly for the new step -
 parent, become blurred. But divorced and two - parent biological families struggled 
with the same everyday issues of  family life. 

 Finally, there was a great deal of  consistency in the reports from European 
American middle - class teenagers and from their parents concerning the issues that 
lead to disputes in their relationships. In their interviews, teenagers reported that 
approximately half  of  their confl icts were with both parents. But, out of  the 
remaining half, more were with mothers than with fathers. Yet there were very 
few differences between mothers and fathers concerning the topics of  the confl icts 
they reported in their interviews. In turn, this suggests that, even though teenag-
ers may have had more disagreements with their mothers than with their fathers, 
fathers were aware of  the issues disputed among mothers and teenagers. As dis-
cussed in Chapter  11 , fathers often get their information about their teenagers ’  
behavior from mothers, not from the teenagers themselves. Furthermore, analy-
ses comparing the types of  confl ict reported in two - parent, biological families and 
in single - parent, mother - headed households also revealed no differences in the 
topics that led to disagreements. More strikingly, there were relatively few inter-
generational differences in the topics that teenagers and parents discussed. 
Although, as we shall see, teenagers and their parents view the same confl icts in 
fundamentally different ways, European American middle - class parents and teen-
agers agree on what their disagreements are about.  

  Summary and Conclusions 

 In this chapter I have claimed that parent – adolescent disagreements are a useful 
context for understanding parents ’  and adolescents ’  different perspectives on their 
relationship. I have asserted that it is important for researchers to go beyond a 
focus on parents ’  perspectives and on compliance, to consider the needs, wishes, 
and desires that both adolescents and their parents bring to their social interac-
tions. Studying disputes can shed light on ruptures or breaches in family function-
ing  –  aspects that may not otherwise be evident when social interactions are 
proceeding smoothly. Thus, studying confl icts can illuminate the parents ’  and the 
teenagers ’  different perspectives on various issues. 

 We saw here that European American parents ’  and adolescents ’  confl icts 
are over the everyday details of  family life, such as doing the chores, doing the 
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homework, the choice of  activities, the question of  how teenagers get along with 
others, and their appearance. Adolescents and parents generally agree on the 
issues that cause confl ict in their relationships. Across adolescence, relatively few 
age differences are evident in these topics. However, a distinction was made 
between the topics of  confl ict and the underlying meaning of  confl ict. We turn 
to this meaning in the next chapter, and we shall consider it in the context of  social 
domain theory, which is the theoretical framework of  this book.         



  4 

Parents ’  Voices: 
 Confl icts and Social Conventions     

       I would remind them of  certain simple truths. Conventionality is not morality  …  
These things and deeds are diametrically opposed: they are as distinct as vice from 
virtue.    Charlotte Bronte,  Jane Eyre  ( 1949 , p. 3)    

 In the last chapter we considered some of  the issues that cause confl ict in European 
American middle - class adolescents ’  and parents ’  relationships. What do these 
confl icts mean to the participants? The topics of  confl ict are  “ on the surface, ”  and 
thus relatively easy to describe and categorize. But, to understand their meaning, 
it is necessary to consider the parents ’  reasoning in a broader theoretical frame-
work. The framework that has informed my research (and that I have contributed 
to over many years) has come to be known as  social domain theory . Social domain 
theory was originally formulated by Elliot Turiel  (1978, 1979, 1983)  almost 30 
years ago and grew out of  his research on the development of  adolescent moral 
judgment. However, the theory has expanded considerably since then and has 
been profi tably applied to a wide range of  topics in social development (many of  
which are far beyond the scope of  this book). Social domain theory is a theoretical 
and empirical approach to describing the development of  children ’ s social knowl-
edge and the manner in which individuals apply and coordinate their understand-
ing of  different types of  rules and social regulations (as well as of  zones of  autonomy 
and personal jurisdiction) in different contexts and situations. 

 Before considering its relevance to adolescent – parent disagreements, we must 
consider the theoretical tenets of  social domain theory in some detail. Accordingly, 
in the following sections I defi ne the different types of  social knowledge that have 
been studied from this perspective and discuss some of  the research support for 
the theory. With the theoretical concepts fi rmly in hand, we will return later in 
the chapter to a discussion of  parents ’  reasoning about confl icts with their teens. 
Then, in the following chapter, we will consider adolescents ’  perspectives.  

Adolescents, Families, and Social Development: How Teens Construct Their Worlds. Judith G. Smetana
© 2011 Judith G. Smetana
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  Social Domain Theory: Distinct Domains of Social Thought 

 The starting point for our discussion is the (rather obvious) observation that the 
social world is complex. As was described at the beginning of  the last chapter, 
children are bombarded with many different types of  rules, prohibitions, and 
expectations, and they have many different types of  social interactions. How do 
they view the rules they are expected to adopt? Do they view them as a largely 
undifferentiated category, as  “ things parents want me to do and rules they want 
me to follow, ”  as most socialization perspectives assume? 

 According to social domain theory, the answer is no. Children actively attempt 
to make sense of  their social interactions, including the rules they encounter and 
the transgressions they experience, observe, and even perpetrate. A basic claim is 
that children have both systematic and differentiated ways of  thinking about their 
social world. These can be described in terms of  three organized systems, or 
domains, of  social knowledge. More specifi cally, the claim is that concerns with 
justice, welfare, and rights (considered to be moral issues) co - exist with matters 
related to authority, tradition, and social norms (which are viewed as social con-
ventions) and with attempts to understand the self  and others as psychological 
systems (referred to as the psychological domain). Social domain theory proposes 
that each of  these organized systems of  thought arise from children ’ s experiences 
of  different types of  regularities in the social environment. 

  Moral  c oncepts 

 We begin by considering moral issues. Studies reveal that young children ’ s con-
fl icts most frequently focus on aggression and on not sharing communal toys. 
These can be seen as  moral  matters, because they involve acts that may potentially 
be harmful to others or cause unfairness. For instance, when parents prohibit 
hitting or teasing, their concerns typically are with the potentially negative con-
sequences of  these acts for others ’  welfare or rights. Hitting or teasing are  moral  
matters, and moral rules are designed to regulate interpersonal acts that have 
negative consequences for others, including harm (welfare), others ’  rights, and the 
fair distribution of  resources. Moral concepts develop from children ’ s social expe-
riences of  the consequences of  actions for others ’  welfare or rights. Several exam-
ples of  social interactions in the context of  moral transgressions, examples drawn 
from previous research on preschool children ’ s social interactions, will make this 
point clear. 

     A group of  children are playing on the fl oor with toy cars. David, who has been 
coloring nearby, approaches and sees Michael ’ s bright red car. When Michael looks 
away, David grabs it. Michael begins to cry and screams,  “ Mine! Mine! ”  (Smetana, 
 1983 , p. 134)   
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     Lisa, Michael, and David are all rocking in the rocking boat. Jenny, who has been 
waiting nearby for a turn, fi nally approaches. As the rocking slows down, she bites 
Lisa in the arm. Lisa screams and then cries. (Smetana,  1993a , p. 112)   

     Well, I remember one thing about um someone, um a friend hurting me. I, it was 
just a little bit. He was a friend, his name was William, he hit me with his hammer 
in the middle of  the head and it really hurt. It was plastic. (Wainryb, Brehl,  &  
Matwin,  2005 , p. 54)   

 The pain or perceived injustice the victim of  each of  these transgressions experi-
enced is a salient feature of  all of  these interactions. Children have direct experi-
ences of  the consequences of  transgressions for their welfare and rights, both as 
victims of  and as observers to the transgressions. Children actively attempt to 
understand their experiences of  physical and psychological harm, fair distribution, 
and violation of  rights. Victims ’  negative emotional reactions to transgressions 
(for instance, David ’ s and Lisa ’ s screaming and crying and the observation that 
being hit in the head with a hammer really hurts, in the examples above) highlight 
the negative consequences of  the child ’ s actions for the victim. Observers, 
too, may respond with negative emotions and affective reactions. And parents 
may respond by empathizing with the victim ’ s pain or unhappiness. Parents may 
become angry as well, and may punish the perpetrator or explain in various ways 
why the act is wrong. All of  these reactions are part of  social interactions. Much 
of  the research on parental socialization has concentrated primarily on what 
parents say or do when children misbehave or on what parents do to try to avoid 
child misbehavior. But, as we can see, social interactions are rich and involve 
varied sources of  information, of  which parental response is only one. According 
to Turiel  (1983, 2002, 2006) , children ’ s experiences help them to construct abstract 
notions of  what is fair and unfair, right and wrong. Therefore children develop an 
understanding of  moral matters from their direct experiences of  harm or unfair-
ness, as well as from others ’  communications highlighting the experience of  harm. 
These form the basis of  prescriptive moral judgments about how individuals 
ought to behave towards others. 

 Moral concepts develop from children ’ s and adolescents ’  interpersonal interac-
tions pertaining to welfare or harm, justice and fairness, and rights. Moral concepts 
regulate individuals ’  interpersonal relationships. These concepts are prescriptive. 
That is, they tell us how we ought to behave. They are also obligatory.  All  
individuals are obliged to follow them. They are universally applicable, because 
they are seen to apply to everyone in individual circumstances. They are imper-
sonal in that they are not based on personal preferences. And they are unalterable; 
in other words, they are normatively binding. These criteria (that is, that morality 
is prescriptive, obligatory, universally applicable, impersonal, and unalterable) 
are, all, criteria employed in social domain research to defi ne acts as moral. 
But these defi nitions and criteria are not just applied from the researchers ’  perspec-
tive. As we shall see, these criteria, along with the individuals ’  reasoning or their 
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justifi cations, are used in research to examine whether individuals evaluate differ-
ent actions as moral or nonmoral.  

  Concepts of   s ociety and  s ocial  c onvention 

 Not all rules and regularities are moral, however. Therefore it is important to 
distinguish moral issues from other types of  social rules and expectations. In par-
ticular, moral concepts have been distinguished from social conventions. Social 
conventions are defi ned as consensually agreed upon regularities or expectations 
that organize social interactions in different social contexts. For young children, 
social conventions consist of  a set of  arbitrary rules or standards that must be fol-
lowed. (The  “ clean - up ”  task described in Chapter  3  can be seen as social conven-
tional in nature, although it is often used as an experimental analogue of  how 
moral development occurs.) Children pay attention to social conventions because 
the latter are important to adults, but children attempt to understand them as 
well. For instance, children may note that conventional expectations vary in dif-
ferent contexts. Children may be expected to take their shoes off  when entering 
their house, but to keep them on at other children ’ s houses. They may say grace 
before meals at home, but not at preschool. They may keep their coats in their 
cubbies at daycare, but hang them in the closet (or drop them at the front door) 
at home. Other conventions, like saying  “ please ”  when asking for cookies, may 
apply more broadly. Children seek to understand these regularities and the con-
texts in which they apply. 

 Conventional violations are not intrinsically wrong. As defi ned by Elliot Turiel 
 (1979, 1983, 2002, 2006) , social conventions are arbitrary social norms. They 
pertain to issues like etiquette, manners, forms of  address, and contextually rele-
vant school and family rules (like where to hang your coat or put your toys). 
Consider the following examples, drawn from observations with young children 
and described in Smetana  (1993a) . 

     Children are greeting a teacher who has just come into the nursery school. A 
number of  children go up to her and say  “ Good morning Mrs. Jones. ”  One of  the 
children says  “ Good morning, Mary. ”  (Turiel,  1983 , p. 41)   

     It is snack time, and the teachers instruct everyone to sit in their seats. Cindy is 
kneeling in her chair. The teacher tells her,  “ Cindy, bottoms have to be on the chair 
before children can have their snack. ”  Cindy sits down; the other children pay no 
attention. (Smetana,  1983 , p. 135)     

   It is a hot day, and the teachers decide to take the children outside to play in the 
baby pool. Jason has forgotten his bathing suit, so the teachers tell him to pick one 
from the box of  discarded bathing suits. He picks a pink suit. The teachers tell him 
he can ’ t wear that one because it ’ s a girl ’ s bathing suit. He persists and says that that 
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is the one he wants to wear today. The teachers repeatedly attempt to dissuade him. 
After prolonged discussion among themselves, they decide to let him wear it. He 
proudly puts it on. The other toddlers are oblivious. (Smetana,  1993a , p. 112)   

 In all three examples, there is no intrinsic basis for knowing what is wrong: that 
it is wrong for children to address their teachers by their fi rst name, or that chil-
dren must be seated before a snack is served. Rather, as noted elsewhere (Smetana, 
 1993a ), this knowledge is based on an understanding of  social conventions and of  
the regulations that apply in particular contexts. Social conventional knowledge 
and, more generally, an understanding of  social systems and social organizations 
are constructed from children ’ s experiences with and recognition of  the uniformi-
ties and regularities they encounter in their social interactions. These include 
differences in expectations across various settings and social contexts surrounding 
the same acts. Conventions are arbitrary in that alternate actions could serve the 
same function. Eating with fi ngers, forks and knives, or chopsticks all accomplish 
the same ends, but the form of  eating may vary in different cultures or contexts. 
And agreements regarding such forms serve to coordinate social interactions. That 
is, they provide a consistent set of  expectations for appropriate social behavior and 
thus for effi ciencies in social interactions. 

 Children do not passively accept parental norms and social conventions. They 
try to make sense of  them. Their understanding becomes progressively more 
sophisticated with age. As they grow older, children begin to affi rm the impor-
tance of  social conventions, on the basis of  a concrete understanding of  rules and 
authority expectations. Turiel  (1979, 1983)  has proposed that, during the course 
of  development, children go through phases where they alternately affi rm and 
then reject the importance of  social conventions. Early adolescents believe that 
conventions are arbitrary and changeable, even if  rules exist. They are defi ned in 
terms of  social expectations. By middle adolescence, teenagers begin to develop 
more systematic concepts and understanding of  social structure. They grasp the 
notion that there are social roles within society, that these roles can be ordered 
in a hierarchy (for instance, teacher – student or parent – child roles), and that there 
are certain expectations that are part of  those roles. Thus they begin to view 
conventions as normatively binding, because these exist within a social system 
that has fi xed roles and a hierarchical structure. 

 Late adolescents go through a phase where, once again, they negate the impor-
tance of  following conventions. Early adolescents viewed social conventions 
as  “ nothing but ”  social expectations. In contrast, late adolescents understand 
that conventions are part of  a broader social system, but they do not believe that 
these conventions need to be followed. They believe that uniformity in conven-
tions is  “ nothing but ”  adherence to arbitrary societal standards, which have been 
codifi ed through habitual use. Finally, young adults develop an understanding of  
conventions as uniformities that coordinate social interaction and facilitate the 
smooth functioning and operation of  the social system. 
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 These distinctions between morality and social convention are part of  chil-
dren ’ s lived experience, but they are also relevant in moral philosophy. Indeed, 
the theoretical criteria that social domain researchers have employed to distin-
guish morality from social convention were initially taken from moral philoso-
phers working within a rationalist tradition (Dworkin,  1978 ; Gewirth,  1978 ; Mill, 
 1968 ; Rawls,  1971 ). These criteria were refi ned, tested, and elaborated upon using 
empirical psychological analyses. 

 Here it is important to note that the social domain view differs from global 
stage theories of  moral development, such as the well - known theories of  Jean 
Piaget  (1965)  and Lawrence Kohlberg (Colby  &  Kohlberg,  1987 ; Kohlberg,  1984 ). 
The latter researchers also claim that morality and social convention are differenti-
ated  –  but only later on in development, if  at all. They propose that individuals 
develop broad, global structures of  reasoning and that the process of  moral devel-
opment involves the gradual differentiation of  principles of  justice or rights from 
nonmoral concerns (for instance with conventions, or with pragmatic and pru-
dential issues). In their views, concepts of  social convention are an inadequate or 
less mature form of  morality rather than a distinct form of  social knowledge, 
which develops in early childhood alongside of  (but separately from) moral 
concepts.  

  Psychological  c oncepts 

 Moral matters and social conventions have been further differentiated from indi-
viduals ’  understanding of  persons as psychological systems. When interacting 
with others and trying to comprehend social situations, we often attempt to 
understand where others are  “ coming from. ”  Individuals often must make infer-
ences and attributions about their own and others ’  behavior. For instance, when 
a child is jostled in line, he or she must quickly decide whether the act was inten-
tional ( “ he did it because he hates me ” ) or not ( “ it ’ s crowded, he didn ’ t mean to 
bump me ” ). For that matter, we may also refl ect on why we acted in a particular 
way in interactions with others. ( “ I couldn ’ t believe I was blushing and stammer-
ing so much when I talked to George  –  hmmm, does that mean that I have a 
 ‘ crush ’  on him? ” ). As children mature, they come to understand that individuals 
may hold different and sometimes confl icting beliefs or emotional responses from 
their own. They may fi nd that others may have unique psychological experiences, 
or that they have privileged access to information that others do not possess. A 
great deal of  psychological research over the past 20 years has been devoted to 
understanding how children ’ s psychological understanding, referred to as  “ theory 
of  mind, ”  develops  –  particularly during the preschool years. 

 Psychological knowledge, including, but not limited to, theory of  mind, can 
be distinguished conceptually and empirically from morality and social conven-
tion. The psychological domain refers to children ’ s developing understanding of  
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self  and others as psychological systems. It includes an understanding of  self, 
identity, personality; attributions for, and an understanding of, the causes of  one ’ s 
own and others ’  behavior; and also the individuals ’  attempts to assert personal 
agency by claiming control over personal issues. I will have much more to say 
about personal issues and their distinction from moral and conventional concepts 
in Chapter  5 . But here it is important to note that these issues are part of  the 
psychological domain and that this domain constitutes a third, distinct conceptual 
and developmental system of  social knowledge. 

 Prudential issues, too, are an aspect of  the psychological domain insofar as they 
pertain to the self. For instance, the examples of  parental prohibitions described 
in the previous chapter included dicta such as  “ don ’ t run into the street, ”   “ don ’ t 
touch the hot stove, ”  and  “ wear your mittens when it ’ s cold. ”  These rules (and 
prudential issues more generally) pertain to notions of  harm to the self, comfort, 
and health. Prudential issues encompass many of  the risk behaviors of  adoles-
cence, including smoking cigarettes (although the issue of  second - order smoking 
is a moral issue), drinking alcohol, and engaging in illegal substance use. Both 
moral and prudential matters involve harm and may have physical consequences 
for persons. But prudential matters differ from moral ones in that morality is 
concerned with interpersonal harm, or harm that occurs in interactions between 
people. Prudential harm refers to nonsocial harm, which only involves the self.  

  Evidence  s upporting  d omain  d istinctions 

 The claim that morality and social convention (as well as the psychological 
domain) are conceptually and empirically distinct in development has received 
support in extensive research with children, adolescents, and adults. Most of  the 
early research from the social domain perspective focused on testing the pro-
position that children distinguish different social concepts in their judgments 
and justifi cations. Some of  the most persuasive evidence comes from studies 
of  young children ’ s judgments. This evidence is particularly compelling because 
younger children have fewer opportunities to be directly socialized by adults. 
From early ages on, children make distinctions between moral and conventional 
rules, events, and transgressions by using different criteria. They judge that moral-
ity is generalizable across different social contexts, whereas social conventions are 
not. When children are asked whether it is wrong to commit different violations 
at home versus at school (or, for older children, in their own country versus in 
different countries), they generally respond that moral violations are wrong all 
across the board, but social conventional violations are not. This is consistent with 
the notion that moral dicta are broadly applicable, whereas social conventions are 
relative to the social context. 

 Conventions stem from regularities. Conventional acts should be followed 
because particular social groups or societies say so; but they are not judged to be 
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morally right or wrong. Moral violations are wrong because they have negative 
consequences for others ’  welfare and rights, and thus they are wrong whether 
or not rules or authorities say so. Therefore it can be said that evaluations of  social 
conventions depend on rules, whereas evaluations of  morality are based on the 
acts themselves. Even young children appear to grasp this distinction. For instance 
young children, including preschool children between the ages of  2  ½  and 5, have 
been asked whether it would be wrong to hit if  a teacher were not to see it, or if  
there were no rule about hitting in their school (Smetana,  1981 ; Smetana  &  
Braeges,  1990 ). Moral acts are evaluated as wrong whether or not there is a rule 
or law (that is, acts are seen as independent of  rules or authority), whereas con-
ventional acts are evaluated as wrong only if  there is a rule or law (that is, they 
are contingent on rules or on the commands of  an authority). Conventional rules 
are generally seen as alterable or changeable (it would be okay to say that one 
could use fi ngers instead of  knife and fork, albeit the result would be messy), 
whereas moral rules are not (it is not okay to change the rule so as to make hitting 
permissible). 

 Preschool children distinguish moral and conventional transgressions, at least 
in rudimentary ways. They make these distinctions when the stimuli presented in 
research are concrete, familiar, and relevant to their lives (for instance in the case 
of  everyday moral transgressions like hitting, kicking, and teasing, as compared 
to familiar social conventional violations like eating ice cream with one ’ s fi ngers, 
not saying  “ please ”  or  “ thank you, ”  not putting toys away). Also, because young 
children have limited verbal abilities, they make distinctions in their evaluations 
of  familiar moral and conventional transgressions only when they are asked ques-
tions that do not demand sophisticated verbal responses. As children grow older, 
they are more able to distinguish moral and conventional events and transgres-
sions in their judgments, particularly when they are asked to evaluate abstract or 
unfamiliar events. They also offer different reasons why moral and conventional 
transgressions are wrong. Children reason about moral events in terms of  others ’  
welfare, fairness, and rights, whereas when considering conventional events they 
reason in terms of  demands from authority, punishment that might result from 
violating the rules, consequences of  the event for social order or for the social 
organization, the importance of  social norms and customs, and the need for con-
formity to social expectations (for instance for the sake of  the smooth functioning 
of  the group). 

 These distinctions also are evident when children evaluate actual events. For 
instance, in several studies, young children were found to distinguish actual moral 
versus conventional transgressions they observed in their preschool (Nucci  &  
Turiel,  1978 ; Smetana, Schlagman,  &  Adams,  1993 ), as was examined by using 
multiple criteria. This fi nding has been replicated in other research with school -
 age children. Turiel  (2008)  conducted extensive naturalistic observations in several 
contexts in different schools, to obtain school - age children ’ s judgments regarding 
actual situations. Children of  varying ages were interviewed about actual moral 
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and conventional events shortly after these occurred. They were also interviewed 
about hypothetical moral and conventional events, about a month following the 
observations. Children of  all ages distinguished actual moral from conventional 
events, but judgments about the hypothetical events were more clear - cut and 
uniform than judgments about the actual events. Variations occurred because 
transgressors and victims sometimes disagreed over who initiated a moral trans-
gression or why a transgression occurred. When children encounter straightfor-
ward moral transgressions in everyday life, the situations may be more ambiguous, 
and the features of  the events may not be as well specifi ed and detailed as in the 
situations presented to them in hypothetical interviews. In addition, children may 
be more motivated in real - life situations to try to understand others ’  intentions 
and emotions. 

 Differences between morality and social convention are based on fundamental 
differences between the acts. They are not based on variations in the seriousness 
of  confl icts (or rule violations), or on the importance of  the issues being contested. 
Marie Tisak and Elliot Turiel  (1988)  demonstrated this convincingly in a classic 
study. Most moral transgressions are naturally more serious than conventional 
transgressions. But Tisak and Turiel showed that children are able to separate the 
severity of  different transgressions from the qualitative criteria that differentiate 
moral concepts from social conventional concepts. Children ranging from 6 ½  to 
12 ½  years compared a moral transgression that had minor consequences (stealing 
an eraser) with a moral transgression that had major consequences (hitting 
someone). They also compared the minor moral transgression with a major con-
ventional transgression (wearing pajamas to school), which pilot testing had 
revealed to be viewed by children as a very a serious and disruptive transgression. 
Most children indicated that a person would be more likely to commit the minor 
moral violation than the major conventional offense. When they were asked what 
one  should  do, however, most children indicated that they would choose the major 
conventional transgression over either of  the two moral transgressions. They also 
viewed the conventional event as less wrong than the moral transgressions, because 
the moral events would have negative consequences for others ’  welfare. 

 Young children also differentiate between moral harm to others and prudential 
harm to self, even when the events are described as having similar consequences. 
Marie Tisak  (1993)  asked young children to distinguish between moral situations 
involving a child pushing another child off  a swing and prudential harm, such as 
when a child purposely jumps off  a swing. In both situations, the hypothetical 
child was depicted as getting hurt. Young children judged moral transgressions to 
be more wrong than prudential transgressions, even when the consequences of  
the latter were depicted as being more severe than the moral rule violations, or 
when the consequences of  moral violations were depicted as being minor. This 
demonstrates that children make conceptual distinctions between moral and pru-
dential issues that do not depend solely on how much harm is depicted as resulting 
from their transgression.  
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  Social  e xperiences  a s the  b asis for  d istinguishing  s ocial  a cts 

 As the earlier examples suggest, the assertion that morality and social convention 
represent qualitatively distinct types of  social concepts is based on the claim that 
they develop from qualitatively different social experiences. Conventional con-
cepts are thought to arise from social interactions that highlight the rules, sanc-
tions, and regularities appropriate in different social contexts. In contrast, children ’ s 
experiences as victims and observers of  transgressions, and particularly their expe-
riences of  the consequences of  transgressions for the others ’  rights and welfare, 
facilitate the development of  prescriptive moral judgments. This is much as Piaget 
 (1965)  and other developmental psychologists (Damon,  1977 ; Youniss,  1980 ) have 
proposed. They believe that the reciprocal nature of  peer relationships allows for 
experiences of  confl ict, cooperation, and negotiation that may facilitate moral 
judgment development. 

 The emphasis on the role of  reciprocity in peer moral interactions also led to 
the view, initially propounded by Piaget  (1965)  and later adopted by Kohlberg 
 (1984) , that adults are not an important source of  infl uence in the development 
of  moral judgments  –  or indeed that parents may even constrain moral judgment 
development. In their view, this is because parent – child relationships are hierar-
chical and parents hold a great deal more power in the relationship than children 
do. In contrast, my view is that interactions with parents (and, more broadly, with 
other adults) contribute in a meaningful and positive way to moral judgment 
development by providing a complementary source of  information to children ’ s 
more direct experiences of  harm or injustice. Parents ’  domain - appropriate expla-
nations of  why actions are wrong (which are sometimes referred to as inductive 
discipline) and their responses and reactions to children ’ s behavior are also impor-
tant for development. Parents ’  comments, reactions, and responses to the child ’ s 
behavior ( “ Look what you did  –  you hurt her and made her cry! ” ) facilitate his or 
her moral development. They provide information about the nature of  acts, high-
light their salience, and stimulate children to think refl ectively about their actions. 
They focus children on what they have done and why it is wrong. 

 Observations of  children ’ s naturally occurring social interactions in the home, 
in preschools, and in elementary schools all show that children ’ s moral and con-
ventional experiences differ. Larry Nucci and Elliot Turiel  (1978)  pioneered a 
protocol for observing moral and conventional transgressions in different contexts. 
Observers in preschool classrooms (or homes) reliably identifi ed and classifi ed 
observed transgressions as moral or conventional on the basis of  particular behav-
ioral defi nitions (for instance, object confl icts or aggression were examples of  
moral transgressions). Observers then examined who responds (the victim, other 
peers, or adults) and the different ways they respond to the transgressions. 

 When 2 -  and 3 - year - old toddlers ’  interactions with mothers and familiar peers 
have been observed in the home using these standard methods (Smetana,  1989b ), 
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I have found that children have different social interactions regarding moral and 
conventional issues. Toddlers ’  interactions with peers were primarily over moral 
issues, such as possession of  objects, rights, taking turns, hurting, aggression, and 
unkindness. Although children ’ s moral development may be of  great concern to 
adults, this and other studies demonstrate that many moral confl icts occur among 
peers and are resolved in the absence of  parents or other adults. In contrast, con-
ventional confl icts  –  over issues like manners and politeness, rules of  the house, 
and cultural conventions  –  occurred primarily in interactions with mothers. This 
is not surprising, as these issues are primarily of  concern to mothers. Mothers 
expect obedience in these matters, especially as children grow older and become 
more competent to behave appropriately. Indeed, in my observational study, 
3 - year - olds were seen as committing more conventional transgressions than 
2 - year - olds were. This does not mean that children misbehave more as they grow 
older. The fi nding most likely refl ects the mothers ’  increasing demands for con-
ventionally appropriate behavior, and hence the increased likelihood that mothers 
treated toddlers ’  misbehaviors as transgressions. 

 Both adults and children (primarily the victims) responded to moral transgres-
sions in ways that provided feedback about the effects of  the actions for others ’  
rights or welfare. For instance, mothers requested that children take the victim ’ s 
perspective ( “ how do you think you ’ d feel if  someone took your toy? ” ;  “ look what 
you did  –  you made her cry ” ). Mothers also evaluated the person whose rights 
were violated ( “ she had it fi rst  –  give it back ” ). Children (usually the victims) typi-
cally responded with emotional reactions (crying, yelling) and statements of  rights 
( “ mine! ” ;  “ I had it fi rst ” ). These responses are consistent with the notion that 
children ’ s moral understanding can be derived from the acts themselves rather 
than from the rules that regulate the acts. 

 But, as these examples suggest, this was not the only source of  information 
about the nature of  the interaction. Children had other, complementary bases for 
evaluating the intrinsic consequences of  moral violations for the others ’  rights and 
welfare. They had their own direct experiences as victims of  moral transgressions. 
Children draw on their own emotional responses to events in making moral judg-
ments. And transgressors (or, in other contexts, bystanders) may also observe the 
victims ’  negative reactions to events. Finally, mothers typically offered explana-
tions as to why the acts were wrong. As all this suggests, children have available 
to them multiple sources of  information, both affective and cognitive, to help 
them evaluate moral transgressions and judge why they are wrong. (The connec-
tions between emotional responses and judgments are discussed below.) 

 Mothers responded more frequently to conventional violations than to moral 
transgressions. Mothers (and other adults) respond to the children ’ s conventio-
nal transgressions because they have a stake in maintaining conventional regulari-
ties. But, until about middle childhood, children rarely respond. Adults respond 
to conventional transgressions with commands that the children cease the mis-
behavior or with descriptions of  the punishments that might ensue if  they do not. 
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Such statements typically do not include explanations of  why the acts are wrong. 
(The lack of  explanations may be one reason why children ’ s understanding of  
social conventions lags behind their understanding of  morality.) In my observa-
tions, mothers also responded to children ’ s conventional violations with state-
ments about the disorder the acts created and with reiterations of  the rules. 

 Observational studies show that social interactions in the context of  moral 
transgressions also differ qualitatively from social interactions regarding pruden-
tial events, even among young children (Tisak, Nucci,  &  Jankowski,  1996 ). When 
preschoolers ’  naturalistic interactions were systematically observed, adults were 
found to respond to prudential rule violations with statements regarding the risks 
involved in the child ’ s actions. They also provided rationales pertaining to safety 
or prudence. Less frequently, they uttered commands to stop and statements of  
rules (Nucci  &  Weber,  1995 ; Tisak et al.,  1996 ). Thus the adult responses to young 
children ’ s prudential violations focused these children on the consequences of  
their actions for their own health or safety. As in other observational studies, 
however, the responses to moral transgressions focused the transgressor on the 
consequences of  his or her acts for others.  

  Emotions and  c ognitions 

 It is worth highlighting here how emotions and cognitions are intertwined in the 
development of  moral and social judgments. William Arsenio and his colleagues 
at Yeshiva University (Arsenio, Gold,  &  Adams,  2006 ; Arsenio  &  Lover,  1995 ) have 
outlined four steps describing the infl uence of  emotions on moral judgment 
development. In the fi rst step, and as I have just described, children have experi-
ences as witnesses to and participants in moral and conventional events. These 
experiences are plentiful in early childhood and can be highly emotional and 
affectively laden. 

 In the second step, connections are made between different emotions and dif-
ferent types of  events. Arsenio and his colleagues propose that children ’ s emo-
tional experiences differ by domain. Moral and conventional acts vary in the 
extent to which they elicit emotional arousal. Highly arousing moral events are 
considered  “ immoral, ”  partly because they are affectively more salient than less 
arousing events. But, in addition, moral and conventional interactions also evoke 
specifi c (and different) emotions, which become part of  the individuals ’  cognitive 
representations of  events. In turn, children encode moral and conventional events 
differently. 

 Research supports this notion. Studying kindergartners and school - age chil-
dren, Arsenio  (1988)  found that children evaluated moral events as affectively 
negative; but conventional transgressions were seen as affectively neutral. And 
the connections went both ways. Young children could use information about the 
nature (domain) of  different acts to predict what types of  emotions hypothetical 
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actors would experience. They could also infer the type of  event that had hap-
pened when they were provided with affective information. Children used infor-
mation about whether actors or victims were happy, sad, angry, fearful, or neutral 
to infer whether events were conventional or moral. 

 According to Arsenio and his colleagues, the third step in the chain is that 
children use information about the affective consequences of  different events to 
anticipate the likely outcomes of  different alternative behaviors. In the fi nal step, 
affective knowledge is employed in the development of  more generalized moral 
judgments. Individuals may vary in these last two steps. There also may be distor-
tions and biases here, which may lead to problems in the development of  moral 
judgment. 

 As the foregoing discussion suggests, the social domain theory view is that 
emotions are deeply embedded in the children ’ s social judgments. This differs 
from a recent and popular view, which states that emotions play a central role in 
morality and that individuals respond to many social and moral situations in pri-
marily affective and intuitive ways, leaving very little room for moral reasoning 
and deliberation in everyday social life (Haidt,  2001 ). According to this view, 
individuals typically react emotionally when moral situations arise and rarely stop 
to reason and refl ect. The claim is that when moral reasoning occurs, it is post - hoc 
and used primarily to justify emotional responses. In contrast, in the view outlined 
here, emotional and cognitive responses are not so easily separated. They are 
intertwined, as affective responses become part of  the process of  making social 
and moral evaluations.  

  Overlaps and  c oordinations in  r easoning 

 In many everyday situations individuals uphold moral principles just as in the 
hypothetical scenarios used in research. Indeed, one of  the striking things about 
social life is how often moral principles are upheld. In his book  The moral sense  
 (1993) , political scientist James Q. Wilson makes a similar observation. He notes 
that newspapers are fi lled with examples of  violent crimes precisely because these 
fall outside the norm. They are exceptional events. If  individuals regularly violated 
moral norms and these became everyday occurrences, they would not be so 
newsworthy. He asserts that most people uphold moral principles in their every-
day life, and this is so much taken for granted that it is rarely noticed. Many social 
commentators choose to focus on  –  and exaggerate  –  the exceptions, when the 
really notable fact is the extent to which most individuals follow moral require-
ments and conventional norms in their everyday lives. 

 It may be quite easy to follow moral or social conventional principles when 
they do not confl ict with other goals, motives, or values. But not all events or situ-
ations are strictly moral or conventional, or can be cleanly separated into moral 
or conventional components. Many events or situations are multifaceted and may 
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be seen as involving elements from different domains. The focus of  social domain 
research has shifted from examining whether children at different ages distinguish 
the domains in their evaluations of  hypothetical, prototypical events; this is clear 
and well established. Instead, much current research now focuses on how children 
and adolescents reason about (and act in) more complex, multifaceted situations. 
Before returning to consider the parents ’  perspectives on confl ict, I will offer two 
brief  examples of  the multifaceted nature of  social events from other areas of  
research on adolescence. 

 Psychologists have a long - standing interest in understanding why individuals 
include or exclude others from their social groups, particularly when this is done 
on the basis of  race or gender. Melanie Killen and her students at the University 
of  Maryland (as reviewed in Killen, Margie,  &  Sinno,  2006 ) have shown that evalu-
ations of  peer exclusion can involve moral notions of  fairness, conventional con-
cerns with group norms and effective group functioning, and concerns with 
autonomy, personal choice, and identity. All of  these different types of  concerns 
may be involved in making judgments about peer and intergroup exclusion. When 
situations of  peer exclusion are described in a straightforward way without any 
competing considerations, most children and adolescents view it as wrong to 
exclude others, and they do so on the basis of  moral concerns with fairness and 
rights. It is not seen as acceptable to exclude a peer from a school group on the 
basis of  race or gender. However, when different qualifi cations for group member-
ship are introduced, children coordinate and sometimes prioritize conventional 
over moral aspects of  the situations. For instance, when children are presented 
with stereotypal information that poses threats to group functioning (such as that 
boys or girls lack specifi c abilities, which might impede the group), early adoles-
cents are more likely than younger children to emphasize conventional concerns. 
They reason about effective group functioning and group processes. They are also 
more likely to recognize and coordinate moral and social conventional concerns 
rather than to focus on one set of  concerns or the other. 

 Stacey Horn  (2003)  also has demonstrated that adolescents treat exclusion from 
social groups as being multifaceted and as having moral and conventional com-
ponents. Adolescents who belong to high - status peer crowds like  “ cheerleaders, ”  
 “ jocks, ”  or  “ preppies ”  judge exclusion from peer groups as less wrong than do 
adolescents who either do not belong to a group or who belong to low - status high 
school peer groups like  “ dirties, ”   “ druggies, ”  or  “ gothics. ”  Therefore the moral 
aspects of  the situation, as well as the adolescents ’  position in the social hierarchy, 
infl uence the latter ’ s moral concepts of  fairness and equal treatment. 

 In a similar way, Stacey Horn and Larry Nucci  (2003)  have found that adoles-
cents have multifaceted evaluations of  homosexuality. They bring to bear both 
moral and social conventional concerns in their judgments. These researchers 
found that adolescents who held more negative attitudes towards homosexuality 
reasoned on the basis of  societal and religious conventions, norms, or rules. More 
positive attitudes towards gay and lesbian youth were based on moral concerns 
with fairness and rights. These were associated with evaluations that it is wrong 
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to tease, harass, or exclude others on the basis of  sexual orientation or gender 
nonconformity in school. However, all adolescents viewed excluding (but not 
teasing or harassing) as less wrong when the excluded individual was described as 
gay or lesbian than as heterosexual. Adolescents and young adults appear to dis-
tinguish between their personal beliefs about the permissibility of  homosexuality 
and their conceptions of  the fair treatment of  others. 

 As these examples demonstrate, individuals ’  reasoning about social events can 
involve concerns from different domains. Sometimes individuals view these dif-
ferent concerns as in confl ict with each other, and they vacillate between them. 
They may see different perspectives as having validity, and they may be unable 
to decide which one is right. At other times, though, individuals may coordinate 
the concerns, or subordinate one set of  them to another. As this suggests, individu-
als may have varying interpretations of  the social situations. Whereas one child 
may view peer exclusion as wrong on the basis of  moral concerns with fairness 
or equal treatment, another child may view the same act as acceptable on the 
basis of  social conventional concerns with group functioning. One or the other 
concern may be seen as carrying more weight in the situation, but the child also 
simply may not see the potential complexity of  the situation and the competing 
concerns that are involved. 

 As Cecilia Wainryb and her colleagues at the University of  Utah discuss in 
greater detail (Wainryb et al.,  2005 ), just because individuals arrive at different 
conclusions about right or wrong, we cannot infer from this that morality is rela-
tive. Moral relativism is the notion that moral claims are relative to social, cultural, 
historical, or personal circumstances rather than deriving from more objective and 
broadly generalizable moral truths. We have seen that children construct prescrip-
tive moral concepts out of  their social interactions. There may be some variation 
or subjectivity in children ’ s perception of  situations and in their interpretations of  
the relevant features of  those interactions, as well as in their understanding of  the 
way things are. Children may attend to different features of  the social situations 
and, to some extent, construct different realities. Their perspective, which may 
be informed by their individual circumstances, may lead to different construals or 
interpretations of  situations. For instance, as we just saw, Horn ’ s research shows 
that adolescents ’  position in the social hierarchy infl uences their judgments con-
cerning exclusion from peer groups. Likewise, several other studies have shown 
that children reason differently both about hypothetical and about real - life trans-
gressions, depending on their perspective on the situation (that is, on whether 
they are the victims or the perpetrators of  the transgressions). In a later chapter 
we will consider the relevance of  these notions for parenting.  

  Informational  a ssumptions 

 Individuals also may vary in their descriptive understanding of  the nature of  
reality. Many apparent cultural and ethnic differences are due to differences in 
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factual beliefs, or to what has been referred to as informational assumptions. Social 
domain researchers have proposed that informational assumptions need to be 
distinguished conceptually and empirically from moral evaluations (Turiel,  1983, 
2002 ; Wainryb,  1991 ; Wainryb  &  Turiel,  1993 ). The claim is that individuals con-
sistently take into account both moral and factual beliefs in making judgments. 
Differences in informational assumptions may lead to apparent differences in 
moral and social evaluations. Informational assumptions may bear on how indi-
viduals construe social practices and act on their own beliefs. For example, whether 
one considers corporal punishment to be morally reprehensible or not depends 
on whether one believes that this is an effi cacious or necessary way to teach chil-
dren about societal expectations. Different groups vary in these beliefs, which 
sometimes leads to deeply contested arguments about best practices for child 
rearing. 

 Informational assumptions come from many sources, including science and 
religion. Many of  our factual beliefs are taken for granted and rarely examined. 
But different groups within and across cultures may disagree in their informational 
assumptions. For instance, there are different religious beliefs about when a fetus 
becomes a person, different scientifi c theories about the causes of  HIV/AIDS, and 
different lay theories about effective child - rearing practices. Moreover, these 
beliefs can change, as when scientifi c knowledge advances. For instance, recent 
scientifi c advances have made some of  the theories of  HIV/AIDS transmission 
less credible. We are continually bombarded with new and confl icting scientifi c 
evidence  –  is drinking red wine benefi cial or harmful for health, does Vitamin C 
protect against colds, are childhood vaccinations a cause of  autism? When new 
scientifi c evidence comes to light or information becomes more widely dissemi-
nated or politicized, they may change the nature of  our understanding. For 
instance, when scientists confi rmed that exposure to cigarette smoking was 
harmful to others, cigarette smoking became not just a prudential issue of  health, 
but also a moral issue. Individuals began to recognize that smoking affects others ’  
welfare in the form of  passive smoking. 

 Informational assumptions account for some cultural differences. This is illus-
trated in the following lengthy example. Cultural anthropologist Richard Shweder 
and his colleagues (Shweder, Mahapatra,  &  Miller,  1987 ) conducted a cross -
 cultural study comparing the judgments of  middle - class and upper middle - class 
adults from Hyde Park, Chicago with those of  Brahman and Untouchable adults 
from the orthodox temple town of  Bhubanswar, India. Participants evaluated the 
perceived permissibility, alterability, relativity, and seriousness of  39 acts. Judg-
ments were considered conventional when participants rated the practice as both 
relative and alterable within one ’ s group, whereas practices that were evaluated 
as relative but unalterable were seen as  “ context - dependent moral obligations. ”  
Using these criteria, the researchers found a virtual absence of  conventional judg-
ments in India and a much lower percentage of  conventional judgments among 
par ticipants from their American sample than previous studies have reported. 
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 As Turiel, Killen, and Helwig  (1987)  noted, however, there were several prob-
lems with the methods of  the study, including the lack of  comparability of  the 
samples and the way conventionality was assessed. But, most importantly for the 
present argument, Turiel and his colleagues  (1987)  suggested that moral evalua-
tions and informational assumptions were not suffi ciently differentiated. That is, 
many of  the 39 practices studied by Shweder and his colleagues were events that 
involved assumptions about the natural order, and in particular about the afterlife. 
For example, one item revolved around a son eating chicken the day after his 
father ’ s death. This would appear to be a clearly conventional practice (and, as 
such, it was not considered a transgression by American participants). However, 
Indian participants evaluated this practice as involving moral obligations. Other 
ethnographic data showed that this was because Indian participants viewed this 
act as causing the father ’ s soul not to receive salvation. In fact, many of  the con-
ventional stimulus items included in the 1987 study of  Shweder and his colleagues 
referred to the existence of  nonobserved entities (like souls), which would experi-
ence harm if  certain earthly activities were performed (or not performed). On 
the basis of  a conceptual re - analysis of  the stimulus items, Turiel and his collea-
gues asserted that most of  the conventional items studied by Shweder and 
colleagues were either multidimensional events (domain mixtures or second -
 order moral transgressions) or moral items relying on various informational 
assumptions. The fi ndings demonstrate differences between Americans and 
Indians in their informational assumptions about what causes harm or who may 
suffer it. At the same time, the study demonstrates similarities among the Indians ’  
and the Americans ’  moral evaluations of  the idea that it is wrong to cause harm. 

 In a further study conducted in India, Madden  (1992)  addressed these criticisms 
by directly examining informational assumptions among a group of  priests from 
Bhubanswar, India (the same temple town where Shweder and colleagues 
conducted their research), as well as among local college students. He distin-
guished between prohibitions that were associated with religion and unobservable 
events in the afterlife and transgressions of  conventions that were not mediated 
by  “ unearthly ”  beliefs (for instance, a wife kissing her husband in public or a 
husband cooking dinner for his wife and friends). In contrast to Shweder and his 
colleagues, Madden found clear evidence of  conventional judgments in his study. 
Both the priests and the college students judged conventional transgressions to be 
less wrong than moral transgressions, more contingent on existing practices, more 
alterable, and more relative to cultural contexts, based as these were on conven-
tional reasons. Judgments regarding transgressions that pertained to unearthly 
beliefs associated with religion were more equivocal, at least among the priests. 
Priests judged both these and the moral transgressions to be wrong; but the trans-
gressions involving unearthly beliefs were seen as more contingent on existing 
practices, more alterable, and more culturally relative than the moral transgres-
sions. In contrast, students unequivocally responded to the belief - mediated events 
in conventional terms and distinguished them clearly from moral events. 
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 Priests also evaluated the transgressions on the basis of  informational assump-
tions opposite to their own (for example, on the basis of  the assumption that no 
harmful effects to souls would follow from earthly practices). Many of  the priests 
refused to entertain the alternative assumptions. But those who were willing to 
consider different informational assumptions shifted in their judgment of  the 
transgressions. When adopting different informational assumptions, they consid-
ered these transgressions to be acceptable. Therefore the results of  this study 
highlight the importance of  separating informational assumptions from moral and 
social judgments. They also demonstrate the heterogeneity of  social judgments, 
and they show that Indian culture cannot be characterized as lacking in a concept 
of  convention. 

 Cecilia Wainryb and her colleagues have convincingly demonstrated that infor-
mational assumptions infl uence our evaluations of  social practices. Wainryb and 
her colleagues (Turiel, Hildebrandt,  &  Wainryb,  1991 ; Wainryb,  1991, 1993 ; 
Wainryb  &  Turiel,  1993 ) found that individuals generally have similar moral 
beliefs about the wrongness of  infl icting harm on others. However, they may 
evaluate particular situations and different social practices in different ways, due 
to divergences in their informational assumptions. Individuals may disagree about 
what they believe to be true. Differences in factual beliefs informed moral evalu-
ations of  particular situations. Manipulating the informational assumptions led to 
changes in individuals ’  moral evaluations of  the acts. (I will elaborate on this 
notion in Chapter  10 .) 

 To summarize this lengthy theoretical interlude, social domain researchers 
propose that children ’ s social knowledge develops within three distinct domains: 
the moral, the conventional, and the psychological domain. Moral matters pertain 
to individuals ’  prescriptive understanding of  how they ought to behave towards 
others; such matters focus on reasoning about justice, welfare, and rights. Social 
conventions pertain to individuals ’  descriptive understanding of  the more arbi-
trary, agreed upon regularities and norms that structure social interactions in 
different contexts. Social conventions help to provide expectations about appropri-
ate behavior, in different social contexts and for individuals in different roles. Thus 
they facilitate the effective functioning of  social groups. Psychological issues, 
including personal issues, pertain to our understanding of  self  and others as psy-
chological systems. A great deal of  research has shown that, from early childhood 
on, children distinguish different rules, events, and transgressions along the differ-
ent dimensions (criteria) that are hypothesized to distinguish these domains. 
Moreover, children apply these different concepts in their reasoning about multi-
faceted situations. They weigh and coordinate different concerns in thinking about 
complex social issues. 

 We are now ready to return to a consideration of  the parents ’  reasoning 
about confl ict. Later we will see that these different ways of  thinking are relevant 
to the way in which adolescents and parents construe their relationships with each 
other.   
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  Parents ’  Perspectives on Confl ict, Interpreted 

  Social  c onventional  j ustifi cations for  c onfl icts 

 We saw earlier that confl icts occur over everyday, mundane issues of  family life. 
What are these confl icts  “ really ”  about? Social domain theory provides a way of  
understanding them, together with the types of  reasons that parents (and, as we 
shall see in the next chapter, adolescents) give for their expectations. The fi nding 
of  my studies show that parents justifi ed their perspectives on confl icts primarily 
by invoking social conventions. Parents raised a variety of  different conventional 
concerns. For instance, some of  them referred to family rules and parental author-
ity. We frequently heard refrains such as  “ if  he lives in our house, he has to follow 
our rules, ”  or  “ I ’ m the boss here. ”  Parents also staked out the boundaries of  their 
authority, which confl icted with their teenager children ’ s perception.  “ She says 
it ’ s  her  room but it ’ s not, it ’ s  my  house. ”  Sometimes these appeals to authority 
referenced a higher authority ( “ it ’ s against the law, ”  or  “ the Bible says so ” ). Or, 
as one mother said in reference to keeping a clean room,  “ [c]leanliness is next to 
Godliness, and that ’ s the way we were raised. ”  

 Parents also expressed conventional concerns with appropriate roles ( “ who do 
they think I am  –  the maid? ” ), the need for respect ( “ he needs to be more respect-
ful  –  he shouldn ’ t talk to his father like that ” ), and maintaining the effective func-
tioning of  the family social system. Both mothers and fathers talked about the 
family as a unit and about the need for adolescents to contribute to its functioning. 
Parents sometimes emphasized the need for different family members to coordi-
nate their efforts, so that each family member would know what was expected of  
him or her and the family could function effi ciently. For instance, in responding 
to a question about why it is important for her son to do his chores, Suzanne, the 
mother of  16 - year - old Henry, talks about her son ’ s responsibility to the family:

  Everybody has to do his or her part. I work. I come home. I ’ m tired. I can ’ t stand 
it when Henry doesn ’ t pick up. He walks in the door, drops his backpack and his 
jacket. Then he leaves a trail of  paper and books up the stairs. He needs to pick up. 
He has to do his part as a member of  the family and do his chores. Henry just doesn ’ t 
want to do it.   

 The parents ’  awareness of  the adolescents ’  increasing age and competence also 
contributed to their perception that these adolescents had responsibilities to fulfi ll. 
Agreements among family members were seen as facilitating social order and 
effi cient organization. 

 Parents also instantiated this concern in their comments about mess and social 
order. Such comments arose in particular in reference to doing chores around the 
house and around the state of  the adolescents ’  bedrooms. Mothers lamented:  “ It ’ s 
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such a mess. I don ’ t know how she can fi nd anything in there. ”  Parents had other 
types of  concerns as well. For instance, Lynn, the mother of  13 - year - old Abby, 
was worried about the others ’  negative reactions to Abby ’ s appearance. When 
asked what was wrong with the way Abby dressed, Lynn articulated several dif-
ferent themes.

  Well, it ’ s really provocative, for one thing. She says that ’ s the way everyone dresses, 
and that it isn ’ t my decision. But as long as I buy the clothes, it is my decision. She 
just wants to fi t in. But I ’ m afraid that other kids  –  especially the boys  –  will get the 
wrong idea. And I see other kids  –  they don ’ t all dress that way. But she tells me 
that I ’ m just old - fashioned and that if  she wore the clothes I pick out for her, all the 
other kids would laugh.   

 By describing her daughter ’ s clothes as provocative, Lynn implicitly referenced 
social norms and suggested that Abby is fl aunting existing standards. Moreover, 
Lynn noted that, despite Abby ’ s protestations, her clothing choices were not con-
sistent with mainstream norms or with Abby ’ s peer culture. Lynn also asserted 
that, because she was paying for the clothes, she had the legitimate authority to 
make the fi nal decision. 

 Concerns with fi rst impressions were often evident. When asked about a con-
fl ict about which clothes to wear, Anna provides the following response  –  fi rst 
from her own perspective and then from that of  her teen ’ s.

  I want him to look respectful, look presentable. I just want him to look good. 
Because he will have a better chance at people having fi rst impressions of  him. He 
wants to wear baggy clothes, baggy jeans, tennis shoes that aren ’ t tied up and just 
have that city gangster look that I don ’ t care for. He thinks it ’ s stylish. It ’ s the teen 
thing to do, and it ’ s not necessarily ethnic because it ’ s all of  the kids that look that 
way. Black and White. But I don ’ t care for it.   

 Parents also expressed the need for social conformity. Not to conform to social 
expectations was seen as having potentially negative consequences. This problem 
arose particularly in regard to adolescents ’  appearances. For instance, parents were 
concerned with the potential for embarrassment stored in their adolescent ’ s 
behavior or appearance, and with the inaccurate or inappropriate attributions that 
others might make about their child (as was the case with Anna and Lynn, quoted 
previously, both of  whom worried, for different reasons, that others might get the 
wrong idea). Parents also perceived the potential social costs, possibly to their 
own reputation ( “ What would Aunt Minnie think of  us if  she saw your room 
looking way? ” ;  “ Do you want to give your Grandma a heart attack? ” ). They 
worried even about the teenagers ’  peer groups and wondered whether their off-
spring ’ s behavior would lead them to be ostracized or ridiculed by their peers. 

 As these examples suggest, parents articulated a number of  different social 
conventional concerns with norms, authority, social order, social nonconformity, 
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and social organization. Indeed, among my middle - class, primarily European 
American, families, appeals to social conventions were the modal response of  
mothers and fathers and accounted for, or justifi ed, 50% of  their disputes. The 
parents ’  appeals to social conventions refl ected their efforts to maintain social 
order, promote social interaction, and enforce cultural norms and more idiosyn-
cratic family rules and expectations. Their demands refl ected the aim of  helping 
adolescents acquire the psychological and social competencies required by society 
in order for people to lead productive lives. In other words, parents ’  appeals to 
social conventions serve a socializing function in adolescent development. They 
help to facilitate the adolescents ’  effective participation in family and society.  

  Moral  j ustifi cations 

 But parents ’  reasoning about confl icts is not entirely social conventional. Parents 
expressed a variety of  other concerns. They also reasoned morally about everyday 
confl icts, although these responses were relatively infrequent and accounted for 
only 15% of  the parents ’  responses in the study of  European American two - parent 
families (very similar fi ndings were obtained in other studies as well). The parents ’  
moral reasoning about confl icts refl ected their attempts to facilitate interpersonal 
relationships and to work out differences within them. Parents reasoned morally 
about confl icts primarily when they were drawn in as a third party in the adoles-
cents ’  moral disputes with their siblings and, occasionally, with friends. Parents 
were asked to referee and resolve confl icts. Therefore most of  the confl icts that 
elicited moral reasoning from parents focused on their concerns that one sibling 
would physically harm another sibling, that teasing should stop because some-
one ’ s feelings were getting hurt, or that siblings were not sharing resources in an 
equitable way.  

  Prudential and  p ragmatic  j ustifi cations 

 Nearly a quarter of  the parents ’  justifi cations for confl icts were prudential or 
pragmatic and pertaining to practical needs or consequences (prudential and prag-
matic justifi cations were not differentiated in this study). Parents offered pruden-
tial arguments particularly when they had disputes with their adolescents over 
going to bed late or over the latter ’ s choice of  activities. When discussing bed-
times, parents were concerned about issues like tiredness ( “ He ’ ll be tired tomor-
row in school, and he needs to get his sleep ” ). In the course of  discussing the 
choice of  activities and of  regulating the adolescents ’  behavior, worries about their 
health or safety frequently arose. For example Monica, the 36 - year - old mother of  
Gabriel, elaborated on the theme of  her concerns regarding Gabriel ’ s health in 
relation to his choice of  activities and to his manner of  spending his free time.
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     MONICA :   Well, it is that he likes to play the PlayStation. And the house could 
blow up around him and he could be into the PlayStation, and 
I try to get him to do some variety. I mean, there ’ s time like  –  
it ’ s summertime. It ’ s time [to] go out and enjoy the sun. Don ’ t 
be cooped up in the house. If  it ’ s raining or something, then fi ne, 
come in. But just not for eight hours try to sit in front of  a video 
game or TV. Do something different. I think video games are 
probably bad on his eyes. And TV doesn ’ t always have the best 
things for the kids. Although at his age, they ’ re watching a lot 
more risqu é  stuff  that ’ s right on TV. But just variety. 

  INTERVIEWER :   In this situation, what does Gabriel want to do? 
  MONICA :   Just leave him alone and let him do what he wants to do. He doesn ’ t 

see that it ’ s hurting him in any way.     

 As this example suggests, parents sometimes viewed as harmful behaviors that 
their adolescents did not. 

 Parents typically framed in prudential terms their concerns about lack of  super-
vision and about knowing where their teens were. This is illustrated in the fol-
lowing example provided by Barbara, the mother of  14 - year - old Tanya:

  Again, it ’ s the age thing. I think 14 is just too young to turn them loose right now 
 …  I know what happens [when kids are unsupervised] …  I talk to students and work 
with students in her age group, and some kids say they don ’ t have a curfew or that 
they can go and hang out and come home, and their parents don ’ t know where 
they are. I can ’ t imagine that. It ’ s not safe.   

 Overall, there were very few differences between the mothers ’  and the fathers ’  
reasoning about confl icts. Fathers, however, were more concerned than mothers 
with the prudential aspects of  regulating their adolescents ’  activities and behav-
iors. In contrast, parents typically justifi ed the need to get homework done and 
to do well in school by appeal to pragmatic considerations. Parents ’  pragmatic 
justifi cations focused on practical needs and consequences, such as the need to do 
well academically in order to ensure future success in life.   

  Summary and Conclusions 

 To discover the meaning of  confl icts to different family members, we examined 
mothers, fathers, and adolescents ’  justifi cations, or their reasoning about their 
disputes. 

 This analysis was informed by a large body of  psychological and developmental 
theorizing and research from the framework of  social domain theory. A central 
claim of  social domain theory is that individuals attempt to make sense of  their 
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social world and construct meaning from their social interactions. Social domain 
theory calls attention to the types of  rules and expectations children are asked to 
follow, as well as to the areas that individuals see as extending beyond legitimate 
social regulation. More specifi cally, children distinguish between different forms 
of  social regulation  –  including social conventions (the arbitrary, agreed upon rules 
and norms that structure social interactions in different contexts)  –  and moral 
issues (prescriptive judgments about how individuals ought to behave). Moral and 
conventional concepts are also distinguished from psychological concepts  –  which 
include personal issues (these will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter  5 ) and 
prudential issues (these pertain to individuals ’  safety, comfort, and health). 

 Using this framework, we saw that European American parents brought differ-
ent social concepts to bear on their reasoning about their everyday disputes with 
their adolescents. Most frequently, parents treated confl icts as issues of  social 
convention, but they also formulated moral, psychological, prudential, and prag-
matic concerns. Social conventional claims were varied and included concerns 
with social order, authority, social coordination, the consequences of  social non-
conformity, and the need for respect and politeness. Although parents offered 
diverse reasons, these were seen as sharing a common underlying theme. The 
claim is that parents ’  appeals to social conventions refl ect parents ’  attempts to 
socialize their adolescent children into the norms and standards of  their families 
and of  the broader society. Although they occurred less frequently, parents ’  
appeals to prudence focused on keeping adolescents healthy and safe, and their 
pragmatic reasons focused on practical advice and on concerns designed to ensure 
future success. 

 So far, the focus has been on the parents ’  perspectives. Therefore the picture 
is incomplete. Do adolescents agree with their parents ’  perspectives on disputes? 
We must listen to adolescents ’  voices to fi nd this out. Adolescents ’  characteristic 
responses to interviews about confl ict are considered in the next chapter.         



  5 

Adolescents ’  Voices 
 Autonomy and the Personal Domain     

     Kelly, an attractive 17 - year - old, enters my university lab with her mother and 
father to participate in interviews. She clearly has a comfortable relationship with 
her parents. They talk and joke as they wait for their interviews to begin. After 
moving into separate interview cubicles, the interviewer asks Kelly about the disa-
greements she has with her parents. Despite the obvious warmth in her relation-
ship with her parents, Kelly quickly brings up several areas of  disagreement. A 
major issue for Kelly is the way she keeps her room. In response to the inter-
viewer ’ s probing regarding her messy room, she elaborates:

     KELLY :   It ’ s my room and it ’ s how I do things. 
  INTERVIEWER :   When your parents complain, what do you want to do? 
  KELLY :   In my room, I ’ m comfortable when it ’ s messy. It ’ s my space. My 

parents would like it to be neat and tidy like the rest of  the 
house, which I can appreciate, but my room is my own. It ’ s my 
space, so I should be able to keep it the way I want to. 

  INTERVIEWER :   What do your parents want you to do? 
  KELLY :   Clean it up. Most people think that it ’ s better to be neat than messy. 

It gives a better outward appearance. You know, if  I came to 
school with my hair still the same way it was when I got up, 
that gives a certain image [ … ] Nobody really sees my room 
except my good friends, and they don ’ t care. They know me 
anyway, so I don ’ t mind.     

 Kelly views her room as her private space. Kelly is not unlike many teens. She 
clearly understands that some actions, like whether her hair is messy, might lead 
others to make negative judgments about her. But she distinguishes between the 
type of  public actions that might lead to negative appraisals of  her and her room, 
which she views as her private space. 

Adolescents, Families, and Social Development: How Teens Construct Their Worlds. Judith G. Smetana
© 2011 Judith G. Smetana
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 The state of  teenagers ’  rooms came up often in interviews. In this context, 
European American teenagers almost always expressed the view that the room 
was their territory, that its appearance or condition was their personal choice or 
an expression of  their identity, that the issue is trivial or inconsequential, and that 
it should not matter to parents. These ideas were typically described as being in 
opposition to the parents ’  conventional concerns with social order and conformity 
to standards, or to the parents ’  prudential concerns with health and cleanliness. 

 But the bedroom was not the only battleground where teenagers expressed 
desires for personal choice. Steven, a 10th - grade boy, argues that doing chores is 
his business. In his case, he means this quite literally, because he has his own busi-
ness cutting lawns for his neighbors during the summer. Although he recognizes 
the need for chores to be done, he views his parents ’  expectations about when to 
cut the lawn as arbitrary. When asked why he should be able to cut the lawn when 
he decides rather than on his parents ’  schedule, he asserts that he should be able 
to choose when and how to do the chores.

  It was my business and I was in charge of  all these lawns, and they were saying, 
 “ Well, we want you to do them now [ … ] ”  I feel that if  I am the one who has to cut 
it, I should do it when I have the time and when I want to do it, not when they 
want me to do it. If  they want it done today, they can do it today, I am going to do 
it Friday or sometime [ … ] I might have other plans or just feel like relaxing that 
day, and since I am planning to do it at a certain time that isn ’ t too far away, I don ’ t 
see why that is not acceptable.   

 Teenagers, and especially older teenagers, asserted strongly that the issues were 
theirs to decide or control. Decisions that were appropriate for parents to make 
for younger children were no longer parental prerogatives. For example, as teen-
agers grew older, they asserted that they should be able to decide when to go to 
bed, even though they understood and agreed that parents may have legitimate 
concerns about whether they might feel tired the next day. When questioned 
about a confl ict over bedtime, Becky, a 17 - year - old, states this clearly.

  Bedtime is sticky. I think that at 17, they shouldn ’ t be telling me what time to go 
to bed. I sort of  pretty much know that if  I don ’ t go to be bed by 10 pm I ’ ll be tired. 
But whether or not I can or choose to go to bed at 10:00, it ’ s my concern now. They 
don ’ t agree [ … ] If  I ’ m not in bed by 10:00, there ’ s a reason for it [ … ] If  I have home-
work. If  I ’ ve had a hard day, and I ’ m watching a good movie [ … ] [My mother] wants 
me to go to bed early, so that I ’ m not tired in school the next day. Her reason is 
valid. But I think at 17, I should be the one to decide. I mean it should be my fi nal 
decision.   

 Some teenagers viewed confl icts as happening over unimportant issues. For 
instance Jodi, a 14 - year - old girl, discusses a confl ict she has with her father about 
how she spends her money. She is preoccupied with looking good and keeping 
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up with fashion, but she also believes that how she spends her money is inconse-
quential. Therefore her spending decisions should be her own choice.

  I usually like to spend it [money] all at one time, and my dad wants me to save it 
because I ’ m not getting any more until spring. I like to keep up with the fashions, 
stuff  like that. And it doesn ’ t hurt anybody if  I have nice clothes or anything. It 
doesn ’ t hurt anyone, and it ’ s important to me to look ok [ … ] [My father] wants me 
to save it until I can [ … ] until I fi nd some really good deals, and I can save some 
money, stuff  like that.   

 As in the previous interviews, Jodi draws a line between issues that cause harm 
to others and those that do not. She views how she spends her money as not 
harming anyone else. Therefore she sees it as being under her control. It advances 
her goal of  keeping up with styles and being fashionable. 

 Adolescents also asserted that making personal choices allowed them to 
demonstrate their style or individuality. Again, these issues were seen as largely 
inconsequential and simply a matter of  personal taste. Rick, a 17 - year - old boy, 
discusses his decision to get an earring (he was interviewed well before earrings 
and piercings became common among males).

  When I fi rst got it done, my dad was upset that his son wears an earring [ … ] I just 
like it, I think it ’ s kind of  cool. I like it [ … ] I think they [parents] are just conserva-
tive. Boys or men don ’ t wear earrings. It looks weird. But I think it ’ s kind of  nice 
 …  Whether I wear an earring or not, it doesn ’ t matter. If  I like it, fi ne. If  people like 
plaid, they can wear plaid. You know, it ’ s the same thing for me as them. I think 
there ’ s a certain style about it. I like the style.   

 Other teens focused on the need for privacy. Roberta, a 13 - year - old, describes a 
confl ict she has with her mother about talking on the phone. She asserts that 
talking on the phone is a personal preference, and she does not see any harm in 
her actions. She also wants more privacy:

  I want to talk [on the phone] longer, and usually I want it in private, too. You know, 
I don ’ t like a lot of  people around me when I ’ m talking [ … ] [My mother] doesn ’ t 
want me to talk as much [ … ] [because] I could be doing homework. But I 
think she ’ s wrong  …  I mean, what ’ s so wrong about talking on the phone for an 
hour or so? There ’ s nothing really wrong with that. I don ’ t think she has the right 
to be mad.   

 This theme of  privacy emerged in many of  the interviews. Some teenagers talked 
about the need for personal space. They viewed their room as offering a physical 
haven for privacy. Fourteen - year - old Jessica offers a more dramatic example of  
privacy needs:
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     JESSICA :   Well, she denies it [snooping around], but if  she fi nds a bad test 
grade, or she fi nds notes that I ’ ve written, or that my friend ’ s 
written back, and I see my desk drawer all cleaned out and I 
know that she did it, I just get really mad about it. I don ’ t know 
why, it just bugs me really much, that I just get out of  control 
and I really mess up my whole room. 

  INTERVIEWER :   You ’ ve told her not to snoop around? 
  JESSICA :   Yes. Not to touch my stuff. Because it ’ s my private stuff, she ’ s got 

no business there, and I don ’ t go in her room and snoop around.     

 Jessica goes on to talk about privacy in reference to another confl ict, about whether 
she discloses information about her activities to her parents.

  I don ’ t want to tell them things because I think it ’ s none of  their business, and I 
could talk to a more understanding person, like a friend, and I would just [ … ] I ’ ll 
still get in a lot of  trouble, when they fi nd out about it, they ’ d get mad that I didn ’ t 
tell them [ … ] Because it ’ s none of  their business, and they don ’ t understand and 
they ’ ll just get mad, so I just save a lot of  trouble.   

 This issue of  keeping information private, which emerged in the context of  talking 
about confl icts, is an important one for adolescent development and is explored 
in more detail in Chapter  11  and in Chapter  12 . But it is interesting to note that 
the essence of  this confl ict for Jessica was that she should be able to keep things 
private. Her mother ’ s attempts at  “ snooping around ”  and fi nding out what is 
going on are seen as unwanted intrusions into her personal space. 

 These examples, which are highly representative of  the responses we obtained, 
suggest that European American middle - class adolescents frequently framed their 
arguments in terms of  personal preferences and choices. Adolescents claimed that 
the issues causing confl ict were unimportant or inconsequential ( “ it doesn ’ t 
matter, ”   “ it ’ s no big deal ” ), that their behavior was acceptable or permissible ( “ it ’ s 
okay, ” ), that their choices were a refl ection of  their identity and individuality or 
an aspect of  their personal expression ( “ it ’ s part of  who I am ” ), or that the issues 
were personal choices. The constant refrain emerging from these interviews was 
 “ it ’ s my choice, ”   “ it ’ s my decision, ”   “ it ’ s up to me. ”  

 One interpretation of  these fi ndings is that they refl ect the selfi shness or ego-
centrism of  American youth. As we saw in Chapter  1 , this is an argument that is 
made frequently  –  and not just about contemporary American youth. But another 
interpretation is that adolescents ’  responses refl ect legitimate concerns with per-
sonal expression and choice. In the last chapter I described the basics of  social 
domain theory, and I claimed that concepts of  social convention and morality (as 
well as prudential concerns) belong to distinct types of  social knowledge. As the 
foregoing examples suggest, adolescents ’  reasoning about their confl icts with 
parents does not fi t these categories. Instead, a central theme that emerged from 
the responses was one of  boundaries: where to draw the line between issues 
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parents legitimately could or should control and adolescents ’  personal prefer-
ences. Adolescents ’  responses indicated that, in their view, some confl icts arise 
because parents want to regulate issues that teenagers believe should be under 
their control. Rather than demonstrating a selfi sh or egocentric orientation, these 
responses relate to personal choice and personal jurisdiction and can be seen as 
falling within the psychological domain. As I argue in the following section, 
concerns with personal choice and freedoms refl ect an important aspect of  psy-
chological knowledge and are distinct from both moral and social conventional 
considerations.  

  The Personal  a s a Distinct Domain of Social Knowledge 

 Larry Nucci has written extensively on the subject of  children ’ s reasoning about 
personal issues. (From here on, I will adopt the shorthand of  referring to personal 
issues as the personal domain; but keep in mind that these issues are one aspect 
of  children ’ s developing psychological knowledge. Prudential issues, which pertain 
to the self, are also part of  this domain.) Nucci  (1981, 1996, 2001, 2008)  has defi ned 
personal issues as comprising the private aspects of  one ’ s life. Personal issues are 
seen as lying beyond the realm of  legitimate societal regulation and moral concern, 
because they pertain to privacy (for instance, the content of  one ’ s diaries or jour-
nals), control over one ’ s body, and certain preferences and choices. Among 
American children, choices regarding friends, hairstyles, clothes, and leisure time 
activities usually are treated as personal issues. The personal domain is not simply 
what is left over  –  what is unregulated or not seen as conventional in different 
contexts. Rather, it includes issues that are actively negotiated and claimed to be 
personal. 

 For example, in her autobiography,  Red azalea  (1994), Anchee Min describes 
her experiences as she grew up under the last years of  Mao ’ s rule in China. Born 
in Shanghai, she was sent, at the age of  17, to work at a labor collective as a 
member of  the Red Guards. Her life there was heavily regulated. She was forbid-
den to speak out, to dress as she chose, to have contact with men, or to write to 
friends and family. Min writes admiringly of  another young woman, Little Green:

  She was daring. Dared to decorate her beauty. She tied her braids with colorful 
strings while the rest of  us tied our braids with brown rubber bands. Her femininity 
mocked us. I watched and sensed the danger in boldness. I used to be a head of  the 
Red Guards. I knew the rules. I knew the difference between right and wrong. I 
watched Little Green. Her beauty. I wanted to tie my braids with colorful strings 
every day. But I did not have the guts to show contempt for the rules [ … ] We tied 
on brown rubber bands. The color of  mud, of  pig shit, of  our minds. Because we 
believed that a true Communist should not care about the way she looked [ … ] Little 
Green never argued with anyone. She did not care what we said. She smiled at 
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herself  [ … ] She smiled, from the heart, at herself, at her colorful string, and was 
satisfi ed. (Min,  1994 , pp. 51 – 52)   

 In this example, Little Green defi es the social conventional expectations and 
makes her appearance a matter of  personal expression. Min goes on to describe 
how Little Green  “ used remnants of  fabric to make pretty underwear, fi nely 
embroidered with fl owers, leaves, and birds ”  (p. 52). This example suggests that 
Little Green ’ s rebellion, conducted both in private (her embroidered underwear) 
and in front of  others (the strings on her braids), refl ected her attempts to establish 
herself  as a separate and unique individual. 

 Indeed, claims to personal choice and personal prerogatives are important in 
asserting one ’ s sense of  agency. They serve to enhance awareness of  oneself  as an 
initiator of  action, as well as one ’ s sense of  the self  as a separate, unique, and 
bounded individual. Philosophers and psychologists have struggled with the 
problem of  describing and defi ning the subjective sense of   “ self  ”  and of   “ agency. ”  
The pioneering American psychologist William James  (1899)  distinguished 
between what he referred to as the  “ I - self, ”  or the actor as knower, and the  “ Me -
 self, ”  or the actor as object of  one ’ s knowledge. In James ’ s description, awareness 
of  the  “ I ”  extends over the aspect the self  that organizes and interprets experience. 
This includes the perception of  continuity, in other words the perception that one 
is fundamentally the same person over time. It also includes awareness of  agency 
and the sense that individuals have ownership over their thoughts and feelings. 
Finally, the  “ I - self  ”  also includes the feeling that the self  is a stable, coherent, and 
bounded entity and the realization that individuals are distinct from each other. 
Appeals to personal choice and control are ways of  instantiating these different 
aspects of  the self. Claims to personal choice provide opportunities for asserting 
agency. They also provide a means of  self - expression, of  developing an identity, 
and of  expressing needs for privacy. This view of  the personal domain is also 
consistent with the writings of  other theorists from a variety of  different perspec-
tives, who have pondered about how to describe the self  in psychological terms 
(Baldwin,  1906 ; Damon  &  Hart,  1988 ; Erikson,  1968 ; Kohut,  1978 ; Mahler,  1979 ; 
Selman,  1980 ). Most of  these theorists assert that there is a close connection 
between personal autonomy and the formation of  the individual. 

 Cultural anthropologists and psychologists, too, are much concerned with how 
individuals defi ne the self  and perceive personhood in different cultures. Cultural 
anthropologists have demonstrated that there are variations in how personhood 
is defi ned across cultures (Geertz,  1975 ; Markus  &  Kitayama,  1991 ; Shweder  &  
Bourne,  1984 ). At the same time, though, anthropologists generally agree 
that notions of  self  and personhood are basic human concepts (Damon  &  Hart, 
 1988 ; Geertz,  1975 ; LeVine  &  White,  1986 ). As will be discussed in more detail 
in the following chapter, the boundaries of  the personal domain may vary in 
different cultures  –  in particular how broadly it is defi ned and what is considered 
to be under the individual ’ s personal jurisdiction. For instance, Anchee Min ’ s 
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description of  life in a Chinese farm collective shows how many issues like wearing 
hair ribbons and how many decisions about whom to associate with and when 
became highly politicized conventional issues rather than being personal choices. 
In this case, the boundaries of  the conventional domain include issues that, in 
other contexts, might be considered to be personal. Min also describes in great 
detail the aversive psychological consequences these restrictions had for individu-
als. Later, in Chapter  10 , we will see that research has confi rmed Min ’ s observation 
that too much control of  the personal domain can have negative consequences 
for individuals ’  mental health. Although there are cultural variations in the content 
and extent of  the personal domain, all cultures treat some issues as fundamentally 
within the boundaries of  the self  and of  personal agency. Nucci has asserted that 
creating an arena of  personal freedom, with its concepts of  personal control, is 
necessary for the establishment of  the psychological self. 

 Although disputes over personal jurisdiction may take on new meanings and 
an increasing intensity during adolescence, appeals to personal choice are not 
solely a phenomenon of  adolescence. Personal concepts emerge in early child-
hood. Psychological research demonstrates that, by 3 years of  age, children iden-
tify a set of  issues as being under their personal jurisdiction. They distinguish 
personal from moral and conventional issues. With age, preschool children 
increasingly categorize personal issues (both at home and in school) as being up 
to the individual to decide rather than as acts that are right or wrong. They also 
explain or justify their responses with claims that personal issues are personal 
matters, that they should be the actor ’ s own business, or that the acts only 
affect the individual (Ardila - Rey  &  Killen,  2001 ; Killen  &  Smetana,  1999 ; Nucci, 
 1981 ; Nucci  &  Weber,  1995 ; Yau  &  Smetana,  2003b ; Yau, Smetana,  &  Metzger, 
 2009 ). 

 There is compelling evidence that young children carve out a personal 
domain that involves their active claims to autonomy, choice, and control. Kristin 
Lagatutta, Larry Nucci, and Sandra Bosacki  (2010)  asked 4 - , 5 - , and 7 - year - olds to 
evaluate stories describing an actor who wanted to do something that confl icted 
with parents ’  rules. The behaviors in question were personal matters and per-
tained to friend, activity, and clothing choices. For comparison purposes, the re-
searchers also asked the children to evaluate a moral situation. With age, young 
children were increasingly likely to judge that the characters in the story would 
comply with moral rules and would feel good about doing so. But this was not 
the case for rules intruding on their personal domain. When asked to predict what 
the imaginary children would do about these situations, children in all three age 
groups typically said that the characters would disobey the rules and would feel 
good about their noncompliance. 

 Young children ’ s understanding of  personal issues is limited in some respects, 
however. In conformity with what is known about young children ’ s developing 
theory of  mind, most preschool children do not view it as permissible to have 
different perspectives on disagreements pertaining to personal taste. In a recent 
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study, Cecilia Wainryb and her colleagues at the University of  Utah (Wainryb 
et al.,  2004 ) asked preschoolers whether individuals could have different beliefs 
about whether chocolate ice cream is yucky or yummy. Only a minority of  
preschoolers believed that two confl icting beliefs about personal tastes could be 
right. Young children (5 - year - olds) did not understand that some individuals could 
believe that chocolate ice cream tastes yucky, whereas others might believe that 
it is yummy. Most children asserted that only one view (that chocolate ice cream 
is yummy) could possibly be correct. Seven -  and 9 - year - olds, though, clearly 
understood that individuals could vary in their preferences. In contrast, children 
across a broad age range rejected the notion that there is more than one right 
belief  about moral and factual matters. 

 Like moral, conventional, and prudential concepts, personal concepts develop 
through social interaction. Children ’ s experiences, communications, and negotia-
tions with adults about preferences and choices are particularly important for 
their development. An observational study of  American, middle - class, suburban 
mothers ’  negotiations with their 3 - year -  and 4 - year - old children over personal 
issues in the home demonstrates this. Larry Nucci and Elsa Weber  (1995)  observed 
children ’ s interactions with mothers around four periods of  activity during the 
day. These started with early mornings, when children woke up, dressed, and had 
breakfast. The four periods also included a free play period during the day, when 
children played either with a sibling or with a friend. Next, children were observed 
during late afternoons, which typically included dinnertime, and at bedtime, 
which included bath time. Each child was observed during all four periods over 
several days. By making observations at these different times, the observers were 
able to capture a variety of  different types of  interactions. 

 The researchers found that personal interactions differed qualitatively from 
parent – child interactions around moral or conventional events. Mothers ’  responses 
to personal issues involved tacit forms of  communication, including negotiation 
and opportunities for children to make choices. For instance, in discussing what 
clothes to wear to preschool, mothers implicitly offered their children choices. 
They made statements such as:  “ Which sweater do you want to wear  –  the red 
one or the yellow one? ”  These statements communicated to their children that 
they were able to make choices about certain issues. To a lesser extent, mothers 
also said such things as  “ That ’ s up to you ”  or  “ That ’ s your business. ”  Mothers did 
not explicitly label these events as personal matters. Children were left to interpret 
this from mothers ’  communications. 

 This contrasted with interactions regarding moral and conventional events, 
which never entailed negotiation. (It is hard to imagine a mother saying:  “ Would 
you rather tease or hit your brother? ” ) Mothers ’  statements regarding moral 
events were direct and explicit. By assuming control over the moral and conven-
tional issues, mothers conveyed that these are events that require children to adapt 
to social expectations and meanings. In contrast, by allowing negotiation 
and implicitly providing choices regarding personal issues, mothers conveyed the 
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tacit message that these are issues that the child could control. Mothers responded 
differently to personal events and recognized the need to grant children some 
personal discretion. 

 Importantly, however, Nucci and Weber  (1995)  noted that children did not just 
accept the adults ’  tacit social messages about what is personal. They actively 
negotiated with and challenged their mothers so as to gain more control and assert 
their perspectives on the issues involved. Again, this was in contrast with what 
happened with moral issues, where children rarely challenged their mothers. The 
limits of  moral and social regulation, and hence the issues that should be under 
the individual ’ s control, are actively negotiated and claimed. Mothers and their 
young children also had confl icts over personal issues. These refl ected ongoing 
negotiations over how to draw the boundaries between what was personal and 
what was expected or regulated within a particular family (or in society, as the 
example from Anchee Min ’ s autobiography suggests). 

 Melanie Killen and I (Killen  &  Smetana,  1999 ) conducted a similar observational 
study in preschool classrooms  –  one that also included interviews with teachers 
and young children. We conducted extensive observations in 20 preschool class-
rooms, half  of  them with 3 - year - olds and the other half  with 4 - year - olds. We found 
somewhat similar patterns to those observed by Nucci and Weber. Teachers 
encouraged young children ’ s autonomy by offering choices regarding food, activi-
ties, and participation in story time. As Nucci and Weber found in the homes, 
teachers were more indirect in their interactions regarding personal events than 
in those regarding moral and social conventional ones. Unlike mothers at home, 
teachers did not always support children ’ s choices. They never negotiated with 
them over personal issues in the classroom. This is because teachers have many 
other goals besides fostering children ’ s autonomy. They are also concerned with 
facilitating children ’ s learning, maintaining social order, and promoting group 
activities and norms. Teachers may prioritize these other goals at the expense of  
fostering children ’ s autonomy. 

 We also conducted interviews with the same 3 - year -  and 4 - year - olds who were 
observed in the classrooms, as well as with an additional group of  5 - year - olds. 
Children were interviewed about hypothetical situations where personal issues 
confl icted with teachers ’  directions. These hypothetical examples, including what 
to wear, what to eat at lunch, and what activities to choose during free time, were 
drawn from our observations. For instance, in one hypothetical scenario, the child 
wanted to draw pictures, but the teacher directed the child to play with blocks. 
Young children ’ s understanding of  personal discretion and choices in the class-
room differed according to age. Less than half  of  the 3 - year -  and 4 - year - olds 
thought that children, not teachers, should make choices about personal issues in 
the classroom. However, the majority of  5 - year - olds viewed these decisions as 
legitimately made by the child. Likewise, when asked to give reasons for their 
evaluations, 5 - year - olds gave more personal justifi cations than younger children 
did. Three - year -  and 4 - year - olds judged that children should be able to decide, but 
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most children were not able to articulate a reason why. In contrast, the 5 - year - olds 
were very explicit in their assertion of  choices and prerogatives. The following 
example is from an interview with a 5 - year - old as described in Nucci, Killen, and 
Smetana ( 1996 , p. 19).

     INTERVIEWER    [teacher wants Jenny to wear her red sweater, and Jenny wants to 
wear the yellow one]: Should Jenny wear the red sweater? 

  CHILD :   She should wear the yellow sweater because she knows what to 
wear and what is right. 

  INTERVIEWER :   Who should decide what Jenny should wear outside, Jenny or the 
teacher? 

  CHILD :   Jenny, because Jenny is the boss of  herself. 
  INTERVIEWER :   If  the teacher didn ’ t tell Jenny to wear her red one, would it be all 

right for her to wear the one that she wants to? 
  CHILD :   Yes, because she ’ s the boss of  her own self.     

 We found similar responses to the other stories. By age 5, American middle - class 
children construct stable conceptions of  the personal domain in different con-
texts, including home and preschool. They identify a set of  actions (pertaining 
primarily to choices about food, clothes, and activities) as falling within the realm 
of  their personal choice. Their justifi cations for their choices are based on personal 
prerogatives. 

 These fi ndings accord well with other observations of  early childhood develop-
ment. Scholars from different theoretical traditions, including neo - psychoanalytic 
theorists like Erik Erikson  (1968) , Margaret Mahler  (1979) , and Renee Spitz  (1957) , 
as well as researchers from constructivist perspectives (Damon  &  Hart,  1988 ), 
have viewed autonomy as a central issue of  early childhood, when important 
distinctions between self  and others are made. During the second half  of  the 
second year of  life, children demonstrate a growing capability for self - assertion. 
Most parents are very familiar with children ’ s developing ability to say  “ no. ”  Much 
to parents ’  chagrin, this is often one of  the fi rst words that children use, typically 
loudly and with great frequency. Indeed, saying  “ no ”  has become the hallmark 
of  what many refer to as the  “ terrible twos. ”  The terrible twos are so named 
because children often assert their own wishes, even when these confl ict with 
parents ’  desires. Children may  “ test the limits ”  by choosing not to comply 
with parents. They actively disobey parents ’  requests and assert their own will. 
Many scholars claim that this early assertion of  will represents an early attempt 
to establish control over the self. Children are not simply being disobedient. They 
are individuating and establishing independence (which may be of  small comfort 
to parents in dealing with this behavior). 

 There are, however, different and distinct forms of  early childhood self - 
assertion. Some are healthy and refl ect the child ’ s developing social competence 
and autonomy; others are not. The more usual forms of  negative responses 
that parents typically encounter, such as saying  “ no ”  to mothers ’  directions or 



76 Adolescents’ Voices

requests, represent healthy forms of  self - assertion. These have been contrasted 
with defi ance. Defi ance involves strong resistance and a great deal of  anger and 
aggression in response to mothers ’  requests. It may also include engaging in 
behaviors that are directly contrary to what mothers want, or responding to 
mothers ’  demands by  “ upping the ante ”  and intensifying the original misbehavior. 
In one study, Susan Crockenberg and Cindy Litman  (1990)  found that 2 - year - olds 
who were able to assert themselves in a healthy way had well - developed negotia-
tion skills, positive communication, and competent social behavior, and their 
mothers parented them by using guidance and directives. On the other hand, 
defi ance may signal more problematic social development. Crockenberg and 
Litman found that defi ance was associated with a distinctive pattern of  practices 
that included highly controlling and power - assertive parenting and the use of  
threats, criticism, and anger in disciplining children. 

  Parents ’   b eliefs  a bout the  p ersonal  d omain 

 Parents of  young children do believe that it is important for children to develop 
autonomy and personal choice. They support and facilitate their emergence. But 
they are also concerned with obedience and conformity to social norms, as well 
as with children ’ s developing kindness and caring towards others. In other words, 
parents have a differentiated worldview, which includes these different kinds of  
concerns. Longitudinal studies of  parents ’  rules for their infants and toddlers 
show that European American mothers are primarily concerned with communi-
cating rules regarding their toddlers ’  safety, avoidance of  damage to their prop-
erty, and delay (that is, the inhibition of  impulses; Gralinski  &  Kopp,  1993 ; 
Smetana, Kochanska,  &  Chuang,  2000 ). Mothers make few requests regarding 
personal issues, like choice of  clothes, food, and playmates, because they do not 
view such requests as developmentally appropriate. Parents naturally constrain 
the choices of  very young children. As their network of  rules expands during the 
child ’ s second year of  life, mothers increasingly regulate personal issues, out of  
concern for their child ’ s health, comfort, or safety, and  –  less often  –  for practical 
reasons. 

 Larry Nucci and myself  have explored mothers ’  views on the personal domain 
in interviews with 40 working to upper middle - class mothers of  4 - year -  and 6 - year -
 olds (Nucci  &  Smetana,  1996 ). Mothers were questioned in an open - ended way 
as to whether children should have decision - making authority and, if  so, over 
what types of  issues and why. They were also interviewed about the types of  issue 
that cause confl ict with their young children and about the ways in which they 
negotiate these confl icts. All of  the mothers we interviewed believed that their 
young children should be allowed choices over some things, like clothes, type and 
amount of  food, playmates, and play activities. They granted their children some 



 Adolescents’ Voices 77

decision - making authority because they wanted to promote their competence. 
Mothers also claimed that children should be allowed to hold and express their 
own opinions, as a way of  fostering their self - esteem and agency. But children 
were not allowed to control all their activities. Mothers clearly set boundaries over 
what their young children could decide. They placed limits on activities that con-
fl icted with conventional, moral, or prudential concerns. Occasionally they also 
placed limits on  –  and had confl icts over  –  exactly those issues over which they 
had indicated that they allowed their children to have control. For instance, 
although they allowed the children to choose their clothes, sometimes they limited 
or rejected their children ’ s choices. As Nucci and Weber  (1995)  found in their 
observational study, these situations resulted in mothers ’  negotiations with their 
children. 

 There are some interesting parallels between children ’ s assertions of  self  during 
the toddler years and early and middle adolescents ’  confl icts and disagreements 
with parents. As with the  “ terrible twos, ”  it is important to distinguish between 
the relatively infrequent but more problematic forms of  confl ict and normal and 
healthy self - assertion during the adolescent years. As Rutter and his colleagues 
noted in their early studies in the 1970s, described in Chapter  2  (Rutter, Graham, 
Chadwick,  &  Yule,  1976 ), intensely angry, highly confl ictual parent – adolescent 
relationships constitute only a small proportion of  parent – adolescent disagree-
ments. Research has consistently shown that very angry, intense, and unresolved 
confl icts are problematic for development. Teens fi tting this profi le typically have 
psychosocial problems prior to adolescence and are at increased risk of  having 
problems in their social development. It should be clear that my focus here is on 
the more  “ garden variety ”  forms of  self - assertion, which may erupt into everyday 
disagreements with parents. 

 There are also parallels between the types of  issue that are contested between 
mothers and young children and the types of  issue that lead to confl ict with 
parents during adolescence. Both in early childhood and in adolescence, parent –
 child confl icts are often over schedules, routines, and bedtimes. (In adolescence, 
this latter issue morphs into confl icts over curfew.) In the early years, parents and 
their offspring had confl icts about  “ picking up, ”  but, as children grew into adoles-
cence, confl icts erupted over the cleanliness or general condition of  teenagers ’  
bedrooms, as well as over appearances and regulating activities. Of  course, there 
are some differences between the content of  parent – child confl icts in early child-
hood and in adolescence. Confl icts over homework are rare among mothers with 
young children but occur with some frequency during adolescence, whereas con-
fl icts over children ’ s food preferences are prevalent in early childhood but are 
infrequent in adolescence. Nevertheless, both during the toddler years and during 
adolescence, confl icts with parents regarding preferences, activities, and privacy 
refl ect the status of  these topics as prototypical personal issues in American 
culture.   
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  Adolescents ’  Reasoning  a bout Confl ict with Parents, Interpreted 

 We are now ready to return to the examples of  adolescents ’  responses to questions 
about their confl icts and disagreements with parents, which were described at the 
outset of  this chapter. The account of  personal reasoning given in social domain 
theory, as a distinct form of  the children ’ s developing social knowledge, helps to 
illuminate adolescents ’  responses. As the examples suggest, appeals to personal 
choices and jurisdiction predominated in European American middle - class adoles-
cents ’  reasoning about confl ict. Personal justifi cations accounted for about half  of  
teenagers ’  responses (Smetana,  1989a ). 

 This fi nding has proven to be remarkably robust. Personal reasoning prevailed 
among primarily European American teens from married, two - parent families, as 
well as among demographically similar teens residing in mother - headed, single -
 parent families (Smetana, Braeges,  &  Yau,  1991 ). Personal reasoning was also the 
most frequent response in studies where youth had been asked to rate or endorse 
different reasons in questionnaires rather than in interviews (Smetana  &  Asquith, 
 1994 ; Smetana  &  Berent,  1993 ). And, as discussed in detail in the following chap-
ters, very similar fi ndings have been observed in more ethnically and culturally 
diverse samples. Across different methods and samples, adolescents ’  perspectives 
on their disputes and disagreements with parents primarily involve appeals to 
personal choices and personal jurisdiction. But, although appeals to personal 
choice prevailed, these were not the only justifi cations teenagers offered for their 
perspectives on disputes. 

  Moral  r easoning  a bout  c onfl icts 

 Paralleling the fi ndings for parents, adolescents rarely engaged in moral reasoning 
about actual family confl icts. Moral justifi cations accounted for only about 10% 
of  teenagers ’  responses in their individual interviews. As with parents, adolescents ’  
moral reasoning primarily pertained to confl icts with siblings (and, less frequently, 
with friends). Parents only became involved when they had to adjudicate whose 
rights should prevail. This also has a striking parallel in the results of  observational 
studies of  young children ’ s confl icts. These studies have shown that, although 
adults may intervene in moral confl icts, the confl icts themselves occur primarily 
between children. And, in turn, this conclusion is consistent with Piaget ’ s  (1965)  
contention that morality develops out of  reciprocity between equals and near -
 equals rather than from more hierarchical parent – child relationships. 

 Psychological research on sibling relationships helps to clarify and provide a 
context for these fi ndings. Researchers focusing on the developmental implica-
tions of  siblings ’  shared and unique experiences in the family have argued that 
siblings essentially grow up in different families. Their parents treat them differ-
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ently, due to their prior parenting experiences as well as to individual differences 
among children. A number of  studies, using different methods, have examined 
the extent to which children perceive their parents as behaving differently towards 
them. This phenomenon is referred to as parental differential treatment. Children 
who perceive that their parents treat them differently generally have poorer 
quality relationships with their siblings (although newer research suggests that this 
depends on the siblings ’  understanding of  parental differential treatment and on 
whether they think it is fair). In studying perceptions of  parental differential treat-
ment, Kowal and Kramer  (1997)  found that, for the most part, 11 - year -  to 13 - year -
 olds and their siblings perceived that they and their siblings were treated similarly. 
However, perceptions of  parental differential treatment were more common 
among earlier born children than among their later born siblings. And, in the 
majority of  the instances where parents were seen as treating siblings differently 
(and particularly among fi rst borns), this treatment was viewed as fair. Teenagers 
recognized that parents took into consideration age differences between siblings 
and the siblings ’  different needs, attributes, and relationships with parents. This 
suggests that children and adolescents do have some understanding of  the reasons 
why parents treat siblings differently, and they see it as being justifi ed under many 
circumstances. 

 However, Kowal and Kramer ’ s study also shows that, even when early adoles-
cents understand that their sibling have different needs, they may still view their 
parents ’  behavior as unfair. This was evident in our interviews too. The following 
examples suggest that teenagers often viewed parents as treating siblings prefer-
entially and resolving sibling confl icts in an unfair or unjust way. Sometimes they 
felt that parents were not properly impartial (or not suffi ciently partial in the 
desired direction!) in settling disputes or in distributing resources. Teenagers ’  
moral confl icts were only rarely described as originating in the parent – adolescent 
relationship itself. In the following example, Mike, a 13 - year - old, complains about 
how his parents treat him and his brother differently:

  And he [the brother] usually gets more privileges in the house, and I don ’ t think it ’ s 
because he ’ s older, it ’ s just because he ’ s braver than I am. He stands up to them [ … ] 
But they usually just say,  “ [ … ] I want you to do this. ”  And I usually end up doing 
whatever they want [ … ] They ’ ll just say,  “ you ’ re wrong, ”  and they ’ ll accuse me of  
being wrong, even though they don ’ t know what we ’ re fi ghting about. Or they ’ ll 
say:  “ You have no right to say anything like that, ”  and they don ’ t even know what 
I said!   

 As this illustrates, parents have different (and sometimes unfair) expectations for 
their older and their younger offspring. In the following example, Ben, an older 
sibling, voices a similar perspective:

  It ’ s just that they [the parents] feel, you ’ re so much bigger, you ’ re so much stronger, 
don ’ t pick on him [the brother]. And I sit there and I get so mad sometimes, you 
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know. He ’ s allowed to sit here and take his little plastic men, or whatever, and throw 
them at me and hit them at me, and chase me. I ’ m supposed to sit there and turn 
the other cheek and walk away. And it just seems to me, it ’ s like  –  They see me 
standing there big, and they see him standing there smaller, and they never see the 
situation where he picks up something which could possibly do some destructive 
damage. They don ’ t see that part. They see the end of  it where he swings and misses 
and I go  –  WHAM  –  and hit him or push him, and they hear the end result. So that ’ s 
what bugs them. But they have to hear my story too! I ’ m not going to say that 
beating on your little brother is a healthy release of  nervous energy. I think there ’ s 
better ways you can get rid of  it. I just think there ’ s some times when it ’ s justifi ed. 
So, I mean, it ’ s like they ’ re expecting too much.   

 Even when teenagers viewed their parents as acting wisely and fairly, they did not 
always like their choices. Beth, a 14 - year - old, states that her mom acts as referee, 
and  “ she sometimes picks sides. ”  Even though this adolescent acknowledges that 
her mother gives both siblings equal consideration and sides equally often with 
each, she hopes for an impossible resolution. As she also states,  “ I always want 
my mom to be on my side. ”  

 Adolescents ’  moral reasoning about confl icts declined in frequency during early 
adolescence. This is consistent with the trends observed in studies of  sibling rela-
tionships, which have found that confl icts with siblings generally peak in early 
adolescence and then decline (Buhrmester  &  Furman,  1990 ). Siblings also report 
that closeness, affection, and companionship all decline after early adolescence. 
Typically, younger siblings in the dyad are the ones who report increased sibling 
confl icts in early adolescence, whereas older teens in sibling dyads begin to view 
their relationships with their younger siblings as more egalitarian (Buhrmester  &  
Furman,  1990 ). But this is not always the case, as our interviews with European 
American teenagers demonstrate. Rick, a 17 - year - old boy, discusses his confl ict 
about getting along with his sister:

  I think it ’ s just more about the differences about how they treat each of  us. My 
parents treat my sister and I differently. Like, they ’ ll do something for her, they ’ ll 
make something available for her, they ’ ll give her something, they ’ ll OK her to do 
something, and for me, they ’ ll give certain opportunities for her and they ’ ll never 
do them for me, and you know, it ’ s a problem when it happens because [ … ] I think 
it is kind of  unfair, just because we ’ re different people, we don ’ t get the same oppor-
tunities [ … ] You know, and that just doesn ’ t seem right.   

 Rick understands that he and his sister have different relationships with their 
parents, but he views his parents ’  adjudication of  those differences as unfair.  

  Teens ’   c onventional  r easoning  a bout  c onfl icts 

 The concerns with social conventions and parental authority, which preoccupy 
parents, are relatively infrequent in the adolescents ’  reasoning about their disputes 
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with parents. They accounted for only about 13% of  adolescents ’  responses, both 
in individual interviews and in family interactions. In a few cases the adolescents ’  
reasoning was clearly conventional. For instance, in the following example from 
another of  our interviews with European American two - parent families, the shoe 
is on the other foot. Dahlia, a 15 - year - old girl, talks about her mothers ’  behavior, 
which she views as rude and disrespectful. Dahlia asserts:

  She is always late, always, always late. And you know I think that being late is so 
rude, I think it ’ s just the worst refl ection on you [ … ] Because I think being late is 
the rudest thing and I don ’ t like your lateness to be refl ected on me.   

 This kind of  response, where teenagers objected to parents ’  behaviors or charac-
teristics on conventional grounds, was relatively infrequent among European 
American teens. As discussed in Chapter  7 , however, it was more frequent among 
teens in other samples. 

 When teenagers voiced conventional arguments, their reasons primarily 
refl ected a concern with peer group conventions. In the fi rst interview example, 
Joannie, a very bright and academically successful 15 - year - old girl, discusses a 
confl ict she has with her mother about her reading choices.

  Well, I read certain books. Did you ever hear of  the book  White Seas , by Judy Bloom? 
It is her one adult book, and it is really dirty, and last year every girl in my school 
was reading it. So I was reading it. Everybody else was. It wasn ’ t so terrible. I knew 
about all of  the things that were in it. She [her mother] just spazzed out. She kept 
telling me how I was reading garbage. Everybody is reading them. You ask the 
average 15 - year - old girl they are all reading those teenage romances. I mean they 
are good. I read them. I like books, that ’ s what I have. I read them.   

 Joannie views her reading preferences as permissible because everyone is doing 
it. She grounds her argument in the need to follow peer group tastes and mores. 
Most of  the concerns with peer group conventions were about clothes or style. 
Teenagers stated that they wanted to follow current fashions and dress like their 
friends. This is not very surprising, as hairstyles, make - up, and clothes are impor-
tant markers of  different peer groups and crowds during adolescence. But it is 
especially ironic that adolescents appealed to their reference group norms as a way 
of  establishing what they viewed as their unique identity. Personal identities were 
seen as woven out of  crowd values. Adhering to the particular peer group conven-
tions regarding dress is one of  the ways in which adolescents establish their 
identity. 

 Adolescents argued for the need to follow peer group norms as a way of  dif-
ferentiating themselves from parents and establishing an independent self. For 
instance, in the following lengthy example, Sara, a 14 - year - old, argues that she 
wants to dress like her friends, not like her mother. Moreover, she states that not 
conforming to the peer group conventions would have negative consequences. 
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At the same time, though, she asserts that the styles also refl ect her personal tastes 
(which clearly are shaped by the peer group). Another aspect of  her claim is that 
she views it as important to do what she wants (a personal concern). And a further 
concern is that wearing what her mother wants would be uncomfortable, which 
raises prudential issues. So personal, conventional, and prudential perspectives are 
all intertwined in her reasoning.

     SARA :   My mother was brought up with preppy clothes with the nice pants 
and the nice shirt and she still wears them, and most parents 
wear them. I think she would like to see me like that, preppy 
like her and very nicely, nicely dressed. She would like me to be 
in nice things.  “ Why don ’ t you put on a skirt? ”   “ Well, mom, I 
don ’ t want to wear a skirt. ”  That is not what everybody wears, 
and I don ’ t personally like wearing those clothes, it ’ s very 
uncomfortable. I think she is entitled to her view, not that I will 
listen to it. She doesn ’ t really get mad, she just has her little fi ts. 

  INTERVIEWER :   Why do you think it is okay to wear whatever you want? 
  SARA :   Because you are going to be around the people and I think that the 

people are going to look at you, and it has to be your problem 
if  you are not wearing the right clothes. My mother doesn ’ t 
understand that, but if  I am not wearing the right clothes and 
then they might say something [ … ] I guess, just because she has 
to know that this is the  “ in style. ”  She doesn ’ t seem to realize 
that, because it is not what it used to be 20 or 30 years ago. So 
I think I should be able to be allowed to wear what I want to 
wear. I know what the other kids wear to school, because I have 
been around other kids and she hasn ’ t. She has just been around 
the other people and other friends.     

 Peer group conformity typically peaks around the 9th grade, around the same age 
when crowds are most infl uential in adolescents ’  lives. This was refl ected in the 
adolescents ’  responses, as this emphasis on peer group conventions was particu-
larly prevalent in middle adolescence. 

 As these social cognitive analyses show, adolescents applied different modes of  
reasoning in their confl icts with parents. However, appeals to personal choice 
were by far the most characteristic.  

  Adolescents ’  and  p arents ’   c ounterarguments 

 As a further step in our studies, both adolescents and parents were also asked to 
provide counterarguments, or to take the other ’ s perspective on the dispute. 
Counterarguments further illuminate teenagers ’  and parents ’  interpretations of  
confl icts, because they indicate how participants view the other ’ s position. 
Consistency between adolescents ’  justifi cations and their parents ’  counterargu-
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ments (or vice versa) tells us whether the justifi cations given in the interviews are 
familiar and can be articulated by the other. If  parents are aware of  their teenagers ’  
arguments, but adolescents appear to misinterpret or not to  “ get ”  their parents ’  
perspectives, this also could potentially reveal developmental differences in ado-
lescents ’  ability to understand their parents ’  points of  view. And, more generally, 
misunderstandings on both sides could reveal personality or situational differences 
in bridging the parents ’  and the adolescents ’  divergent perspectives. 

 There was a strong convergence between the justifi cations parents and adoles-
cents offered in their individual interviews and their perceptions of  the other ’ s 
reasons, as revealed by their counterarguments. Some of  the examples at the 
outset of  the chapter also include adolescents ’  counterarguments. For instance, in 
the fi rst example, 17 - year - old Kelly states that her parents thought she ought to 
clean up her room, because it gives  “ a better outward appearance. ”  Having a 
messy room would project a negative image. In other words, Kelly ’ s mother 
considered the negative social consequences of  acting contrary to group norms. 
Most of  the examples included in this chapter indicate that adolescents had a fi rm 
grasp of  their parents ’  position in their disputes. But at the same time, when asked 
whether they agreed with the parents ’  conventional or prudential arguments, 
adolescents clearly rejected their parents ’  point of  view. In some cases they con-
ceded that there was some validity to parental arguments, although they disagreed 
with them. But in most cases they simply rejected them as wrong or misguided. 
Similarly, parents understood and were able to articulate clearly their teens ’  per-
sonal perspectives on disputes, but they strongly disagreed with them. Parents 
made statements like the following:

  They think their room is their own, that they can keep it any way they want. But 
they ’ re wrong. The room is part of  the house. As long as they live here, they have 
to follow my rules.   

 Indeed, parents frequently offered this  “ my house  –  my rules ”  retort to teenagers ’  
claims that choices were theirs to make. Both the parents and the teenagers under-
stood but rejected the other party ’ s perspectives on disputes. Qualitatively as well 
as in terms of  response frequency, parents ’  justifi cations and teenagers ’  counter-
arguments (and, likewise, teenagers ’  justifi cations and parents ’  counterarguments) 
were nearly mirror images of  each other.  

  Reasoning in  f ace -  t o -  f ace  f amily  i nteractions 

 In addition to the individual interviews with mothers, fathers, and teenagers, 
families also discussed confl icts together, as a family, in a semi - structured social 
interaction task. They were instructed to pick three issues of  disagreement that 
arose in their individual interviews and to spend about 10 minutes discussing each, 
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working towards resolution. These conversations were videotaped and then tran-
scribed, word for word, for later analysis. The justifi cations family members 
offered each other in the context of  this structured, videotaped family interac-
tion task were coded, so that they could be compared with the justifi cations 
obtained in individual interviews. 

 Adolescents ’  appeals to personal jurisdiction were less frequent in the context 
of  family interactions than they were in their individual interviews. They accounted 
for about a third of  their responses, as compared to 50% in individual interviews. 
Parents are highly familiar with adolescents ’  points of  view. As the parents ’  coun-
terarguments suggest, adolescents may not feel the need to reiterate their personal 
arguments explicitly when discussing a confl ict with their parents. They were 
clearly treading on well - trodden ground! 

 Natural discourse is often fragmentary and elusive. Much is taken for granted 
rather than stated explicitly. But, even considering this, teenagers were much 
more opaque in expressing their claims to personal jurisdiction in the videotaped 
face - to - face interactions than they were in their individual interviews. They used 
more circuitous and less confl ict - arousing strategies when discussing confl icts 
face - to - face with parents. In particular, adolescents focused more on the pragmatic 
and practical aspects of  the situations. For instance, in family discussions they 
offered statements like:  “ I would take out the garbage, but it ’ s just that I ’ m usually 
at football practice when it needs to be taken out. ”  Even when they made claims 
regarding personal choice, they tended to bolster their arguments with statements 
negating the possible prudential or conventional consequences of  their behavior. 
For instance, in considering their bedroom, they made statements like  “ why does 
it matter? It ’ s not like I have week - old pizza in there, ”  or  “ you may think it ’ s a 
mess, but I can fi nd everything I need. And besides, I like it that way! ”  

 Adolescents were deliberate in these interactions. Sociologist Erving Goffman has 
elaborated upon this notion in his book  Strategic interaction   (1969) . Goffman 
argues that individuals engage in strategic interactions when they reveal informa-
tion for a purpose, such as besting a foe or gaining an advantage. This was, indeed, 
the fl avor of  many of  the family discussions we observed. Although parents may 
support adolescents ’  desires for autonomy in general, the counterarguments 
suggest that they strongly reject their children ’ s claims to personal jurisdiction in 
particular situations. In consequence, adolescents appeared to choose their words 
carefully, so as to appease their parents. They strategically framed their arguments 
in ways that could minimize overt confl ict and help them get their way. And 
indeed, parents may be more receptive to this line of  argumentation than when 
they are confronted more directly. Personal and conventional perspectives con-
stitute fundamentally different, opposing, and therefore diffi cult to harmonize 
ways of  conceptualizing the issues that cause confl ict. Parents may be more recep-
tive to adolescents ’  arguments when teens frame them in more pragmatic terms. 
As part of  this tendency, teens may temper their appeals to personal jurisdiction 
when interacting and negotiating with parents in order to reduce the level of  
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confl ict in their relationships. Although their claims to personal jurisdiction are 
developmentally important, their direct expression in situations of  confl ict may 
not lead to the outcome adolescents desire. 

 In a similar vein, parents were less explicit about their conventional perspec-
tives in family interactions than in interviews. They did not fully articulate the 
conventional bases for their expectations, most likely because their positions on 
the disputed matters were highly familiar. And adolescents ’  counterarguments in 
the individual interviews did indicate that parents ’  perspectives were clearly 
understood (but also roundly rejected) by teenagers. 

 It is important to note that disagreements are not the only means through 
which adolescents and parents renegotiate the boundaries of  parental authority. 
Parents and children have many opportunities to make decisions together, and 
not all family decision - making is necessarily confl ictive. There are many instances 
when teenagers disagree with parents ’  rules and limits but comply with parents ’  
wishes. But, as described in Chapter  10 , the extent to which confl icts are openly 
discussed and negotiated may differ according to the parents ’  characteristic modes 
of  handling disciplinary situations. It may also vary in different cultures and among 
youth of  different ethnicities. And, as discussed in Chapter  11 , adolescents may 
take issues into their own hands and use more subversive tactics to get their way. 

 Discussions, negotiations, and decisions about how to handle details of  adoles-
cents ’  everyday lives, including what is permissible and what is not, contribute to 
subtle and gradual shifts in the boundaries of  parental authority. Situations of  
confl ict highlight tensions in everyday interactions.   

  The Role of Peers  a s Infl uences on Teenagers ’  Views 

  Close  f riends 

 Researcher Christopher Daddis  (2008a, b)  has proposed that friends are an impor-
tant source of  infl uence on adolescents ’  desires for more autonomy. Teenagers 
may look to their peers in forming their beliefs about what they can or should be 
able to control. Most parents have heard the claim that  “ everyone else is doing 
it. ”  Teenagers may use this as an argument for why particular restrictions should 
be lifted or why teenagers should be allowed new freedoms. Adolescents may use 
friends as an important point of  reference in gauging how much autonomy is 
appropriate. In dyads consisting of  primarily European American, middle - class, 
early and middle adolescent close friends, Daddis found that close friends were 
indeed more similar than non - friends in their judgments and reasoning as to 
whether various issues are personal and beyond legitimate parental control or not. 
(Left open was the question of  whether teenagers seek out teens who are similar 
in their strivings for autonomy or whether friendships infl uence autonomy desires.) 
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 As part of  one study, Daddis  (2008a)  interviewed teenagers about their percep-
tions of  infl uences from friends and family on different types of  actions. He also 
examined other sources of  infl uence, including the self, other adults, and the 
media. Teenagers viewed their parents as the primary infl uence on their thinking 
about who should control conventional and prudential issues. For example, in 
discussing sources of  infl uence for conventional issues, one 16 - year - old boy stated: 
 “ Dad ’ s house, Dad ’ s rules. ”  Another 15 - year - old elaborated:  “ If  they are responsi-
ble for you, you should follow their lead. They are teaching respect for later in 
life ”  (Daddis,  2008a , p. 92). In contrast, when it came to personal issues and issues 
that overlapped the domains (issues referred to as multifaceted), teenagers looked 
outside the family and viewed their friends as infl uencing their thinking in these 
areas. 

 When different sources of  infl uence were compared, adolescents estimated that 
their friends had twice as much infl uence as their parents in deciding who should 
control personal issues. Teenagers who were still attending middle school were 
much more likely than high school students to view their parents as infl uential 
on personal issues. For example, when asked whom she looks to in making deci-
sions about her appearance, a 12 - year - old girl replied:  “ I look to my mom. I am 
always asking her what I get from the store and how to wear it. If  I ’ m always 
doing this, then I ’ m probably not ready to choose what I wear yet ”  (Daddis,  2008a , 
p. 91). Teenagers also relied much less on their own judgments than on their 
friends. However, their reliance on their own judgments increased with age. As 
a 15 - year - old girl stated:  “ You should choose what you wear. You choose who 
you are, what you do, and how you look  –  it is who you are ”  (ibid.). Interestingly, 
although much has been written about the negative infl uence of  the media on 
teenagers today, teenagers did not view the media as a powerful infl uence on their 
thinking. This is not to say that the media does not have an effect, but teenagers 
do not perceive it as such. 

 Adolescents believed that their friends infl uenced their thinking about personal 
authority primarily by setting standards. They compared the amount of  decision -
 making control they had with what their close friends were allowed to do. 
Compared to early adolescents, middle adolescents used their friends more as a 
standard for deciding what should be personal. Less often, but more among 
middle adolescents than among early adolescents, teens viewed their friends as 
offering advice.  

  Peer  g roup  i nfl uence 

 To test more directly the effects of  peer infl uence on adolescents ’  autonomy -
 seeking, Daddis   (in press, b) compared adolescents ’  perceptions of  their own 
autonomy with their perceptions of  how much autonomy their peers had to make 
decisions regarding different types of  issues. He found that adolescents who 
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believed that their peers had more autonomy to make decisions about multi-
faceted and prudential issues than they had desired more autonomy for them-
selves, but only if  their own levels of  autonomy were low. When adolescents 
reported having considerable autonomy in their family decision - making, their 
peers ’  autonomy (relative to their own levels) did not infl uence their desires for 
more autonomy. The familiar saying that  “ the grass is always greener on the other 
side of  the fence ”  was true in terms of  their ideas about how much autonomy 
their friends had. They typically overestimated their peers ’  autonomy, particularly 
over moral, conventional, and prudential issues. They made more realistic assess-
ments of  their peers ’  autonomy over multifaceted and personal issues (although 
more so over personal than over multifaceted ones). Much of  the push for greater 
autonomy occurs over prudential and multifaceted issues. All this suggests that 
adolescents ’  desires for greater autonomy come partly from their perceptions of  
the freedoms that their peers enjoy.  

  Crowds  a s  s ources of   i dentity and  i nfl uence 

 More broadly, adolescents may look beyond their close friendships, to their peer 
groups, as references for their emerging beliefs about greater personal control. 
Peer crowds may be particularly relevant in modifying these beliefs, because to 
identify with a particular crowd is a way of  developing one ’ s identity and auton-
omy from parents (Brown  &  Klute,  2003 ; Brown  &  Larson,  2009 ). Peer crowds 
 –  like the  “ brains, ”  the  “ jocks, ”  or the  “ preps ”   –  are a prominent feature of  
American middle adolescents ’  social life. Crowds are defi ned, to a large extent, by 
their variation in personal expression. Crowds share similar personal tastes and 
predilections regarding clothes, make - up, and hairstyles, preferences for specifi c 
activities, and orientation towards school. In fact, adolescents are seen as members 
of  a particular crowd to the extent that they endorse these characteristics and 
adhere to crowd norms regarding behavior, activities, appearance, and achieve-
ment. The different orientations of  these crowds help to locate adolescents in 
the social hierarchy of  the school. They channel adolescents into interactions 
with others, who share the same orientation and reputation, providing a context 
for developing one ’ s identity. They also offer guides to appropriate norms and 
behaviors. 

 Parents ’  concerns that their adolescents will  “ hang out with the wrong crowd ”  
refl ect a belief  that, despite parents ’  best efforts, adolescents will choose to affi liate 
with a peer group that does not meet with parents ’  approval. A prevalent concern 
is that the adolescents ’  associates will steer them in the wrong direction (whatever 
that might be). But there is evidence to suggest that the adolescents ’  desires 
to affi liate with different crowds are infl uenced by their upbringing. Bradford 
Brown and his colleagues (Brown, Mounts, Lamborn,  &  Steinberg,  1993 ) have 
shown that different aspects of  parenting  –  including the parents ’  emphasis on 
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achievement, the extent of  their supervision and monitoring, and their style of  
family decision - making  –  all infl uence adolescents ’  interests, abilities, and orienta-
tions. Parenting impacts the formation of  various individual characteristics, 
including the adolescents ’  academic performance, their involvement in deviant 
activity, and their emotional adjustment. 

 In turn, the adolescents ’  different orientations infl uence the likelihood of  affi lia-
tion with different crowds. For instance, parents who emphasize academic achieve-
ment and stress its importance are likely to have adolescents who do well in 
school. Adolescents who are oriented towards academic success are more likely 
to join certain crowds, which value that orientation ( “ brains ”  or  “ populars, ”  for 
instance) and eschew others, which do not ( “ druggies, ”  for instance). Over time, 
identifying with different crowds is likely to accentuate the characteristics that 
initially drew them to that crowd. Teenagers who are drawn to the  “ brains ”  are 
likely to have friends who share their orientation and value a commitment to 
academic achievement. They are also likely to do well in school and to encourage 
and reward their peers for their academic success, which leads to an even greater 
investment in school and to stronger academic performance. Over time, this 
process is conducive to further differentiation among youth in different crowds. 
Identity formation is facilitated as different characteristics are selectively encour-
aged in different peer crowds. In Chapter  9  we shall see that different reference 
groups also have distinct patterns of  beliefs regarding how much personal jurisdic-
tion adolescents should have. But, from a social cognitive perspective, identifi ca-
tion with a peer crowd may provide adolescents with opportunities to contrast 
and compare different orientations as they construct beliefs about the timing and 
content of  their expanding personal domains.   

  Sources of Infl uence on Parents ’  Views 

 If  American middle - class teenagers look to their friends to help them gauge when 
they should demand greater autonomy, how do parents determine when to allow 
children to make their own decisions? These evaluations are infl uenced by many 
factors, including the parents ’  beliefs about parenting and their previous parenting 
experience (which are discussed in more detail in Chapter  9  and Chapter  10 ). 
Parents are also guided by their assessments of  their offspring ’ s abilities and com-
petencies. Early adolescence is a time of  enormous change  –  physically, socially, 
and cognitively. Parents ’  appraisal of  teenagers ’  competence may be particularly 
variable and divergent during periods of  rapid developmental change (Collins, 
 1995 ). Moreover, the rapid changes of  early adolescence and the processes 
of  adaptation to those changes make it diffi cult to assess accurately whether teen-
agers are developmentally ready to take on more freedoms. The resulting discrep-
ancies between adolescents ’  desires for more control and parents ’  changing 
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estimations of  their children ’ s developing competencies may contribute to disa-
greements about who should decide on various issues. 

 The developmental and social changes of  adolescence typically lead to the 
formation of  many new areas where limits must be renegotiated and autonomy 
may be sought (or feared). As adolescents grow older, they spend more time away 
from home, without supervision. This may cause increased parental concerns 
about monitoring, curfews, and teenagers ’  involvement in problem behaviors. 
Transformations of  adolescent friendships into cliques, crowds, and romantic 
relationships also result in increased parental concerns about peer group infl u-
ences, dating, and too early sexual involvement. The emerging ability to drive and 
to work outside the home brings new opportunities and risks. All these social 
changes require parents to reassess adolescents ’  competencies, which are them-
selves changing. 

 Parents ’  reluctance to grant adolescents more personal freedom stems in part 
from the desire to protect their teens and to keep them safe. The adolescents ’  
counterarguments clearly demonstrated that they are aware of  their parents ’  pru-
dential concerns for their safety and health. They are also aware of  their parents ’  
social conventional concerns with responsibility, social order, and family and 
cultural norms. But teens discount these concerns, sometimes viewing them as 
misplaced or invalid. The examples from some of  the interviews also show that, 
in other instances, teenagers may agree that parents ’  concerns are legitimate, but 
still believe that the choices are theirs to make. Some researchers have described 
teenagers as having a  “ personal fable, ”  or a feeling of  invulnerability that is char-
acteristic of  early adolescent thought. For instance,  “ other teens may get into car 
crashes, but not me, ”   “ other girls may get pregnant if  they don ’ t protect them-
selves, but I won ’ t, ”  or  “ drinking alcohol may impair one ’ s judgment, but I can 
handle it. ”  The personal fable may enter into teenagers ’  eagerness to discount 
parents ’  concerns for their safety. But it is more likely that the teenagers ’  relative 
inexperience and immaturity (in a developmental sense) and their desires for 
greater autonomy combine to  “ put the pedal to the metal ”  in instances where 
parents are often putting on the brakes. 

 Parents clearly do put on the brakes and guide the eventual granting of  greater 
autonomy. Christopher Daddis and I examined mothers ’  and middle adolesc-
ents ’  expectations concerning when teenagers should be granted autonomy over 
various personal and prudential issues. We were interested in whether their expec-
tations regarding the desired pacing of  autonomy in different domains infl uenced 
family decision - making about these same issues 3 years later, in late adolescence 
(Daddis  &  Smetana,  2005 ). We found that the adolescents ’  autonomy desires did 
not infl uence how much autonomy they subsequently achieved, but mothers ’  
expectations for the adolescents ’  autonomy did. In other words, adolescents push, 
but parents grant autonomy. Furthermore, the effects were domain - specifi c. 
When mothers expected adolescents to become more autonomous over personal 
issues at later ages, these adolescents had less autonomy over personal issues 



90 Adolescents’ Voices

down the road. The same was true for prudential issues. But mothers ’  expecta-
tions for adolescents ’  autonomy in one domain did not infl uence how much 
decision - making autonomy the same adolescents achieved in another domain 3 
years later. The one exception was in the desired pacing of  autonomy over mul-
tifaceted issues (which, remember, include overlapping components from differ-
ent domains and are the issues that typically cause confl ict in parent – adolescent 
relationships). Here, mothers ’  expectations regarding the desired pacing of  auton-
omy over personal issues  –  but not over prudential issues  –  infl uenced the ado-
lescents ’  autonomy over these issues. 

 This suggests that, when parents and adolescents negotiate over confl icts, 
parents confront and perhaps re - evaluate the limits of  their authority and the 
boundaries of  adolescents ’  personal control. Teenagers ’  push for greater control 
and freedom can move parents to reconsider their limits. They may reconsider 
whether their expectations are appropriate, or whether adolescents have matured 
or developed new competencies that might permit some revisions of  their rules. 
In interviews, parents in our studies have talked about how they were sometimes 
persuaded to let their teens take  “ baby steps ”  towards new freedoms, or how they 
sometimes felt that their teens ’  good behavior in one realm had earned them a 
chance for new privileges in another. 

 Over time, the parents ’  appeals to social conventions or to prudence, the ado-
lescents ’  rejection of  their parents ’  perspectives, and their reinterpretation of  
parents ’  wishes as being related to matters that fall legitimately under their per-
sonal jurisdiction form a continuous dialectic, which transforms the boundaries 
of  parental authority. Parents shift from viewing a variety of  issues as legitimately 
subject to their authority to granting adolescents autonomy over those issues. In 
turn, this leads to the outward reach of  autonomy during adolescence. Family 
decision - making also shifts over time  –  from parental decision - making (perhaps 
with some input from the teens) to more shared forms of  authority and from 
dependence to individuation in the family. 

  Within -  f amily  v ariations 

 In research on parenting and social development, families are usually studied in 
terms of  the parents ’  relationships or interactions with a single child in the family. 
But with the possible exception of  China, which for many years has had a one -
 child policy, families with only one child are not the norm. Most families world-
wide have at least two children, and often many more. Researchers have only 
recently begun to explore the impact of  ordinal spacing among children both on 
their development and on the parenting of  adolescents who grow up in families 
with siblings. 

 Most research (including my own) has proceeded from an  “ individual develop-
ment ”  model. That is, the implicit assumption is that developmental processes are 
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similar for different siblings in the same family. But the family systems perspective 
pioneered by family therapist Salvador Minuchin  (1974)  reminds us that the whole 
family, not just the parents, provides a context for adolescent – parent relationships 
and development. As we saw earlier in the discussion of  parental differential treat-
ment, children in the same family may have different relationships with their 
parents as a function of  their birth order. They may, in some sense, grow up in 
different families. This may be evident in their experiences of  warmth or of  con-
fl ict with parents and in the timing of  their eventual attainment of  autonomy. 
Parents with more than one offspring may learn from their experiences with their 
fi rst born and adjust their parenting practices and expectations accordingly. And 
later born offspring also have opportunities to observe and interpret their siblings ’  
interactions with parents, guiding their beliefs, expectations, and behaviors. The 
challenge is to describe how children ’ s ordinal position in the family infl uences 
family dynamics. 

 Because the family is a system, we might expect that changes in one of  its 
subsystems would infl uence the others. For instance, researchers studying marital 
relationships have demonstrated that marital confl ict frequently spills over into 
parent – child relationships. Likewise, stresses that arise in parents ’  relationship 
with one sibling may spill over into their relationships with another sibling. For 
example, when the fi rst born child transitions into adolescence and confl icts 
increase in frequency, parents may experience increased confl icts with their 
younger child (or children), too. But parents may learn from the experience of  
taking a child through the transition into adolescence. They may loosen their 
restrictions when their next child reaches this phase, so that the transition occurs 
more smoothly. 

 Researchers Lilly Shanahan and her colleagues at the Pennsylvania State 
University examined these different models. They investigated parent – adolescent 
confl ict and warmth in a sample of  American families  –  primarily middle - class and 
of  European American origin  –  whose children were followed for 5 years, from 
middle childhood through to adolescence (Shanahan, McHale, Crouter,  &  Osgood, 
 2007 ; Shanahan, McHale, Osgood,  &  Crouter,  2007 ). Family dynamics were found 
to be complex. They had different infl uences on developmental processes during 
adolescence. For fi rst born children, development followed regular patterns. That 
is, confl icts increased in frequency from early to middle adolescence. During this 
same time span, warmth between children and their parents diminished. But the 
increased confl ict that parents experienced with their fi rst borns in early to middle 
adolescence spilled over into their relationships with their second borns. Both 
kinds of  siblings experienced increased confl ict with parents at that time. So con-
fl icts with parents increased in frequency as fi rst borns transitioned from early to 
middle adolescence. And second born children in the family, who were no more 
than 4 years younger than their siblings and therefore were only in the later part 
of  middle childhood, also experienced more frequent confl icts. For these children, 
confl ict co - occurred with their older siblings ’   –  but not their own  –  developmental 
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transition. Second born children did not experience increased confl icts with 
parents as they transitioned into adolescence. In addition, they experienced a less 
pronounced decline in warmth in their relationships with their fathers than fi rst 
borns did. So there was spillover from the fi rst born to the second born child in 
the family. Moreover, parents may have learned from their experiences in raising 
their fi rst born offspring. 

 As second borns have confl icts with parents at earlier ages than their older 
siblings, they may gain autonomy at earlier ages as well. This is what Nicole 
Campione - Barr and I  (2009)  found in a small sample of  European American lower 
middle - class families. We studied early and middle adolescents, their mothers, and 
a sibling who was 1 to 4 years older or younger than the target child. In general, 
and regardless of  their ordinal position in the family, all children expected to have 
autonomy at younger ages than their parents expected. But in addition, later born 
teens expected to gain autonomy at earlier ages than their fi rst - born siblings did. 
No doubt they observed the freedoms their older siblings already had and wanted 
some of  it for themselves. 

 Negotiations for greater autonomy may begin in early adolescence, but they 
are not realized until middle adolescence. Early adolescents who were either the 
oldest sibling (fi rst borns) or a later addition to the family did not differ in their 
views of  family decision - making. But middle adolescents who had older siblings 
reported having more input into family decision - making than did same - age teens 
who were fi rst born (that is, the oldest sibling in the family). These effects were 
especially pronounced for girls, who seemed to benefi t more than boys did from 
the parents ’   “ loosening the reins ”  with their later born children. And their greater 
autonomy was domain - specifi c. Girls attained autonomy for conventional and 
prudential decisions at younger ages than their older brothers and sisters did. 
(Recall that, earlier in this chapter, we saw that peers also infl uence conventional 
and prudential decisions.) But we did not fi nd differences for personal and multi-
faceted issues. 

 Some research suggests that parents ’  greater permissiveness with their later 
born girls (as compared to boys) may have potentially detrimental effects. Younger 
sisters of  childbearing adolescents are at higher risk than girls whose older sisters 
have not born children are. They are more accepting of  nonmarital adolescent 
childbearing, they expect to marry and have a child at younger ages, they engage 
more in problem behavior, and they are more pessimistic about school and career 
goals (Cox, Emans,  &  Bithoney,  1993 ; East,  1996 ). And older siblings, too, have 
been found to infl uence younger siblings ’  dating and their sexual and problem 
behavior. For instance, siblings are more alike in their deviant behavior and sexual 
intimacy than one would expect them to be by chance (Rowe, Rodgers, Meseck -
 Bushey,  &  St. John,  1989 ). 

 Families in Campione - Barr ’ s and my study also participated in a semi - struc-
tured family interaction task in our university lab, much like the one described in 
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the previous chapter. Families spent eight minutes discussing a confl ict together 
and working towards resolution. Trained observers rated mothers and adolescents 
for their support and involvement in the task. Immediately following the interac-
tion, though, we also asked adolescents and mothers to rate themselves and their 
interaction partner on the same dimensions (Campione - Barr, Smetana,  &  Bassett, 
 2009 ). Family members ’  perceptions of  their interactions provide an interesting 
comparison to observers ’  ratings. Trained observers have a more objective view 
of  the family, but they lack an insider ’ s perspective on family dynamics. They do 
not know the history of  the family and the particular meaning that certain behav-
iors may have for parents and children. And, in our study, observers and family 
members rated differently the interactions of  families with fi rst and later born 
offspring, even though the teenagers were at the same age. 

 When parents interacted with their fi rst born teens, they were rated (both by 
their teenage offspring and by themselves) as more supportive and involved in 
these interactions than parents of  later born adolescents were. There were similar 
effects when adolescents rated their own behavior. First born adolescents saw 
themselves as more supportive and involved in their interactions than did same -
 age adolescents who had older siblings. Therefore the higher levels of  confl ict and 
autonomy striving reported by later born adolescents, as compared to those of  
same - age fi rst born adolescents, appear to result in less positive and less cohesive 
family communication  –  at least as perceived by family members. Observers did 
not view families with fi rst born and later born offspring as differing in their inter-
actions. However, they did view mothers as being more supportive and involved 
in the task than adolescents were. This probably refl ects mothers ’  and teenagers ’  
different  “ stakes ”  in disputes. Mothers want to retain their connections, whereas 
adolescents are seeking more autonomy. 

 Laura Wray - Lake and her Penn State University colleagues (Wray - Lake, 
McHale,  &  Crouter,  2010 ) also studied within - family variations in family decision -
 making. They followed families longitudinally from when children were 9 years 
old to 20 years of  age. They focused only on parents ’  reports of  family decision -
 making. When siblings at the same age were compared, second born children had 
more autonomy in decision - making than the fi rst born child in the family, although 
this greater autonomy was primarily in middle childhood. This situation suggests 
that parents learn from their experiences as parents. For academics, the title of  a 
recent paper by researchers from the same research group (Whiteman, McHale, 
 &  Crouter,  2003 ) says it all. Their paper was entitled  “ What parents learn from 
experience: The fi rst child as the fi rst draft? ”  The argument is that, as parents gain 
parenting experience, they relax their expectations for their second born child. 
Also, younger children seek more autonomy, in an attempt to differentiate them-
selves from their older siblings. These studies demonstrate that there are varia-
tions in the regular developmental path to autonomy as a function of  experiences 
within the family.   
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  Summary and Conclusions 

 This chapter described adolescents ’  personal reasoning as part of  a broader devel-
opmental and conceptual system of  social knowledge. Personal concepts are part 
of  children ’ s developing understanding of  self  and of  psychological issues. These 
concepts fi rst emerge in early childhood and are constructed from social interac-
tions and tacit communications regarding privacy, control over one ’ s body, and 
choices and preferences. Claims to personal choice in the context of  confl icts with 
parents during adolescence refl ect adolescents ’  ongoing concerns with the con-
struction of  self, identity, and autonomy. 

 Different issues may wax and wane as sources of  confl ict during adolescence, 
but, at heart, confl ict often refl ects an ongoing negotiation over what adole s-
cents claim to be personal and what adults view them as competent to control. 
Teenagers ’  claims to personal choice refl ect their attempts to enlarge their sphere 
of  personal action and discretion. Appeals to personal jurisdiction refl ect adoles-
cents ’  attempts to claim an arena of  personal discretion and choice, assert their 
agency, and construct a coherent self - identity. 

 We saw in Chapter  4  that the issues that adolescents believe to be personal are 
viewed by parents as social conventional (or as prudential, pragmatic, or, to a 
lesser extent, moral or psychological). It is important to note that adolescents are 
not rejecting the legitimacy of  adult conventions overall; in fact, as will be described 
in greater detail in Chapter  9 , adolescents uphold most parental and societal values 
and social conventions. Adolescents view themselves as obligated to conform to 
most social norms. Rather, in situations of  confl ict, adolescents are attempting to 
coordinate their beliefs about the legitimacy of  social conventions and about the 
validity of  moral prescriptions with their desire to stake claims to areas of  self -
 regulation and personal control that are required or desired in order to become 
an independent adult in their cultural setting. Therefore adolescents fully under-
stand, but reject, parents ’  claims to social conventions (or other concerns) in these 
particular instances. Moreover, we saw in this chapter that appeals to personal 
jurisdiction are not just a manifestation of  adolescence; rather these claims emerge 
in early childhood, although disputes over personal jurisdiction may take on new 
meanings and increased intensity during adolescence. 

 Although the majority of  European American teenagers ’  confl icts are treated 
as personal issues, adolescents are also concerned with fairness and equal treat-
ment, prudence and pragmatics, other psychological issues, and social conven-
tions. Instead of  pertaining to adult (family and societal) conventions, though, 
adolescents ’  conventional perspectives on confl ict typically pertain to peer group 
norms. 

 Some theorists may wish to view adolescents ’  confl ict with parents as indicat-
ing noncompliance, resistance to adult authority, and, more generally, failure 
in internalization. The claim made here, though, is that adolescents ’  appeals to 



 Adolescents’ Voices 95

personal jurisdiction serve an important function in social development. Parents ’  
claims to social conventions, adolescents ’  rejection of  those claims, and their 
appeals to personal jurisdiction form an ongoing dialectic, which leads to trans-
formations in the boundaries of  parental authority. Adolescents accept parental 
and cultural conventions in some instances, but they are also attempting to con-
struct a coherent self  and identity and to establish boundaries of  personal jurisdic-
tion. They attempt to negotiate those boundaries through transactional and 
constructive processes. Adolescents are attempting to redefi ne the hierarchical 
relationships of  childhood into the more mutual relationships of  adulthood. 
Parents also believe that these transformations should occur and they want to 
facilitate adolescents ’  autonomy, although perhaps more cautiously and at a 
slower pace than adolescents desire. 

 As the examples offered in this chapter demonstrate, there is no bright line 
separating issues that are viewed as legitimately controlled by parents and issues 
that are seen to be under adolescents ’  personal authority. This division varies 
within and across families over time, and within and across contexts (including 
different cultures and ethnic groups). Adolescents often look to their peer group 
to determine how much autonomy is appropriate. Middle adolescents, in particu-
lar, use their friends as a standard for evaluating whether they ought to seek more 
autonomy over different issues. However, adolescents often overestimate the 
extent of  their friends ’  autonomy, particularly regarding moral, conventional, and 
prudential issues. There is also variation within families in granting autonomy. 
Comparisons between fi rst and later born offspring at the same age reveal that 
later born adolescents are given more autonomy than fi rst borns. More specifi -
cally, later born girls are granted more autonomy over prudential and conven-
tional issues than fi rst born girls are. 

 Later on we shall consider how beliefs about parental authority and parenting 
practices contribute to this differentiated notion of  social development. But, fi rst, 
in the following two chapters we shall consider cultural variations in these issues.         



  6 

Autonomy, Confl ict, Connectedness, 
and Culture     

     The psychological research on adolescent – parent relationships discussed in the 
last chapter focused primarily on European American middle - class families. But 
there has been an increasing and long overdue interest among developmental 
scientists in the cultural, ethnic, and ecological contexts of  development. This 
expanded focus includes increased concern with the role of  culture in social rela-
tionships and in social interactions (broadly considered). These issues were men-
tioned briefl y in Chapter  1  in discussing Schlegel and Barry ’ s  (1991)  cross - cultural 
analysis of  the anthropological data on parent – adolescent confl ict. But the differ-
ent ways in which social relationships have been conceptualized cross - culturally 
deserve greater consideration. These issues bear on the research on adolescent –
 parent relationships described in the last chapter, as well as on research to be 
discussed in subsequent chapters. The issues are embedded in ongoing debates 
about how best to conceptualize the role of  autonomy, parenting, and culture.  

  Confl ict and Cohesion  a s Characteristics of Cultures 

 In one currently popular and infl uential view, harmony, autonomy, and confl ict 
(as well as distance and alienation) in social relationships are seen as integrally 
related to the different ways in which cultures are organized. That is, harmony 
and confl ict, each, have been associated with different behavioral patterns that are 
thought to organize (and differentiate) cultures. In particular, harmony and con-
fl ict have been described as integral aspects of  individualism and collectivism. 
These are global dimensions that have been used by a number of  psychologists 
to characterize cultures (for example, Hofstede,  1980 ; Markus  &  Kitayama,  1991 ; 
Markus, Mullally,  &  Kitayama,  1997 ; Oyserman, Coon,  &  Kemmelmeier,  2002 ; 
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Shweder et al.,  2006 ; Triandis,  1995, 2001 ; Triandis  &  Suh,  2002 ). Individualistic 
cultures include the United States, most of  Western Europe, Australia, and New 
Zealand. In contrast, collectivist cultures are seen as the norm worldwide and 
predominate in much of  Asia, South America, and Africa. Distilling and summariz-
ing a great deal of  recent research, Triandis  (1990, 1995, 2001)  has proposed that 
individualism and collectivism can be defi ned in terms of  four universal and inter-
related features. 

 First, individualistic versus collectivist cultures differ in how the self  is concep-
tualized. The self  is defi ned as interdependent in collectivist societies and as inde-
pendent in individualistic societies. Markus and Kitayama ( 1991 ; see also Marcus 
et al.,  1997 ; Nisbett,  2003 ; Shweder et al.,  2006 ) have elaborated on this notion. 
These scholars propose that individualistic cultures promote the development of  
independent construals of  the self. This entails a view of  the self  as separate from 
others, from the social context, and from the larger collectivity. The self  is described 
as unique, autonomous, and bounded. Personal achievement and self - reliance are 
strongly emphasized. This state of  things has been contrasted with collectivist 
cultures, which are said to promote sociocentric or interdependent construals of  
the self. Interdependent construals entail connectedness with the social context, 
indirectness in social interactions, a focus on statuses, roles, relationships, and a 
concern with fi tting in. Rather than stressing personal achievement, collectivist 
societies emphasize social integrity. 

 These contrasting notions of  independence versus interdependence are related 
to the second feature differentiating individualism from collectivism. Individualistic 
societies are seen as emphasizing personal goals at the expense of  collective goals, 
whereas collectivist societies promote group goals over personal goals. In stressing 
the subordination of  individual goals to the needs of  the larger group or society, 
collectivists are said to emphasize the importance of  their ingroup and to focus 
on how their actions affect other members of  their collective. Because they feel 
interdependent, individuals in collectivist societies are said to share resources with 
other members of  their group. In turn, these values are seen to lead to particular 
child - rearing patterns, which produce conformity to group goals. Children are 
expected to subordinate their personal goals to family goals and needs. More 
broadly, parents in collectivist cultures are said to be primarily concerned with 
obedience, conformity (particularly in public settings), reliability, and appropriate 
behavior. In contrast, in individualistic cultures, where personal goals are highly 
valued, parents value self - reliance, independence, self - actualization, and creativity. 
These characteristics are seen as enhancing the complexity of  the private self  and 
as promoting the uniqueness and independence of  the individual. 

 A third characteristic of  the distinction between individualism and collectivism 
is that the underlying moral systems of  the two types of  society are said to differ. 
In collectivist societies, norms, role obligations in the social hierarchy, and duties 
are thought to guide social behavior. In contrast, individualist societies are 
described as structured in terms of  personal autonomy, contracts, and rights 
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(Miller,  1994 ; Shweder, Mahapatra,  &  Miller,  1987 ; Schweder et al.,  2006 ). Col-
lectivist societies place a greater emphasis on differences in status among indi-
viduals, such as those based on gender, age, or social class. For instance certain 
castes in India are accorded greater power and prestige than others. Correspond-
ingly, the rights and freedoms of  those in the lower castes are severely restricted. 
Likewise, in most cultures, men are accorded more power and personal freedom 
than women are. Collectivist societies are oriented towards group goals, and their 
morality is structured by respect for authority. Therefore those at either end of  
the social hierarchy are seen to consider their roles and statuses within the social 
system as fi xed and appropriate. Higher - caste individuals in India, or men in most 
cultures, view their greater freedom as deserved. Those at the lower end of  the 
social hierarchies (lower - caste members or women, in these examples) accept 
their fate. In contrast, individuals in individualistic (Western) societies are seen as 
focusing on moral equivalencies among individuals. This attitude leads to a focus 
on individual rights and on the social contracts that provide the basis for rights. 

 Finally, collectivist cultures are said to prioritize relationships, even when they 
are disadvantageous to the individual. Collectivist cultures emphasize harmony 
in relationships, particularly among ingroup members. According to Triandis 
 (1990) , this emphasis on harmony stems naturally from the notions of  hierarchy 
and from the promotion of  group goals. When those in power promote harmony, 
there is less need to maintain authority or to stifl e dissent or confl ict. Instead, the 
group can focus on achieving their goals. Therefore harmony facilitates the accom-
modation of  the individual to society. In contrast, by promoting an independent 
self, individualists are said to stress detachment from others. Individuals in indi-
vidualist cultures are said to emphasize a more voluntary approach to relation-
ships. Individuals continually evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of  
maintaining a relationship (Triandis,  1995 ). 

 The notion that individualistic cultures stress detachment, or even alienation, 
from others is a theme that has been strongly promoted by several prominent 
social commentators. For instance, in a highly cited book titled  Habits of  the heart , 
sociologist Robert Bellah and his colleagues at the University of  California, 
Berkeley (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler,  &  Tipton,  1985 ) assert that American 
individualism has gone too far and refl ects an alarming symptom of  societal dis-
integration. They argue that mainstream American society is embracing a form 
of  radical individualism that is characterized by isolation, separation, and a focus 
on personal fulfi llment over the needs of  the larger community. The result has 
been moral confusion and decline. According to Bellah and his colleagues, as well 
as in the opinion of  others (Etzioni,  1993 ), this state of  affairs needs to be remedied 
by renewing our commitments to community and society. 

 In his highly publicized book,  Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of  American 
community , Robert Putnam  (2000)  likewise takes a sociological perspective and 
examines data accumulated over time regarding Americans ’  propensity to engage 
in communal social activities like signing petitions, voting, reading newspapers, 
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socializing with neighbors, joining bowling leagues, and other forms of  civic 
mindedness. Putnam asserts that Americans, and especially teenagers and young 
adults, are less likely to vote, read newspapers, and engage in community activities 
today than they were in previous generations. For instance, he fi nds that Americans 
are joining bowling leagues in much smaller numbers than in previous decades. 
On the basis of  this evidence, Putnam argues that Americans are becoming increas-
ingly disconnected from family, neighbors, and community. He claims that they 
are much less civic minded and social; rather, they are  “ bowling alone. ”  

 But others have characterized social relationships in individualistic cultures in 
other ways. For instance, in a synthesis of  research, Rothbaum, Pott, Azuma, 
Miyake,  &  Weisz  (2000)  described social relationships in individualistic cultures 
(or, more specifi cally, in the United States) as more confl ictive and characterized 
by interpersonal tensions to a greater extent than in collectivist cultures. These 
researchers propose a developmental framework for understanding cultural dif-
ferences in relatedness (Rothbaum et al.,  2000 ), or the interpersonal ties (such as 
love, loyalty, care, and commitment) that typically occur between parents and 
children or other close relationships. These researchers focus, specifi cally, on 
distinctions between the American and the Japanese culture. As Japanese society 
has been described as prototypically collectivist and the United States has been 
described as prototypically individualist, their arguments can be seen to exemplify 
the broader distinctions between individualism and collectivism. 

 Rothbaum and his colleagues propose that all individuals have a biological 
predisposition towards relatedness, which may be observed in infants ’  proximity -
 seeking behaviors. This universal dimension is interpreted through different cul-
tural lenses, which stress individuation and accommodation to varying degrees. 
Such lenses therefore open different developmental pathways of  close relation-
ships. Rothbaum and his colleagues assert that, in Japan, development emphasizes 
the accommodation of  the self  to others, which leads the child on a pathway of  
symbiotic harmony. For instance, in infancy, Japanese mothers are physically 
more present and maintain more body contact than American mothers do. 

 Also, Japanese infants explore less and orient to the mother more than is found 
to be the case in the United States. In middle childhood, the cultural emphasis on 
empathy and on meeting the others ’  expectations and one ’ s obligations leads 
Japanese parents to avoid confrontation with their children. It also prompts them 
to expect compliance and conformity and to de - emphasize children ’ s social initia-
tive and verbal assertiveness. The pathway of  symbiotic harmony in adolescence 
is described as resulting in a continuation of  one ’ s closeness to parents, which has 
been nurtured since birth. Confl ict between Japanese parents and their adolescents 
is said to be infrequent (White,  1993 ). Peer groups do not assume the same impor-
tance as in the United States. Japanese teenagers have less recreational time to 
spend outside of  the family and less desire for personal freedom outside the home. 

 Development in the United States is said to emphasize individuation, because 
the predisposition towards relatedness comes into confl ict with the needs for 
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separation and autonomy. This kind of  development sets the child on a pathway 
that accentuates the tension between generations. In infancy, this means greater 
emphasis on the exploration of  the environment, greater physical separation from 
the mother, and a greater focus on directing the infant ’ s attention outward. These 
child - rearing patterns create competing desires  –  for separation and exploration 
on the one hand, for reunion and proximity on the other. The claim is that, in 
middle childhood, the American emphasis on asserting personal preferences and 
the expression of  self  are conducive to greater child noncompliance and to more 
oppositional behavior than in Japan. Children in the United States are encouraged 
to express their preferences, but parents exert a more direct control and use more 
commands and coercion than Japanese parents do. Therefore the tension between 
parental control and children ’ s self - assertion is thought to produce a more habitual 
pattern of  confl ict between parents and children in the United States than in Japan. 
This trajectory of  generative tension increases during adolescence. It creates 
heightened confl ict between parents and adolescents and leads to a greater desire 
for personal freedom in spheres outside the home and to the ascendancy of  the 
peer group over the family. 

 These descriptions raise several questions. On the one hand, the view that 
interpersonal relationships in individualistic societies are characterized by confl ict 
and tension between generations differs from the conclusions reached by Triandis 
 (2001)  and by Bellah and his colleagues  (1985) . The latter researchers have asserted 
that interpersonal relationships among individuals in individualistic cultures are 
characterized by detachment and separation. Interpersonal confl ict may pose less 
of  a threat to the maintenance of  relationships when these are more detached; but 
the stakes also may be lower, which leads to less confl ict. Although Rothbaum 
and his colleagues ’  descriptions of  relatedness in infancy are supported by a great 
deal of  empirical psychological research on attachment relationships, there has 
been substantially less research comparing adolescent relatedness in the United 
States and respectively in Japan. More systematic research on Japanese adolescents 
is needed before fi rm conclusions about these two different pathways of  develop-
ment can be drawn. However, a recent study by Yamada  (2009) , which will be 
discussed in greater detail in the next chapter, suggests that, in middle childhood 
and early adolescence, Japanese mothers and their offspring do have confl icts, and 
that these are much the same as in the United States. 

 Markus and Lin ’ s  (1999)  account of  cultural differences in confl ict is somewhat 
similar to the preceding view. This work expands on the authors ’  previous writ-
ings on  “ selfways ”   –  that is, cultural differences in the construction of  self. Markus 
and Lin coined the term  “ confl ictways ”  to examine how culture and confl ict 
intersect. They argue that confl ictways vary dramatically in different cultural 
contexts. The way individuals raise children or negotiate and resolve confl icts are 
culturally patterned. They propose that individualistic cultures like that of  the 
United States are oriented around the unspoken assumptions that individuals have 
the right to disagree and that they should be open and honest in expressing their 
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perspective. This set of  assumptions includes the view that there is a  “ correct ”  
solution to a confl ict and that this solution will prevail, if  it is supported by reason 
and solid argument. In collectivist cultures, by contrast, relationships and their 
maintenance are given priority, because such cultures value interdependence. 
Accordingly, the ways in which confl icts are raised (that is, openly or not), negoti-
ated, and resolved refl ect an orientation towards solving interpersonal problems 
so as to give priority to maintaining the relationship.  

  Critiques of Global Cultural Orientations 

 These descriptions are useful by focusing our attention on the ways in which 
individuals in different cultures actively construct meaning from their social inter-
actions. But there are reasons to believe that the view of  collectivist cultures as 
emphasizing harmony in interpersonal relationships is too broad, stereotyped, and 
overly romanticized. Although harmonious relationships surely occur, a great deal 
of  evidence also suggests that disagreements, strife, and even violence may some-
times prevail in intimate relationships in collectivist societies. For instance, in her 
1999 book  Sex and social justice , political philosopher Martha Nussbaum states:

  Confl icts for resources and opportunities are ubiquitous in families around the 
world, and women are often the victims of  these confl icts [ … ] sexual abuse during 
childhood and adolescence, forced prostitution (again, often in childhood), domestic 
violence and marital rape [ … ] are all extremely common parts of  women ’ s lives. 
Many of  the world ’ s women do not have the right to consent to a marriage, and 
few have any recourse from ill treatment within it. Divorce, even if  legally available, 
is commonly not a practical option given women ’ s economic dependency and lack 
of  educational and employment opportunities. (Nussbaum,  1999 , p. 63)   

 Nussbaum provides many examples of  extreme cruelty and mistreatment (typi-
cally directed towards women), which occur in the context of  intimate interper-
sonal relationships in collectivist societies. Wife beating, abuse, sexual violence, 
abandonment, and even death are, all, taken - for - granted aspects of  interpersonal 
relationships in traditional societies. Although Triandis  (1990)  argues that an 
emphasis on harmony stems naturally from the notions of  hierarchy and of  the 
promotion of  group goals, hierarchical social relationships may have a much 
darker side as well. The power accorded to those in dominant positions may be 
accompanied by the subjugation of  those in subordinate positions, often through 
violent or coercive means. This, too, can be seen to stem naturally from notions 
of  hierarchy and can be functional in promoting and maintaining group goals. 
Violence and abuse in interpersonal relationships in collectivist societies should 
not be taken to be the norm (and, of  course, it occurs in individualistic societies 
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as well). But these examples highlight the somewhat stereotypical nature of  global 
views of  collectivism such as those of  Rothbaum or Markus and Lin. 

 And the violence is suffi ciently problematic for these issues to have formed the 
topic of  the pope ’ s  “ Letter to women, ”  issued just before the Beijing Women ’ s 
Conference (Nussbaum,  1999 ). In this letter Pope John Paul II affi rmed the impor-
tance of  freedom from sexual violence, including marital rape, and of  equality in 
women ’ s rights, and he declared that these issues should be cardinal human rights. 
This suggests that describing social relationships in terms of  a general orientation 
towards harmony ignores a great deal of  the variability that is evident in intimate 
relationships worldwide. As I noted in Chapter  1 , harmonious social relationships 
co - exist with tensions, confl ict, disagreements, strife, and even violence. These 
aspects of  relationships (including adolescent – parent relationships) may be found 
in individualistic as well as in collectivist cultures. 

 Ting - Toomey  (1994)  provides a more detailed discussion of  the contrasting 
ways in which interpersonal relationships are managed in individualistic and in 
collectivist societies. She proposes that such relationships are constructed accord-
ing to differences in individualism versus collectivism as well as differences in the 
treatment of  men and women. In her view, individuals in individualistic societies 
rely on relational equity to manage interpersonal confl icts. Interpersonal confl ict 
negotiation among ingroup members in collectivist cultures is structured by a 
more communal orientation. Individualists emphasize outcomes (who wins) in 
resolving confl icts, whereas collectivists are more process - oriented and focus on 
equality (rather than equity) norms. They emphasize relational goals like main-
taining harmony, keeping long - term obligations, the sense of  indebtedness, and 
reciprocity among individuals. A large relational investment (which is associated 
with collectivism) is thought to lead to greater use of   “ constructive ”  confl ict 
responses, such as discussing issues of  concern and remaining loyal. Relational 
investments discourage the use of  more  “ destructive ”  responses, such as leaving 
the relationship. Overall, collectivists are described as resorting to more passive 
responses such as neglect and loyalty to resolve confl icts and to value restraint in 
emotional expression. In contrast, individualists are said to use more active strat-
egies in reducing confl icts and to express emotions more readily in intimate con-
fl ict situations. In Chapter  7  we will consider whether these distinctions are born 
out by the manner in which adolescents and parents resolve confl icts in different 
cultures. 

 The distinctions that Ting - Toomey  (1994)  has articulated between how con-
fl icts are managed in individualistic and in collectivist societies have also been 
observed in different kinds of  interpersonal relationships in the United States. 
Building on earlier work by Ellen Bersheid  (1985) , W. Andrew Collins and Brett 
Laursen  (1992)  distinguish between closed - fi eld and open - fi eld relationships. 
Closed - fi eld relationships (such as relationships within the family) are defi ned or 
constrained by kinship or legal ties. Closed - fi eld relationships share many of  the 
characteristics ascribed to interpersonal relationships in collectivist cultures, 
including long interaction histories, investment in the relationship, reciprocity or 
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mutual attempts to regulate interactions, and confl ict management strategies that 
preserve relationships. On the other hand, open - fi eld relationships (such as rela-
tionships outside the family) share a greater similarity with the characteristics 
of  relationships that Ting - Toomey  (1994)  and Triandis  (1995)  have ascribed to 
individualist cultures. They are more likely to be short term and vulnerable 
to disruption. 

 This suggests that interpersonal relationships cannot be adequately character-
ized by an overall style that varies with the culture. There is variation, both within 
cultures and within individuals, in styles of  interacting and of  managing confl icts. 
The type of  relationship appears to dictate the style of  interpersonal interaction. 
Moreover, Collins and Laursen  (1992)  have proposed that closed - fi eld and open -
 fi eld relationships also change as a function of  development. Therefore styles of  
interacting and of  managing confl icts also appear to vary over time. 

 Dimensions such as individualism and collectivism are meant to capture a great 
deal of  variation in the behavior of  individuals within and between cultures. 
According to Triandis  (1995) , individualism and collectivism constitute cultural 
syndromes, or  “ a pattern characterized by shared beliefs, attitudes, norms, roles 
and values that are organized around a theme and that can be found in certain 
geographic regions during a particular historic period ”  (p. 43). Therefore, for 
Triandis, culture consists of  a set of  behavioral patterns. There are many other 
ways in which culture has been defi ned. For instance, cultural anthropologist 
Clifford Geertz  (1973)  defi nes cultures in terms of  plans, recipes, programs, or 
instructions. Others have defi ned culture more in terms of  symbolical representa-
tions. Regardless of  the defi nition, most culture theorists share a common assump-
tion that culture shapes the behaviors, thoughts, and emotions of  individuals 
within its sphere and that culture is organized around a dominant pattern, such 
as the dimensions that defi ne individualistic or collectivist cultures. These homo-
geneous and integrated patterns are seen to have a formative infl uence on the 
conceptions of  self, morality, and interpersonal relationships of  individuals within 
a given culture. 

 On the surface, this notion of  the existence of  homogeneous and all encompass-
ing cultural patterns such as individualism and collectivism is powerful. But schol-
ars from several different perspectives have questioned these views. Cultural 
anthropologists have asserted that cultures may not be quite as monolithic, homo-
geneous, internally consistent, and externally distinctive in their orientations as 
these views suggest. Lila Abu - Lughod, a cultural anthropologist, has argued that 
such generalizations essentialize cultures and cultural differences in ways that 
cannot be defended. She states:

  Besides being theoretically unsound, this erasure of  time and confl ict is misleading 
because it makes what is inside the external boundary set up by homogenization 
seem essential and fi xed. The appearance of  a lack of  internal differentiation makes 
it easier to conceive of  groups of  people as discrete, bounded entities. (Abu - Lughod, 
 1993 , p. 9)   
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 Sinha and Tripathi  (1994)  note that such dichotomies are convenient, but that they 
produce  “ stereotypical and distorted pictures of  complex social reality ”  (p. 123). 
Subtle nuances are glossed over in favor of  caricatures. The complexities and 
qualitative differences that constitute the society are overlooked. Echoing a similar 
theme, Claudia Strauss  (2000) , another cultural anthropologist, has noted that, 
whereas dichotomous characterizations of  cultural differences have become in-
creasingly prominent among psychologists, the majority of  cultural anthropolo-
gists have overwhelmingly rejected such views on different grounds. Cultural 
anthropologists have become wary of   “ stark  ‘ great divide ’  contrasts ”  (Geertz, 
 1994 , April 7, p. 3), which lump all of  Asia, Africa, and Latin America into a single 
category and then compare  “ the West versus the rest. ”  Cultural anthropologists 
are quite willing to consider Western psychological theorizing to be too limited 
and ethnocentric. The predominant emphasis in cultural anthropology on cultural 
uniqueness makes the  “ lumping ”  of  such diverse cultures into a single category 
unacceptable. 

 In response to criticisms, some have acknowledged that, while individualism 
and collectivism represent ideal types, cultures may vary along a continuum 
(Greenfi eld  &  Cocking,  1994 ; Triandis,  1995 ). In this view, different cultures may 
strike different balances between individualism and collectivism. For instance, 
Triandis and his colleagues ( 1995 ; Triandis  &  Gelfand,  1998 ) have expanded their 
description of  individualism versus collectivism so as to include horizontal 
and vertical dimensions. The horizontal dimension emphasizes equality, whereas 
the vertical dimension emphasizes hierarchy. The crossing of  these dimensions 
with individualism and collectivism produces a more differentiated, four - category 
scheme. Triandis and Gelfand describe horizontal individualists as wanting to 
become unique and distinct from the group, whereas vertical individualists would 
want to acquire status through individual competition with others. 

 In 2002, Oyserman and her colleagues published an extensive and detailed meta -
 analysis, which covered all of  the research literature published in English using the 
constructs of  individualism and collectivism from 1980 on (Oyserman et al.,  2002 ). 
The team examined the thesis that Westerners (and particularly Americans) are 
more individualistic than members of  other cultures. They considered the pre-
dominant orientation of  the research participants in those studies (who, as it turns 
out, are primarily college students), who came from different ethnic groups in the 
United States and in other countries and cultures. As part of  their analyses, they 
broke down the constructs of  individualism and collectivism into smaller 
components. In their analyses, individualism included the dimensions of  in-
dependence, goals, competition, uniqueness, direct communication, privacy, and 
self - knowledge. Collectivism included dimensions such as relatedness, belonging-
ness, duty, harmony, advice, social contexts, hierarchy, and preference for groups. 

 The results of  these analyses undertaken by Oyserman and her colleagues are 
complex, but several fi ndings are of  interest here. Americans were found to be 
more individualistic than individuals in most, but not all, Asian countries. Results 
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suggest that dichotomous notions of   “ East ”  versus  “ West ”  are far too global. Some 
of  the overall country comparisons were surprising. For instance, Americans were 
found to be more collectivist than the Japanese and no different from Koreans in 
respect of  this same feature. Analyses performed with a view to examining differ-
ences along various components of  the two global orientations yielded some 
unexpected results. For instance, Americans were lower in individualism than the 
Japanese when the assessments did not include the dimension of  personal unique-
ness. Americans did not differ from Hong Kong Chinese when collectivism scales 
did not include items pertaining to hierarchy and to valuing group goals. It seems 
that, when belonging to one ’ s ingroup is assessed, Americans were higher in col-
lectivism than Hong Kong Chinese. Oyserman and her colleagues concluded that 
their analyses support their general hypothesis that Americans are more individu-
alistic than others. However, the picture they paint is much more complex and 
nuanced than general expectations would allow, and sometimes it confl icts with 
those general expectations. 

 Other scholars have gone further and acknowledged that individuals within a 
society may have diverse orientations. These different orientations have been 
associated with differences in ethnicity, social class, gender, education, religion, 
and ideology. This view parses the global notion of  culture into one of  smaller 
cultural communities, which share some sets of  common characteristics that lead 
to similarities in orientations among its members. The differences are thought to 
stem from different social experiences, which in turn may have different psycho-
logical effects (Harwood, Scholmerich,  &  Schulze,  2000 ; Strauss,  2000 ). This per-
spective preserves the notion of  a dominant cultural orientation, but calls into 
question how broadly that orientation can be applied. Therefore pro ponents of  
this approach assert that variation within a culture may result from the many ways 
in which societies (and individuals within them) differ and are stratifi ed. 

 These theorists offer little specifi city, however, and little guidance on how 
broadly or narrowly a cultural community is to be defi ned. Cultural communities 
can encompass broader social categories, like ethnicity or gender. But they have 
also been defi ned as small, local, and based on special interests (like playing soccer 
or following a particular rock group). Also, individuals may simultaneously be 
members of  different cultural communities. Such pluralism can potentially lead 
to an endless proliferation of  cultural communities  –  a situation that minimizes 
the role of  society or culture as a collective unit or structure. Therefore propo-
nents of  this view have claimed that there are some overriding intrasocietal simi-
larities in patterns, which result from the shared economic, political, and social 
environments (Strauss,  2000 ). The dominant orientation of  the culture is seen to 
bind together individuals from different subgroups within a society. 

 But, as the examples offered earlier suggest, several scholars assert that indi-
vidualism and collectivism co - exist within individuals and cultures. For instance, 
Sinha and Tripathi  (1994)  are of  the opinion that dichotomies like individualism 
and collectivism are inappropriate to describe Indian culture and social reality. 
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They assert that Indian social reality is complex and consists of  contradictory ele-
ments, some of  which can be described as collectivist and others of  which can be 
described as individualist. Moreover, they assert that these different elements may 
exist in paradoxical relationships, which are not easily reconciled by simply char-
acterizing cultures according to dichotomous categories. 

 Turkish psychologist Cigdem Kagitcibasi  (1996, 2005)  offers another view. 
Kagitcibasi criticizes both the individualism/collectivism framework and the 
conceptually similar independence/interdependence framework of  Markus and 
Kitayama  (1991)  as confounding two distinct dimensions. She asserts that inter-
personal distance (emotional closeness versus separation) and agency are logically 
and empirically distinct dimensions of  autonomy that should not be confused. 
Interpersonal distance and agency can  “ load together ”  in some cultures, such as 
the United States, where, she claims, being both separate and autonomous are 
valued. However, other cultural contexts may value closeness and connectedness 
(low interpersonal distance) but still appreciate autonomy (that is, agency). Thus 
she argues that agency and individual control are central features of  all cultures, 
as is relatedness. This is an important clarifi cation of  the meaning of  autonomy 
 –  and one that, as we shall see, is consistent with the view taken here. 

 In her book  Always separate, always connected: Independence and interdependence 
in cultural contexts of  development , Catherine Raeff   (2006)  also rejects the prepon-
derantly dichotomous approach that has characterized much of  the research on 
culture. She offers an alternative view. She asserts that characterizing cultures as 
having one or the other orientation obscures both within -  and cross - cultural vari-
ability. Using the terms  “ independence ”  and  “ interdependence ”  rather than  “ indi-
vidualism ”  and  “ collectivism, ”  Raeff  asserts that independence and interdependence 
are simultaneous and inseparable processes rather than two ends of  a continuum. 
In her words,  “ inseparable cultural independence and interdependence meanings 
are enacted in the structuring of  multifaceted and inseparable independence and 
interdependence activity dimensions as children participate with others in varied 
cultural approaches ”  (p. 47). In other words, individuals are simultaneously sepa-
rate from and connected to others. Independence and interdependence are mutu-
ally constituted, and they are part of  every social action. They need to be examined 
within cultural contexts. Raeff  offers little guidance as to how this can be accom-
plished in empirical research. But the notion that individuals rather than cultures 
are heterogeneous is consistent with more recent views emerging from cultural 
anthropology.  

  Heterogeneity  w ithin and between Cultures  a s Seen 
in Anthropology 

 As these examples suggest, there appear to be variations in orientations within as 
well as between individuals. These variations are not easily explained by accounts 
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that describe cultures as having a dominant, homogeneous orientation or pattern. 
The examples suggest that we must consider the diverse orientations of  individu-
als within cultures. Different types of  concerns may co - exist in individuals ’  judg-
ments and behaviors. Individuals  –  for instance adolescents and parents in all 
cultures  –  may be collectivist in some situations and individualistic in others. They 
may value autonomy while at the same time stressing the importance of  maintain-
ing traditions and group goals. They may seek the fulfi llment of  personal goals 
(although perhaps covertly), even while they uphold their society ’ s demands for 
conformity. 

 These assertions are consistent with an emerging trend in cultural anthropol-
ogy, away from viewing cultures in terms of  their coherence, consistency, and 
uniform orientations (such as those implied by individualism or collectivism) and 
towards viewing them in terms of  their diversity, oppositions, and confl icts (Abu -
 Lughod,  1993 ; Holloway,  1999 ; Nussbaum,  1999 ; Strauss,  1992 ; Wikan,  2002 ). As 
Abu - Lughod stated,  “ [t]he effort to produce general ethnographic descriptions of  
people ’ s beliefs or actions risks smoothing over contradictions, confl icts of  inter-
est, doubts, and arguments, not to mention changing motivations and historical 
circumstances ”  (1993, p. 9). A number of  anthropologists have described individu-
als within cultures, including traditional ones, in terms of  their confl icts, struggles, 
and attempts to transform social practices or the ways in which cultural under-
standings  “ may be confl icting, contested, and resisted by members of  society ”  
(Holloway,  1999 , p. 61). These researchers claim that cultural psychology has 
focused too much on individuals in dominant positions, to the neglect of  individu-
als in subordinate positions (Abu - Lughod,  1993 ; Turiel,  2002 ; Turiel  &  Wainryb, 
 2000 ; Wainryb,  2006 ). In turn, the focus on individuals at the bottom of  the social 
hierarchy has revealed that cultural orientations seen to be dominant may be 
questioned or contested by those not in power. 

 Cultural anthropologists have illustrated this issue through many detailed 
examples. For instance, Abu - Lughod  (1993)  has provided an ethnography drawing 
on several years of  living among the Awlad  ‘ Ali Bedouin, a Bedouin society on 
the coast of  Egypt. The Bedouin are a polygamous, patrilineal society, where 
marriages are matters of  arrangement rather than of  personal choice. Abu - Lughod 
describes how one of  the older women in the community, Migdim, came to marry 
her husband. As Migdim recounts it, her father fi rst promised her to her paternal 
fi rst cousin. His relatives came to their home to conduct the marriage negotia-
tions. As was the custom, the marriage agreement was sealed with the slaughter-
ing of  some sheep. But Migdim decided she did not want to marry this man. He 
was a fi rst cousin and lived with her family; Migdim felt he was too old and too 
familiar ( “ we ate out of  one bowl ” ). She cried and protested over a period of  days, 
but to no avail. The relatives brought her wedding trousseau and the tent in which 
she and her husband were to live. Her protests intensifi ed, and she manifested her 
opposition by fasting and by throwing a pot of  black dye (which was destined to 
be used for dyeing the top of  the tent). Finally, she ran away to her uncle, who 
intervened by asking her father to delay the marriage just a bit. After a period of  



108 Autonomy, Confl ict, and Culture

months, the subject of  the postponed marriage was raised again. But she protested 
again and the subject was dropped. No one spoke of  the wedding again. Migdim 
described two more failed attempts at arranging a marriage. They involved similar 
episodes of  crying, protesting, throwing food, and the like. The family ’ s fourth 
attempt to marry off  Migdim was successful and met with her approval. It led to 
a long marriage and many children. 

 As Abu - Lughod ’ s  (1993)  ethnography demonstrates, the Bedouin women she 
studied used a variety of  covert (and not so covert) procedures to subvert their 
subordinate positions and to attain their desired goals. Although Migdim ’ s father 
had arranged her marriage (without her consent), she engaged in a number of  
strategies (such as overt protest, crying, throwing food and dye, running away, 
and enlisting the aid of  sympathetic relatives) to avoid entering it as long as 
she found it unacceptable. And, although her father and other relatives initially 
ignored her resistance, her views eventually prevailed. She was not married until 
she found a partner who was acceptable to her. 

 In other words, against the odds, she asserted her personal choice in selecting 
a marriage partner  –  a notion that is diffi cult to integrate into accounts of  collec-
tivism. Abu - Lughod ’ s aim in describing this incident was not to point out an 
exceptional case. Rather she claimed that, when the social conventions of  Bedouin 
society denied women personal choices, they often asserted them in more covert 
ways. In a recollection of  her childhood as she was growing up in a Moroccan 
harem, Fatima Mernissi  (1994)  has similar examples of  the numerous ways in 
which women subverted the traditional social order to gain their desired ends (for 
an extended discussion, see Nucci  &  Turiel,  2000 , or Turiel,  2002 ). This trend in 
cultural anthropology, towards considering the position of  those in nondominant 
positions, has led to the recognition that cultures are considerably more diverse 
than has been acknowledged so far. 

 Recent literature, including biographies, provide similar examples. (Recall 
Anchee Min ’ s autobiography of  growing up in China during the Cultural 
Revolution.) In her best - selling memoir,  Reading Lolita in Tehran , Azar Nafi si 
 (2004)  describes her experiences during the Iranian revolution and the subsequent 
period of  the Iraq – Iran war. A literature professor at the University of  Tehran, she 
was expelled for her unwillingness to wear a veil. She began a private literature 
class in her home with a group of  women students, where she taught Western 
classics by authors like Nabokov, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and Jane Austen. In Nafi si ’ s 
words,

  We started reading  Gatsby  in November [ … ] I was taking some risks in teaching 
such a book at such a time, when certain books had been banned as morally harmful. 
Most revolutionary groups were in agreement on the subject of  individual freedoms, 
which they condescendingly called  “ bourgeois ”  and  “ decadent. ”  This made it easier 
for the new ruling elite to pass some of  the most reactionary laws, going so far as 
to outlaw certain gestures and expressions of  emotions, including love. Before it 
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established a new constitution or parliament, the new regime had annulled the 
marriage - protection law. It banned ballet and dancing and told ballerinas they had 
a choice between acting and singing. Later women were banned from singing, 
because a woman ’ s voice, like her hair, was sexually provocative and should be kept 
hidden. My choice of   Gatsby  was not based on the political climate of  the time but 
on the fact that it was a great novel. (Nafi si,  2004 , p. 108)   

 Nafi si uses her decision both not to don the veil and to teach Western literature 
as examples of  resistance  –  and as expressions of  personal choice  –  in response to 
an increasingly repressive society. 

 Along with the criticisms offered earlier, these examples suggest that the focus 
on unitary and global cultural orientations (like individualism and collectivism) 
must shift. We need a more differentiated view, which takes into consideration 
the heterogeneity and diversity of  individuals ’  orientations within cultures. (In an 
interesting twist, another Iranian literature professor, Fatemeh Keshavarz, author 
of   Jasmine and stars: Reading more than Lolita in Iran   (2007)  has criticized Nafi si ’ s 
book on these grounds. She claims that Nafi si has presented a one - dimensional 
view, which does not accurately capture the depth and humanity of  Iranian 
culture.) The psychological research and theorizing described in Chapters  4  and 
 5  provides such a differentiated view. It characterizes individuals  –  both children 
and parents  –  within cultures as having diverse understandings of  morality, self, 
and society. These differentiated understandings may be applied in different ways 
to individuals ’  social interactions and interpersonal relationships.  

  Social Reasoning  w ithin and  a cross Cultures 

 The social knowledge domains (moral, conventional, and personal) described in 
earlier chapters are applicable and useful in considering the orientations of  indi-
viduals in different cultures. They provide a way of  understanding individuals ’  
social reasoning in different contexts. Children, adolescents, and adults in different 
cultures develop concepts of  justice, rights, and welfare (moral concepts); ways of  
understanding society, hierarchical roles, duties, authority, and normative expec-
tations (conventional concepts); and concepts of  self, including a focus on personal 
goals, entitlement, autonomy, and fulfi llment (personal concepts). These concepts 
may be applied in different ways in different situations, or may be coordinated in 
individuals ’  judgments. 

 The claim that cultures are organized around a dominant and homogeneous 
cultural orientation entails a particularistic notion of  morality. That is, it assumes 
that concerns with social contracts, welfare, and individual rights are restricted 
to persons in individualistic societies and that concerns with duty, role obliga-
tions, norms, and conformity to authority structure the thinking and behavior of  
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individuals only in collectivist societies. However, many other psychologists 
(Helwig,  2006 ; Killen  &  Wainryb,  2000 ; Nucci,  2001 ; Turiel,  2002 ; Wainryb,  2006 ) 
have proposed that there are similarities across cultures in individuals ’  social 
experiences and social interactions, including their experiences of  welfare, harm, 
and the distribution of  goods. These different concerns arise in interpersonal 
interactions. They regulate interpersonal relationships in a variety of  cultures. 
Therefore they represent aspects of  individuals ’  social reasoning in different 
cultures. 

 For instance, confl icts are ubiquitous in young children ’ s social interactions 
with peers and siblings. Much research indicates that confl icts in young children ’ s 
social interactions in free - play settings occur over the distribution of  resources, 
including possessions, rights, and taking turns, as well as over hurting, aggression, 
psychological harm, and unkindness  –  all moral issues of  rights, welfare, and fair-
ness. This research has focused primarily on North American children. Yet very 
similar confl icts have been observed among children in cultures that are typically 
described as collectivist and where morality has been characterized in terms of  an 
understanding of  norms, roles, and hierarchical systems (which I have described 
earlier as elements of  social conventional understanding). For instance, in their 
observations of  young children in a preschool outside of  Tokyo, Killen and 
Sueyoshi  (1995)  found that Japanese preschoolers ’  confl icts with peers were over 
object disputes, turn - taking, and (less frequently) physical and psychological harm. 
These types of  social interactions facilitate the development of  moral concepts. 

 The claim that reasoning about fairness, welfare, and rights is universally appli-
cable may seem to suggest that moral practices are similar across cultures. Yet 
there is compelling evidence  –  both scientifi c and nonscientifi c  –  for variations in 
moral practices across cultures. But the existence of  variations is not suffi cient to 
prove that morality is culturally relative, or that concepts of  rights are restricted 
to Western societies. Much of  the variation in social practices that has been the 
mainstay of  cultural anthropology (for example, Benedict,  1934 ) can be seen as 
social conventional in nature. Moreover, evidence for variations in cultural prac-
tices does not automatically translate into an explanation of  how different moral 
concepts are acquired or transmitted (Hatch,  1983 ; Spiro,  1984, 1986 ; Turiel,  2002 ; 
Turiel, Killen,  &  Helwig,  1987 ). Both the variations and the continuities in social 
practices need to be explained. We would expect that individuals in all cultures 
develop an understanding of  social conventions, although the specifi c conventions 
that organize social interactions would, by defi nition, be expected to vary across 
cultural or subgroup contexts. These specifi c conventions develop along with an 
understanding of  fairness and rights. The claim that individuals across a range of  
cultures develop an understanding of  social conventions as arbitrary, consensually 
agreed upon, and contextually relative social norms, together with an understand-
ing of  moral concepts as obligatory, generalizable, and nonalterable has been 
examined and confi rmed in a variety of  cultures, which include children and ado-
lescents in different countries in Africa, Asia, the Middle East, and South America. 
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  Empirical  e vidence for  m oral and  c onventional 
 c oncepts  a cross  c ultures 

 Researchers have examined whether children in different cultures worldwide 
distinguish morality and social convention along the dimensions described in 
Chapter  4 . That is, they have examined whether children and adolescents judge 
morality to be prescriptive, generalizable, and independent of  authority and 
whether they evaluate conventions as contextually relative, alterable, and contin-
gent on rules and authority. In these studies, moral transgressions generally per-
tained to similar types of  acts (for instance harming another or stealing), whereas 
the conventional transgressions were culturally specifi c. For instance, in a study 
pursued in Nigeria, it was revealed that the conventions included eating with the 
left hand (Hollos, Leis,  &  Turiel,  1986 ). In a study undertaken in Korea, the con-
ventional items included taking off  one ’ s shoes before entering a room and eating 
with fi ngers instead of  using chopsticks (Song, Smetana,  &  Kim,  1987 ). The evi-
dence provides strong support for the claim that moral and conventional concepts 
co - exist in different cultures. 

 Children in almost all of  the cultures studied distinguished between moral and 
conventional rules by using different theoretical criteria. Moreover, these distinc-
tions have been found among the very young, including preschool children in 
Hong Kong (Yau  &  Smetana,  2003b ) and Colombia (Ardila - Rey  &  Killen,  2001 ). 
Some cultural differences have been observed, but they pertain primarily to the 
types of  justifi cations children used. For instance, in explaining why conventional 
transgressions were wrong, Korean children and adolescents used more justifi ca-
tions related to social status, social roles, appropriate role   behavior, and courtesy. 
Such concerns are less common in   American children ’ s reasoning (Song et al., 
 1987 ). Ijo children and adolescents in Nigeria (Hollos et al.,  1986 ) and Arab chil-
dren in Israel (Nisan,  1987 ) affi rmed the importance of  customs and tradition to 
a greater degree than American children did. And young Chinese children in Hong 
Kong (Yau  &  Smetana,  2003b ) offered moral justifi cations focusing on welfare and 
fairness at earlier ages than we have observed this kind of  reasoning to develop 
among middle - class children in the United States. 

 Some recent empirical studies have also examined young children ’ s judgments 
about authority in Western cultures, as well as in more hierarchical, non - Western 
cultures. This has been of  interest, given the emphasis on obedience to authority 
and on the importance of  hierarchical relationships in Asian cultures. In a series 
of  elegant studies, Marta Laupa ( 1991 ; Laupa  &  Turiel,  1986 ) showed that American 
children ’ s views of  adult authority depended on whether the authority occupied 
an appropriate social position and the individual was competent and had the req-
uisite knowledge to fi ll the role. For instance teachers were seen as having legiti-
mate authority, whereas former teachers were not. Competent teachers were seen 
as more legitimate authorities than incompetent teachers. Interestingly, although 
we tend to associate the notion of   “ authority fi gure ”  with adult status, simply 
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being an adult was less important in American children ’ s evaluations than being 
knowledgeable or occupying the appropriate social position. Moreover, children 
also coordinate their evaluations of  the position of  given authority fi gures with 
the social context in which these fi gures issue their commands. For instance, in 
schools, teachers are seen as more legitimate authority fi gures than mothers. 

 Studies of  children in Korea, Macao, and Hong Kong (Kim,  1998 ; Kim  &  Turiel, 
 1996 ; Laupa  &  Tse,  2005 ; Yau, Smetana,  &  Metzger,  2009 ) demonstrate that Asian 
children differ from American children in how they weigh these various authority 
attributes. Children in Korea, as well as Chinese children in Macau, emphasize 
adult status and knowledge over social position more than American children do 
(Kim  &  Turiel,  1996 ; Laupa  &  Tse,  2005 ). However, Korean children viewed both 
adults and peers as having legitimate authority when their commands were con-
sistent with the children ’ s understanding of  the acts. Children recognized actors ’  
social standing, but gave priority to morality. In all of  these studies, Chinese chil-
dren differentiated between the legitimacy of  authority and obedience to authority 
as children from Western cultures did. However, they showed a greater focus on 
the avoidance of  punishment and sanctions when they reasoned about obedience. 
These studies provide a nuanced view of  how different elements of  social conven-
tions and moral concepts interact in evaluating authority.  

  Concepts of   r ights  a cross  c ultures 

 More directly, research studies have examined the claim that children and adoles-
cents in collectivist cultures subordinate rights to duties. But, fi rst, it is important 
to note that, even in individualistic cultures, where an orientation towards rights 
is said to predominate, individuals have complex and shifting views and do not 
endorse rights in all circumstances. Survey studies have shown that the extent to 
which individuals uphold different rights varies according to whether rights are 
presented in the abstract (freedom of  speech) or in particular contexts (whether 
Nazis should have the right to free speech in a local town hall). Charles Helwig 
( 1995, 1997, 1998 ) has conducted programmatic research to examine age - related 
changes in North American children ’ s and adolescents ’  conceptions of  specifi c civil 
liberties, like freedom of  speech and freedom of  religion. These particular rights 
were chosen because, in philosophical writing, they are often considered to be 
prototypical examples of  rights. 

 In one study, Helwig  (1995)  examined teenagers ’  judgments about freedom of  
speech and freedom of  religion when these were presented abstractly (for example, 
whether the law should allow people to express their views). He also examined 
judgments when these freedoms were presented in a more specifi c, contextualized 
way. For instance, in one condition, the vignette described a resident of  a sur-
rounding neighborhood as giving a speech in a designated area of  a park. This was 
referred to as an unconfl icted application, because the right to free speech was 
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described in a more contextualized way, but with no other competing moral 
concerns. Finally, the same freedoms were described as being in confl ict with 
other moral concerns. To continue with the previous example, one description 
presented an individual making a public speech in the park, but his speech con-
tained racial slurs aimed at a minority group. In other words, rights were pre-
sented as confl icting with psychological harm. This was referred to as a multifaceted 
application. In these multifaceted applications, freedom of  speech and religion 
were depicted as confl icting with psychological harm, as just described, and also 
as resulting in physical harm or inequality. 

 Helwig found that nearly all (primarily White, middle - class) adolescents in his 
study viewed freedom of  speech and freedom of  religion as universally applicable 
rights. They considered that these rights were not contingent on existing rules or 
laws (for instance, that it would be wrong for the government to prohibit them). 
They made these judgments both when the two rights were presented abstractly 
and when they were presented in contextualized situations where there were no 
competing moral concerns. 

 These same rights were much less likely to receive unqualifi ed approval, 
however, when the freedoms concerned were presented as coming into confl ict 
with competing moral concerns. This was particularly the case when physical 
harm was seen to be a consequence. One may conclude that North American 
teenagers subordinated rights to other moral concerns, such as the prevention of  
harm or the promotion of  equality. As they grew older, teenagers demonstrated 
an increased ability to coordinate different principles and concerns in their judg-
ments. Early adolescents were more likely than older ones and than college stu-
dents to view issues of  equality as overriding civil liberties. For instance they were 
less accepting of  speech that advocated the exclusion of  low - income people from 
political parties. They were also less likely to uphold civil liberties when these 
confl icted with a law. Younger students could evaluate laws and social systems 
by using abstract concepts of  rights. But nearly half  of  the participants used a 
purely legalistic perspective in order to evaluate the legitimacy of  violating exist-
ing rules in situations where the social system was described as restricting indi-
viduals ’  civil liberties. And, in turn, these results suggest that the notion that 
persons in individualistic cultures uphold rights is far too simple. Individuals do 
uphold rights, particularly when presented abstractly, but they also consider other 
concerns and features of  situations. They consider the social context, and they 
coordinate their concerns with rights with other concerns. 

 Similar patterns have been observed among teenagers in other cultures. Like 
North American youth, adolescents in other cultures endorse rights and freedoms 
in some situations, but subordinate rights to other moral and social concerns in 
others. An interesting and timely example comes from Verkuyten and Slooter 
 (2008) . These researchers examined reasoning about freedom of  speech and 
minority rights among Dutch 12 -  to 18 - year - old adolescents. Of  course, Dutch 
teenagers are considered to be members of  an individualistic culture. However, 
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the interesting feature of  Verkuyten and Slooter ’ s study was that they com-
pared the responses of  Muslim minority and non - Muslim majority adolescents. 
(Immigration, particularly from Middle Eastern countries, is currently a contro-
versial issue in the Netherlands.) 

 Unlike Helwig,, these researchers did not include in their study an assessment 
of  abstract situations. They examined judgments given only in concrete and real-
istic situations. Instead they varied several features of  those situations, including 
the type of  situation, whose rights the participants were asked to endorse, these 
participants ’  own group affi liation, and the affi liation of  the actor depicted in the 
hypothetical vignette. Participants were only moderately accepting of  freedom of  
speech and of  minority rights. Their endorsement of  rights varied according to 
the specifi c features of  the situations. Muslims were more likely than non - Muslims 
to reject freedom of  speech that pertained to Islam or that was described as offend-
ing God and religion. Non - Muslims rejected minority rights that entailed separate 
schools and the burning of  the national fl ag in a demonstration, particularly when 
depicted as performed by Muslim actors. Thus, as with previous research, the 
study demonstrated that individuals apply different forms of  social reasoning to 
evaluate complex social issues of  free speech and minority rights. These results 
also added another wrinkle of  complexity by showing the importance of  consider-
ing individuals ’  social identities, including their group memberships and the inter-
group context. 

 Children and adolescents in different cultures have also been queried about 
their conceptions of  the fairness of  different political systems. In one study (Helwig, 
 1998 ), they evaluated different forms of  democracy, such as consensual, direct, 
and representative; oligarchy, which is rule based on the wealth of  a few people; 
and meritocracy, where the most intelligent and knowledgeable individuals make 
decisions. Not surprisingly, North American children viewed all three forms of  
democracy as more fair than either oligarchy or meritocracy. By early adoles-
cence, teens also came to view direct democracy as more fair than other demo-
cratic systems, on the basis of  appeals to democratic principles such as majority 
rule and representation. This is much as one would expect, given that the partici-
pants grew up in a democratic system. The changes brought by age appeared to 
refl ect a more nuanced understanding of  the participants ’  own governmental 
system. 

 But, more surprisingly, similar results have been obtained in comparisons made 
between Mainland Chinese and Canadian adolescents (Helwig, Arnold, Tan,  &  
Boyd,  2007 ). There were very few differences in the judgments and reasoning of  
urban middle - class teens in Canada and respectively in Nanjing, China. In both 
cultures, these adolescents viewed representative democracy as being most fair; 
this was followed by direct democracy, on the basis of  appeals to democratic 
principles. But, as emphasized, both the Chinese and the Canadian youth were 
drawn from similar environments. Therefore the researchers also compared urban 
Chinese youth with teens from two additional locations in China. The locations 
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varied in their degree of  modernization and exposure to Western infl uences, and 
in whether they were urban or rural. Teenagers in Canada and China, including 
Chinese youth in rural, less modernized villages far removed from Western infl u-
ence, all judged democratic systems to be better and fairer than either oligarchy 
or meritocracy. These judgments were based on rationales such as that people 
should have a voice or a  “ say, ”  that democratic systems allow different segments 
of  society to be represented in governance, and that these systems provide account-
ability. Moreover, Chinese youth considered representative democracy to be 
better than democracy by consensus on the basis of  concerns with practicality and 
utility. This suggests that adolescents in different cultures evaluate the features of  
political organizations independently of  offi cial cultural ideologies and connect 
them to judgments of  political fairness. 

 The results of  these studies support the view that there is a mixture of  social 
judgments, actions, and concerns of  persons within cultures. Social judgments 
are heterogeneous. Even in collectivist cultures, where individuals are said to 
value duty rather than rights and interdependence rather than independence, 
different social concepts co - exist, which include justice, interpersonal obligations, 
conventions, personal choice, and personal entitlements.  

  Empirical  e vidence for  p ersonal  c oncepts  a cross  c ultures 

 The proposition that individuals in all cultures have heterogeneous social orienta-
tions entails a related claim: individuals in all cultures develop notions of  the 
person that include concerns with personal expression, choice, and privacy. These 
concepts relate to issues that individuals view as going beyond the boundaries of  
societal regulation or of  general morality. (And we shall see, this thesis is central 
to my claims about adolescent – parent confl ict in different cultures.) Again, it can 
be seen that this view differs from that of  culture theorists, who have proposed 
that a conception of  the self  as unique, autonomous, and bounded and a focus on 
self - suffi ciency and the attainment of  personal goals are restricted to persons in 
individualistic cultures. 

 At a general level, culture theorists agree that notions of  self  and personhood 
(Damon  &  Hart,  1988 ; Geertz,  1975 ) and a sense of  agency (Markus  &  Kitayama, 
 1991 ; Miller,  1997 ) are basic human concepts. They are sensitive to the universal 
existence of  notions of  self  and of  a sense of  agency. However, they have given 
more emphasis to the extent to which agency is embodied in culturally variable 
forms, particularly in representations of  the self  as an individual (Miller,  1997 ), and 
to the ways in which defi nitions of  personhood vary across cultures. For instance, 
the anthropologist Clifford Geertz  (1984)  claims that the sense of  self  as a bounded, 
discrete social being is a peculiarly Western construction. He argues that in many 
other cultures, such as among the Balinese, notions of  self  are unbounded in 
the sense that people perceive themselves to be part of  selves blended in social 
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relationships. Miller  (1997)  claims that both how the sense of  agency is expressed 
and the contexts in which it is expressed are culturally variable. 

 But there is evidence that concepts of  personal choice and personal freedom 
have a broader psychological reality, which can be applied cross - culturally (Killen 
 &  Wainryb,  2000 ; Nucci,  1996, 2001 ; Turiel,  2002 ; Wainryb,  2006 ). Nucci proposes 
that all cultures treat some issues as falling within the boundaries of  the self  and 
personal agency. This is because both the establishment of  an arena of  personal 
freedom and notions of  human agency are necessary for the formation of  the self  
and for the development of  the social individual. Thus appeals to personal choice 
fulfi ll basic psychological needs (Nucci,  1996 ; Nucci  &  Lee  1993 ). Theorists who 
study human motivation from the self - determination perspective have made 
similar claims (Ryan  &  Deci,  2000 ). They argue that, along with competence and 
relatedness, autonomy is one of  three basic, universal psychological needs. 

 In this chapter I have emphasized the universal dimensions of  the personal 
domain. But, as I noted in Chapter  5 , there are cultural variations in the bounda-
ries that constrain or defi ne the personal domain (Nucci  1996 ; Nucci  &  Lee  1993 ; 
Smetana,  1995b ), and hence in what is considered to be under the individual ’ s 
personal jurisdiction. Individuals develop personal concepts in all cultures; but 
these concepts are elaborated in cultural contexts that defi ne their scope and 
content. And, although there are cultural variations, the evidence suggests that 
there is a great deal of  overlap across cultures in the types of  issues that are treated 
as personal. 

 Cecilia Wainryb ’ s research (Wainryb,  1995 ; Wainryb  &  Turiel,  1994 ) offers a 
detailed example. Her programmatic research examined how individuals in a 
traditional, hierarchically organized society reason about justice, interpersonal 
obligations, and personal entitlements. This research is particularly useful because 
it specifi cally examines the proposition that concepts of  fairness and rights, as well 
as concepts of  personal entitlement and personal choices, are evident in individu-
als ’  reasoning in collectivist societies. However, she also considered how cultural 
orientations affect social judgments. She expected that thinking about personal 
goals and entitlements would take a different form in traditional societies, due to 
differences in social arrangements. Wainryb and Turiel stated this as follows:

  We propose that irrespective of  the type of  social arrangements  –  of  the type of  
hierarchical relationships  –  interpersonal relationships are multifaceted and dynamic, 
and involve mutual expectations, confl icts, and negotiations over issues of  personal 
preference, rights, and fairness. All relationships, however authoritarian, involve 
more than just the fulfi llment of  established or fi xed duties and obligations. 
Relationships, even in hierarchical and authoritarian contexts, involve instances in 
which certain individuals (those in dominant positions) impose their own personal 
choices and decisions on others, as well as instances in which certain individuals 
(those in subordinate positions) attempt to pursue their own goals and desires, try 
to assert their rights and entitlements, and arrive at compromises. (Wainryb  &  
Turiel,  1995 , pp. 304 – 305)   
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 These propositions are supported by several studies examining judgments from 
children, adolescents, and adults about fairness, rights, and personal entitlements 
among the Druze Arabs in Israel. The Druze are a small, highly inbred Arab com-
munity founded in the eleventh century. Druze society is hierarchically organized. 
There are specifi c duties associated with particular roles, as well as traditions that 
require adherence by all. The Druze are a patriarchal and patrilineal society, and 
this results in many restrictions on the behavior and activities of  women and girls. 

 In one study (Wainryb  &  Turiel,  1994 ), adolescent girls and boys, as well as 
adults, evaluated several situations of  confl ict that were presented in the context 
of  family relationships. The situations depicted one family member objecting to 
the activities of  another family member. In one set of  conditions, the father or 
husband (who usually occupies a dominant position in the family) objects to the 
activities of  his son, daughter, or wife (who occupy subordinate positions in the 
family). In the other set of  conditions, these situations were reversed: individuals 
in the subordinate position objected to the activities of  the person in the dominant 
position. Overall, a great deal of  authority and power was attributed to husbands 
in relation to their wives, and to fathers in relation to their daughters. Most fre-
quently, justifi cations for granting husbands and fathers decision - making authority 
over their wives and daughters were based on concerns with status, roles, and 
duties. Some justifi cations directly referred to the father ’ s position in the social 
hierarchy ( “ she must obey him because she ’ s his wife ” ). Other justifi cations 
referred to the father ’ s role - related obligations to care and be responsible for his 
family. These fi ndings accord well with the propositions put forward by Triandis 
 (1995, 2001)  and others (Shweder et al.,  2006 ) about individuals ’  orientations in 
collectivist societies. 

 But the fi ndings were considerably more complex. They also refl ected a concern 
with personal autonomy, if  only for those in dominant positions. Appeals to per-
sonal choice and personal jurisdiction were embedded in the notion of  hierarchy. 
Again, these appeals were made on behalf  of  those in dominant positions. For 
instance, both males and females appealed to personal choice and personal needs 
in justifying why husbands and fathers could impose their views on their wives 
and daughters. Such justifi cations included statements like  “ the daughter should 
do it because her father wants it done now, ”  or  “ he can tell her what to do because 
he owns her. ”  Justifi cations for why fathers could not impose their will and assert 
decision - making authority over their sons most frequently involved appeals to 
personal choice and rights. 

 To a great extent, females accepted the legitimacy of  males making decisions 
about their activities. They acquiesced, recognizing their subordinate position in 
the hierarchical social order and the personal entitlements granted to those in 
dominant positions. They also acknowledged that serious consequences could 
result from their disobedience. These consequences were seen as another justifi ca-
tion for affi rming men ’ s power over women. But females ’  responses also refl ected 
a critical stance on the existing social arrangements. Even though they supported 
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the legitimacy of  men ’ s authority, the majority of  girls and women also viewed 
their husbands ’  or fathers ’  decision - making control over them as fundamentally 
unfair and as violating their rights. Thus reasoning about these situations involved 
concepts of  duty, authority, and obligation, as one would expect from descriptions 
of  this culture as collectivist. But the same situations also evoked notions of  per-
sonal entitlements, personal choices, and personal jurisdiction, as well as moral 
concerns with fairness and rights. 

 This research indicates that children ’ s, adolescents ’ , and adults ’  evaluations of  
the fairness of  different social arrangements depend on where one stands in the 
social hierarchy. This conclusion is very similar to the results of  Stacey Horn ’ s 
research on American adolescents ’  evaluations of  exclusion from peer reference 
groups, described in Chapter  4 . Those in subordinate roles (that is, females) expe-
rienced greater restrictions in their choices and freedoms as a function of  their 
social position. And they evaluated certain social practices as being more unfair 
than did those in dominant positions, who were accorded more entitlements and 
choices. On the basis of  these fi ndings, Wainryb and Turiel  (1993)  concluded that 
the broad interpretations of  cultural differences as refl ecting global individualistic 
and collectivistic orientations are overstated. Rather, the fi ndings support the 
proposition that individuals ’  judgments within cultures are heterogeneous and 
contain diverse social orientations. 

 The ethnographic, anthropological, and psychological research converge in 
studies of  individuals ’  social reasoning in different cultural contexts. The result 
has been an attempt to shift the discourse on culture from its focus on unitary and 
global orientations (like individualism and collectivism) to a more differentiated 
view, which pays heed to the heterogeneity and diversity of  orientations within 
cultures. Attempts to examine how cultural meanings are subverted and contested 
have focused primarily on the subordinate role of  women and on their attempts 
to challenge cultural practices. However, this view can be fruitfully applied to an 
understanding of  parent – adolescent relationships as well, as I will elaborate in the 
following chapter.   

  Summary and Conclusions 

 This chapter has examined different ways in which culture has been conceptual-
ized in psychology and cultural anthropology. One currently popular tendency is 
to differentiate cultures along the global dimensions of  individualism and collectiv-
ism. Individuals in individualistic cultures have been characterized as stressing 
autonomy and personal goals, making moral judgments on the basis of  rights, and 
seeking individuation and separation from others. On the other hand, individuals 
in collectivist cultures have been characterized as stressing interdependence and 
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group goals and duties rather than rights, and as developing along a pathway of  
relatedness. 

 Although highly infl uential, this view has been criticized as providing an overly 
stereotyped and too simple view of  culture. There are variations within as well 
as between cultures. One response to these criticisms is to propose that cultures 
vary along a single continuum of  individualism and collectivism. Another response 
is to assert that individualism and collectivism exist within individuals in all cul-
tures. A third response is to argue that different dimensions of  autonomy have 
been confounded. Recently, cultural anthropologists proposed that views of  
culture have been derived largely from individuals in dominant positions. A dif-
ferent picture results when one studies the perspective of  individuals in subordi-
nate positions in society. From this vantage point, cultural understandings may 
be contested and resisted. Cultural anthropologists have obtained this alternative 
narrative by focusing on women, who usually occupy subordinate roles in society. 
As elaborated in more detail in the next chapter, I suggest that a parallel shift 
occurs when we focus on children ’ s rather than parents ’  perspectives. 

 Research shows that individuals in different cultures develop concepts of  fair-
ness, welfare, and rights, along with concepts of  social convention and society. 
Adolescents assert rights, even in cultures that are considered to be collectivist. 
Social conventions may vary in different cultures, but all individuals develop an 
understanding of  social conventions as structuring and organizing social interac-
tions in different contexts. Concepts of  personal choice and personal freedom also 
are found cross - culturally, although the boundaries and content of  the personal 
domain may vary. These concepts fulfi ll basic psychological needs of  self  and 
agency. 

 In the following chapter we shall consider some cross - cultural support for this 
claim. We shall examine mothers ’  beliefs about personal freedoms, before turning 
to research on adolescent – parent relationships in different cultural contexts.         



  7 

Adolescent Relationships 
and Development  w ithin and 

between Cultures     

     As a topic of  study, adolescent – parent relationships may seem somewhat removed 
from the types of  concerns with cultural orientations considered in the last chapter. 
Indeed, relatively few connections have been made between the developmental 
literature on adolescent – parent relationships  –  which has focused primarily on 
American youth and, until relatively recently, on mainstream middle - class youth 
(see Graham,  1992 ; McLoyd,  1990 )  –  and theorizing and research about cultural 
orientations. But the nature of  adolescent – parent relationships and the conceptu-
alizations of  these relationships bear on the cultural issues elaborated in Chapter 
 6  in several interesting ways. 

 First, an obvious but frequently ignored fact is that, like relationships between 
men and women in traditional societies, parent – child relationships are mostly 
hierarchical. Most of  the time, parents are in dominant positions; children have 
subordinate roles. This is an issue that has been explicitly considered by several 
researchers and theorists (Hartup,  1989 ; Piaget,  1965 ; Youniss  &  Smollar,  1985 ). 
Of  course, this is as it should be, at least in early development. A prolonged period 
of  dependency is necessary to ensure the young children ’ s survival and, more 
broadly, for them to acquire the norms, values, and expectations of  society. But 
modern society has prolonged the transition into adulthood well beyond the point 
when biological and cognitive maturity is attained. Indeed, some theorists have 
proposed that the period of  youthful dependency extends far beyond the chrono-
logical period of  adolescence. They consider young adulthood (referred to as 
 “ emerging adulthood ” ) as a distinct developmental stage (Arnett,  2000, 2004, 
2007 ). 

 Moreover, American society is ambiguous about when the transition from the 
subordinate status of  childhood to the relatively equal status of  adulthood is 
achieved. The staggered timing for conferring the legal status of  adulthood (for 
example the legal ages for driving, drinking alcohol, the draft, and voting) is a 
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vivid demonstration of  this. The extended delay in achieving adulthood is fraught 
with many of  the same tensions and contradictions that cultural anthropologists 
have noted when focusing on individuals in subordinate positions in more tradi-
tional cultures. Of  course, it is important to note that not all of  the parents ’  and 
children ’ s interactions refl ect the hierarchical nature of  their relationships. In some 
of  these interactions the power differential is suspended, and parents and children 
deal with each other as equals. For instance, in playful exchanges, parents may 
engage the child at a more equal level and behave more like peers than as parents. 
And research has shown that parents also strive to maintain loving, trusting bonds 
and to make children happy (Hastings  &  Grusec,  1998 ), goals that may not neces-
sarily rely on emphasizing hierarchy. 

 In Chapter  5  I described European American adolescents ’  reasoning about 
personal jurisdiction in situations of  confl ict with parents. In light of  the perspec-
tives discussed in Chapter  6 , some might wish to characterize the adolescents ’  
responses as refl ecting the individualistic orientation of  American culture, with its 
focus on personal goals, individual rights, and personal agency. These responses 
might also be seen to attest to the hedonistic desires for personal fulfi llment or 
for the selfi sh achievement of  personal needs and goals, which Robert Bellah and 
his colleagues (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler,  &  Tipton,  1985 ) considered to 
be endemic to American culture, given its overly individualistic orientation. In 
addition, these descriptions could be viewed as consistent with Markus and 
Kitayama ’ s  (1991)  characterization of  independent construals of  the self. Indeed, 
in describing the cultural features of  the American self, Markus, Mullally,  &  
Kitayama  (1997)  stated:

  choice  –  picking one ’ s favorite, having it your way, the availability of  a wide variety 
of  styles, favors, colors, and so on  –  is central to many domains of  U.S. life. Choice 
is important because it allows people to selve  –  to manifest their individuality, to 
express themselves, to be active agents who control their own actions. Choosing 
involves knowing, revealing, and making good on one ’ s constituting preferences 
and attitudes. (Markus et al.,  1997 , p. 24)   

 This statement appears to be an apt description of  European American middle -
 class adolescents ’  assertions of  personal choice in situations of  confl ict with parents. 
Indeed, the mere fact that parents and adolescents have disagreements can be seen 
as a refl ection of  the individualistic orientation of  American society and of  on -
 going debates about whose rights should predominate. But, before drawing this 
conclusion, it is worth considering whether the responses of  European American 
youth generalize to ethnic minority youth in the United States  –  and, more 
broadly, to youth in other cultures. 

 Several studies have examined confl ict and confl ict resolution among culturally 
diverse youth in the United States. (I will take up this issue in more detail in refer-
ence to African American youth in the following chapter.) These studies are well 
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cited as illuminating ethnic variations in adolescent – parent relationships, and they 
do show that relationships among diverse groups of  American adolescents vary 
in some important and interesting ways; but they also show surprisingly few cul-
tural and ethnic differences when it comes to confl ict. Differences are primarily 
in beliefs about relationships and in the ways confl icts are resolved. For instance, 
in studying American adolescents from Mexican, European, Filipino, and Chinese 
backgrounds, psychologist Andrew Fuligni  (1998)  found that there were strikingly 
few ethnic differences in these adolescents ’  willingness to disagree with their 
parents. Filipino students were less willing than others to disagree with both 
of  their parents, and Mexican students were less willing than others to disagree 
with their fathers. Over a 2 - year period, however, all youth became willing to 
express disagreements with parents. But the ethnic groups did not differ either 
with respect to the frequency of  confl icts between children and parents (which 
was generally low) or with respect to children ’ s feelings of  cohesion with their 
parents (which were generally quite high). Fuligni notes that American adoles-
cents from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds had strikingly similar rela-
tionships with parents. Fuligni, Hughes, and Way  (2009)  concluded in their recent 
review that  “ the overall picture of  dyadic interactions between parents and ado-
lescents during the teenager years [is] fairly similar across ethnic and immigrant 
generational groups ”  (p. 529). 

 But American adolescents from different ethnic backgrounds say that they 
would handle confl icts with parents in different ways. Researcher Jean Phinney 
and her colleagues (Phinney, Kim - Jo, Osorio,  &  Vilhjalmsdottir,  2005 ) studied 
responses from American adolescents  –  coming from European, Korean, Armenian, 
and Mexican backgrounds  –  to hypothetical vignettes about confl icts. Six vignettes 
were selected to represent issues that might have different cultural meanings; the 
object of  investigation was particularly whether these issues were considered to 
be matters of  personal choice among individuals from different ethnic groups. For 
instance, one of  the vignettes raised the problem of  whether adolescents can date 
someone from a different group. This taps into cultural variations in (social con-
ventional) beliefs about whether dating and the choice of  a dating partner are 
personal matters. In some immigrant groups, dating partners are seen as a matter 
of  concern to parents, and parents are expected to be consulted. In addition, fami-
lies also vary in the extent to which they expect children to marry within their 
own ethnic group. Assessing differences in beliefs about obligations to the family, 
another vignette focused on whether adolescents can choose to attend a party 
with friends rather than be present at a weekly family dinner. Then, some groups 
(particularly Armenian families) expect children to live at home until they marry. 
Thus another vignette examined whether adolescents can choose to move out of  
the house to live on their own. 

 The results were surprising in light of  the researchers ’  hypotheses about 
cultural and ethnic group variations. Regardless of  ethnicity, the type of  action 
that adolescents preferred in most cases and most frequently endorsed was self -
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 assertion (that is, the option of  following their own wishes), which the authors 
viewed as an expression of  autonomy. This choice did not differ according to 
ethnicity, but there were some age differences. Older adolescents from Mexican 
and Armenian backgrounds endorsed self - assertion more than did younger teens 
from the same ethnic groups. In other words, self - assertion was preferred more 
by older than by younger adolescents, even in groups that are considered to be 
collectivist. The next most frequent action choice was negotiation; and it was fol-
lowed by compliance. The major difference in action choices was that European 
American adolescents endorsed complying with parents ’  wishes less than other 
youth. 

 The researchers also examined adolescents ’  different reasons for their choices. 
What the researchers referred to as self - interest was by far the most frequent 
reason adolescents articulated. The examples in their coding indicated that this 
category refl ected personal choices (for instance,  “ it is what I want, ”   “ it is my 
right, ”   “ it is my life, so it ’ s my choice ” ). Other reasons  –  such as fear of  parental 
punishment or force, concern with mutuality, or concern with the family and with 
maintaining family harmony  –  were much less frequent. Again, the expected 
ethnic differences failed to materialize; only age differences were found. The study 
also included a college sample. College students focused more on concerns with 
the family and less on personal choices. And, although European Americans are 
characterized as individualistic, concerns with the family were greater among 
older (college - age) students than among their youngest peers. 

 In this study, ethnic variations were most pronounced when adolescents gave 
their reasons for compliance. More than other youth, European American adoles-
cents focused on trust in their interpersonal relationships. They also gave more 
self - interested responses (invoking the argument that their actions might benefi t 
them in the future). Armenian adolescents focused more on feelings of  warmth 
and closeness as a reason to comply with parents ’  wishes. Korean adolescents were 
more likely to talk about the importance of  family and the need to respect and 
obey one ’ s parents. More than others, Mexican American youth expressed care 
and concern for family members. In sum, there was some evidence that ethnic 
minority youth endorsed complying with parents more out of  concern with, or 
respect for, their parents, whereas European American youth endorsed compli-
ance on the basis of  self - interest. But, notably, the responses from European 
American teens focused predominantly on the importance of  trust in their rela-
tionships with parents. 

 The sample for this study included immigrant youth as well as youth born in 
the United States. The different ethnic groups varied in the proportion of  youth 
who were also immigrants. Phinney and her colleagues did not examine the extent 
to which this infl uenced adolescents ’  responses. But adherence to cultural values 
is clearly infl uenced by whether adolescents immigrated to the United States from 
another country (these are referred to as fi rst - generation immigrants), whether 
they were born in the United States but their parents were not (second - generation 
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immigrants), or whether both they and their parents were born in the United 
States (third - generation immigrants, or beyond). 

 More specifi cally, when families from different backgrounds immigrate to 
the United States, their successive generations increasingly adopt American 
values. They become less likely to endorse the cultural values of  their original 
culture. They come to adopt the perspectives and beliefs of  mainstream or major-
ity American culture. Children often fi nd it easier to adapt to majority American 
culture than their parents do, and therefore they acculturate faster. They certainly 
learn the language faster and more easily, and they experience greater exposure 
to American cultural values through their interactions with peers. Indeed, some 
research has shown that immigrant children become  “ culture brokers ”  for their 
parents, navigating American culture and speaking English or translating it for 
their parents. These differences in levels of  acculturation may lead parents and 
adolescents to have different expectations of  their relationships. In particular, 
the second generation (where youth were born in the United States but their 
parents were not) may experience a larger acculturation gap than adolescents 
and parents who were both born in the same country (that is, the United States, 
for third - generation youth, or elsewhere, for the fi rst generation). For instance, 
researcher Ruth Chao  (2001)  found that, compared to fi rst - generation Chinese 
adolescents, the second generation perceived their mothers as less warm than they 
wanted them to be. Andrew Fuligni ’ s  (1998)  study, discussed earlier, also indicated 
that the belief  that disagreeing with parents is acceptable and behavioral auto-
nomy is desirable was stronger among Mexican American adolescents from later 
generations, as compared to those from earlier generations. 

 The results from these studies highlight the complexity of  making sweeping 
claims about individual behavior on the basis of  cultural orientations like individu-
alism or collectivism. Indeed, the results of  a recent study of  Japanese children 
highlight this complexity. Yamada  (2009)  asked 7 - , 9 - , and 11 - year - old urban 
Japanese to evaluate hypothetical situations where a child ’ s personal desire was 
in confl ict with the parents ’  moral, conventional, or personal demands. The results 
for the conventional stories are particularly illuminating, as they mirror the types 
of  situations that cause confl icts for American adolescents and parents. In one 
story, the child wants to watch TV, whereas the father wants the child to clean 
up the table after dinner. In the other conventional story, the mother demands 
that the child do a household chore (clean the entranceway to the house), whereas 
the child wants to play with friends. 

 Yamada found that nearly all (about 80%) children and early adolescents 
believed that these parental demands were acceptable on the basis of  conventional 
and practical reasons. But, when asked who should make the decision, about half  
of  the children judged that the child should decide what to do. Only one third 
thought that the parent should decide. (The remainder indicated that both parties 
should decide.) Children reasoned that, although these were assigned jobs, it was 
up to children to decide when and how to do their chores. Remember, this is very 
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similar to what American children said about doing chores. And a substantial 
number (corresponding to two thirds of  the children) also considered that parents 
did not have the legitimate authority to make this decision. Yamada argued 
that Japanese mothers encourage children to take charge of  their belongings 
and to feel responsible for tasks. Therefore he speculated that children may view 
doing chores as an issue legitimately under their control, just like other personal 
issues. 

 Furthermore, in hypothetical situations where parents ’  and children ’ s personal 
choices were in confl ict, children (and especially early adolescents) viewed parents ’  
demands as unacceptable and the decisions as being up to the child, on the basis 
of  personal reasons. And they overwhelmingly rejected the parents ’  authority over 
these issues. Again, these results suggest that conclusions about broad cultural 
orientations regarding confl ict may be premature and must be considered more 
broadly. As we shall see in the following section, several studies have shown that 
parents in different cultures do endorse the view that an arena of  personal control 
is important for their children ’ s development.  

  Mothers ’  Beliefs  a bout Children ’ s Personal Freedoms 

 Several studies conducted in diverse cultural and ethnic contexts have examined 
mothers ’  beliefs about granting children personal freedoms. Although the studies 
were conducted by different scholars, they all employed a similar interview to 
investigate the issues that mothers (and in some cases fathers) in different settings 
believed to be personal and up to the child to control. These studies also examined 
how parents decide when an issue should be personal and what their reasons are 
for allowing independent decision - making. Nucci and Smetana ’ s  (1996)  study of  
European American middle - class mothers of  5 -  and 7 - year - olds and, to some 
extent, Nucci and Weber ’ s  (1995)  study of  European American middle - class 
mothers of  3 -  and 4 - year - olds have already been described in Chapter  5 . These 
works illustrate the European American point of  view. But further evidence in 
support of  the claim that autonomy and personal choices are valued universally 
comes from other studies. These deal with African American middle - class mothers 
of  early adolescents studied longitudinally over 2 years (Smetana  &  Chuang, 
 2001 ), Taiwanese – Canadian mothers of  6 -  to 8 - year - old children (Chuang,  2006 ), 
Chinese American mothers (from the Peoples ’  Republic of  China) with young 
children (Xu,  2000 ), Japanese mothers in Tokyo (Yamada,  2004 ), and Brazilian 
mothers of  children and adolescents from two different regions and social classes 
in Brazil (Nucci, Camino,  &  Sapiro,  1996 ). Because cultural norms and values 
infl uence parents ’  beliefs (Goodnow  &  Collins,  1990 ), examining beliefs about 
areas of  personal discretion among mothers from different cultures or ethnicities 
can illuminate both universal values and culture - specifi c orientations. 
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  Mothers ’   e valuations of   c hildren ’ s  i ndependent  d ecision -  m aking 

 Mothers from these different cultures all claimed that there were issues that they 
believed should be up to children to control. They had markedly similar ideas 
about the types of  issues they believed the child should be able to decide, and their 
responses were consistent with descriptions of  the personal domain. Mothers 
asserted that it was permissible to allow children to make independent decisions 
about their choice of  clothes, their activities or play choices, when and what to 
eat, and, less frequently, their choice of  friends or playmates, and control over 
daily routines. When variations in responses were found, they appeared to be due 
more to age differences than to cultural characteristics. For instance, as I noted in 
Chapter  5 , the issue of  homework features as a personal issue only in the studies 
that include adolescents. Children must demonstrate a certain level of  develop-
mental competence before they are allowed to make independent decisions in this 
arena. 

 Mothers also constrained children ’ s personal choices when the children ’ s 
behaviors involved (or were seen to involve) environmental risks. This fact was 
refl ected in judgments from Brazilian mothers according to their social class. Like 
mothers from the other cultures, middle - class Brazilian mothers claimed that 
children should be allowed to make decisions about some things. But lower - class 
Brazilian mothers of  6 -  to 8 - year - olds and, to a lesser extent, lower - class Brazilian 
mothers of  older children rejected this notion completely. Mothers  –  especially of  
the youngest children  –  expressed concerns about their offspring ’ s health or safety. 
Such concerns led them to think that children should not be given any say in 
decision - making. They also expressed doubts about their child ’ s developmental 
readiness to chose and decide. In sum, delays in granting children personal choices 
refl ected lower - class Brazilian mothers ’  assessments of  the dangers present in their 
physical environment and of  their children ’ s lack of  maturity to handle making 
choices. This was not the case for middle - class Brazilian mothers. As will be elabo-
rated in the next chapter, worries about safety are a concern also for African 
American mothers.  

  Mothers ’   j ustifi cations for  p ermitting  i ndependent  d ecision -  m aking 

 Mothers had different ways of  explaining why various issues should be up to the 
child to decide: they offered several reasons or justifi cations. Despite the variety 
of  this assortment, their justifi cations were conceptually similar. Most of  the 
responses referred to the importance of  developing the child ’ s competence and of  
developing autonomy, a sense of  individuality, independence, and the child ’ s 
uniqueness. As we saw in Chapter  5 , formulating choices and manifesting indi-
viduality are often seen as expressions of  individualistic cultures. However, 
mothers from collectivist cultures  –  for example Taiwanese – Canadian mothers, 
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Japanese mothers in Tokyo, and lower -  and middle - class Brazilian mothers  –  all 
emphasized autonomy as a reason for allowing independent decision - making. 
This reason accounted for a large majority (about 70%) of  responses in each group. 
Mothers also appealed to personal reasons, to the developmental appropriateness 
of  the act, or to the developmental readiness of  the child. All of  these can be seen 
as closely related and pertaining to aspects of  the child ’ s psychological or 
self - development. 

 Nevertheless, there were cultural variations in the specifi c ways in which 
mothers reasoned about personal choices for their children. Some researchers 
have claimed that the way in which European American mothers discipline their 
children refl ects their concern with establishing and enhancing the latter ’ s self -
 esteem (Wiley, Rose, Burger,  &  Miller,  1998 ), whereas Chinese mothers rely 
heavily on narratives of  young children ’ s transgressions in order to induce guilt 
and shame (Miller, Fung,  &  Mintz,  1996 ). (But as we shall see in Chapter  10 , chil-
dren do not necessarily view mothers ’  use of  shaming in a positive light.) As one 
might expect on the basis of  these fi ndings, concerns with fostering the child ’ s 
sense of  agency or self - esteem were more evident among European American 
middle - class mothers than among mothers from other cultures. However, they 
did not predominate in European American mothers ’  responses, nor were 
they absent from those of  the other mothers. And mothers from each of  the 
cultures studied viewed independent decision - making as important in fostering 
their children ’ s autonomy, agency, competence, and self - reliance. 

 Miller and her colleagues ’   (1996)  conclusions were based on observations of  
mother – child interactions, whereas the cultural comparisons discussed here are 
derived from interviews with mothers and focused on their beliefs. But the inter-
view studies just described also show that in situations involving children ’ s mis-
behavior, European American middle - class mothers are not necessarily more 
concerned with protecting and enhancing their children ’ s self - esteem than are 
mothers in other cultures. In four of  the studies, which dealt with European 
American mothers, Chinese mothers from Taiwan and mainland China residing 
in North America, and Japanese mothers, mothers were also questioned about 
their children ’ s motivations in situations where they resisted what their mothers 
asked them to do. Japanese mothers, especially mothers of  young children, viewed 
their children ’ s resistance to their wishes as selfi sh or egocentric. Some Chinese 
mothers offered a somewhat different explanation for children ’ s resistant behav-
ior. They regarded their children as being defi ant or as testing the limits. These 
latter views were infrequent among European American mothers and absent 
among Japanese mothers. On the other hand, only European American mothers 
thought that their children were seeking attention when they disobeyed their 
mothers ’  wishes. And only mothers from the People ’ s Republic of  China cast child 
resistance in a positive light and indicated approval of  the child ’ s behavior: they 
viewed parents as being bossy and thought that situations of  resistance offered 
positive learning opportunities for children. So, in contrast to Japanese mothers, 
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Chinese mothers appeared to encourage resistance to their wishes (at least to 
some extent). 

 Again, these responses cast some doubt on the claim that cultural orientations 
differ substantively and substantially. The overriding themes are similar, but there 
are nuances and variations in how they are expressed. And, although several of  
these studies focused on mothers with young children, the studies of  mothers ’  
beliefs about the behavior of  their adolescent children produced similar results. 

 We shall turn next to the adolescents ’  reasoning about confl icts.   

  Adolescent – Parent Relationships in Hong Kong 
and Mainland China 

 As I noted earlier, one interpretation of  the European American adolescents ’  
appeals to personal jurisdiction in situations of  family confl ict is that these would 
solely be refl ections of  the individualism of  American culture. This interpretation 
is not supported by the fi ndings of  research on adolescent – parent confl ict in dif-
ferent cultural contexts. 

 Chinese cultures have been described as prototypically collectivist (Markus et 
al.,  1997 ). The meta - analyses carried out by Oyserman, Coon,  &  Kemmelmeier 
 (2002) , cited in Chapter  6 , show that the Chinese, when examined along multiple 
dimensions of  individualism, are considerably less individualistic than the 
Americans. In many studies, Chinese family life is seen as strongly infl uenced by 
Confucian values (Chao,  1995 ; Chao  &  Tseng,  2002 ). This involves a hierarchical 
structure, clearly defi ned roles and responsibilities, deference to parental author-
ity, and reverence and respect for fathers in particular (fi lial piety). Chinese fami-
lies are said to emphasize affi liation, cooperation, and harmony in interpersonal 
relationships and in children ’ s obligations to the family. They are thought to place 
greater emphasis on social and moral values than on personal values and on com-
petence in the accomplishment of  individualistic goals (although, as we have just 
seen, Chinese mothers ’  beliefs about their children ’ s independent decision - making 
do not necessarily conform to these descriptions). Jenny Yau (who worked at the 
Chinese University of  Hong Kong and then at the Hong Kong Institute of  
Education) and myself  examined whether Chinese adolescents ’  reasoning about 
confl ict refl ected the types of  concerns ascribed to individuals in collectivist cul-
tures. Our studies focused on reasoning about adolescent – parent confl ict among 
Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong and mainland China. 

 These studies used the same methods described in the previous chapters to 
examine reasoning about adolescent – parent confl ict. The fi rst one (Yau  &  Smetana, 
 1996 ) focused on Chinese lower and lower to middle socioeconomic status 10 -  to 
19 - year - olds living in Hong Kong. We intentionally sampled lower socioeconomic 
status families, in order to study teenagers who were less westernized and more 
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traditional than adolescents growing up in middle - class families. Trained inter-
viewers conducted individual interviews in Cantonese, the Chinese dialect spoken 
in Hong Kong, with adolescents in their secondary schools. 

 In 1994, when this study was undertaken, Hong Kong was still a British colony, 
with a population of  6 million people. Hong Kong is one of  the world ’ s major 
centers of  trade and fi nance. It is highly industrialized and westernized, but it is 
also strongly infl uenced by traditional Chinese culture. Nearly all of  the popula-
tion speaks Chinese. Moreover, research has shown that the values of  Hong Kong 
Chinese parents differ signifi cantly from those of  European American parents in 
the United States (Feldman, Rosenthal, Mont - Reynaud, Leung,  &  Lau,  1991 ). 

 Recently, researchers have begun to focus on the heterogeneity found among 
the Chinese living in different countries (and, more generally, among children and 
adolescents treated as part of  a single cultural or ethnic group: Parke  &  Buriel, 
 2006 ; Tardif   &  Miao,  2000 ). Within Chinese culture, for instance, there is a great 
deal of  diversity in language and in ethnic backgrounds, as well as in adherence 
to religious and cultural beliefs. There are regional differences as well. For instance, 
research conducted in mainland China has found that urban Chinese youth believe 
more strongly that it is acceptable to disagree with parents than rural Chinese 
adolescents do (Zhang  &  Fuligni,  2006 ). These studies suggest that it is worthwhile 
to examine heterogeneity within cultures if  one is to understand differences in 
parenting and in parent – adolescent relationships. 

 This led us to compare adolescent – parent relationships in two different Chinese 
cultural contexts, in a subsequent study. We examined the responses of  primarily 
lower and lower middle - class 10 -  to 19 - year - old Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong 
and compared them with adolescents of  the same age in Shenzhen, mainland 
China (Yau  &  Smetana,  2003a ). Again, students were interviewed in their schools 
and in their native languages (Cantonese for youth in Hong Kong and Mandarin 
for youth in Shenzen). As in our earlier study, most parents had a high school 
education at the most and were employed as skilled or semi - skilled laborers. 

 Shenzhen is within striking distance of  Hong Kong. It is located to the south 
of  Guangdong Province, on the border between Hong Kong and the People ’ s 
Republic of  China (PRC). Shenzen is one of  the centers of  mainland China ’ s recent 
economic growth. It has become a model for the rest of  China ’ s economic reform. 
It is now a major manufacturing center in southern China, and part of  Shenzen 
has become a Special Economic Zone. These factors have led to an enormous 
infl ux of  population from other parts of  the country. 

 By the time we conducted the second study, Hong Kong had become part of  
the People ’ s Republic of  China and a Special Administrative Region. But Shenzen 
and Hong Kong are very different. They have different histories and political 
systems, and their citizens espouse different values. Due to recent modernization 
and industrialization, the living standard in Shenzhen is higher than in other 
regions of  mainland China, but it is still substantially lower than in Hong Kong. 
Moreover, like much of  mainland China, Shenzhen has experienced enormous 
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political and economic change. The parents of  the Shenzhen teenagers who par-
ticipated in our study grew up after the Cultural Revolution of  the 1960s and 
1970s. This means that they were raised under the Communist system but spent 
most of  their adult years in a society that placed a great deal of  emphasis on pur-
suing material success and a better life. 

  Rates and  t opics of   c onfl icts 

 The picture of  Chinese youth that emerges from these two studies is similar in 
many ways to the image of  European American youth described in the previous 
chapters. As in European American families, teenagers in Hong Kong and Shenzen 
reported having the greatest number of  confl icts with mothers and fewer con-
fl icts with fathers. Teenagers had confl icts with both parents only infrequently. 
Teenagers in Hong Kong reported more confl icts with their mothers than 
youth in Shenzen did. We believe that this was due to the greater number of  
mothers in Shenzen than in Hong Kong who worked outside of  the home. Mothers 
who stayed at home have more of  an opportunity to monitor their adolescent 
children ’ s activities and have more occasions for disagreement. 

 As found among American youth, Chinese girls reported more confl icts with 
their parents than boys did. Confl icts were relatively frequent, but they were 
only moderately  “ hot ”  or intense. Chinese and European American adolescents ’  
responses were not directly compared, but it appears that Chinese teenagers gen-
erated a smaller number of  confl icts than their European American peers and that 
confl icts were less frequent and less intense among the former than among the 
latter. This points to potential differences in the expression of  confl ict between 
Chinese and European American teenagers. 

 As with European American teens, Chinese adolescents ’  confl icts with parents 
were over the mundane, everyday issues of  family life. The greatest number of  
confl icts, accounting for more than a third of  Hong Kong adolescents ’  responses, 
occurred over regulating adolescents ’  activities. Such issues came up far more 
frequently than we have observed among middle - class European American ado-
lescents. This could be ascribed to cultural differences; but we believe that it is 
due to the living conditions in Hong Kong. Hong Kong is a very large, dense, and 
crowded urban environment, and families live in very small, cramped spaces. 
Confl icts about activities generally occurred because teenagers wanted to do 
things out of  the house, whereas parents worried about their children ’ s safety in 
an urban setting that was perceived as unsafe. 

 Teenagers also reported confl icts with their parents over chores, as well as over 
doing homework and getting good grades in school. Refl ecting the high value 
placed on academic success among Chinese families, confl icts over homework and 
academic achievement occurred among Chinese teens in Hong Kong at twice the 
frequency they were observed among the European American teens I studied. 
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They were also more prevalent among youth in Shenzen than among youth in 
Hong Kong, particularly among 7th and 12th graders. These grades coincide with 
the ages at which Chinese students (both in Hong Kong and on the mainland) 
must prepare for, and participate in, highly competitive public examinations. The 
results of  these exams are used to place students on different academic tracks. 
Therefore they have enormous implications for further schooling and for the 
development of  future vocations. But the pressures of  doing well in those exams 
are even greater in Shenzen than in Hong Kong. In Shenzen, the results of  these 
exams are more infl uential in determining further education, which in turn 
increases the students ’  chances for personal and economic success. This also 
explains why confl icts over chores were greater in Hong Kong than in Shenzhen. 
Because of  the one - child policy in mainland China, parents have only one oppor-
tunity to promote their child ’ s academic success. Therefore many parents from 
the mainland relaxed their demands regarding their children ’ s participation in 
chores around the house, so that their offspring may have more time to study 
and do well on exams, thereby increasing their chances of  future academic and 
fi nancial accomplishment. 

 Less often, confl icts were about interpersonal relationships, health, and appear-
ance. Confl icts also occurred over the parents ’  behaviors  –  for instance their 
smoking, the types of  leisure activities they chose, or their relationships, either 
between the two of  them or with other siblings. These types of  issues were very 
infrequent among European American families (although recall the example of  
Dahlia in Chapter  4 , who described confl icts with her mother over her mother ’ s 
lateness), but they were more evident in Chinese families.  

  Reasoning  a bout  c onfl icts 

 The most striking thing, however, was that Chinese adolescents primarily rea-
soned about confl icts in terms of  personal choices and preferences. Personal 
reasons were the most frequent response in both studies. They accounted for half  
of  the justifi cations for confl icts in Hong Kong, and the result was just slightly 
lower when responses from Hong Kong and Shenzen teens were compared. 
Appeals to personal choice predominated in confl icts over activities and over 
doing homework. 

 There were some qualitative differences in the way personal choices and prefer-
ences were expressed among Chinese youth, by comparison to the responses of  
European American teens described earlier. Chinese teens typically did not assert 
their uniqueness, nor did they claim that a preference or a choice was  “ their busi-
ness, ”  as Kelly, Lisa, and Jody, among others, did in the examples provided in 
Chapter  5 . But Chinese teens consistently referred to their personal preferences 
and choices. This is in keeping with the results of  Oyserman and her colleagues ’  
 (2002)  meta - analyses, which likewise found that Hong Kong college students used 
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more personal preference terms to describe the self  than European American 
college students did. 

 Chinese teenagers clearly stated their own preferences and choices, which they 
saw as running contrary to their parents ’  wishes or expectations. They also stated 
that parental expectations pertained to issues that they viewed as unimportant or 
inconsequential and that, therefore, their choices were permissible. In discussing 
a confl ict about watching TV, 12 - year - old Bao - yu, a girl, stated:  “ I watch TV when 
I ’ m bored, when I have nothing to do. Besides, there ’ s nothing wrong with watch-
ing TV. ”  Similarly, when asked why he has confl icts with parents about not having 
enough pocket money, 14 - year - old Fa states:

  I think it is not enough. I want more  –  I like to go to play the TV game, so I need 
more money. Also, I want to save some money, so that I can buy the things that I 
like [ … ] It ’ s for entertainment.   

 In the third example, Fen, a 14 - year - old girl, indicated that she had confl icts with 
her mother about getting up late. She also said that sleeping later is permissible: 

  Because there is nothing important waiting for me to do. Therefore, I take a little 
while longer in bed. She [her mother] wants me to help her out with something or 
she wants me to study [ … ] We think differently.   

 These teenagers asserted that watching TV, spending pocket money one way 
or another, and getting up late are minor, inconsequential decisions, which should 
be up to the teen to settle. Teenagers also appealed to the need for privacy. The 
interviewer questioned 13 - year - old Hong about situations where she feels like 
being alone but her parents disturb her. She declares:

  Because I just want to be alone to think or do my own things at that moment. They 
think they have something to discuss with me. However, I don ’ t want to discuss 
the matter, for I have some other things to do. Usually those are private matters.   

 Finally, another theme that emerged from the interviews is that teens saw them-
selves as mature and competent enough to make their own decisions. In discussing 
confl icts with her mother about doing her homework, Min, a 17 - year - old, expressed 
it in the following way.

  I do the homework. I can mange that, but my mom bugs me to do the homework. 
That is very annoying  …  My homework is ok; there is no need to bug me about 
that. I am mature enough to manage that. I will plan some time to do the home-
work. She doesn ’ t just ask me to do the homework, she asks me to study hard. She 
would like to see that I enter the university. She keeps on bugging, and she also 
feels annoyed. Then she will keep silent. I won ’ t listen to her. At night, I pretend to 
do the homework, so as not to be bugged by her. She thinks that I am studying, 
when in fact I am reading fi ction.   
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 This response is strikingly similar to 17 - year - old Becky ’ s response ( “ I think that at 
17, they shouldn ’ t be telling me what time to go to bed. I sort of  pretty much 
know [ … ] it ’ s my concern now ” ), described in Chapter  5 . 

 We did not interview Chinese parents, but we did obtain Hong Kong teenagers ’  
counterarguments. Recall how we saw in Chapter  5  that teenagers ’  counterargu-
ments closely mirrored their parents ’  justifi cations. Therefore such counter-
arguments can provide some clues as to how Chinese parents reason about the 
confl icts in question. Adolescents in Hong Kong viewed their parents ’  arguments 
as being mostly pragmatic. They asserted that their parents wanted them to use 
their time more wisely, study harder, and do well in school in order to get ahead 
and achieve personal and fi nancial success. Adolescents claimed that their parents 
exhorted them not to waste money (or time). The high frequency of  pragmatic 
counterarguments was directly linked to their confl icts over homework and aca-
demic achievement. Parents ’  concerns regarding these issues were almost always 
described as pragmatic. But, as the foregoing examples suggest, Chinese adoles-
cents portrayed themselves as responding to strong pressures for achievement 
from their parents by treating their school and academic achievement, or decisions 
about when to do homework, as personal matters. 

 Although such occurrences were relatively low in frequency, Chinese teenagers 
did view their parents as reasoning conventionally about confl icts, particularly 
those over doing chores. But again, by their own account, adolescents rejected 
parents ’  appeals to tradition, authority, and social coordination. This is shown in 
the following example about a teen not making the bed upon getting up in the 
morning.

     TEEN :   No one will see it. So why bother? 
  INTERVIEWER :   Do you think there is a need to do so? 
  TEEN :   No [ … ] But it is a traditional way of  thinking that one has to take 

good care of  one ’ s belongings. 
  INTERVIEWER :   That means that it is your responsibility to do so? 
  TEEN :   Yes. 
  INTERVIEWER :   Will you insist on not making the bed? 
  TEEN :   Yes.     

 Among Hong Kong adolescents, nearly a quarter of  the justifi cations for confl icts 
focused on psychological concerns. These were more common among Chinese 
girls than among Chinese boys. Girls sometimes couched their desires for inde-
pendence in the context of  interpersonal concerns (as desires to see friends), emo-
tions (feeling bored at home), and personality faults ( “ I ’ m lazy ” ). All of  these were 
coded as psychological reasons. In contrast, boys revealed their interest in gaining 
independence more directly, by appealing to personal choice. 

 The emphasis on personal choice and preferences that we observed 
among Chinese youth in our two studies is consistent with the claim that confl ict 
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facilitates the development of  autonomy in adolescence even in cultures consid-
ered to be collectivist and oriented towards interpersonal obligations and harmony. 
Some researchers view age differences as refl ecting the deepening infl uence of  the 
process of  socialization. According to this view, the responses of  older children 
and adolescents more closely approximate the cultural goals, ideals, and expected 
endpoints of  successful socialization. But both in Hong Kong and in Shenzen, 
contrary to what the picture of  collectivism might suggest, older adolescents 
expressed greater desires for autonomy and they appealed to personal choices and 
preferences more than younger teenagers did. 

 Other researchers have similarly found that Chinese youth desire more auton-
omy as they grow older. For instance, in a series of  studies, Shirley Feldman and 
her colleagues have investigated the desired pacing of  behavioral autonomy 
among Chinese youth in Hong Kong, as compared to that of  Western teens. In 
these and other studies of  expectations for autonomy (Daddis  &  Smetana,  2005 ; 
Feldman  &  Quatman,  1988 ; Feldman  &  Rosenthal,  1990 ; Feldman  &  Wood,  1994 ; 
Fuligni,  1998 ), parents and adolescents have indicated the specifi c ages at which 
they think that teenagers should be able to make decisions about, or engage in, 
different activities. Although not categorized or labeled as such, many of  the issues 
included in these assessments, like choice of  clothes, hairstyles, how to spend their 
own money, and what books or magazines to read, are personal. Other issues, 
like when teens should be able to decide whether to smoke cigarettes, drink coffee, 
beer, or wine, or have sex, are prudential. And a third category consists of  a 
mixture of  personal, conventional, and prudential issues (for instance, how late 
teenagers can come home at night, and when they can go out on dates). 

 Feldman and Rosenthal  (1990)  found that the pattern of  autonomy - seeking was 
relatively similar among Chinese youth residing in Hong Kong and among Chinese 
youth who had immigrated to Australia and to the United States. However, the 
desired pacing of  autonomy was different. For some items (such as attending 
boy – girl parties, staying home alone at night when parents are out, and choosing 
one ’ s own friends even if  parents disagree), Chinese teenagers residing in Hong 
Kong expected autonomy at later ages than Chinese immigrant children did. The 
latter, in turn, expected autonomy at later ages than teens of  European descent 
did. But, like the more Westernized Chinese teens, Chinese adolescents residing 
in Hong Kong also expected autonomy at earlier ages than their parents thought 
it appropriate. Responses did not differ according to acculturation for other items, 
such as going out on dates, choosing what clothes to buy in the face of  parental 
opposition, and preferring to do things with friends instead of  families. Over most 
of  the issues raised in our studies, Chinese parents and adolescents expected 
autonomy to be attained by the end of  adolescence or young adulthood. 

 Recently, Zhang and Fuligni  (2006)  examined adolescent – parent relationships 
and expectations for autonomy in a large sample of  10th through to 12th graders 
in Shandong Province, China. China is in the midst of  a transition to a market 
economy, but families living in rural areas are peasants who lead an agricultural 
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life. They have little opportunity to travel and participate in the changing eco-
nomic system. These researchers compared adolescents who were living in rural 
areas with adolescents from urban cities in the same province. Thus the youth in 
the study were growing up under the same political system and shared the same 
language and culture. Boys living in the urban city environment had earlier expec-
tations for autonomy (and less cohesive relationships with their mothers) than 
urban girls or rural youth of  either gender. This indicates that, among Chinese 
youth, disagreements with parents may provide a framework for autonomy nego-
tiations to proceed, although there are contextual differences in the desired pacing 
of  the growth of  autonomy and in the appropriate means for obtaining it.  

  Resolutions and  d iscussions  r egarding  c onfl icts 

 Of  course, this assumes that the Chinese youth Jenny Yau and I studied in our 
research actually raised confl icts directly with their parents. Another possibility 
would be that they disagreed with their parents but did not openly express those 
disagreements; instead, they may submit to their parents ’  desires to maintain 
harmony in the family. But this did not seem to be the case. We asked youth in 
Hong Kong and Shenzen whether they should be able to express openly their 
disagreements with their parents (Yau  &  Smetana,  2003a ). The responses were 
nearly unanimous in favor of  being able to communicate their disagreements and 
their choices to their parents. This is similar to what Zhang and Fuligni  (2006)  
found when they asked rural and urban teens from mainland China to rate the 
acceptability of  disagreeing with their parents. Urban teens were more willing to 
disagree openly with their parents than rural adolescents were, but all youth 
believed that explicit disagreement was acceptable. 

 In addition, in our studies, Yau and I interviewed the Chinese adolescents about 
the types of  issues they believed they should be able to discuss openly with parents. 
The issues that teens wanted to raise explicitly with their parents were the same 
ones  –  choice of  activities and schoolwork  –  that caused most of  the confl icts in 
their relationships in the fi rst place. (Recall that this fi nding is similar to what Larry 
Nucci and myself, 1996, observed in our interviews with European American 
mothers of  young children, discussed in Chapter  4 .) When asked what types of  
issues they would prefer  not  to discuss with parents, Chinese adolescents (and 
particularly teens in Shenzen) expressed reluctance to discuss their interpersonal 
relationships, such as their opposite - sex friendships and dating. They believed that 
their parents would not listen or understand, and they also wanted to avoid pun-
ishment. We shall see in Chapter  11  that these concerns are central to why some 
teens do not want to talk to their parents about dating and romantic relationships. 
Chinese culture strongly emphasizes the need to preserve harmony in interper-
sonal relationships. But Chinese adolescents very rarely gave this as a reason for 
avoiding open and frank discussion of  their disagreements with their parents. 
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 Although Chinese adolescents indicated that they openly expressed confl icts 
with their parents, raising the issues did not guarantee that they got their way. 
When asked how the confl icts discussed in their interviews were resolved, Chinese 
teenagers reported that most of  the time (in just over half  of  their disputes), 
parents had the fi nal say. Chinese adolescents reported getting their way in nearly 
a third of  their confl icts. The rest were resolved through joint resolutions or com-
promise. Much like in Zhang and Fuligni ’ s  (2006)  study, we found that, at least 
among urban teens, older adolescents (and boys) gave in to their parents less than 
younger teens (and girls) did. 

 In European American families, too, we found that parents typically had the 
fi nal say in resolving confl icts. And, as with Chinese teens, older adolescents gave 
in to their parents ’  wishes less than younger adolescents did (Smetana, Yau,  &  
Hanson,  1991 ). But among European American families this age - related decrease 
in giving in to parents was accompanied by a corresponding increase in the fre-
quency with which adolescents ’  views prevailed. As European American teens 
grew older, the number of  confl icts resolved in favor of  teens getting their way 
multiplied. In contrast, although a small proportion of  Chinese adolescents did 
get their way in disputes, this did not increase with age: in other words, older 
teens did not get their way more than younger adolescents did. Instead, there 
were more compromises and joint resolutions among older adolescents than 
among early and middle adolescents. One can conclude that, in European American 
families, there appears to be some transfer of  authority from parents to children 
during adolescence (although European American parents still decided the out-
comes of  disputes for the most part). However, Chinese parents retained their 
authority among older teenagers while acknowledging adolescents ’  increasing 
role in decision - making. 

 Although Chinese teenagers typically did not win in their confl icts with parents, 
they thought they should. When asked to identify the best solution for each con-
fl ict, Chinese adolescents said that their views should prevail. Adolescents rarely 
stated that giving in to parents was a desirable outcome. Therefore, although 
Chinese adolescents submitted to their parents ’  wishes in resolving confl icts and 
felt that the solutions were relatively fair, this was not an ideal state of  affairs in 
their opinion. They clearly wished to get their way and they expressed desires for 
greater autonomy and power of  choice. 

 Other researchers have found that Chinese youth in Hong Kong perceive 
parents who rely heavily on dominating control as being less warm and more 
distant (Lau  &  Cheung,  1987 ). Among Hong Kong youth, we also found that 
perceptions of  Chinese parents ’  warmth and use of  control were associated with 
variations in the rate and intensity of  confl icts. Chinese adolescents who perceived 
their mothers as lower in warmth had more frequent confl icts with their mothers. 
They also reported a greater number of  confl icts when both parents were rated 
as lower in warmth. And teens who viewed their parents as more controlling had 
more intense, angrier confl icts with their parents. In a nutshell, individual differ-
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ences in Chinese adolescents ’  perceptions of  the rate and intensity of  confl icts with 
their parents were connected to their perceptions of  use of  control and degrees of  
warmth in their parents. This is consistent with the notion that autonomy and 
relatedness are basic human needs (Ryan  &  Deci,  2000 ) that, when thwarted, lead 
to confl ict. 

 The results of  these studies paint a more complex portrait of  Chinese adoles-
cent – parent relationships than notions of  individualism versus collectivism 
suggest. An emphasis on maintaining harmony in interpersonal relationships was 
refl ected in the relatively small number of  confl icts generated and in the relatively 
moderate frequency of  those confl icts. It was also refl ected in the trend towards 
compromise or joint resolutions rather than towards age - related increases in teens 
getting their way or  “ winning ”  in their confl icts with parents. At the same time, 
the predominant orientation towards personal choice in Chinese adolescents ’  
reasoning about confl ict, as well as their desires to have their own views prevail 
in confl icts, also refl ect prototypical aspects of  the independent self. The mixed 
pattern of  these fi ndings is congruent with the proposition that cultures do not 
have unitary orientations and that individuals cannot be simply categorized as 
individualistic or collectivistic. It is also consistent with the notion that needs for 
autonomy and agency are universal and separable from interpersonal distance 
(Kagitcibasi,  1996, 2005 ). Chinese adolescents clearly desire and attain greater 
autonomy with age. These studies suggest that such attainment may be negoti-
ated, at least in part, in the context of  everyday disagreements and through the 
adolescents ’  assertions of  personal choice.   

  Summary and Conclusions 

 In this chapter I claimed that independent construals of  the self, which are seen 
to be characteristic of  American (and Western) adolescents, apply more broadly 
to youth from other cultures too. Studies conducted in different cultures have 
examined mothers ’  beliefs about granting children and adolescents personal 
choices and freedoms. Mothers from Brazil, China, Japan, and Taiwan, and 
European American and African American mothers in the United States all identi-
fi ed a similar set of  issues (like choice of  clothes, food, clothes, and friend choices) 
that children should be able to control or decide about. Across contexts, mothers ’  
reasons for allowing children choices focused on the development of  autonomy 
and competence. 

 American teenagers from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds have strik-
ingly similar relationships with their parents. Confl ict and cohesion with parents 
do not seem to differ according to ethnicity (Fuligni et al.,  2009 ). Also, there are 
few differences in the types of  reasons that adolescents give for asserting their 
choices when they want to have it their way. American adolescents from different 
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ethnic backgrounds do appear to differ, however, in their willingness to disagree 
with parents, in their outward compliance with parents ’  wishes, and in the reasons 
they give for that compliance. 

 Research on Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong and Shenzen provides further 
support for the claim that autonomy and personal issues are important aspects of  
social life in different cultures. Chinese adolescents have confl icts with their 
parents over everyday issues, like their choice of  activities and doing homework. 
Like European American teens, Chinese teenagers reasoned about confl icts in 
terms of  personal preferences and choices, and these justifi cations were more 
frequent among older than among younger adolescents. This is surprising, in light 
of  claims that socialization refl ects a greater internalization of  cultural values and 
that Chinese culture emphasizes interpersonal harmony and deference to parental 
authority. 

 Chinese adolescents also claimed that they raised confl icts directly with their 
parents. Chinese adolescents, like European American youth, reported that con-
fl icts were resolved primarily by giving in to parents ’  wishes. But, with age, 
European American adolescents were more likely to get their way in confl icts. 
This was not the case with Chinese youth. Instead, among the latter there was a 
modest increase, with age, in joint resolutions or compromise with parents. 
Rather than a transfer of  authority, then, there was a shift towards more joint 
decision - making. Overall, the studies reviewed in this chapter suggest that there 
are cross - cultural similarities as well as cultural shades of  difference in adolescent –
 parent relationships. 

 In the following chapter we shall continue the discussion of  cultural and ethnic 
variations by considering adolescent – parent relationships in African American 
families.         
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Adolescent – Parent Relationships 
in African American Families     

     In the previous chapter we considered issues of  culture in adolescent – parent rela-
tionships. We saw that there are similarities across cultures in such relationships, 
particularly in the types of  issues that cause confl icts and in the way adolescents 
reason about them. But there are also culturally distinctive nuances  –  for instance 
in the frequency with which specifi c issues of  confl ict arise, or in how confl icts 
are resolved. In this chapter we take a more in - depth view of  adolescent – parent 
relationships in African American families. 

 In recent years, numerous scholars have called for more research on the typical 
development of  American ethnic minority youth, including African Americans, 
and on the specifi c developmental issues and challenges they face. In response to 
this call, the number of  studies focusing on ethnic minority youth has increased 
dramatically over the past 15 years. Despite this interest, much of  the research 
has concentrated on youth growing up in poverty and their associated problems, 
such as crime, juvenile delinquency, drug abuse, precocious sexuality, and early 
child bearing. Less research has studied the typical development of  African 
American adolescents, and even fewer studies have focused on middle - class 
African Americans. However, recent census data indicate that slightly less than 
half  of  African American children are growing up below the poverty line. This 
means that the development and adjustment of  the remaining half  are understud-
ied. The sizeable and growing African American middle - class has been largely 
ignored. 

 The consequences of  this state of  things are two - fold. First, conclusions drawn 
from research focusing primarily on lower socioeconomic African American fami-
lies may confound ethnicity and socioeconomic status, and thus they may attribute 
to ethnicity effects that are actually due to socioeconomic status. Furthermore, 
researchers often focus on middle - class European American samples when the 
prevailing concerns are with normal adolescent development, and they focus on 
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lower socioeconomic status African American adolescents when problem behav-
iors are of  interest. This has led to a skewed perception of  all African American 
youth as troubled. It has also led to a dearth of  knowledge about normal develop-
ment in a broad spectrum of  African American families. 

 Research on ethnic minority children and adolescents often employs race -
 comparative designs, whereby ethnic minority children are compared to White 
middle - class children. Too often, White families have been seen as the gold stand-
ard against which differences are to be judged. The resulting judgments have 
promoted a picture of  African American families as not measuring up to European 
American families. This  “ defi cit ”  model has characterized a great deal of  the early 
research (especially prior to the 1990s) on African American families. Differences 
have been viewed as defi ciencies, without much regard for the confounding 
effects of  socioeconomic status, family structure, community, or neighborhood 
and without adequate consideration of  cultural values. As a consequence, some 
researchers have argued against conducting studies that involve comparisons 
between different ethnic groups. They have advocated instead focusing intensely 
on a single ethnic group (Phinney  &  Landin,  1998 ). And, as some scholars have 
reminded us (Hill, Murry,  &  Anderson,  2005 ), African American families are 
diverse and heterogeneous. One of  the advantages of  using a within - group design 
is that researchers can focus on this heterogeneity and describe the variations that 
exist within the group. 

 This is the strategy I have used in the research described in this chapter. I 
describe the results of  a 5 - year longitudinal study of  middle - class African American 
families with adolescents. I consider in some detail, and in their own words, 
middle - class African American adolescents ’  and parents ’  descriptions of  their rela-
tionships, including adolescent – parent confl ict and closeness and how these 
change over time. The present chapter also considers a broader set of  issues. The 
nature of  parenting in African American families has been the subject of  much 
debate, and is also discussed here. This topic is illuminated by parents ’  responses 
to interview questions about their goals on the matter of  autonomy versus control. 
Parents also discussed how they handled the highly charged issues of  race, preju-
dice, and discrimination. Finally, parents and adolescents were observed interact-
ing together.  

  Brief  Overview of the Study 

 The University of  Rochester Youth and Family Project was initiated in 1996. A 
small but intensively studied sample of  96 middle - class African American families 
was followed longitudinally for 5 years and assessed at three points in time. At the 
fi rst two assessments, held 2 years apart, we conducted face - to - face interviews and 
detailed observations of  family interactions with adolescents and with their parents 
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or guardians. At all three times, parents and teenagers completed extensive 
surveys. When the study began, adolescents (mostly fi rst borns) were, on average, 
13 years of  age and ranged in age from 11 to 14 years old. There were nearly even 
numbers of  boys and girls. Most parents had been to college, and most mothers 
worked outside of  the home. Although much has been written about the preva-
lence of  single parent, mother - headed households in the African American com-
munity, the incidence of  single - parent families varies according to socioeconomic 
status. Single - parent households (and also multi - generational households) are 
much more common among families living in poverty. Among the middle class, 
rates of  marriage are much higher. When the study was initiated, most (70%) of  
the families were two - parent households of  married couples. The remaining were 
single - parent households consisting either of  never - married women or of  parents 
who were divorced. Twenty percent of  the sample experienced a change in 
marital status over the course of  the study, and mainly in the last 3 years. Families 
sometimes dissolved or reformed, and two of  them experienced the death of  a 
spouse. 

 Families were recruited from Rochester, New York and surrounding suburban 
areas. Like many Northeastern cities, Rochester has an urban core that is predomi-
nantly minority (mostly African American, but with a growing Latino population) 
and poor. Indeed a very high proportion of  the children attending the city schools 
(over 85%) qualify for the federal free lunch program  –  an indicator of  poverty 
status. The surrounding suburban communities are more middle class, but far 
fewer African American families reside there. This posed a challenge for the 
recruitment of  a middle - class African American sample. 

 The Black church is the heart of  the African American community. The Black 
church serves far more than individuals ’  spiritual and religious needs. It embraces 
traditional African American values, it typically offers a wide range of  community 
and social services, it identifi es with, and promotes, the political struggles of  
African Americans, and it serves as the bedrock of  the community (Billingsley, 
 1992 ; Lincoln  &  Mamiya,  1990 ). Drawing on the results of  the National Survey of  
Black Americans, Jacqueline Mattis  (2005)  notes that nearly all African American 
adults describe themselves as religious and as engaging in religious activities like 
praying, meditating, or reading religious materials. Most also report attending 
religious services. According to sociologist Andrew Billingsley  (1992) , they prima-
rily attend Black churches. 

 Given the central role of  the church in the African American community, fami-
lies were recruited from African American churches (particularly ones noted for 
having a more middle - class base), with the cooperation of  African American 
pastors. Most Black churches are located in primarily African American neighbor-
hoods. But African American middle - class families who have migrated to the 
suburbs typically retain their association with an African American church, often 
as a way of  preserving their African American identity. Indeed, for families who 
move to the suburbs and enroll in majority White schools, maintaining ties with 
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the African American church is a way of  promoting African American values by 
instilling them in their children. 

 Families were recruited through announcements made at church services and 
at church gatherings, as well as through social organizations that cater specifi cally 
to middle -  and upper middle - class African American families (such as Links and 
Jack and Jill). The resulting sample was middle class, and ranged from lower 
middle class to upper class. We used yearly family income as a way of  screening 
families, but then we obtained more complete measures of  socioeconomic status. 
It should be noted that middle - class status masks racial disparities in wealth that 
are greater than the existing racial disparities in income. African American middle -
 class families are much less likely than their White counterparts to own their own 
homes, to have accumulated assets like stocks, or to transfer wealth across genera-
tions (Darity  &  Nicholson,  2005 ). This means that, because of  the differential in 
wealth accumulation, middle - class status is more precarious for African Americans 
than for European Americans. 

 Moreover, because families were recruited from religious, social, and profes-
sional organizations rather than from schools, they came from diverse neighbor-
hoods. Approximately half  of  the families lived within the city limits. The other 
half  lived in the surrounding suburbs. But the families came from many different 
neighborhoods within the city and from a variety of  different suburbs (indeed, 
from over 57 separate census tracts). We visited tiny homes in neighborhoods that 
could be considered blighted, as well as gracious homes with large, spacious 
curving driveways on large expanses of  land. 

 We took several steps to ensure that our methods took into consideration the 
community we studied. We wanted to listen to our participants not just in the 
process of  collecting data, but in formulating crucial aspects of  the study as well. 
To accomplish this, we conducted focus groups before we began the study. Focus 
groups are a qualitative method originating from marketing research (Krueger, 
 1994 ). Focus group methodologies are quite well developed. They include proce-
dures for sampling, the development of  a focus group protocol designed to ensure 
that the topics of  interest are covered, the use of  skilled facilitators to run the 
groups, and specifi c methods for analyzing focus group discussions. 

 We used focus groups as part of  an iterative process in designing our study. 
That is, we made some initial decisions about the sampling, the constructs we 
wanted to assess, and the methods and measures we intended to use. Then we 
conducted focus groups with middle - class African American parents. The groups 
provided a great deal of  useful information. For instance, parents stated that  “ [s]
chools don ’ t care about our children. ”  They indicated that they would be more 
likely to participate in the project if  they were approached through their churches. 
This reinforced our decision to avoid schools altogether and to recruit mostly 
through churches, where our project would be more visible and would have more 
credibility for the community. Focus group responses were also instrumental in 
our choice of  some measures, for instance in our choice of  family interaction tasks. 
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We found that one of  the commonly used tasks (where families plan a vacation 
together) had little ecological validity for these families. We changed the task on 
the basis of  parents ’  responses. Focus group responses also helped us to generate 
items for a parental authority measure. 

 Most importantly, the focus group responses highlighted the importance of  
certain issues. As part of  the focus group, parents discussed in a very open - ended 
way some of  the pressures and problems they felt as parents. Several researchers 
and clinicians (Boyd - Franklin,  1989 ; Franklin  &  Boyd - Franklin,  1985 ; Garcia Coll 
et al.,  1996 ; Garcia Coll  &  Pachter,  2002 ) have written about the importance of  
considering the effects of  racism in understanding Black families. The importance 
of  racism in families ’  lives was painfully evident in our open - ended discussions. 
We decided to include, in our semi - structured interviews, questions about how 
parents cope with racism and how they socialize their children around these 
issues. (When we began this project, relatively little had been written on this topic, 
although now the impact of  racism and racial socialization has been much more 
thoroughly researched.) 

 We also enlisted the advice of  a community advisory board throughout the 
project. Our community advisory board was composed of  leaders of  the com-
munity and parents. They served as sounding board for many aspects of  our 
research. They enhanced our credibility in the community; they had many useful 
suggestions about recruiting our sample; and they gave ongoing advice on the 
project. 

 Interviews with family members, conducted by two African American inter-
viewers, took place primarily in families ’  homes. Interviewers met for approxi-
mately three hours (and often more) with teenagers, mothers, and fathers. 
Sometimes other adults were present. Often enough, younger children ran 
through the rooms or were being watched by another family member. After 
introductions, paperwork, and an overview of  the session, participating family 
members were individually interviewed in private areas of  the house, while other 
family members completed paper and pencil surveys. Then family members gath-
ered around a table or on their sofa and engaged in several structured family 
interaction tasks that were videotaped. 

 Interviews were repeated 2 years later. We were able to locate most of  the 
families, and most of  them agreed to be re - interviewed. Indeed, interviewers typi-
cally received a warm welcome into homes for these second interviews. They 
followed the same format as in the fi rst round. Five years after the initial interview 
and 3 years after the second set of  interviews, parents and teenagers were con-
tacted separately and mailed surveys that they had to complete. We retained 83% 
of  the sample over the 5 years of  the study. Families were lost through attrition, 
mostly because they could not be located despite persistent efforts. At this point, 
the majority (69%) of  the adolescents had left home, mostly to attend college, or, 
in the case of  a few boys, to join the Armed Services. Most of  the college students 
were in 4 - year schools. Most of  the teens remaining at home had been younger 
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when the study was initiated and therefore were still completing high school. Only 
two adolescents who were over the age of  18 when the study ended did not gradu-
ate from high school; one of  them had completed a GED (General Education 
Development test, which is equivalent to a high school diploma). Both of  these 
teens were working. When contacted for the third time, all but one of  the teens 
reported being single, unmarried, and not cohabitating with a romantic partner. 
One adolescent was living with a partner, and one had given birth. As this summary 
suggests, this was a very successful and high - functioning group of  African American 
youth. 

 The within - group design of  the study was meant to capture the particular 
values and practices of  middle - class African American families. But what are 
these values? They are discussed in the following section.  

  African American Cultural Values 

 African American culture refl ects a complex and unique blend of  both cultural 
and historical infl uences. As one group of  researchers aptly stated,

  the way in which these separate threads are interwoven is as distinctly African 
American as is jazz, rap, and the blues. The notes are universal, but the style and 
verve echo the African American historical and cultural experience and have a sig-
nature integrity of  their own. (Cauce et al.,  1996 , p. 112)   

 African American culture has been described as strongly infl uenced by West Afri-
can values such as the importance of  spirituality, extended kin networks, and 
communalism. Many scholars believe that West African values have not survived 
intact in contemporary African American culture, although this is a somewhat 
controversial claim. Rather, they would have been transformed and made to take 
a distinctively American pattern by the history of  slavery and by the ongoing 
experiences of  oppression and racism. The slave trade destroyed family ties among 
those who were captured and sold into slavery (Billingsley,  1992 ), but even during 
the time of  slavery family ties were revived and sustained by large numbers of  
African Americans. As Billingsley notes,

  the African American family was re - created and reconstructed during slavery. It was 
not the African family, it was not the European family, nor the American family. It 
was and is a more distinctive aggregation, the African American family. It is char-
acterized now as then by its matricentrism, its extended families, and its remarkable 
fl exibility, adaptability, and resilience. (Billingsley,  1992 , p. 107)   

 During the long history of  slavery and Reconstruction, African American culture 
was nourished and maintained by ties and attachment to the family. African 
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Americans place a high value on communalism and harmony in interpersonal 
relationships. Families are strongly hierarchical in structure, and obedience and 
respect towards elders is expected. Group concerns are said to take precedence 
over individual concerns. Cooperation and collective efforts prevail, and belong-
ingness to the group is highly valued. In addition, African American families rely 
on kinship networks for strength and support. Among African Americans, kinship 
networks, the community, and the church function as signifi cant sources of  
strength, resilience, and protection (Boykin,  1983 ; Boykin  &  Toms,  1985 ; Garcia 
Coll  &  Pachter,  2002 ; Hatchett  &  Jackson,  1993 ; McAdoo,  2002 ; Parke  &  Buriel, 
 2006 ; Winfi eld,  1995 ). 

 For the middle - class African Americans we interviewed, being part of  the com-
munity and having a sense of  community were highly valued. But, as the descrip-
tion of  the sample suggests, this sense of  community was not necessarily derived 
from living in close geographical proximity. Families lived in diverse neighbor-
hoods. Families who lived in an urban environment were more likely to reside in 
heavily African American or racially integrated neighborhoods, whereas families 
who lived in the suburbs lived mostly in more homogeneously White neighbor-
hoods. Therefore the sense of  community tended to derive from having an abstract 
sense of  belonging, which came from sharing certain interests, concerns, political 
experiences, and cultural values. One of  those shared things was the families ’  
concerns and experiences with racism and prejudice.  

  Coping with Racism and Prejudice 

 When interviewed about parenting practices and family confl icts, parents made 
few explicit references to prejudice and discrimination, but these was implicit in 
much of  what they said. On the other hand, they had much more to say about 
these issues, explicitly, in another part of  the interview. There they were asked in 
so many words about the challenges of  raising an African American child and 
about their strategies for addressing those challenges. As I write this, in the early 
days of  the Obama Administration, social commentators and journalists have 
debated whether the United States has become a  “ post - racial ”  society (Bai,  2008 , 
August 6)  –  that is, a society in which race is no longer signifi cant or important. 
Although the Youth and Family Project was conducted well before Obama ’ s his-
toric election, I am certain that the African American parents I studied would 
soundly reject this notion even today. Regardless of  socioeconomic standing, race 
remains a signifi cant feature of  life for African American parents, including middle -
 class ones. All of  the parents we interviewed strongly asserted that racism was 
alive and well in American society. 

 As we have seen, parents of  different ethnicities face challenges in fostering 
their adolescents ’  autonomy and competence while they protect them from the 
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increased psychosocial risks of  adolescence. But for African American parents the 
challenge is substantially greater, due to the effects of  prejudice and discrimina-
tion. In a Sunday  New York Times Magazine  article, Sara Mosle vividly described 
her experience as a volunteer mentor to a group of  poor African American boys:

  When I fi rst started seeing my kids, people would smile at us on the subway, as in 
 “ Look at the nice white lady with the cute little black children. ”  Now I found, when 
I was standing at the center of  a group of  teenage boys, people sometimes shot me 
expressions of  alarm, as in,  “ Are you OK? ”  In the public ’ s eyes, my kids had morphed, 
in the matter of  one or two years, from being  “ cute ”  to being potential super -
 predators. I often noticed as we walked around the Upper West Side [of  New York 
City] how people gave us a wide berth, how store managers stiffened when we 
walked in, how people moved, when we sat down in a theater, how, if  I hailed a 
cab and my kids stepped off  the curb, it would screech away [ … ] I wanted to hit 
people when these things happened. My kids just shrugged. It wasn ’ t news to them, 
and it shouldn ’ t have been to me. But all I can say is that it ’ s not the same until it 
happens to you. (Mosle,  2000 , July 2, p. 54)   

 Although being middle class certainly shields families from many of  the ills associ-
ated with poverty, it does not protect them from racism. All parents articulated 
concerns about racism. All affi rmed its existence, although they differed in whether 
they believed or not that it could be overcome. They also differed in their views 
of  how it should be addressed in raising their children. In the opinion of  one 
mother,  “ African Americans will always struggle for equality and struggle for the 
same education and status. The struggle is going to be there all the time. ”  But 
other parents were more optimistic and saw cause for hope and change. Concerns 
with racism and its injurious effects were particularly potent for parents of  boys. 
As one mother stated:  “ But in particular for an African American male  – there are 
going to be some judgments that are going to be made about him regardless of  
the kind of  person that he is, before he opens his mouth. ”  

 Like Sara Mosle, some parents were concerned about how their now tall, 
mature - looking, post - pubertal sons would look to others. As one father put it in 
response to a question about the challenges of  raising an African American child:

  Well, the fact that he is an African American male. The whole idea that he is quite 
large. He ’ s physically large. Very large, but very gentle. And that in itself  can be a 
problem for him, being so big and yet so caring and outgoing. The two sometimes 
pose problems because they are misinterpreted.   

 Another parent described African American boys as being seen as potential threats 
to others.

  I think the main issue is that I feel that the most dangerous person to the popular 
culture is an educated Black man because they may have to come under submission 
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to him. And more effort is put into blocking their progress than there is effort put 
into dealing with an uneducated Black man. I tell him that whatever is in his school 
environment most of  the time, that his misbehavior is going to be magnifi ed as 
opposed to the misbehavior of  a White child, and that a lot of  the impressions of  
him that his teachers may have is [ sic ] not based on him but is based on the media. 
So when they approach him, they approach him from the standpoint that he ’ s a 
young gang banger. And the darker you are, the more feared you are. But I tell him 
once again that whatever God ’ s plan is for you, there ’ s no devil in hell that can stop 
it. But you always need to be on your best behavior and you have to give respect 
in order to get it. And you have to be careful how you talk to people.   

 Short or tall, from poor or wealthy families, African American boys face risks as 
a consequence of  their race. The parents we interviewed tried to prepare them 
for those risks. In their book, Nancy Boyd - Franklin and A. J. Franklin  (2000)  
provide practical child - rearing advice to African American parents. For parents of  
boys, they discuss how to prepare their African American sons for incidents where 
they are stopped by the police for DWB  –   “ driving while black. ”  This phrase refers 
to racial profi ling, whereby cars driven by African American males are stopped by 
the police for no reason other than the race or ethnicity of  the car ’ s occupants. As 
this illustrates, the risks are very real for African Americans  –  especially males  –  of  
all socioeconomic strata. As one mother stated:

  A lot of  people act as if  racism is dead. And the answer is no. They need to know 
it ’ s there, and it ’ s not always straight out someone calling you a n – . A lot of  times 
its very subtle. A lot of  times its unspoken, and I want him to be aware of  it.   

 Some scholars have asserted that African American male – female relationships are 
egalitarian due to the history of  slavery, where family relations were frequently 
disrupted and female - headed households became the norm (Billingsley,  1992 ). 
However, in contrast to this claim, many feminists have described African 
American women as sitting below European American men and women and 
below African American men as well, due to the  “ double whammy ”  of  racism and 
sexism. Therefore African American girls face another set of  risks. Their relatively 
powerless position makes them vulnerable. In addition, African American teenage 
girls must construct a positive self - image in a climate where their looks do not 
fi t desired physical stereotypes (blond, blue - eyed, small - featured, and thin: Cauce 
et al.,  1996 ). 

 Parents responded to these challenges by asserting that their children (both 
boys and girls) had to be self - confi dent, develop perseverance, be highly qualifi ed, 
and become well educated. The same words were echoed repeatedly. One mother 
stated:

  As an African American young lady, she is going to have to be twice as good as the 
competition, as the White folks. She is going to have to be at her very best at all 



148 African American Families

times. Things that others might be able to get away with, she won ’ t be able to get 
away with. She ’ s going to have to work harder in whatever she does.   

 Jerome, the father of  a 13 - year - old girl, put it this way:

  There may be some stereotypes about how people perceive her. She ’ s going to have 
to be more aggressive. And we talked about that. She ’ s going to encounter racism. 
She ’ s going to have the skills to deal with it. But she ’ s not going to let it be an 
obstacle in holding her back and realizing her goals. She ’ s just going to have to 
learn how to liberate herself  from an oppressive environment she might fi nd 
herself  in.   

 As described earlier, approximately half  of  the families who participated in this 
study lived in suburban communities that were predominately European 
American. Families had moved to the suburbs so that their offspring could take 
advantage of  lower levels of  crime, safer streets, and better schools. But being in 
suburban schools raised another set of  challenges. In most of  these schools, there 
were only a few other African American teens to blunt the force of  racism. As the 
following mother notes, being an African American in a majority White school 
can lead to more overt encounters with racism.

  Well, in this day and age, you have to be twice as qualifi ed as the average Caucasian. 
You have to be well versed in what you know. You have to present yourself, sell 
yourself  twice as hard [ … ] Actually, he ’ s come across a lot of  things when we lived 
out in [a suburb]. There were very few Blacks that were going to the school that 
he attended. And he would come home every day and ask me different things about 
why people call them names or this or that. And I explained to him that he is some-
body. And no matter what they say, you have the ability to be anything you want 
to be.   

 Many middle - class parents discussed the challenges of  raising their African 
American teenagers in a White or multi - racial environment. Parents acknowl-
edged the presence of  racism and tried to prepare their children for encountering 
it. They made certain that their adolescents had opportunities to absorb African 
American cultural values from different contexts. They interacted with other 
African American families by attending Black churches or social groups. However, 
most parents conveyed positive and encouraging messages about getting along 
with all types of  people.

  [I try  … ] to expose her to different people. She may go to a predominantly Black 
church. But for grammar school, she went to a predominantly White school. And 
that was a conscious decision. So we try to make conscious efforts to expose her to 
different types of  people and encourage her even within her school and her other 
activities to not limit herself  to just her folks.   
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 These preoccupations with racism and with exposing their children to African 
American cultural values formed the backdrop against which other parenting 
concerns were expressed. The focus on community, on belonging to the group, 
and on the hierarchical structure of  the family are, all, characteristics that are 
consistent with collectivist values, as described in the last two chapters. However, 
Oyserman and her colleagues ’  detailed meta - analysis (Oyserman, Coon,  &  
Kemmelmeier,  2002 ), discussed earlier, concluded that African Americans do not 
differ from European Americans in overall levels of  collectivism, particularly when 
assessments of  collectivism included advice - seeking. (European Americans seem 
to use advice - seeking as a way to relate and connect, which heightens their level 
of  collectivism.) And, despite the importance of  characteristics associated with a 
collectivist orientation, African American culture also emphasizes individuality, 
for example by treating others as separate beings with unique thoughts and feel-
ings. African Americans are said to value spontaneity and self - expression and to 
encourage self - reliance, individuality, and independence. Indeed, the results of  
their meta - analysis led Oyserman and her colleagues to conclude that African 
Americans are also more individualistic than European Americans are.  

  Parenting in African American Families 

 The results of  this meta - analysis refl ect the heterogeneity in orientations found 
among African American families. In interviews about their parenting beliefs, 
African American parents simultaneously emphasized the importance of  teenag-
ers ’  developing independence  –  at least about some issues  –  and focused on the 
need for teenagers to adhere to moral values and cultural conventions. As we saw 
in previous chapters, these are issues of  concern to families in other cultures and 
ethnic groups too, although the way they are expressed and coordinated may be 
culturally distinctive. In their interviews, parents described the types of  limits they 
set and the ways in which they decided when to set limits, as well as when, how, 
and over what types of  issues they permitted independence. Parents drew bounda-
ries between moral values and conventional norms, which were fi rmly enforced, 
and personal issues, where more independence  –  as well as more negotiation over 
independence  –  was granted. Betty, mother of  14 - year - old Amber, explains:

     BETTY :   I guess the hottest issue in our house is the issue of  freedom. And 
the freedom to  –  she thinks she should have more freedom to 
do whatever she wants to do. I think that ’ s part of  getting older 
 –  the need to have freedom [ … ] we think it ’ s important that 
with freedom comes responsibility [ … ] We have certain core 
things we try to establish in our house, and in terms of  good 
manners, in terms of  respect for parents, honoring your parents 
and spiritual values, and so when it comes down to  –  I mean 



150 African American Families

there are areas where she has freedom, like clothing, music, 
things like that. But certain core things like the way she ’ s going 
to behave at home, as a role model to her brothers and sisters, 
there are certain things that we defi nitely affi rm about [ … ] We 
believe that the Scripture has a lot to say about life and how we 
should live our lives. And so that really informs how we set 
guidelines for her [ … ] 

  INTERVIEWER :   Do you encourage her independence? 
  BETTY :   Well, I think it ’ s sort of  an ambivalent feeling because in one sense 

you want her to be independent, but in another, you don ’ t want 
her to become so independent that she feels like she can be 
rebellious [ … ] So it ’ s like you want to strike a harmonious 
balance where she knows that being independent is good, but 
it ’ s also good to be interdependent and to never feel like because 
you have enough money, you can be on your own and be self -
 relying and never depend on anyone else. Because I think no 
matter how much money we have, there ’ s a place in life where 
we all need other people and we need other people ’ s advice and 
fellowship and friendship and that ’ s important. So I would say 
that ’ s where the independence goes [ … ] And I think we want 
her to be independent but receptive and teachable.     

 Betty distinguishes between her desire to set clear standards over social conven-
tional issues, like proper demeanor and respect towards parents, and the need to 
allow her teen some independence over personal issues like music and clothes. 
But she also sets limits on independence, noting the importance of  maintaining 
connections to others and the dangers of  detachment. She also stresses that it is 
important that Amber should be a good role model for her other siblings. 

 Denise, mother of  16 - year - old Taye, also discusses the way she decided when 
to restrict Taye ’ s behavior.

     DENISE :   Just because he is 16 doesn ’ t absolve me of  my responsibility [to set 
limits]. Because, as children, I believe they need guidance. Even 
adults sometimes still need someone to guide them. And if  I am 
not doing that, then he may become another statistic. Kids com-
mitting crimes [ … ] So I try to be Taye ’ s friend as well as his 
mother. 

  INTERVIEWER :   How do you decide when to be fi rm and set limits? 
  DENISE :   It all depends on the issue. Some fi ghts are worth fi ghting. Some 

are not. You just let it go. I try not to stress myself  out too much 
about things that won ’ t have a fi nal impact on his life [ … ] some 
things like the way he dresses I don ’ t think that has an impact 
[ … ] I encourage [independence] because there ’ s no guarantee 
that I am going to be around. I encourage respectful independ-
ence [ … ] Because as I indicated earlier, I believe he needs to be 
a free thinker. And I try to stop thinking for him so much [ … ] 
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he should be allowed, within limits, to decide who his friends 
would be [ … ] what clothes he will wear [ … ] what job he ’ s going 
to work [ … ] But he also should understand that he ’ s still a kid 
[ … ] And  ‘ til I ’ m gone, he ’ ll still be my baby.     

 Like Betty, Denise believed that certain things, like style of  clothes, choice of  
friends, and decisions about jobs, should be under Taye ’ s control. To some extent, 
Denise defi ned personal issues as decisions that are inconsequential ( “ things that 
won ’ t have a fi nal impact on his life ” ). But, as her discussion of  job choice suggests, 
she also articulated a broader notion of  the personal domain that encompassed 
future life decisions. Both mothers emphasized the importance of  developing self -
 reliance and considered that greater independence was a way to achieve this. 
Indeed, many parents viewed some degree of  independence as necessary training 
for adulthood. 

 But both mothers also imposed limits on independence. For Denise, this was 
expressed as a need for  “ respectful independence. ”  Betty formulated a distinction 
between being too independent ( “ you can be on your own and be self - relying and 
never depend on anyone else ” ), and being, in her words, interdependent ( “ we all 
need other people and we need other people ’ s advice and fellowship ” ). Therefore 
these mothers advocated a form of   “ autonomy – relatedness, ”  or independent deci-
sion - making that is guided or informed by the parents ’  guidance, support, and 
love. In the following chapter we shall see the wisdom of  Betty ’ s words, as this 
form of  autonomy - granting is linked to positive adjustment, particularly among 
early and middle adolescents. 

 Denise asserted that some fi ghts are worth fi ghting, while others, presumably 
about personal issues like the choice of  clothes, are not. But, as we have seen in 
the studies described in the previous chapters, the issues that parents believed 
should be left up to their children to decide were precisely those issues that some-
times caused confl ict in their relationships. African American parents frequently 
endorsed the importance of  developing independence when they discussed parent-
ing in their interviews. But the fi ghts they chose to fi ght were often around these 
very same issues. African American parents and teenagers did not see eye to eye 
on the matter of  what should be treated as being up to the adolescents to control.  

  Confl ict and Closeness in African American Families 

 Comparing Black and White styles of  confl ict, Kochman  (1981)  has described 
African American interactions in confl ict situations as emotional, animated, ener-
getic, and even confrontational at times. Markus and Lin  (1999)  have suggested 
that, in situations of  confl ict, African Americans expect others to advocate for, and 
to become emotionally invested in, their own personal positions. They claim that, 
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for African Americans, emotional expression rather than reason and argument are 
signs of  commitment to a position. In resolving confl icts, African Americans work 
towards a resolution  “ by the compelling presentation of  arguments rather than 
attempts to appeal to some objective truth ”  (Markus  &  Lin,  1999 , p. 326). 
Individuals may persuade others to adopt their position, which in turn restores 
harmony in interpersonal relationships. 

 However apt, these descriptions focus on African American adults. They do 
not consider how differences in age, status, and generation infl uence negotiations 
about confl icts. Indeed, the cultural patterns described earlier lead to confl icting 
predictions concerning how adolescent – parent confl ict might be expressed and 
resolved in African American families. On the one hand, these descriptions suggest 
that confl icts might be affectively charged and high in intensity. Because African 
American families have been described as encouraging self - reliance and independ-
ence, adolescents ’  self - expression in the context of  confl ict might be tolerated or 
even encouraged as a sign of  individuality. 

 On the other hand, African American families are described as hierarchical. 
African American parenting has been presented as strict, harsh, and parent - cen-
tered (Kelley, Power,  &  Wimbush,  1992 ; Parke  &  Buriel,  2006 ). Furthermore, the 
few studies that have considered socioeconomic status suggest that both lower -  
and middle - class African American families are more authoritarian in their orienta-
tion to parenting than European American families are (Lamborn, Dornbusch,  &  
Steinberg,  1996 ). This suggests that expressions of  opposition or disagreement 
among African American youth might be strongly discouraged, that confl icts 
might be low in intensity, and that obedience to parents might be stressed. It also 
suggests that confl icts might be resolved predominantly in favor of  the parents ’  
point of  view. 

 In the Youth and Family Project, African American teenagers and their parents 
indicated, each one in part, their three  “ hottest ”  topics of  confl ict from among 37 
potential issues of  disagreement taken from the frequently used Issues Checklist 
(Prinz, Foster, Kent,  &  O ’ Leary,  1979 ; Robin  &  Foster,  1989 ). These three issues 
became the basis for semi - structured individual interviews about confl icts. The 
interviews were similar in format to those used in the other studies discussed in 
earlier chapters. That is, adolescents, mothers, and fathers described their disa-
greements in their own words. These descriptions were then analyzed for their 
content, in order for us to determine the topics of  confl ict. Family members justi-
fi ed their perspectives on confl icts, provided counterarguments, and then described 
how confl icts were resolved. 

  Confl ict in  m iddle -  c lass African American  f amily  r elationships 

 As found repeatedly in the studies discussed in earlier chapters, confl icts in middle -
 class African American families centered on the mundane, everyday issues of  
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family life. Confl icts were over doing the chores, getting the homework done, the 
right time for going to bed, the right time to come home at night, and the types 
of  activities that were permissible. When families were fi rst interviewed, in the 
children ’ s early adolescence, helping around the house (doing chores) and clean-
ing the bedroom took pride of  place as the two  “ hottest ”  topics of  confl ict for 
African American teenagers, mothers, and fathers. They remained tied as the two 
hottest sources of  confl ict for teenagers 2 years later, although chores dropped to 
a lower position in mothers ’  rankings. For the most part, discussions over these 
issues echoed the discussions found in European American families. However, 
there were some culturally distinctive notes. 

  Cleanliness and  o rder     Historically, and in response to the stresses and strains of  
the outside world, African American families have viewed the home as a haven 
and a place where order can prevail. W. E. B. DuBois, writing in 1926 to Black 
parents in  Crisis  magazine, was observing:

  At least in your home you have a chance to make your child ’ s surroundings of  the 
best; books and pictures and music; cleanliness, order, sympathy, and understand-
ing; information, friendship and love  –  there is not much evil in the world that can 
stand against such home surroundings. (Quoted in Jenkins,  1988 , p. 122)   

 Jenkins claimed that African American parents attempt to create a positive atmos-
phere in relation to those aspects of  the environment they can control  –  such as 
the home  –  as a way of  fostering their children ’ s sense of  self, agency, and com-
petence. In keeping with this claim, disagreements over helping around the house, 
doing the chores, and keeping the bedroom clean accounted for a full third of  all 
the confl icts discussed by mothers and teenagers in the interviews across 2 years 
(Smetana, Daddis,  &  Chuang,  2003 ). The prevalence of  such disputes suggests 
that house - related issues constituted a highly salient theme for African American 
middle - class families. (The same issues accounted for only about half  as many, or 
18%, of  the disagreements encountered in our European American two - parent 
families.) But African American mothers ’  reasoning about these issues was even 
more striking than their frequency. Mothers ’  justifi cations for their conviction 
that teenagers should pick up, do their chores, and clean up their bedrooms 
echoed the conventional responses that predominated in European American 
mothers ’  reasoning. But here other, more psychologically oriented themes  –  
about the role of  doing chores in the development of  competence, self - effi cacy, 
and self - reliance  –    also emerged in mothers ’  discussions of  these issues. Mothers 
clearly valued the acquisition of  habits related to order and cleanliness as a way 
to teach conventional responsibility. But these achievements were also seen as 
a way for teenagers to take pride in their accomplishment, develop psychological 
maturity, and learn skills for the future. Karen, mother of  13 - year - old Aisha, 
explains:
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     INTERVIEWER :   Helping out around the house  –  what is it you want her to do? 
  KAREN :   I think I want her to be a little adult and do the stuff  she ’ s supposed 

to do. We all know what it is we ’ re supposed to do. We come 
up with all kinds of  wonderful, elaborate ways to keep track of  
who ’ s responsible for doing what. And so I mainly want her to 
do her chores consistently and well. So that she can learn how 
to do things well, whether it ’ s washing dishes or doing the 
laundry or cleaning her room. She can learn how to do those 
things and do a good job at it. And she can understand that if  
each of  us contributes to the maintenance of  the household 
through chores and whatnot, it ’ s a nice feeling to be a part of  
the team contributing to that. And it will give her a good feeling 
to have a house that is well maintained. A place that she wants 
to be in that she is comfortable bringing her friends to.     

 As her neat, carefully coordinated, and nicely decorated living - room suggested, 
Karen saw virtue in a well - maintained home. Her justifi cation for the child ’ s duty 
to do chores sprang from conventional concerns with developing responsibility 
and with the need for social coordination in managing the labor. But she also 
viewed daily routines  –  like keeping the house tidy  –  as contributing to a psycho-
logical sense of  well - being and pride and as creating a welcoming context for social 
interaction. In other words, the home is a warm and welcome haven, protected 
from the outside world. Anita, mother of  15 - year - old Janice, offers a similar 
response regarding the need to keep the bedroom clean:

  When I say clean it up, I would like for everything in that room to be in a position 
where I don ’ t have to walk in and see it all on the fl oor. Dusting that needs to be 
done. Making sure that the bed has been changed weekly, meaning that she changed 
her linen and washed it. Only because if  you are in that room and that ’ s your own 
domain, when I walk in there I still think it should be like any other part of  the 
house. Comfortable, respectable, and clean. I defi nitely have a hard time when I 
walk in and see clothes everywhere or things aren ’ t hung up properly, and I just 
want her to understand that if  she cleans up her one spot, then any other spot will 
be easier to get to. Because again, it teaches responsibility. I feel that if  she learns 
to clean her room, she will be responsible in one area, if  nothing else. Besides learn-
ing responsibility and knowing that ’ s hers, cleaning her own room should give her 
some kind of  joy about it, and when she walks in, she can see the neatness and [it] 
should make her feel good about herself  and that she has done it.   

 Mothers often talked about how learning to keep the bedroom neat provides 
training for the responsibilities that girls will have to assume as grown - ups. In a 
world where many African American women raise families by themselves, 
mothers explicitly described trying to prepare their daughters to learn to care for 
themselves and others. But  “ cleaning up ”  was not strictly an issue for daughters. 
Families with girls reported more  “ hot ”  confl icts over keeping the bedroom clean 
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than families with boys did, but families with boys had more  “ hot ”  confl icts over 
doing chores as a whole than families with girls did. In the following example, 
Brendon ’ s mother Nancy more explicitly highlights the need for initiative, self -
 reliance, and training for adulthood. She also links the issue of  chores to social 
norms within the African American community. She asserts that connections to 
the family can be expressed through sharing in the work of  keeping the house 
clean. Nancy also expresses concerns about clashes of  values between her com-
munity of  origin and the one in which she lives.

     NANCY :   Well, the goal is really to help. What I would like to see is him take 
more of  an initiative in terms of  doing those things without me 
consistently having to say that these are the things you need to 
do. I know that he is quite involved in school. But I guess some-
times I get the feeling I don ’ t know how to connect how he feels 
to this home and that the things here are not just his father ’ s 
and mine. But it ’ s our home, and we all should take pride in 
picking up something or doing something. And sometimes I feel 
like maybe he really is not connected that way or kind of  takes 
those things for granted [ … ] And I mean, a couple of  times he ’ s 
mentioned,  “ Why don ’ t we have someone come in and do it? ”  
And I ’ m like,  “ Oh yeah. Gee. We can pay them out of  the shoe 
box full of  money under the bed. ”  And I guess part of  it, too, I 
know I really have to think about though, is the culture and the 
community he is growing up in is not one of  where people have 
pitched out and people come home and have chores. So we ’ ve 
had some struggles about that as well. 

  INTERVIEWER :   Why do you think Brendon should do that? 
  NANCY :   Well, I always feel like fi rst of  all, it creates a certain amount of   –  I 

don ’ t want to say independence, but it ’ s also some learning, for 
the times when he ’ s out on his own. I mean having something 
to do, and it ’ s almost like a mini - job. When I was growing up 
and we talk about doing something around the house or getting 
paid, and my dad was like,  “ Getting paid? ”  I mean, you ’ ve been 
fed. You ’ ve got a place to sleep. So I don ’ t know. I just feel like 
it is something that is needed.     

 Nancy identifi es cleaning up as a collective activity  –  and as part and parcel of  
African American cultural values. She views this emphasis as distinctive in relation 
to the culture of  the broader White suburban community where her family 
resides.  

  Respect and  o bedience     Another distinctive theme in the interviews about confl icts 
was the importance of  respect for grown - ups. Parents talked about the need for 
teens to be respectful and not to talk back to their elders, which refl ected the 
hierarchical structure of  African American families and elaborated on the parents ’  
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own beliefs about parenting. Their justifi cations for disagreements with their 
children about the latter ’ s tone of  voice, disrespect, or talking back typically were 
social conventional; but the theme was one rarely heard in interviews with 
European American families. Tanya describes it in the following way:

     TANYA :   I want her to learn to be quiet after I ’ ve said what I ’ ve said, instead 
of,  “ But mom, this is why [ … ] ” , and I want her to  –  OK, then 
I say,  “ Be quiet. ”  Then that ’ s what I mean. Lock your lips. I don ’ t 
want to hear anything else about it. Later on you can come 
and talk to me in a calmer state. Right now I don ’ t feel like 
hearing about it, because I told you to be quiet and that ’ s what 
I mean. 

  INTERVIEWER :   Why? 
  TANYA :   First of  all, respect. And to listen instead of  running your mouth 

[ … ] Because if  I let her do it to me, then she ’ ll be disrespectful 
to other adults out there in the street, and I don ’ t want that 
because I don ’ t think any child should be disrespectful. I don ’ t 
care  –  to any adult, no matter what they are saying. And that ’ s 
what ’ s wrong with today ’ s society, because even with parents 
now, they don ’ t go back to the old school. My child said this, 
and they were in a fi ght instead of  this is what adults say, and 
you listen. And then they can talk amongst themselves, but not 
in front of  kids. So that ’ s how I feel because she ’ ll get out there 
and be disrespectful.     

 For Tanya, being  “ old school ”  means having respect for adults. But Tanya goes 
further, to assert that parents should model respect by maintaining a united front; 
parents ’  confl icting perspectives on disagreements should be discussed and 
resolved privately and not in front of  the children. In her view, adults should lay 
down the law, and children should listen. Other scholars, too, have found that 
respect is an important value for African American families (Tatum,  1987 ). 

 Jessica ’ s mother, Shawna, was asked what she wanted Jessica to do when they 
had a confl ict about talking back. She responded that having respect includes both 
what is said and the way in which it is expressed:

  Probably adjust her tone of  voice or the content of  what she said. So if  she gets 
really agitated in making inappropriate comments, not necessarily cursing or swear 
words, but just being very argumentative or combative. Verbally combative [ … ] 
Stressing the importance of  the rightness of  her view. And we would want her to 
consider that she might be right, or she may think that she ’ s right but be totally 
wrong. Or to just be open to the parents ’  viewpoint [ … ] Because I think it refl ects 
her honor of  our views, and in honoring of  us. I think when you talk back to your 
parents in a disrespectful manner, you ’ re not really honoring your parents. And we 
try to let her know that we don ’ t expect her to agree with us on everything. But 
we expect her to show respect to us even when she disagrees with us. And I think 
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that ’ s just a common courtesy, because that is something that she needs to learn, 
because if  she goes out into the world, she ’ s going to run into bosses that she might 
not agree with, and I think her future and her career, if  she decides to pursue a 
career, it ’ s going to hang [in] the balance based on the way she responds to a person 
who[m] she is not in agreement with. You can ’ t just go back and back talk your 
boss and sass them and say,  “ Well, I don ’ t need this job anyway. ”  I think we want 
to teach her to be cooperative and tactful and wise.   

 Like Tanya, Shawna connects respect for parents with how one needs to behave 
in the wider world. For Tanya, respect generalizes to other adults. Shawna explic-
itly links the importance of  learning respect with the need to learn and practice 
respect, tact, cooperation, and wisdom in the workplace. 

 When parents were fi rst interviewed, their reasoning about confl icts was pri-
marily conventional and accounted for nearly half  of  their justifi cations for con-
fl icts. However, refl ecting the decline in chores as an issue of  confl ict, parents ’  
conventional reasoning about confl icts declined over time, particularly in families 
with boys.  

  Doing  h omework and  g etting  a head     For fathers, not doing one ’ s homework, and, 
for mothers, getting low grades in school were ranked together as forming the 
third hottest topic of  confl ict when families were fi rst interviewed, in their chil-
dren ’ s early adolescence. When families were seen 2 years later, getting low grades 
in school moved up the scale, to tie with matters about the bedroom as mothers ’  
hottest topic of  confl ict. Middle - class African American parents are intensely con-
cerned with academic achievement and educational attainment (Barbarin, 
McCandies, Coleman,  &  Hill,  2005 ; Billingsley,  1992 ; Tatum,  1987 ; Wilson, Cooke, 
 &  Arrington,  1997 ). Indeed, educational attainment has been described as almost 
 “ an obsession ”  for middle - class African American parents. Since Reconstruction, 
education has been seen as a pathway for future success; it is something you can 
always carry with you, and it cannot be taken away. 

 These attitudes were evident in our interviews with parents, as well as in teen-
agers ’  scholastic records. The students in our sample were high achievers. 
According to parents, nearly half  of  the early adolescent students in our sample 
were  “ A ”  students. Most of  the rest were  “ B ”  students. Grades in school were 
modestly associated with family income. Open - ended interview questions about 
academic aspirations, asked in early adolescence, revealed that nearly all the stu-
dents in our sample intended to go to college, and most of  them to 4 - year colleges. 
Most students also expected to become professionals such as doctors or lawyers. 
Although academic achievement generally remained high across the fi rst 2 years 
of  the study, school grades declined over time (Smetana et al.,  2003 ). This was 
accompanied by some changes in the students ’  descriptions of  their educational 
aspirations. By the time they reached middle adolescence, fewer students  –  
although still a considerable number  –  aspired to professional careers. 
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 In turn, this drop over time in grades and educational aspirations was accom-
panied by a signifi cant increase, with age, in parent – teen disagreements over doing 
homework and getting good grades. Issues of  this nature accounted for 10% of  
the confl icts in early adolescence and for 16% of  the disagreements in middle 
adolescence. This intensifi cation was paralleled by an increase in mothers ’  prag-
matic justifi cations for confl icts (from 21% in early adolescence to 31% in middle 
adolescence). As in the Chinese families discussed in the last chapter, mothers ’  
reasoning focused mostly on the importance of  education for future success and 
for fi nancial well - being. Prudential concerns with teenagers ’  health and safety 
were relatively infrequent in the interviews. But they increased signifi cantly over 
time (from 5% to 11%) among mothers of  boys. 

 Clearly, teenagers ’  academic performance was an important issue for African 
American parents. They encouraged their children to study and do well in school. 
Regardless of  ethnicity, grades and school achievement are a persistent concern 
among middle - class, upwardly mobile families, where pressures for success can 
be acute. But, as we have seen, for African American parents, these issues are 
etched against a backdrop of  concerns with racism and prejudice. These parents 
were quite explicit and vocal about their demands: children had to achieve and 
make something of  themselves in a world where expectations for African American 
teenagers (particularly boys) are often low. Sometimes issues of  race were implicit 
in what parents said regarding the importance of  education for their children ’ s 
future success, but these concerns were often expressed directly. In the following 
interview, Gwen, mother of  16 - year - old James, discusses her worries about her 
son ’ s getting low grades.

  I want him to get better grades [ … ] Because in today ’ s world, in this man ’ s world, 
education is something that ’ s held in high esteem. And those people that don ’ t get 
them are not looked at favorably. And when he ’ s an African American male, if  he 
doesn ’ t have an education under his belt, they are not going to look at him.   

 Sheri ’ s mother, Maisha, was even more explicit:

  I want her to take more care when she ’ s doing her homework. She rushes through 
her homework because she doesn ’ t want to do it. So she wants to hurry up and be 
through with it, and she makes simple mistakes that she shouldn ’ t make. And some-
times she just doesn ’ t do it, and it makes me very angry, because she ’ s a very smart 
girl. And that ’ s when I say she ’ s lazy. Everybody says you shouldn ’ t say she ’ s lazy. 
I haven ’ t come up with a better word, because she ’ s smart. There ’ s no question that 
she has the intelligence to do the work, but she doesn ’ t want to. She has to do her 
work, and she has to do it to the best of  her ability if  she ’ s going to succeed in school 
and later succeed in life. I mean this is the fi rst training ground for her to learn how 
to follow through, and to be a good performer. If  she doesn ’ t do it in school, then 
it ’ s going to be hard for her to do it when she ’ s on the job [ … ] I want her to get 
better grades. I want her to take her education seriously  …  Time for playing is over 
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with. And that ’ s what I want her to understand [ … ] She has to improve her grades 
because she wants to go to Spelman [an elite college for women, historically Black], 
and Spelman is not going to take a girl who ’ s got low grades. You know, I used to 
think that school was just stupid, which is what she probably thinks now, too. But 
as I got older, I realized, school really is a training ground for real life. At the time 
that you ’ re in it, you don ’ t think so. You think you ’ re like in this ivory tower. This 
is not the real world. But a lot of  the same principles apply, and if  she can learn to 
master it now, she ’ s going to be far ahead of  the game [ … ] She can do well in high 
school at the level that she is [ … ] And she takes gifted classes, then that means when 
she gets to college, she will be able to compete with the White students. And she 
will not have to feel like she ’ s inferior, that she ’ s not prepared, that she ’ s not ready. 
And so that ’ s why she ’ s got to stop playing. She ’ s got to really take it seriously now.   

 Mirroring the greater decline in academic performance, over time, among boys 
than among girls, parents of  boys reported more confl icts over homework and 
getting good grades than parents of  girls did. As with doing chores, parents viewed 
studying and doing well as a  “ training ground ”  for later life. They clearly saw 
education as a route to a better life. One mother elaborates in the following 
example:

  I can ’ t accept low grades from any of  my kids. It ’ s unnecessary. You go to school 
from 8 to 2. There ’ s no reason for you to get low grades. When you come home 
from school, you do not have a job to go to. Your job is to sit down and do your 
homework, study, prepare for a test [ … ] Like I said you don ’ t have a job to go to. 
You might have chores, but all your chores come after your homework is done. It ’ s 
no reason for low grades. I will not accept them [ … ] He ’ ll tell you, the only thing 
that ’ s accepted in here is As and Bs. Maybe a C, if  I ’ m in a good mood. Because to 
me, school is very important. I did not fi nish school. I am currently taking the GED 
test. I have one part to pass and that ’ s the math. I can ’ t say I ’ ve struggled too bad, 
but I feel that, had I fi nished high school and went to college, I could have been 
doing better than what I am now. I don ’ t want that for my children. I won ’ t accept 
any low grades.   

 In their highly cited ethnographic and anthropological research, Signithia Fordham 
and John Ogbu  (1986)  asserted that, for many poor African American youth, doing 
well in school is equated with  “ acting White ”  or with being a  “ brainiac, ”  and 
therefore is disparaged. Like many students who are highly committed to doing 
well in school (Tyson, Darity,  &  Castellino,  2005 ), bright African American chil-
dren do not want to be perceived as striving towards achievement. This helps 
them to maintain their identity and their status with peers. Many families inves-
tigated in this study had moved to the suburbs, often explicitly in order to take 
advantage of  better schools. Parents talked about the trade - offs of  living in com-
munities with excellent schooling, but then having their children in schools that 
were predominantly White. (And, ironically, recent research has shown that, 
when parents move their children from middle schools where they are in the 
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ethnic majority to high schools where they are in the minority, they are much 
more likely to feel disconnected from school; see Benner  &  Graham,  2009 . Thus 
parents may provide their teens with a better education, but at some social and 
motivational costs.) Parents living in the city often took advantage of  magnate 
programs and private schools  –  for instance parochial schools, where educational 
achievement was highly valued. But not all teenagers escaped the stereotypes that 
undercut their achievement. As Jennette, mother of  15 - year - old Bradon, explained,

  I want him to do his homework. I want him to really apply himself  to his homework 
and to do what he ’ s supposed to do. You check it and make sure it ’ s correct. And 
then if  he wants to be on the phone, then I don ’ t care if  he ’ s on the phone, just as 
long as he stays within that time frame. I told him about phone calls. If  he wants to 
watch TV, fi ne. Just do what ’ s important fi rst [ … ] Because he ’ s preparing himself  
for his future. He just wants to talk on the phone with his friends or go play bas-
ketball or go by one of  his friends. Just sleep. That ’ s another thing he likes to do. 
But just take time out to do what ’ s important [ … ] Because he thinks it ’ s cool not 
to pass in school. It ’ s cool to them. Just to be like the others. Just to thinking about 
the latest fashion and the latest haircuts. And the expensive sneakers. But there ’ s 
more to life than that, because that won ’ t last forever.   

 These issues were also elaborated upon in the interviews about parenting. As one 
parent described,

  Cheryl is a straight A student. She ’ s a bookworm. Has always been. It ’ s nothing that 
the others haven ’ t been exposed to as well. But her older brothers get on her all the 
time about acting White. I said,  “ Why? [Are] White people the only people who 
can be smart? Talking White. Are White people the only ones who know how to 
talk proper English? You give them too much credit. ”  All those kinds of  things that 
for them to even look back and see how they treat their own, there are going to be 
enough people shooting you down and your family down. Don ’ t you do that. I ’ m 
adamant about that.     

  African American  t eenagers ’   p erspectives on  c onfl ict 

 Many teenagers, too, saw the topics of  doing homework and getting good grades 
as causes of  disagreement with parents. Their reasons for not wanting to do their 
homework had mostly to do with their attraction to other activities  –  wanting to 
watch TV, go out, or listen to music, or wanting to decide on their own terms 
how and when homework should be done. As 16 - year - old Sean put it:

  Usually, it ’ s like because I don ’ t do my homework or I ’ d rather go out or something. 
I ’ d chill or rest, and I don ’ t do my homework. I ’ d go to like every week to Boy 
Scouts and stuff. Like when I was getting low grades, I was in football practice until 
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5 or so. Then, when I come home, I ’ m tired, I want to relax. Just hang around  …  I 
just like to rest to get my body energy up for the next day, and the sort of  thing I 
just do. My parents tell me to go in and do my homework, or make up any assign-
ments that I need to do. They want me to do my homework for the next day. They 
know I can get good grades. I just don ’ t want to do what I need to do to get those 
good grades.   

 For Sean, not doing homework entailed both personal preferences  –  the things he 
would like to do instead of  doing homework  –  and prudential concerns about 
resting and regaining his energy. Most teenagers acknowledged the importance 
of  getting good grades for future success. A few discussed peer group norms that 
differed from this attitude. Seventeen - year - old Tamara, a bright student who has 
not always excelled in school, noted:

  I mean, I know now what I have to do, and I know that Ds and Es are not going to 
get me where I want to in this world. So, it ’ s basically I just had to learn by experi-
ence. And in the summer of  the 10th grade, before I went to 11th grade, I have 
come to the realization that I am not going to get anywhere with Ds and Es [ … ] So 
I had to really buckle down and be more responsible about my grades and I had to 
cut out the average attitude by just getting enough work to get by or to pass [ … ] 
Because like everyone else, it wasn ’ t  “ cool ”  or  “ in ”  to make the honor roll, getting 
a 3.8 every marking period. It was lame, as some people said [ … ] A lot of  people 
thought it wasn ’ t cool to get good grades in school.   

 Just as we found out in interviews with European American and Chinese youth, 
African American teenagers characteristically treated confl icts as issues of  personal 
choice or preference (Smetana et al.,  2003 ). Their personal justifi cations echoed 
the responses received in the other studies. For 14 - year - old Anthony, cleaning the 
bedroom was primarily a personal choice, although he raised prudential issues as 
well:

  I just don ’ t want to do it [clean the bedroom] sometimes. Sometimes I am just too 
tired, or sometimes I feel it ’ s pointless to do it. I just don ’ t want to do it at all [ … ] 
I think it ’ s okay for me not to do my room because no one else is going to be in 
my room. Not like what anyone else wants it to look. Sometimes I should just be 
able to decide things like that. [But my mother] wants me to fi nish cleaning my 
room. She wants me to get off  my butt and clean the room and be done with it.   

 Watching TV, using the telephone, and the choice of  music also were seen as 
personal. Sixteen - year - old Tamica discussed the need for privacy in her telephone 
conversations. She connected this theme with her growing maturity:

  Teenagers do talk on the phone a lot. But I think my mother exaggerates how much 
I am on the phone and all that. She should be letting me decide on that a little bit. 
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I understand that I shouldn ’ t be on the phone late, especially on school nights. She 
should try to think about how I am doing good in school and getting myself  
together. [I want to] get my own line. My own private line. So when I get phone 
calls, for my privacy [ … ] I think I am old enough [ … ] I think I deserve some privacy 
[ … ] I just think it ’ s OK. Basically, I think that having your own line is almost like 
showing that you ’ re maturing. It ’ s something that ’ s yours. [But my mother] basi-
cally wants me to respect her and do what she says and get off  the phone.   

 African American teenagers also treated their choice of  friends, and doing things 
with friends instead of  parents, as personal issues:

  I want to do my own thing. Sometimes, like not going places with them. I don ’ t 
like hanging with my parents, like going to a party with them, or go to the movies 
with them [ … ][Because] kids may have more fun with their peers. People in your 
own age who are going through the same things you are going through. And they 
can relate more and they might like the same things that you like. Like the same 
music. Because my mother, we don ’ t really like the same things. Kind of  music, for 
example. She likes soft rock. I like hip - hop and R & B things. She thinks it ’ s just a 
bunch of  trash.   

 Some African American adolescents also linked personal choices, such as that of  
clothes, to creating a personal style or identity, as the following excerpt shows.

  I should be able to wear what I want to. And while I am young, I should be able to 
pick what I want, when I want to wear it [ … ] Because it ’ s my own creative style. 
And it ’ s my own money. So most of  the time when I am buying these clothes, it ’ s 
just OK because I should. It should be my choice. I should be able to have my own 
style.   

 As these examples illustrate, African American adolescents viewed a variety of  
issues as personal. They articulated the need for personal choices and preferences, 
personal expression, and privacy, and the desire to make their own decisions. 
Appeals to personal choice were the characteristic response among African 
American adolescents, and these claims increased over time. Personal justifi ca-
tions accounted for 44% of  the responses when teenagers were fi rst interviewed 
about confl icts in early adolescence. This percentage increased to 54% when teens 
were re - interviewed 2 years later, in middle adolescence. Although the interviews 
about parenting clearly indicated that parents viewed granting independence as 
an important developmental goal, confl icts arose when parents rejected adoles-
cents ’  desires for more control over particular issues. Parents were concerned 
about the timing and pacing of  autonomy. 

 African American families rarely had confl icts over moral issues. As with 
European American and Chinese youth, moral confl icts primarily pertained to 
fairness in sibling relationships. These issues accounted for a small but stable per-
centage of  responses.  
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  Confl ict  f requency and  i ntensity 

 Kochman  (1981)  and Markus and Lin  (1999)  claim that African Americans ’  con-
fl icts are distinctively animated, energetic, and emotional. One way of  examining 
this claim is to consider African American parents ’  and adolescents ’  perceptions 
of  the emotional quality of  their confl icts. Teenagers and parents rated the fre-
quency and intensity of  each confl ict discussed in the interviews. Much as we 
found among European American families, confl icts were relatively frequent, but 
only moderate in their intensity. Confl ict frequency did not change from early to 
middle adolescence, and adolescents and mothers did not differ in these percep-
tions. As is typically the case with European American families, confl icts were 
more intense among African American families with girls than among those with 
boys. 

 As reviewed in Chapter  2 , many scholars have viewed moderate increases in 
parent – adolescent confl ict, particularly in the context of  warm, supportive family 
relationships, as functional in transforming family relationships. Confl ict that is 
extremely angry and intense, largely unresolved, and carried over from childhood 
is thought to have negative implications for later development. But when confl ict 
is moderate and when it occurs in the context of  supportive family relationships, 
increases in confl ict from early to middle adolescence are not considered maladap-
tive. The interviews about confl icts were conducted, both, when teens were in 
early and middle adolescence. Adolescents and their parents also rated the positive 
(supportive) and negative (confl ictive) quality of  adolescent – parent relationships, 
as well as their attachment to each parent, on standard survey measures, at all 
three waves of  the study. These survey responses show that African American 
adolescents perceived their relationships with their parents in very positive terms. 
They rated these relationships as highly supportive and very positive, and their 
ratings were highly stable over time. 

 Some sex differences also emerged. Boys who were more attached to their 
mothers in early adolescence reported more supportive, positive relationships 
with mothers in late adolescence. However, girls ’  attachment to mothers in 
early adolescence did not infl uence their perceptions of  support from them later 
on. Sex differences in adolescents ’  perceptions of  their relationships with their 
mothers were not simply in the adolescents ’  eyes; they were also captured in the 
observers ’  ratings of  family interactions. During the home visits, families partici-
pated in family interaction tasks, which consisted of  several eight - minute discus-
sions of  their confl icts. These tasks were conducted in mother – teen or father – teen 
dyads  –  as well as in triads, if  there was a father or a father fi gure living in the 
home. 

 These discussions were videotaped and coded by highly trained African 
American observers. A coding system that had been developed and used with 
European American families was adapted so as to be culturally sensitive to the 
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interactions and cultural values of  middle - class African American families 
(Smetana, Abernethy,  &  Harris,  2000 ). This adaptation included determining 
whether the original codes had the same meaning in African American families; 
rewording certain codes to make them culturally appropriate and to achieve con-
sensus for African American coders; and clarifying behavioral markers of  the 
coding system. We also added new codes, in order to capture and represent more 
accurately modes of  interaction in African American families. For instance, we 
added a scale to refl ect the focus on family harmony and interconnection, which 
is characteristic of  African American families. 

 Observers rated African American mothers as interacting differently with sons 
and with daughters. Mothers supported and validated their sons more than their 
daughters. They listened to and were more receptive to their sons ’  than to 
their daughters ’  opinions. They also supported sons more, were more understand-
ing of  them, and tolerated differences and disagreements with them more by 
comparison with their support, understanding and tolerance of  daughters. African 
American boys are more likely to be victims of  racism and prejudice than girls 
are. Therefore mothers ’  greater supportiveness may refl ect attempts to prepare 
their sons to survive in a hostile world. 

 There were several other notable aspects of  the adolescents ’  perceptions of  
their relationships with parents. First, their perceptions of  negative, confl ictive 
interactions in early adolescence, which were refl ected in their ratings of  the 
intensity of  confl icts with their mothers or fathers, did not have long - term conse-
quences for the overall quality of  adolescent – parent relationships in late adoles-
cence and emerging adulthood; nor did the changes in these ratings that occurred 
between early and middle adolescence. Although adolescent – parent confl icts are 
distressing, particularly to parents, they did not have long - term effects (Smetana, 
Metzger,  &  Campione - Barr,  2004 ). 

 The family interactions confi rmed this conclusion in an interesting way. When 
family interactions were examined, the variables cohered into the same scales of  
positive communication, parental support and validation, and receptivity to 
parents in early and middle adolescence. But in early adolescence there also 
emerged a distinctive factor refl ecting emotionally intense, angry, and confl icted 
interactions. In middle adolescence, this factor morphed into more light - hearted, 
warm, and engaged interactions characterized by humor and laughter. And the 
few changes that we observed in the quality of  family interactions over time were 
consistent with this process. Communication with fathers became more positive 
over time. In addition, when teens, mothers, and fathers discussed confl icts 
together, fathers supported and validated their sons and daughters more as they 
grew older. 

 Therefore, in these African American families, confl ict appeared indeed to be 
a temporary perturbation in their relationships. This is a fi nding well worth high-
lighting. Although we have seen that parents fi nd parenting adolescents to be 
challenging, it is worth knowing that the everyday confl icts and disagreements 
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that erupt in early and middle adolescence do subside eventually, without leaving 
a lasting mark on parent – child relationships. 

 Confl ict did not have enduring effects over time, but the extent to which teens 
perceived the overall quality of  their relationships as warm, trusting, and sup-
portive did. More specifi cally, African American teenagers ’  perceptions, in early 
adolescence, of  close, trusting relationships with either parent infl uenced their 
perceptions of  closeness with that parent in middle adolescence. In turn, this 
infl uenced their feelings of  closeness and trust with that parent in late adolescence. 
Positive feelings about the relationship were carried forward, to infl uence subse-
quent feelings of  trust and support. Although having intense, angry confl icts did 
not impact either on the positive or on the negative quality of  later relationships 
with parents, teenagers who reported more negative interactions with mothers in 
middle adolescence also reported more negative relationships in late adolescence. 
In other words, the intensity of  teenagers ’  confl icts with parents in early and 
middle adolescence did not infl uence their later relationships with parents. 
However, greater general negativity in the relationships with parents, at least by 
middle adolescence, was refl ected in greater negativity in those relationships as 
teenagers moved into young adulthood. 

 In addition, and not surprisingly, adolescents ’  relationships with their fathers 
were impacted by whether or not the latter were living with them. Teenagers 
who lived in two - parent families in late adolescence reported more supportive 
relationships with their fathers than adolescents who experienced a change in 
their parents ’  marital status did, or teenagers living in stable single - parent 
households.   

  Confl ict Resolution and Parenting 

 Some scholars have claimed that, during adolescence, there is a transfer of  author-
ity from parents to teens (Youniss  &  Smollar,  1985 ). We saw in Chapter  7  that 
this appears to be an accurate description of  developmental changes in middle -
 class European American families. Older European American adolescents were 
more likely than younger ones to win disputes with their parents, although most 
of  the confl icts were resolved by adolescents complying with parents ’  wishes. But 
we also saw that this picture of  transfer of  authority does not accurately describe 
Chinese families. Compared to younger teens, Chinese late adolescents described 
a small increase in compromise and mutual solutions, but there was no evidence 
of  a transfer of  authority from parents to children. Likewise, in terms of  confl ict 
resolution, we did not see a transfer of  authority in middle - class African American 
families. 

 Among the families we sampled, authority remained fi rmly rooted in paren-
tal territory. African American parents have been described as strict and 
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parent - centered. In keeping with this description, middle - class African American 
families reported that teenagers characteristically submitted to their parents ’  
wishes when there were disagreements between them. Almost two thirds of  the 
disagreements discussed in the interviews about confl ict were described as re-
solved in this way. For example, when asked how a confl ict about loud music was 
resolved, one mother, Gwen, stated:

     GWEN :   I usually get up, and I go in there, and knock on that door. I have 
to get up and knock on that door, and I give her the eye, which 
is called  “ the evil eye. ”  And she knows that she has to turn that 
music down. 

  INTERVIEWER :   What happens then? 
  GWEN :   She smiles and she just slowly takes the remote control and slowly 

brings the volume down.     

 In talking about confl icts over watching TV at bedtime, another mother 
explains:

  It gets resolved by the parent making the fi nal decision, and the TV needs to go off  
unless there ’ s been an appeal. If  it ’ s just for staying up to watch TV, there ’ s no 
discussion. It ’ s just  “ go to bed, ”  and that ’ s it. And I ’ m thankful that, somewhere 
along the line, we did something so that at least there is respect for the decisions 
that we make in that regard.   

 As these examples suggest, teenagers not only did as parents expected, but they 
did so with little argument or backtalk. This focus on following parents ’  wishes 
in resolving everyday disagreements is in keeping with the importance of  respect 
for parents in African American culture and with the hierarchical structure of  
African American families. 

 Similar responses also emerged when parents were interviewed about parent-
ing. When asked how they defi ned fi rmness and how they decided about setting 
limits for their teens, most of  the middle - class mothers we interviewed described 
fi rmness in terms of  a need to defi ne limits clearly and fi rmly, often without input 
from their child. Even when they advocated listening to their teenagers ’  point of  
view, many parents were of  the opinion that parents should have the fi nal say. 
Moreover, for some of  the specifi c issues that parents sought to control, their 
notions of  strictness were gender - differentiated. A large - scale study has shown 
that African American boys have more freedom, fewer rules, and a later curfew 
than African American teenage girls do (Bulcroft, Carmody,  &  Bulcroft,  1996 ). 
Parents in our study were concerned with controlling African American girls ’  
sexuality and with protecting girls from the risks of  early sexual involvement. In 
the following example, Debra, mother of  14 - year - old Shanae, hints at these issues 
in discussing Shanae ’ s interest in boys. Debra elaborated:
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  She wants a boyfriend. She wants to have a young man come to the house or she 
wants to be able to go to the movies, get dropped at the movies with boys and 
picked up and so forth, and that ’ s not acceptable as far as I am concerned. She uses 
the excuse that all of  her other friends ’  parents allow them to do that, and of  course, 
I do the old saying that  “ I ’ m not their parent, I ’ m your parent. ”  So we battle about 
that, but we don ’ t really battle about it, because it ’ s fi nal. There ’ s nothing left to 
discuss as far as that is concerned. Another issue is that she wants to wear make - up, 
and I told her that I don ’ t think that it is acceptable for a 14 – 15 year old girl to walk 
around with their face painted, and she ’ s beautiful enough as it is. That ’ s another 
issue that ’ s just fi nal. When I ’ m ready to let her do it, then I ’ ll let her know [ … ] She 
can choose to go the other way, but I ’ m the warden, as I ’ ve been called in the past. 
That ’ s my nickname, and I ’ m here to try to assure that she doesn ’ t get involved in 
the things that she shouldn ’ t, and I think dating too young is going to cause prob-
lems. I see girls all the time walking down the street with strollers  …  and it just 
sends chills through me.   

 Many mothers expressed similar concerns regarding their daughters ’  behavior. 
Parents monitored girls ’  activities more and regulated girls ’  friendships more than 
those of  boys. Parents viewed their sons as having more legitimate authority than 
their daughters to control their own friendships. They also expected their daugh-
ters to start dating at older ages (typically, around 16 – 17 years of  age) than their 
sons. Typically again, limits were described in terms of  guidance. As one mother 
stated,

  I think everyone needs some kind of  guidance. They are not adults, and even some 
adults don ’ t make the right decisions, so as a parent, I feel it ’ s my responsibility to 
make sure she is following certain rules so that when she grows up and there are 
rules to follow, she will already have experience with rules [ … ] If  it ’ s something that 
I have really strong feelings about as far as staying out late, doing your chores, or 
something that is real important in my view, then I will be fi rm on that   

 Teenagers ’  responses paralleled parents ’  descriptions. Even when they disagreed, 
African American adolescents did what parents expected of  them. They viewed 
parents ’  expectations as rooted in love and concern. Sixteen - year - old Tamica, who 
was quoted previously as wanting her own phone line, so that she could have 
greater privacy in her conversations with friends, articulated similar concerns 
when talking about confl icts over the time to go to bed. She further elaborated 
on why she follows her mother ’ s requests:

  I feel that especially since I am older now, it ’ s my choice [when to go to bed]. How 
late I go to bed. I think I should be able to do it. I mean, that ’ s how I feel [ … ] 
Basically, she wants me to go to bed at a decent time so that I can get my rest 
[ … ] She thinks it ’ s wrong because she loves me. She knows once again that I need 
my sleep for school. She tells me that I need to go to bed and get ready for school 
the next day. I will respect that and go to bed. That ’ s it. Sometimes I get kind of  
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mad because I am still trying to do what I believe to be right. And she ’ s telling me 
to go to bed. So, basically, I do what I have to do. Just go to bed.   

 In the context of  the interviews about parenting, the majority of  mothers also 
expressed some openness towards compromising or changing their minds, at least 
about some issues. They indicated that, if  their teenagers could provide good 
reasons and negotiate respectfully, they would consider revising their positions. 
Joint resolution or compromise in the context of  adolescent – parent confl icts and 
disagreements increased signifi cantly from early to middle adolescence, but it was 
still relatively infrequent. In the following examples, which are drawn from inter-
views about confl icts, two mothers, Bree and Raye, described how they allow for 
discussion and compromise, at least within certain limits. Bree demonstrates her 
willingness to reconsider her position:

  Well, sometimes we have discussions where everyone can express why they are 
upset, and share stuff. And we try to come to some kind of  understanding. But if  a 
punishment has been leveled and she hasn ’ t started doing it [ … ] usually, she does 
it for a period of  time and it might be suspended, but I think the resolution comes 
to discussion. Most of  the time we ’ ll talk about it.  “ What do you think the problem 
is? ”  And we can speak your mind freely. So there ’ s room for communication.   

 In discussing how confl icts typically are resolved, Raye also indicates that she 
leaves room for discussion, and even for compromise:

  Usually it may be a compromise. Like I said, the compromise is whether or not she 
wants to do it. And if  it ’ s really something that ’ s workable, we ’ ll try to work with 
it. If  it ’ s something that ’ s just out of  place, like for instance, you ’ re going to go out 
with somebody we don ’ t know, that ’ s not acceptable. Then, the decision is made 
[by the parent]. And that ’ s what you abide by.   

 Confl icts were rarely resolved by parents giving in to their teenagers. There 
was some shift towards more joint modes of  confl ict resolution over time, 
but parents primarily had the fi nal say. And sometimes confl icts remained 
unresolved. 

  Discipline and  c orporal  p unishment 

 African American parents have been described as employing harsh, punitive dis-
cipline, including corporal punishment. In fact, there is a great deal of  heterogene-
ity in African American parents ’  choice of  discipline strategies. They rely heavily 
on strategies that entail warmth, acceptance, and love. But numerous studies have 
shown that, from early childhood through to middle adolescence, African 
American parents also use physical punishment (spanking) more than European 
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American parents do (Dodge, McLoyd,  &  Lansford,  2005 ). Spanking is also used 
more frequently among single - parent than among two - parent families, and among 
families of  lower socioeconomic status. Although this suggests that the use of  
physical discipline may be related to the stresses of  parenting in certain environ-
ments, Dodge and his colleagues note that there are, still, ethnic differences in 
parenting  –  even when socioeconomic status and marital status are controlled. 
Interview studies have shown that African American parents view mild physical 
punishment as appropriate and acceptable. It is not used in place of  other strate-
gies, such as verbal reasoning or induction; indeed, it is unrelated to their use. As 
a method in its own right, it appears to be part of  African American cultural values 
and, potentially, a response to the dangers that African American children face in 
American society. 

 When interviewed about confl icts in our study, 10% of  teenagers reported that 
confl icts with parents were resolved through punishment. This included physical 
discipline as well as other forms of  punishment, like being grounded or being sent 
to their room. Adolescents ’  reports regarding the use of  punishment were mir-
rored in mothers ’  responses. As teens grew older, their mothers ’  reports of  punish-
ment as a way to resolve confl icts declined. Likewise, when interviewed about 
parenting, only a small minority of  mothers reported using physical discipline. For 
instance, Shirley, mother of  16 - year - old Jasmine, stated:

     SHIRLEY :   I ’ ve already set very strict limits. And when I feel that she ’ s going 
over those lines, she knows it. And that ’ s when I fi nd it necessary 
to be really fi rm with her. No means no. Yes means yes. I was 
brought up in a home that was  –  the rules were very clear. She ’ s 
able to voice why she disagrees, and if  she can give me three 
valid reasons why she disagrees, then I can possibly consider 
changing my mind [ … ] if  it is necessary to go to the next level, 
then I will go to the next level with her. I will get physical with 
her if  I fi nd it necessary. 

  INTERVIEWER :   What is the next level? 
  SHIRLEY :   I will whip her  …  She has gotten too old for it. Corporal punish-

ment, so to speak [ … ] when I was smaller, we always got 
whipped, and I don ’ t want to always have to whip her to get 
through to her.     

 In keeping with this sentiment, some mothers indicated that they had used physi-
cal discipline when their children were younger, but not now. As Marcus ’  mother 
explained:

  Well, now that he is 16, I don ’ t spank Marcus or whip Marcus anymore, I haven ’ t 
now for a very long time, because he is just too big and he has already made up his 
mind that either he is going to do it or he ’ s not, and usually, if  he disobeys me 
or his dad, there are consequences. Right now he is being put on restriction or 
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some other activity is being taken away from him, but he pays for whatever the 
misdeed is.   

 Like Shirley, who experienced whipping as a child, some parents explicitly stated 
that their parenting choices were a result of  their own experiences. Many parents 
described their approach to parenting as drawing on these experiences. They 
enforced standards in much the same way as they had been raised. Typically, 
parents described their own parents as enforcing strict rules and using fi rm disci-
pline. But sometimes the choice of  such methods meant, on the contrary, rejecting 
the models their parents provided. Indeed, parents talked in equal measure about 
using strictness on the basis of  their own experience and about using their own 
experience as a basis for rejecting those models. Some parents who had been raised 
in very strict homes explicitly sought another, more responsive mode of  parent-
ing. This is evident in the interview with Karen, mother of  14 - year - old Evan. 
Karen indicates that she developed her choice of  disciplinary strategy in response 
to her own experiences:

  Because it was just the opposite for me. When I was raised, you didn ’ t wear lipstick, 
you didn ’ t play gym in gym clothes, you had to wear a skirt. A very long skirt. You 
never showed your forearm, never cut your hair. No kind of  make - up  –  and on and 
on. I mean, there were a thousand rules [ … ] I certainly enjoyed those rules coming 
up because it put you in a very good place with your elders that if  you followed all 
the rules, everybody thought you were wonderful  …  But after I left home and went 
to college, I realized they had been debilitating to a certain extent because I didn ’ t 
know how to do anything. Not even braid my own hair. So I decided then as I 
started seeking my own independence that I tried never to oppress anybody [ … ] 
Children should make their own decisions as much as possible because they live in 
the real world, and the world is changing. And just the fact that men, especially 
African American men, need to be able to be prepared for the real world.   

 This example demonstrates how parents ’  ideas about independence can become 
bound up with notions of  freedom and oppression.   

  Summary and Conclusions 

 Adolescent – parent relationships in middle - class African American families are 
similar in many ways to the patterns observed in European American families, 
but they also refl ect African Americans ’  specifi c historical circumstances (including 
their history of  slavery), cultural values, and concerns with racism and prejudice. 
Adolescent – parent relationships refl ect the realities of  dealing with racism and 
prejudice, which still pervade American society. This remains an issue for all 
African Americans, regardless of  socioeconomic status. Parents discussed the chal-
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lenges of  raising their children so as to give them an awareness of   –  but also help 
them rise above  –  racism. They focused on teaching their children to survive and 
thrive in an environment that may be fraught with physical and psychological 
threats, especially for African American boys. And these concerns with racism 
were implicit in their discussions of  confl ict. 

 Middle - class African American adolescents ’  relationships with parents were 
generally warm and supportive; but children did have confl icts with their parents 
over mundane, everyday issues, much like teenagers from a range of  other cul-
tures and ethnic groups. At the same time, the topics that were raised and the way 
parents responded to confl icts also refl ected the ecological and sociocultural 
context of  middle - class African American families. Some of  these confl icts, such 
as disagreements over cleanliness and order, respect for parents, and homework 
and academic achievement refl ect the specifi c values of  African American families. 
These values include the importance of  community and extended kin networks, 
the hierarchical nature of  the family, and (particularly for middle - class families) 
the importance of  getting a good education. 

 The positive quality of  adolescents ’  relationships with parents in early adoles-
cence infl uences their relationships with parents in late adolescence and emerging 
adulthood, but confl icts in early adolescence do not. Like other adolescents, 
African American teenagers express desires for more control over personal issues 
in early and middle adolescence, and this leads to confl ict in their relationships. 
But such confl icts are temporary perturbations without long - term negative con-
sequences for parent – adolescent relationships. 

 African American families place great store by children ’ s respect for adults, and 
confl icts with parents typically are resolved by complying with parents ’  rules and 
expectations. Yet the essence of  African American parenting is not captured by 
the notion of  authoritarianism; parenting is strict, sometimes strict and harsh (and 
may involve corporal punishment), yet it is warm and supportive. Strictness is 
used in the service of  warding off  the perceived threats, both from the physical 
and from the social environment. 

 In the following chapter we shall turn to issues of  parenting, more broadly 
considered.         
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Beliefs about Parental Authority     

       A wise parent humours the desire for independent action, so as to become the friend 
and advisor when his absolute rule shall cease.   Elizabeth Gaskell,  North and 
South  ( 1995 , p. 110)     

 In this chapter we consider beliefs, both of  adolescents and of  their parents, about 
the parents ’  authority to control different areas of  teenagers ’  lives. Parents have 
many beliefs about the nature of  the child, the social world, the parents ’  roles, 
and their goals in child rearing. These beliefs are at the heart of  parenting and 
disciplinary practices, just as children ’ s beliefs and understanding of  the social 
world inform their actions and reactions to parents. In this chapter we will look 
at all these beliefs in detail. We begin by considering normative, age - related 
changes in one set of  those ideas  –  namely the adolescents ’  (and their parents ’ ) 
beliefs about the legitimate authority of  the parents. Later in the chapter we will 
consider individual differences in the patterning of  those beliefs.  

  Beliefs about Parental Authority 

 The studies of  adolescents ’  and parents ’  reasoning about confl ict discussed in 
previous chapters reveal that confl icts often involve struggles about who has the 
right to control different issues. Where should the line be drawn between the 
parents ’  authority to make rules and regulate different aspects of  children ’ s lives 
and the adolescents ’  emerging desires for more control and personal freedom? 
Studies of  adolescent – parent confl ict tell only a part of  the story; they focus on 
the areas of  disagreement. But there also are substantial areas of  agreement on 
what parents can legitimately control and what they cannot. Disagreements 
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pertain in most cases to a grey area, where the boundary between the regions of  
legitimate parental control and those of  the adolescents ’  authority over the self  is 
uncertain or diffi cult to establish. And because development is dynamic, that 
boundary is ever shifting and changing through reciprocal social interactions. 

  Beliefs about the  p arents ’   a uthority to  c ontrol  m oral 
and  c onventional  i ssues 

 Much research has examined parents ’  and adolescents ’  beliefs about the former ’ s 
authority to regulate moral and conventional issues (Braine, Pomerantz, Lorber, 
 &  Krantz,  1991 ; Damon,  1977 ; Smetana,  1988a, 1993b, 2000 ; Smetana  &  Asquith, 
 1994 ; Smetana, Crean,  &  Campione - Barr,  2005 ; Tisak,  1986 ). The results of  these 
studies are very clear - cut. When it comes to moral and conventional issues, 
middle - class American adolescents, mothers, and fathers agree. They are nearly 
unanimous in avowing that parents have the legitimate authority to regulate the 
application of  moral standards and principles in the family  –  like the principle of  
not hitting siblings, breaking promises, or lying to parents. Likewise, they strongly 
recognize parents ’  authority to regulate prototypical social conventional issues 
such as doing the chores, using appropriate manners, not talking back to parents, 
and not cursing. Parents and adolescents generally do not differ in these beliefs. 

 Furthermore, parents ’  authority over such issues is typically seen to extend 
across adolescence. This is not surprising, given that much of  parental socializa-
tion is geared towards teaching children the moral and conventional rules and 
expectations of  society. As we saw in Chapter  4 , moral and conventional standards 
are established very early in life and are maintained across childhood. By the time 
children reach adolescence, these standards are largely unspoken and taken for 
granted. Both parents and teens clearly view the parents as retaining the authority 
to regulate these issues. 

 As a result, as we saw in Chapter  5 , families generally have few confl icts over 
moral issues. When they do, these confl icts are typically about how moral prin-
ciples like fairness and equal treatment should be applied in given relationships 
(with siblings or friends). Such confl icts are infrequent, but they are often quite 
intense, which refl ects their interpersonal nature. Parents may be called in to 
intervene in these disputes; but moral confl icts very rarely arise between parents 
and adolescents. Rules regarding most of  these prototypical issues are a  “ given ”  
in most families. Parental regulation is assumed. 

 Most of  the research on European American parents ’  and adolescents ’  beliefs 
about parental authority has compared families with teenagers at different ages. 
But the results of  cross - sectional research have been confi rmed in longitudinal 
studies. Similar age trends have been found in the developmental pathways of  
African American mothers and adolescents who were followed over 5 years 
(Smetana et al.,  2005 ). Across ages, parents are overwhelmingly seen as having 
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the legitimate authority to regulate moral and conventional issues. Moreover, 
acceptance of  the parents ’  moral and conventional authority does not change over 
time. 

 A slightly different question is whether parents  ought  to make rules about moral 
and conventional issues. That is, do parents have an obligation to make these 
rules? For moral issues, both parents and teenagers think they do. Parents are seen 
as highly obligated to make moral rules (for instance, rules prohibiting lying, 
dishonesty, and physical harm towards family members). Both parents and teenag-
ers also believe that parents are obligated to make rules for conventional issues 
 –  but less strongly than for moral issues (Smetana  &  Asquith,  1994 ). Likewise, 
children believe that they are obligated to respond if  they witness a conventional 
transgression; but, again, they are seen to have less of  an obligation here than in 
cases where they witness a moral transgression (Tisak,  1986 ). 

 Reciprocally, we can ask whether children have an obligation to obey their 
parents, once rules have been established. Numerous studies show that children 
and adolescents generally view themselves as obligated to obey parents ’  moral 
and conventional rules (Braine et al.,  1991 ; Damon,  1977 ; Smetana  &  Asquith, 
 1994 ; Tisak,  1986 ). For moral rules, this is true even among late adolescents and 
their parents. Prior to adolescence, nearly all children believe that they are obli-
gated to comply with parental conventional rules and standards (Tisak,  1986 ). 
Although still quite strongly endorsed, this belief  declines across adolescence 
(Smetana  &  Asquith,  1994 ). In other words, there is some fl exibility in adolescents ’  
beliefs that they must obey parents ’  conventional rules. 

 It is worth noting that, although adolescents believe that parents have the 
authority to make moral and conventional rules, there are limits on what adults 
can legitimately expect children to do. For instance, children do not believe that 
it is permissible for adults to ask children to behave immorally. Parents cannot 
legitimately ask children to steal or hurt others (Damon,  1977 ). Neither can the 
law. In an elegant study, Charles Helwig and Urszula Jasiobedzka  (2001)  from the 
University of  Toronto asked elementary school children ranging from 6 to 10 
years of  age to evaluate hypothetical laws that were unjust. For instance, children 
had to consider laws that entailed age discrimination or denial of  access to medical 
care or education. Children thought these laws were unfair and believed that it 
was acceptable to violate them. This shows that even young children are not 
simply bound by adult authority. They reject parental and adult messages that 
confl ict with moral norms. 

 Moreover, adolescents ’  obligations to obey parents only go so far. Adolescents 
believe that it is permissible to engage in deception when parents ask them to act 
in morally unjustifi able ways (Perkins  &  Turiel,  2007 ). American middle - class 
adolescents evaluated hypothetical moral situations where parents were described 
as asking teens to behave immorally. Teens were either asked not to befriend 
someone of  a different race or physically to confront someone who, hypotheti-
cally, has been teasing them. A large majority thought that it was unjustifi ed for 
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parents to try to impose restrictions in these situations. And when parents were 
described as enforcing those restrictions, adolescents believed that it is legitimate 
to deceive them, in order to prevent harm or injustice. 

 What if  God requests that children violate moral rules? Is it permissible to 
violate moral norms then? Apparently not, even though nationally representative 
survey studies of  American adolescents conducted over the past decade show that 
most of  them are highly religious and have a positive orientation towards matters 
of  faith, religion, and spiritual experiences (Smith  &  Denton,  2005 ). Adolescents 
of  different religious faiths  –  including Catholic, Dutch Reform Calvinist Amish -
 Mennonite, Orthodox Jewish, and Conservative Jewish  –  have been queried 
about different moral and religious rules (Nucci,  1985 ; Nucci  &  Turiel,  1993 ). 
Teens of  different faiths were asked whether certain acts were permissible when 
there was (or was not) a specifi c command from God. They were also asked 
whether God ’ s commands could make acceptable moral violations like stealing. 
Regardless of  their religious affi liation, most adolescents treated moral issues like 
stealing, hitting, and property damage as wrong even if  God had not made a rule 
prohibiting them. Violations of  religious conventions  –  such as day of  worship, 
expectations regarding appropriate dress (for Amish participants), and diet (for 
Jewish participants)  –  were seen as acceptable, though. In addition, most children 
rejected the notion that God ’ s commands could make a moral violation such as 
stealing morally right. Nearly all of  the participants rejected the notion that God 
would give such a command. Therefore we can infer that children ’ s judgments 
are based on their own evaluations of  the acts, not on the rules. 

 Children ’ s acceptance or rejection of  adults ’  moral and conventional principles 
depends on their evaluations as to whether the adult rules, expectations, or 
demands are appropriate and believable (Grusec  &  Goodnow,  1994 ). Even when 
they are, though, children and adolescents also actively evaluate the way in which 
adults convey their social messages. They consider the domain - appropriateness of  
the latter. Children and adolescents are more likely to accept adult explanations 
that are consistent with the domain of  the act (or domain - appropriate) and reject 
messages that are discordant with it (or domain - inappropriate: Killen, Breton, 
Ferguson,  &  Handler,  1994 ; Killen  &  Sueyoshi,  1995 ; Nucci,  1984 ). 

 When applied to moral transgressions, parental responses such as  “ Look at 
what you did, you hurt her and made her cry! ”  can be considered domain - appro-
priate, because this response refers to the consequences of  the act for others ’  
welfare. The same response would be considered domain - inappropriate if  it were 
applied to a conventional transgression. By the same token, statements such as 
 “ You ’ re making a mess! ”  or  “ You ’ re wreaking havoc! ”  may be an appropriate 
response to a conventional transgression, because these claims refer to the disor-
der the conventional violation caused. But such statements would not be appropri-
ate in response to a moral transgression. And responses such as  “ Stop it! ”  are 
domain - undifferentiated because they do not provide information about the 
nature of  the events. In studying children of  ages 8 to 14, Larry Nucci  (1984)  found 



176 Beliefs about Parental Authority

that children aged 10 years and older rated domain - appropriate responses (and the 
adults who issued them) more favorably than domain - inappropriate or domain -
 undifferentiated responses (and the adults responsible for them). Children and 
adolescents do not always accept the messages they are given. It behooves parents 
to react and respond in a way that is consistent with the nature of  the event, 
because then children are more likely to heed the message.  

  Beliefs about the  p arents ’   a uthority  r egarding  p rudential  i ssues 

 Prudential issues can pertain to minor matters of  comfort or health, like wearing 
mittens when it is cold, or bathing and brushing one ’ s teeth regularly. But, during 
adolescence, risky behaviors are on the rise. Both large survey studies and smaller 
longitudinal investigations have shown that experimentation with alcohol is stand-
ard among American adolescents, particularly as they grow older. For teens aged 
15 years or younger, this is considered high - risk behavior (Dishion, Nelson,  &  
Bullock,  2004 ). Some degree of  indulging in these behaviors becomes more normal 
after the age of  15. Many teens in the United States experiment with smoking 
cigarettes, drinking alcohol, and trying  “ soft ”  drugs like marijuana ( Johnston, 
O ’ Malley, Bachman,  &  Schulenberg,  2005 ). Teenagers also face increased risks 
when they begin to drive. Therefore parents have cause to be concerned about 
their teens ’  involvement in these prudentially risky behaviors. 

 In some ways, adolescents ’  and parents ’  beliefs about the parents ’  authority to 
make rules both about major prudential issues (like smoking cigarettes, drinking 
alcohol, and driving with teen drivers) and about more minor ones (like eating 
junk food) mirror the responses we have observed in the case of  moral and con-
ventional issues. Adolescents across a wide age range, as well as their parents, 
strongly believe that parents should be able to regulate prudential behavior 
(Smetana,  2000 ; Smetana  &  Asquith,  1994 ; Smetana et al.,  2005 ). 

 Prudential issues, however, differ from moral and conventional issues in impor-
tant ways. By defi nition, prudential issues pertain to the individuals ’  safety, 
comfort, and health. Most of  our everyday prudential decisions are fundamentally 
personal choices. We may think it is foolish or unhealthy to eat a lot of  junk food, 
gain weight, or choose not to exercise, but the decision is ours to make. (It is 
interesting to note that, although childhood obesity has become a national politi-
cal issue in the United States, it is still being framed as prudential and as belonging 
within the realm of  personal decision - making. For instance, when First Lady 
Michelle Obama rolled out her campaign against childhood obesity, she was 
quoted in the  New York Times  as stating:  “ I haven ’ t spoken to one expert about 
this issue who has said the solution is having government tell us what we can do ” : 
Stolberg,  2010 , February 9). 

 On the other hand, the American legal system recognizes the adolescents ’  lack 
of  the maturity required to make decisions about some of  these health and safety 
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issues: they become personal choices only when individuals mature. Adults 
are permitted to decide for themselves whether or not to smoke cigarettes or 
drink alcohol, even though cigarette smoking is unhealthy at any age and too 
much alcohol has well - known adverse consequences for health. In the United 
States, these activities are considered  “ status offenses ”  in that they are illegal 
during adolescence. They become legally permissible and therefore individual 
choices, however, after the ages of  18 (for purchasing cigarettes) and 21 (for drink-
ing alcohol). Other behaviors, like smoking marijuana or using cocaine, are illegal 
in the United States regardless of  age (in the case of  marijuana there are some 
medical exceptions), although many individuals believe that the government 
should not regulate their use. In other countries, drinking alcohol is considered 
permissible for adolescents. And there are wide variations across different states 
(and in different countries worldwide) regarding the age at which adolescents are 
allowed to begin driving cars. Some states also have graduated drivers ’  licenses, 
with different ages for when teens may learn to drive, obtain a drivers ’  license, be 
able to drive at night, and drive with other teenagers in the vehicle. 

 Beyond the legal considerations, though, parents are concerned about adoles-
cents ’  safety and well - being. Their beliefs as to whether adolescents are ready to 
make their own decisions on these issues may vary. They may depend on their 
perceptions of  their teens ’  competence and developmental readiness to make safe 
decisions. Individual characteristics, such as the adolescents ’  temperament, as well 
as the quality of  the parent – adolescent relationships may come into play. This 
suggests that there may be a great deal of  age variability in what parents permit. 
Yet we may expect to see some decline in late adolescence (or as children move 
out of  the house) in the belief  that parents have the legitimate authority to regulate 
various prudential issues. 

 It is not yet clear when authority to regulate prudential issues transfers from 
parents to children. In one study, primarily European American parents of  12th 
graders ceded more authority to adolescents over risky prudential issues  –  although 
not a lot  –  than parents of  9th graders did (Smetana, Metzger, Gettman,  &  
Campione - Barr,  2006 ). The 12th graders were getting ready to graduate from high 
school. Some were intending to move out of  the house in order to work or to 
attend college. Therefore more autonomy over issues of  prudential concern may 
have been seen as developmentally appropriate. However, in my study of  African 
American families (Smetana et al.,  2005 ), neither parents ’  nor adolescents ’  accept-
ance of  the parents ’  authority to regulate prudential issues declined over time, 
even among youth who were over the age of  18. This may refl ect the fact that 
autonomy is gained at later ages in African American than in European American 
families. 

 A contrasting perspective emerges from research on a large and diverse sample 
of  youth in Chile (Darling, Cumsille,  &  Martinez,  2008 ). These researchers found 
that Chilean adolescents ’  endorsement of  their parents ’  legitimate authority to 
make rules about substance and alcohol use declined sharply with age over a 
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4 - year period. Chilean adolescents viewed themselves as having more control over 
these issues as they grew older. In fact, they believed that they were legitimately 
able to control prudential decisions altogether. This may seem surprising. 
Predominantly Catholic South American countries like Chile are often thought to 
be more conservative in their family values than the United States. But these 
researchers note that Chilean culture has changed rapidly over the past two 
decades, due to urbanization and foreign media infl uences. Particularly in urban 
areas, youth in Chile face many of  the same problems and share many of  the same 
values as youth in the United States. And, with respect to the adolescents ’  alcohol 
and substance use, they appear to be much more permissive than their North 
American counterparts. 

 More generally, we do not know when authority shifts from parents to children 
over different prudential issues. Food choices, even unhealthy ones, are seen as 
personal choices at much younger ages than other prudential decisions are  –  espe-
cially those regarding risk - taking behavior, such as alcohol or substance use. 
Indeed, some African American parents we studied believed that there never was 
an appropriate age for their teens to decide about alcohol use and sex (Daddis  &  
Smetana,  2005 )! 

 American parents and adolescents hold somewhat different beliefs about 
whether parents are  obligated  to make prudential rules. For instance, in one study 
(Smetana  &  Asquith,  1994 ), European American mothers uniformly thought that 
parents had an obligation to make and enforce rules about prudential issues. 
However, teenagers (and their fathers) were more equivocal. They, too, thought 
that parents had such an obligation, but they did not endorse it as strongly as that. 
Their judgments on these matters more closely resembled those delivered on 
conventional matters. Teenagers did not see themselves as being strongly obli-
gated to comply with parental prudential rules, once these had been established. 
Moreover, their perception of  having an obligation to comply with such rules 
declined with age. This was because adolescents primarily treated prudential 
issues as personal and as matters under their jurisdiction, whereas their parents 
viewed them as primarily prudential matters related to their children ’ s health and 
safety. Only occasionally did parents see these issues as personal matters for teens 
(or as social conventions or moral issues). Indeed, mothers were approximately 
twice as likely as their adolescent children (and fathers a little less so) to focus on 
the prudential dimensions of  these acts. In other words, even though adolescents 
believed that parents had the authority to make rules about prudential issues, they 
still viewed them as personal to some extent. They were personal, although 
perhaps foolish. 

 A recent and large longitudinal survey study of  American 5th through to 12th 
graders helps to clarify some of  the different concerns regarding prudential issues 
(Flanagan, Stout,  &  Gallay,  2008 ). The researchers examined adolescents ’  percep-
tions of  individuals ’  right to engage in risky behaviors that are potentially harmful 
to health. In addition, they also assessed adolescents ’  beliefs about governments ’  
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right to intervene in potentially harmful health behaviors. Issues that were pre-
sented as individual rights (that is, prudential issues framed in terms of  personal 
choices) included doing what one wants with one ’ s body, smoking or drinking as 
a personal choice, and having a right to smoke because it is seen as only harming 
oneself. Endorsement of  these individual rights was relatively low across ages, but 
it was lower among early than among middle and late adolescents. Late adoles-
cents were higher in their endorsement of  personal choices when initially assessed 
at the start of  the study than other teens were, but middle adolescents caught up 
as they grew older. They endorsed individual rights (personal choices) more 
highly 1 and 2 years later than they had at the outset of  the study. In other words, 
much as Darling and her colleagues  (2008)  found, beliefs about prudential issues 
as personal choices increased from 11 to 18 years of  age. 

 Flanagan and her colleagues  (2008)  also assessed what they referred to as public 
health beliefs (for instance, that the government should make laws to protect 
society against drunk driving, or that, if  something is bad for health, the govern-
ment should tell individuals to avoid it). Inasmuch as these issues pertain to others ’  
welfare, they can be seen as moral issues; but they also involve social conventional 
concerns with social systems. Public - health beliefs also changed with age, but in 
a different way from beliefs about prudential issues as personal choices. In the case 
of  the latter, there was a curvilinear relationship with age in adolescents ’  beliefs 
that society could control risky behaviors. Middle adolescents endorsed these 
beliefs less than either younger or older adolescents did. Moreover, examined 
longitudinally, early adolescents ’  public - health beliefs declined between the second 
and the third year of  the study (that is, when they reached middle adolescence), 
whereas those of  middle and late adolescents remained stable over time. The 
researchers concluded that, by late adolescence, youth arrive at a more sophisti-
cated conception, which involves a coordination or balancing between individual 
rights (the individuals ’  personal choice to experiment with substances) and  “ a 
recognition of  the need for laws enacted by government that constrain individuals ’  
rights in the interest of  a larger public good ”  (Flanagan et al,  2008 , p. 831). The 
results of  this study suggest that middle adolescents have diffi culty integrating 
their notions of  personal choice with their understanding of  normative and moral 
regulation. (We shall see in Chapter  12  that diffi culties in coordination appear to 
be characteristic of  middle adolescence.) 

 Research by Larry Nucci, Nancy Guerra, and John Lee  (1991)  provides further 
insight into the relations between beliefs and behavior. They hypothesized that 
the matter of  whether adolescents viewed alcohol and illegal drug use as a strictly 
personal issue or as a prudential one, of  health and safety, would be associated 
with their actual drug and alcohol use. They surveyed an ethnically, racially, and 
socioeconomically diverse sample of  American high school teens about their use 
of  alcohol and illegal drugs such as marijuana, cocaine, crack, heroin, and hallu-
cinogens. They split the teenagers into two groups on the basis of  their responses. 
Teens who were designated as low drug users had experimented with alcohol and 
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 “ soft ”  drugs like marijuana but were not frequent users. Their pattern of  use 
refl ects the style of  experimentation characteristic of  American youth. Adolescents 
who were considered to be high drug users consumed alcohol and illegal drugs 
on a more regular basis and went beyond  “ soft ”  drugs in their use. 

 High drug and alcohol users were more likely than other teens to classify drug 
and alcohol use as a purely personal matter. They were almost twice as likely as 
the low drug users to view themselves as having legitimate authority over their 
drug and alcohol use. In fact, they saw themselves as the only legitimate source 
of  authority over these issues. They did not believe that others, such as parents, 
teachers, religious institutions, or the law, had the authority to make decisions 
about, or to regulate, their drug and alcohol use. In contrast, low drug - using 
teenagers were more likely to classify drug and alcohol use as prudentially unac-
ceptable because it causes harm to the self. These teens were almost three times 
more likely than their high drug - using peers to view parents as authority fi gures 
with regard to drug and alcohol use. We cannot tell from these results whether 
different beliefs lead to greater drug and alcohol use, or whether greater involve-
ment leads to different beliefs. But adolescents ’  different experiences with drugs 
were associated with their beliefs about drug and alcohol use. 

 Therefore these studies show that, through much of  adolescence, parents are 
seen to have the legitimate authority to make rules and to set standards regarding 
adolescents ’  behavior in prudential matters, even though adolescents tend to focus 
on their personal dimension. There is also some evidence to suggest that authority 
over prudential issues is seen to transfer eventually from parents to children 
in late adolescence or emerging adulthood. When it comes to risky behaviors, 
there also appears to be a period, during middle adolescence, when teenagers 
have diffi culty coordinating these confl icting notions of  adult versus personal 
regulation.  

  Beliefs about  p arents ’   a uthority to  c ontrol  p ersonal  i ssues 

 American middle - class teenagers typically reject parental control over hypotheti-
cal, prototypical personal issues such as what TV programs they can watch, what 
music they can listen to, how they can spend their allowance or earnings, how 
they can style their hair, what clothes they can wear, and what friends they can 
choose (Smetana,  1988a, 1993b, 2000 ; Smetana  &  Asquith,  1994 ). The responses 
are much like what we saw in adolescents ’  reasoning about everyday disagree-
ments with parents. Adolescents treat hypothetical, prototypical personal issues 
as being up to the individual to decide. Adolescents see such issues as extending 
beyond the boundaries of  parents ’  legitimate control. Like the young preschooler 
who claimed that she had the right to choose which sweater to wear because she 
was  “ the boss of  me, ”  adolescents see themselves as the boss of  their personal 
domains. They judge that they  –  and only they  –  have the authority to decide 



 Beliefs about Parental Authority 181

about these issues. When asked whether other authorities  –  including friends, 
parents, other relatives, teachers, religious institutions, or the law  –  can decide 
about personal issues in the home, the answer is a resounding  “ no. ”  Teenagers 
soundly reject the notion that anyone else can control or decide these issues for 
them (Smetana  &  Asquith,  1994 ). 

 Furthermore, in the study of  deception towards parents, discussed earlier 
(Perkins  &  Turiel,  2007 ), most adolescents also believed that it was permissible to 
lie to parents about personal matters in situations like dating someone whom 
parents disliked, or joining a club that parents think is a waste of  time. As with 
the (im)moral issues Perkins and Turiel studied, teenagers did not believe that 
parents had the right to make rules in such areas. And older adolescents were even 
more likely than younger ones to believe that it is legitimate to lie to parents in 
situations such as these. In contrast, adolescents did not believe that it was accept-
able to deceive one ’ s peers about either moral or personal issues, or that it was 
acceptable for peers to attempt to restrict their friends ’  moral or personal activi-
ties. Whether deception to parents was seen as acceptable or not was tied to the 
nature of  parent – adolescent relationships and to the fact that teenagers have 
unequal amounts of  control as compared to their parents. 

 Parents also treat personal issues as distinct from moral norms, conventional 
standards, and prudential concerns. They believe that teenagers should have some 
control over personal areas of  their lives, but typically less than teenagers want. 
This results in wide divergences between parents and teenagers about who should 
make decisions about personal issues. Parents believe that there is some validity 
to their children ’ s claims to personal control, especially as the latter grow older. 
But parents consistently lag behind in their evaluations of  teenagers ’  personal 
authority over these issues. 

 The responses of  African American mothers and adolescents followed over 5 
years refl ected this pattern, although these parents were somewhat more restric-
tive than the samples of  European American parents we studied (Smetana et al., 
 2005 ). When African American teenagers were fi rst studied in early adolescence, 
most of  the mothers believed that it was permissible for parents to regulate per-
sonal issues. This conviction varied, though, according to adolescents ’  age when 
they fi rst entered the study. Not surprisingly, mothers of  older early adolescents 
granted their teenagers more discretion to decide about personal issues than 
mothers of  younger teens did. Mothers ’  beliefs also shifted over time. As teenagers 
grew older, mothers were less inclined to believe that they, the mothers, should 
regulate personal issues. On the other hand, even after 5 years, when their teens 
reached late adolescence, African American mothers were still inclined to think 
that parents had the right to make rules governing the personal areas of  their 
teenagers ’  lives. 

 Despite the emphasis, in African American culture, on respect for adults 
and obedience, African American adolescents did not share their mothers ’  rela-
tively restrictive views. (Recall that Chinese teenagers also rejected the parents ’  
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authority to control personal issues.) When studied initially, African American 
early adolescents maintained that they, not their parents, should control their 
personal domains. This stance was sustained across adolescence; teenagers ’  
views did not change over time. But, gradually, mothers began to acknowledge 
that their teens were entitled to have some control over personal issues. Thus 
African American mothers ’  and teenagers ’  beliefs diverged the most in early 
adolescence, when the frequency of  parent – adolescent confl icts typically peaks. 
Over time, parents ’  and adolescents ’  beliefs became less discrepant with each 
other.  

  Beliefs about  p arents ’   a uthority to  c ontrol  m ultifaceted  i ssues 

 In the research on beliefs about parental authority, the divergences we observed 
in teenagers ’  and parents ’  reasoning about confl ict were captured in a set of  items 
we labeled  “ multifaceted. ”  Multifaceted issues are issues that overlap domains. 
They do not form a domain per se, but are at the intersection of  different domains. 
For instance, teenagers typically see issues such as the cleanliness or condition of  
the bedroom, or whether it is permissible to stay out late or to get a tattoo or a 
piercing as matters of  personal choice. In contrast, parents typically focus on the 
conventional or prudential aspects of  these same issues. Therefore the matter of  
how adolescents keep their bedrooms can be seen as a multifaceted issue. In addi-
tion, there are many aspects of  friendships and peer and romantic relationships 
that, at least for parents, involve prudential concerns. For instance, as we saw in 
Chapter  5 , parents may fear that their teen will hang out with  “ the wrong crowd, ”  
or with friends of  whom they do not approve. They may also worry about 
whether their teenager is unsupervised, or spends time alone with a boyfriend or 
girlfriend. These friendship or romantic issues can be seen as multifaceted, too, in 
that parents generally focus on the prudential dimensions of  relationships, whereas 
teenagers view them as personal matters, up to them able to control. (As I 
described in Chapter  4 , issues can also be multifaceted when an individual sees 
multiple components of  an issue from more than one domain, and they are either 
in confl ict or in synchrony.) 

 Adolescents and parents were most discrepant in their beliefs about the latter ’ s 
legitimate authority to control multifaceted issues. Parents thought they could 
control them, although typically less than moral, conventional, or prudential 
issues. But parents always believed that they had more authority to regulate mul-
tifaceted than personal issues. Teenagers, on the other hand, believed that they 
should have more control over these issues than their parents were willing to 
grant them  –  but again, less than over personal ones. Both nonsocial multifaceted 
issues (like getting a piercing or watching violent or sexually explicit movies or 
TV shows) and friend -  and peer - related multifaceted issues occupied the middle 
ground between moral rules, conventional standards, and prudential concerns on 
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the one hand and personal issues on the other. The former category was seen as 
clearly under parents ’  control, whereas personal issues were seen by teens (and, 
to a lesser extent, by parents) as being under teens ’  control. 

 As teenagers grew older, parents ’  belief  that they should retain authority over 
multifaceted issues declined, in a parallel fashion, for African American mothers 
and teenagers alike (Smetana et al.,  2005 ). Mothers believed, however, that parents 
had more authority over these issues than teenagers did. The consistent discrepan-
cies between parents and teenagers refl ect their different beliefs, which are at the 
root of  much parent – adolescent squabbling and disagreement. These are the 
issues that are often hotly contested. But the decline, over time, in the belief  that 
parents have the right to control these issues also refl ects the outward reach of  
autonomy.   

  Beliefs about Parental Authority among Diverse Youth 

  Typical  p atterns of   a uthority  b eliefs 

 The studies just discussed focused on middle - class European and African American 
families. But there is persuasive evidence to suggest that developmental changes 
in adolescents ’  beliefs are more broadly applicable to youth of  varying socioeco-
nomic statuses, ethnicities, and cultures. (We do not know if  such changes also 
generalize to parents ’  beliefs, as few of  the available studies discussed in the fol-
lowing section included parents: these studies do not examine convergences and 
discrepancies in parents ’  and adolescents ’  beliefs.) For instance, researcher Andrew 
Fuligni  (1998)  found no differences in the authority beliefs of  American adoles-
cents from Mexican, Chinese, Filipino, and European backgrounds. Beliefs did not 
differ, either, according to whether adolescents or their parents were born in the 
United States. These researchers did not study moral and prudential issues. But, 
across the different ethnic groups, adolescents, particularly younger ones, viewed 
their parents as having the most authority over conventional issues and less 
authority over multifaceted issues. Parents had the least authority over personal 
issues, especially for older adolescents. These researchers also followed a small 
number of  teens over a 2 - year period. The longer the adolescents had been in the 
United States (that is, among later generations of  youth), the less accepting they 
became of  parental authority to control personal issues and the more willing 
they became to disagree with their parents. 

 Earlier in this chapter, and in connection with the discussion of  prudential 
issues, I briefl y mentioned a study of  Chilean adolescents, which was conducted 
on a large and diverse sample (Darling et al.,  2008 ). This research focused on a 
broader set of  issues than just prudential ones, and endorsement of  parents ’  
authority to make rules about different types of  issues declined over the 4 years 
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of  the study. Age and domain differences in beliefs about parents ’  authority mir-
rored the general patterns just described. 

 This means that, with age, adolescents came to view an increasing number of  
issues as rightfully theirs to control. Changes were most dramatic in early adoles-
cence. Teenagers ’  views of  parents as legitimate authorities, as well as their beliefs 
that they were obligated to obey their parents, declined sharply from early to 
middle adolescence. Changes were less dramatic as they transitioned from middle 
to late adolescence. Their endorsement of  parents ’  authority declined mostly for 
prudential issues (like alcohol use) and least for multifaceted issues. Personal issues 
fell in - between. Teenagers who were relatively uninvolved in problem behavior 
when the study began, and who viewed their parents as more supportive and as 
monitoring their behavior to a greater extent, were more likely to maintain over 
time their beliefs in parents ’  legitimate authority and their obligations to obey 
parents. But the age - related declines in parental authority were not just due to 
differences in parenting and problem behavior. Rather, they refl ected normal 
trends: they were found for most youth, regardless of  their histories of  problem 
behavior and of  the kind of  parenting they had been exposed to. 

 Similar patterns of  beliefs regarding legitimate parental authority were also 
observed among youth in Chile, the Philippines, and the United States (Darling, 
Cumsille,  &  Pena - Alampay,  2005 ). Adolescents in these three countries all differ-
entiated among parents ’  legitimate authority to control various issues  –  including 
prudential, multifaceted, or related to friendship  –  and their stance on personal 
issues, as well as on a mixed category referred to as parental expectations. Chilean 
youth made the sharpest distinctions among the different issues. Filipino and 
American adolescents differentiated the most between prudential and various 
multifaceted and personal issues. The researchers also examined adolescents ’  obli-
gations to follow parental rules, and their perceptions of  their parents ’  restrictive-
ness. The patterning of  these ratings and beliefs differed in each country. The 
results indicated that differences in the timing and pacing of  autonomy cannot be 
simply explained in terms of  broad cultural orientations like individualism and 
collectivism. They refl ected differences among cultures and their values, with 
varying patterns of  adherence and rejection of  parental authority in different 
domains and in the different countries. 

 These beliefs about parental authority and obedience are also associated with 
adolescents ’  willingness to obey parental rules. Another study conducted in Chile 
found that adolescents obeyed their parents more if  the latter had clear rules and 
enforced them strictly (Darling, Cumsille,  &  Martinez,  2007 ). But adolescents 
also varied in whether they agreed with parents and in their beliefs about legiti-
mate parental authority. Interestingly, these variations in beliefs infl uenced 
obedience. 

 As one might expect, teenagers obeyed their parents more when they agreed 
with them. Adolescents also obeyed them more when parents enforced rules and 
monitored adolescents ’  activities. But, beyond this, teenagers were more obedient 
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when they believed that parents had legitimate authority to regulate the issue 
and when they felt obligated to obey their parents, even if  they disagreed with 
them. Therefore this study provides an interesting link between parents ’  parenting 
practices and adolescents ’  willingness to follow their parents ’  rules. What parents 
do  –  their supervision, monitoring, and rule enforcement  –  is important; but so 
are the adolescents ’  beliefs about their parents ’  authority. Adolescents have con-
siderable agency in their socialization. They are more likely to disobey parents 
when they attempt to control issues that adolescents do not believe to be rightfully 
theirs to control. 

 Beliefs about parental authority and control have also been examined among 
individuals living in societies that are in the midst of  great social and economic 
change. Studies of  this sort are useful because they permit comparisons between 
adolescents who grow up in the same country (and therefore share the same 
language, history, political system, and often religion) but who live in very differ-
ent circumstances. China is in the midst of  a great economic change. Adolescents 
living in rural areas, however, have been largely untouched by these changes. As 
we saw in Chapter  7 , urban Chinese adolescents believe that it is more acceptable 
to disagree with parents than rural adolescents do (Zhang  &  Fuligni,  2006 ). Zhang 
and Fuligni also found that rural and urban Chinese youths did not differ in their 
beliefs about their parents ’  authority to make rules about conventional, multifac-
eted, and personal issues: they largely rejected this authority. Domain differences 
were not assessed, but Chinese adolescents believed that parents could legiti-
mately make rules about only 5 out of  the 13 items they examined (the items were 
the same as in Fuligni ’ s  1998  study of  multi - ethnic youth in the United States). 
Regardless of  their urban or rural status, youth were not very accepting of  parents ’  
authority to make rules. The more educated their parents were, the more the 
teenagers accepted their authority and the right to disagree openly with them. 

 Like China, Iran has recently gone through a great deal of  modernization, but 
at an uneven pace. This has resulted in a dual society with two different, confl ict-
ing socioeconomic systems. Larger cities have modernized rapidly. But traditional 
neighborhoods persist, partly due to the migration of  millions of  peasants, who 
have moved to the cities looking for work. Smaller towns and rural areas still 
emphasize traditional values. Beliefs about parental authority have been examined 
in a very heterogeneous group of  Iranian mothers of  14 - year - olds (Assadi, Smetana, 
Shahmansouri,  &  Mohammadi, in press). The mothers were from three different 
cities, Tehran, Isfahan, and Khomeinishahr, which vary in size, modernity, and 
social class. Mothers ranged from being illiterate, traditional, and with lower socio-
economic status to being well educated, modernized, and from an upper socioeco-
nomic status background. 

 Regardless of  their demographic background, Iranian mothers believed that 
parents have greater authority to regulate conventional issues  –  like doing the 
chores, or the type of  language and the manners the teen uses  –  than prudential 
and personal issues. This may seem surprising, especially as the prudential issues 
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studied here included risky behaviors  –  for instance doing drugs, staying out late 
at night, and smoking cigarettes. But the prudential category also included friend-
ship matters such as befriending unsuitable persons, going to places with friends, 
or spending various amounts of  time with friends. These issues were treated as 
prudential because initial analyses showed that mothers generally focused on their 
prudential dimension (as was found in other research, too). Iranian mothers did 
cede some authority to teens over personal issues (for instance choice of  clothes, 
music, hairstyles, and TV programs, or how they spent their money and free 
time). Mothers believed that adolescents should have more authority over per-
sonal than other issues. Differences in educational level or social class did not 
infl uence these evaluations. But more educated mothers believed that parents had 
greater authority to control prudential and conventional issues. (This may explain 
why Zhang and Fuligni found that Chinese adolescents with more educated 
parents endorsed parental authority more, as adolescents may have ceded more 
authority to parents over conventional issues.) 

 We saw in earlier chapters that disagreements are a persistent feature of  parent –
 adolescent relationships. This was the case in Iranian families as well. Iranian 
mothers reported having confl icts with their middle adolescents over everyday 
issues of  family life. Their disagreements were low in frequency, moderate in inten-
sity, and very likely to be resolved. Regardless of  the mothers ’  educational or socio-
economic backgrounds, confl icts were linked with their beliefs about legitimate 
parental authority, but the effects varied depending on the issue. Mothers reported 
having more frequent confl icts with their teenagers when they themselves, the 
mothers, believed that parents had  less  authority to control prudential (and friend-
ship) issues. When mothers give adolescents greater authority over these issues, 
adolescents may have more latitude to engage in behaviors that mothers view as 
undesirable. On the other hand, mothers reported more frequent confl icts when 
they believed that parents had  more  authority to regulate personal issues. Confl icts 
may erupt over these issues because mothers place more restrictions on personal 
activities, which adolescents may view as unjustifi ed. It appears that the domain 
of  parental authority beliefs moderated parent – adolescent confl ict.  

  Individual  d ifferences in the  p atterning of   b eliefs 
about  p arental  a uthority 

 The research just discussed demonstrates that adolescents ’  beliefs about parents ’  
legitimate authority change with age in some domains, but not in others. These 
studies focused on normal, regular trends. But all adolescents do not evaluate 
parental authority in the same way. They may vary in their beliefs. Differences in 
life circumstances, in the adolescents ’  experiences of  being parented, or even 
in their ordinal position in the family may lead some teens to be more (or less) 
accepting of  their parents ’  authority to control different types of  acts. 
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 The various beliefs of  adolescents who affi liate with different peer crowds or 
reference groups provide one example. As I described in Chapter  5 , crowds provide 
distinctive norms, which locate adolescents in the peer world. The old but still 
popular American movie  The Breakfast Club  provides a vivid illustration of  these 
different norms. The story follows a group of  fi ve teenagers, each one the repre-
sentative of  a different high school crowd ( “ jocks, ”   “ populars, ”   “ brains, ”   “ out-
casts, ”  and  “ toughs ” ), spending a Saturday at school in detention together. These 
teens dress and act very differently. As they interact together, they reveal their 
involvement in very different clubs, organizations, and out - of - school activities. 
And they clearly have different orientations towards school  –  from the  “ brain, ”  
who belongs to the Physics Club, to the  “ tough, ”  who could care less about 
school. But the movie also demonstrates vividly that these teens have different 
attitudes towards adult authority and rules, ranging from fl agrant disregard to 
slavish adherence. 

 Indeed, crowds have been characterized as varying in their orientation towards, 
and involvement in, adult institutions versus peer institutions. This observation 
led Christopher Daddis  (in press, a)  to examine the distinct patterns of  beliefs 
regarding the boundaries of  legitimate parental authority among adolescents in 
different peer reference groups. He identifi ed eight peer crowds in a large sample 
of  primarily European American lower -  to middle - class students in middle school 
and high school. Daddis found several different patterns of  beliefs about parental 
authority among youth who identifi ed with different crowds. 

 Adolescents who identifi ed with three of  the largest teen crowds all adopted 
patterns of  beliefs that refl ect (or deviate only slightly from) the typical develop-
mental pathway described in earlier sections. Relative to the other crowds, stu-
dents who identifi ed with the  “ normal ”  crowd (who were reputed to be casually 
dressed and nice, and who did reasonably well in school) ceded authority to 
parents over prudential, conventional, and moral issues, but rejected parental 
control over personal issues. This is much as we have seen in other samples. 
Students who identifi ed with the  “ prep ”  crowd (seen as stylish, somewhat cliquish, 
and popular) believed that parents should retain control over most issues. 
Compared to other crowds, these students did not reject parental authority over 
personal issues. Students identifying with the  “ jock ”  crowd (who dress in athletic 
clothes and participate in athletic teams) did not differ from other crowds in their 
authority beliefs. They endorsed moderate amounts of  parental authority for all 
types of  issues. All of  these refl ect fairly typical patterns of  beliefs, with some vari-
ation in how personal issues are treated. 

 Three of  the crowds ( “ toughs, ”   “ skaters, ”  and  “ goths ” ) were characterized 
either by involvement in problem behavior or by adherence to an alternative 
life style. Students identifying with the  “ tough ”  crowd were reputed to get in 
trouble and into fi ghts, and sometimes to smoke or to use drugs.  “ Skaters ”  were 
described as liking to skateboard, hang out at the skate park, wear baggy clothes, 
and listen to rock and alternative music.  “ Goths ”  wore mostly black clothes, stuck 
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to themselves, shopped at Hot Topic, had piercings, and liked heavy metal music. 
Adolescents who identifi ed with these crowds endorsed patterns of  belief  that 
refl ected personal control over all issues (moral, conventional, prudential, and 
personal). Therefore their beliefs deviated from the norm and from those of  ado-
lescents who identifi ed with the three largest peer crowds (the  “ normals, ”  the 
 “ preps, ”  and the  “ jocks ” ). 

 Students in the remaining crowds were distinguished primarily by their claims 
of  personal authority over moral and prudential issues. For instance, students in 
the  “ hip hop ”  crowd (who were reputed to have a tough image and were described 
as wearing baggy clothes and listening to rap music) asserted more personal 
control over prudential and moral issues by comparison with students in other 
crowds. Likewise, students who identifi ed with the  “ outcast ”  crowd (including 
 “ nerds ”  and  “ loners, ”  who were, both, rejected by the mainstream school peer 
culture) asserted that they should have control over moral issues and that parents 
should have authority over the remaining ones. However, more than the members 
of  any other crowd, students in the  “ outcast ”  crowd believed that parents had 
legitimate authority to control personal issues. Therefore the  “ hip hop ”  and the 
 “ outcast ”  crowds ’  patterns of  beliefs about authority appear to refl ect identities 
that located them as distinct from their peers. 

 In Chapter  5  I discussed research showing that adolescents use their peer groups 
as points of  reference for their emerging beliefs about personal control. Adolescents 
may initially affi liate with different crowds on the basis of  their orientations 
towards school and preferences for different activities and appearance. But their 
affi liation with different crowds also may lead teens to adopt the different patterns 
of  beliefs about parental authority found among the other youth who identify 
with that crowd. And these different patterns of  beliefs may become accentuated 
over time. 

 Two large - scale investigations conducted in Chile also focused on individual 
differences in the patterning of  beliefs about parental authority. One project 
included 3,000 early, middle, and late adolescents studied at a single point in time 
(Cumsille, Darling, Flaherty,  &  Martinez,  2006 ). The other investigation followed 
2,600 Chilean 11 -  to 16 - year - olds for 3 years (Cumsille, Darling, Flaherty,  &  
Martinez,  2009 ). Much like many other studies, the researchers found that beliefs 
differed according to age and domain. Chilean youth viewed parents as having 
more authority to regulate prudential issues related to cigarette, alcohol, and drug 
use than either personal issues (examined here through the use of  free time and 
the choice of  TV programs, movies, and videos) or multifaceted issues (repre-
sented here by a single item, namely hanging around with friends whom parents 
might view as problematic). Compared to younger adolescents, older ones 
believed that parents had less authority to regulate all of  these issues. But, in addi-
tion to these normal changes, the researchers identifi ed three distinct and rela-
tively stable patterns of  belief  across the domains. 
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 One pattern was called the  parental control  profi le. Youth fi tting this profi le 
ceded control to parents over their substance and alcohol use and their associa-
tions with potentially problematic peers. They were relatively likely to cede 
control over personal issues, too, although less than over the other issues. This 
was the most pervasive pattern when adolescents were studied at a single point 
in time  –  but not when they were followed longitudinally. There were age differ-
ences within this general pattern, and they accounted for some of  the variations 
from the typical pattern. The belief  that parents should control personal issues 
was more common among early adolescents than among middle and late adoles-
cents. Indeed, one item,  “ choice of  free time activities, ”  only fi t the parental 
control profi le for the youngest adolescents. And only a third of  the oldest teens 
viewed parents as having the authority to control the other personal item (which 
pertained to TV and video choices). These age differences in the treatment of  
personal issues are in accord with normal patterns of  development. 

 In addition, there were social class differences that were very similar to what 
Nucci and his colleagues observed among youth in Brazil (Nucci, Camino,  &  
Sapiro,  1996 ), as discussed in Chapter  7 . The parental control pattern was most 
common among lower socioeconomic status youth and least common among 
middle - class participants. Lower socioeconomic status youths ’  greater willingness 
to cede to parents control over personal issues appeared to refl ect their awareness 
of  the higher safety risks in their environment, and hence of  the prudential dimen-
sions of  personal issues. 

 A second pattern refl ected  shared control . Youth exhibiting this pattern sup-
ported their parents ’  authority to make rules regarding the prudential issues of  
cigarette, alcohol, and drug use, but not those of  hanging around with problematic 
peers, nor personal issues involving free time use and recreational choices. This 
pattern was most similar to the typical one found in other studies. It also was 
similar to the responses observed among American teenagers who identifi ed with 
the  “ normal, ”   “ prep, ”  and  “ jock ”  peer crowds in Daddis ’ s study. Shared control 
prevailed among middle - class youth in Chile. It was also the most frequent pattern 
observed when adolescents were followed over time. Again, there were age dif-
ferences within this general pattern. For instance, late adolescents were much less 
likely than younger teens to cede control over smoking to their parents. This is 
consistent with the notion that, as teens grow older, parental authority over pru-
dential issues such as smoking transfers from parents to adolescents. And the 
number of  youth who fi t the shared control profi le increased over time. 

 The smallest group, which was very low in frequency in both studies, refl ected 
a pattern of  high risk. Adolescents fi tting this profi le, referred to as the  personal 
control  group, believed that they should control all their acts. They did not cede 
authority to parents over any of  the issues. The pattern was more prevalent 
among late adolescents than among younger ones. It was also characteristic of  
youth who were more involved in deviant behavior; and these were more likely 
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to remain in the personal control group over time. This profi le is reminiscent of  
the youth classifi ed as high drug users in Nucci and his colleagues ’   (1991)  study. 
Recall that they were distinguished by their view that drug use was a personal 
rather than a prudential issue. The same profi le also resembles the patterning of  
beliefs found among  “ toughs, ”   “ skaters, ”  and  “ goths ”  in Daddis ’ s study of  peer 
crowds. 

 In consonance with what is known about adolescent risk behavior, parents of  
teenagers in the personal control group provided less monitoring and support than 
parents of  other adolescents did (at least according to adolescents ’  reports). 
Adolescents who had a greater sense of  self - effi cacy and whose parents had 
more rules were less likely to belong in the personal control group. Overall, 
then, these studies suggest that, with age, adolescents move towards a view of  
parental authority that becomes more balanced and differentiated by domain. 
Nevertheless, the timing of  the adolescents ’  transitions from viewing parents 
as legitimately controlling some issues towards desiring and acquiring greater 
autonomy varies across adolescents and refl ects differences in parenting and in 
life circumstances.   

  Summary and Conclusions 

 To summarize, adolescents and parents differ in their beliefs about the parents ’  
legitimate authority to regulate different types of  acts. Adolescents and par-
ents alike overwhelmingly affi rm that parents should be able to make rules about 
moral and conventional issues, even in late adolescence. However, there are limits 
to what parents can legitimately control. They do not have the authority to ask 
their children to behave immorally. As adolescents grow older, they are somewhat 
less accepting of  parental authority over conventional issues. Also, adolescents 
and parents strongly endorse the parents ’  legitimate authority to make rules about 
prudential issues involving risk, like smoking cigarettes and using alcohol and 
illegal drugs. There is some evidence, though, that, with age, adolescents increas-
ingly see these issues as personal choices  –   “ personal but foolish. ”  

 In contrast, adolescents strongly believe that parents do not have the authority 
to regulate over the domain of  personal issues. Parents agree to some extent, but 
still view themselves as having more authority than their children would like. As 
adolescents grow older, parents shift towards granting their children more control 
over personal matters and, to a lesser extent, over multifaceted and friendship 
ones (which involve overlaps between conventional or prudential matters and 
personal concerns). Multifaceted issues often are the source of  confl ict in adoles-
cent – parent relationships. They represent the contested and shifting boundary 
between the parents ’  legitimate authority and the adolescents ’  personal jurisdic-
tion. Parents ’  authority to control multifaceted issues declines during adolescence, 
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but adolescents consistently claim more personal jurisdiction than parents are 
willing to grant. 

 The scope of  what adolescents can control broadens during adolescence. The 
large discrepancies in parents ’  and adolescents ’  views of  multifaceted, friendship, 
and personal issues are consistent with the notion that battles over autonomy 
are fought over them. Changes over time refl ect the shifting boundaries of  
parental authority and the expansion of  the children ’ s personal domain during 
adolescence. 

 Studies of  youth in several different cultures, including China, Chile, and the 
Philippines, reveal similar age and domain differences in beliefs regarding legiti-
mate parental authority. Iranian mothers, too  –  both traditional and modernized 
 –  revealed differentiated beliefs about the parents ’  authority to make rules about 
their teenagers ’  behavior. However, research conducted with American youth 
identifying with different peer crowds, and various samples of  Chilean youth, also 
demonstrate that there are individual differences in the patterning of  beliefs about 
parental authority. These include deviations from the characteristic patterns; and 
the clearest example is furnished by the identifi cation of  a group of  at - risk youth, 
who reject adult authority on all issues. Among Chilean youth, these different 
patterns were associated with different patterns of  parental discipline. 

 The research discussed in this chapter raises an important methodological issue. 
In studying parenting, researchers often rely on a single reporter ’ s perspective. 
Sometimes observers are trained to evaluate parents on different dimensions. But, 
more often, researchers rely on parents ’  or adolescents ’  perceptions of  parenting. 
When researchers obtain both the adolescents ’  and the parents ’  evaluations, the 
two sets are usually discordant; the correlations between ratings or evaluations 
are typically low. This lack of  agreement among parents ’  and adolescents ’  reports 
is often attributed to bothersome methodological problems, such as measurement 
error or informant bias. Others assert that a lack of  agreement between parents ’  
and adolescents ’  reports is not problematic. Whether their perceptions are 
veridical or not, adolescents may act on their own perceptions. Therefore, the 
argument goes, researchers should focus exclusively on adolescents ’  perceptions, 
because these are more likely to be associated with the way adolescents act and 
feel. 

 But the analyses presented here of  the adolescents ’  and the parents ’  interpreta-
tions of  confl icts, and of  their beliefs about the parents ’  legitimate authority to 
control different types of  act, demonstrate that there are multiple realities within 
the family. Parents and adolescents often agree, but sometimes they do not. 
Ratings are stable over time for some types of  issues, but they change for others. 
The research discussed here and in earlier chapters suggests that, rather than 
refl ecting methodological problems, discrepancies between adolescents ’  and 
parents ’  perspectives may be important and meaningful by mapping areas that 
deserve further study. Discrepancies can illuminate areas of  tension and change 
in family processes and in adolescent development. 
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 We have seen that adolescents gain increasing control over personal areas of  
their lives as they grow older. In addition, adolescents vary in their desires to 
control personal issues. This raises an important question of  practical signifi cance. 
How do parents help to support their adolescents ’  healthy psychosocial develop-
ment? How much autonomy  –  at what ages and over what types of  issues  –  pro-
motes optimal adjustment? These questions will be discussed in the following 
chapter.         



  10 

Parenting Styles and Practices     

     In the last chapter I discussed variations in beliefs about parental authority. My 
claim was that these beliefs are central to understanding different parenting styles 
and disciplinary practices. We are now ready to take up that claim. We begin by 
considering one of  the most prominent psychological approaches to understand-
ing parenting.  

  The Infl uence of Parenting Styles 

 Researchers studying human development have assumed that variations in 
parents ’  disciplining style, warmth, attention to the needs of  the child, and parent-
ing attitudes and beliefs can all be characterized in terms of  consistent patterns of  
child rearing, or parenting styles. The assumption is that these parenting styles 
are systematically related to children ’ s competence and development. Diana 
Baumrind ’ s model provided perhaps the most infl uential and widely used scheme 
for describing parenting styles. She began her investigation by identifying a set of  
characteristics that, she believed, defi ned competence among North American 
children. Then she examined parents ’  child - rearing beliefs and practices, in order 
to identify the parenting styles that were associated with those positive out-
comes (Baumrind,  1971 ). In a longitudinal study that has extended over 30 years, 
Baumrind followed a small group of  primarily European American middle - class 
families from Berkeley, California. (Baumrind was attuned to the cultural contexts 
of  development, and the original sample also included a small group of  African 
American children. But, because of  its small size, she did not follow this group 
over time.) Baumrind initially developed a typology of  three distinct parenting 
styles, which were related to children ’ s outcomes. Later, when the children in her 
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longitudinal study were 15 years old, she expanded the typology to four parenting 
styles. 

 According to Baumrind ’ s widely used typology, parenting varies along two 
distinct dimensions: demandingness and responsiveness. Authoritative parents are 
both responsive and demanding. They set clear, reasonable standards for respon-
sible behavior, which are consistent with their children ’ s developing abilities. 
They are fi rm in their enforcement and provide explanations for their positions. 
They promote mature behavior through supportive rather than punitive methods, 
warmth, and responsiveness to children ’ s needs. 

 In contrast, authoritarian parents are strict and highly demanding, but they are 
not responsive. These parents place a high value on obedience to rules. They 
discourage give - and - take between parents and children and do not take their child ’ s 
needs into consideration. They also offer little explanation for their decisions. 

 Baumrind ’ s third parenting style is described as permissive or indulgent. Parents 
in this category are responsive but not demanding. They make few demands for 
mature behavior on their children. They do not punish them for misbehavior. 
Whenever possible, they avoid asserting their authority. In addition, indulgent or 
permissive parents are warm, accepting, and tolerant of  the child ’ s impulses. 

 In later work, and partly on the basis of  Maccoby and Martin ’ s  (1983)  infl uential 
treatise, Baumrind distinguished permissive from uninvolved parents. The latter 
do not make many demands on their children either, primarily because they are 
disengaged from the needs of  the child. Therefore parents of  this fourth kind are 
neither demanding nor responsive (Baumrind,  1989 ). Baumrind viewed most 
uninvolved parents as falling within the normal range of  parenting, although this 
style also includes more pathological forms, such as neglectful and rejecting –
 neglecting parenting. 

 From Baumrind ’ s perspective, there is a clear and simple answer to the question 
of  how parents can help to support their adolescents ’  healthy psychosocial 
development. Because authoritative parents set high expectations and support 
mature behavior, this parenting style is optimal for children ’ s development 
and adjustment. Indeed, authoritative parenting has been associated with a wide 
range of  positive outcomes in adolescence, including better academic perform-
ance, increased competence, autonomy, and self - esteem, more advanced moral 
development, less deviance, anxiety, and depression, and a more well - rounded 
orientation to peers (Baumrind,  1991a, b ; Maccoby  &  Martin,  1983 ; Steinberg, 
 2001 ). 

 Parenting styles can be seen as refl ecting the different beliefs about parental 
authority outlined in the previous chapter. Baumrind ’ s typological perspective 
suggests that authoritative and authoritarian parents, who are, both, highly 
demanding, would consider themselves to have more of  a legitimate right to regu-
late their teens ’  behavior than would permissive or indulgent parents, who allow 
considerable self - regulation of  behavior and activities. Furthermore, authoritative 
parents encourage individuality and independence. They are highly responsive to 
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their children ’ s needs. Therefore, more than other types, authoritative parents 
may recognize that adolescents legitimately have the right to control some issues. 

 This is indeed the case. In a study investigating beliefs about parental authority 
among parents endorsing different parenting styles (Smetana,  1995a ), I found that 
European American middle - class mothers and fathers who endorse different 
parenting styles differ in how much autonomy over personal issues they believe 
teenagers should have. (Uninvolved parenting was not examined in this study.) 
They also differ in how broadly or narrowly they draw the boundaries around 
moral and conventional issues (Smetana,  1995a ). When making judgments about 
multifaceted issues, permissive parents ignore the conventional components 
and treat the issues as up to teenagers to control. In addition to constructing rela-
tively broad boundaries around what constitutes a personal issue, permissive 
parents also  “ conventionalize ”  moral issues related to the family (like taking 
money from parents without permission, or breaking a promise made to one ’ s 
parents) and treat them as conventional in some of  their judgments. Therefore 
they are lax in asserting their authority on moral issues. At the same time, permis-
sive parents treat potentially risky activities with friends (like going to a movie 
alone with a boyfriend or girlfriend, seeing a friend whom parents do not like, 
having a party when parents are away, or inviting a boyfriend or girlfriend over 
when parents are away) as if  they were moral violations. Baumrind  (1978)  has 
claimed that, although permissive parents often are extremely lenient, they try to 
watch out for their children ’ s safety. In validation of  this assertion, permissive 
parents were  not  more lenient than other parents in their judgments of  prudential 
issues. 

 Authoritarian parents do not differentiate between moral and conventional 
issues in their judgments. Rather, they over - extend the moral domain. They 
 “ moralize ”  social conventions by treating them as morally obligatory. Compared 
to other parents, they also view parents as having more of  a moral obligation to 
make rules regarding multifaceted and friendship issues than other parents think. 
Therefore, in comparison with the authoritative type, authoritarian parents 
restrict adolescents ’  jurisdiction over issues that overlap the personal and the 
conventional (or prudential) domain, and they cast a wide net  –  inappropriately 
so  –  as to what they consider to be moral. 

 Only authoritative parents maintain clear boundaries among moral matters, 
conventional standards, and personal concerns. They grant teenagers autonomy 
over a limited range of  personal issues, but not over multifaceted and prudential 
issues, nor over some matters of  friendship. Their reasoning refl ects a concern 
with the conventional, psychological, or prudential aspects of  these matters. Their 
focus on the societal, health - related, or psychological concerns that complex issues 
raise may help teenagers to understand why limits are imposed in these areas. 
Defi ning the boundaries between these domains either too permissively or too 
rigidly may deprive adolescents and parents of  the opportunity to negotiate appro-
priate boundaries, which in turn may undermine adolescent development. 
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 Baumrind ’ s approach to parenting styles clearly taps into other important com-
ponents of  parenting, such as warmth, coerciveness, and communicative style. 
This goes to show that parenting styles are not reducible to beliefs about parental 
authority. But considering these beliefs adds some specifi city to our understanding 
of  parental demandingness and responsiveness. It provides some insights into the 
specifi c areas where parents believe they ought to exert control or where they are 
willing to relinquish it in order to grant the child greater autonomy. 

  Parenting  s tyles,  p arental  a uthority, and  a dolescent –  p arent  c onfl ict 

 Different parenting styles are associated with how families handle and resolve 
confl ict, although they do not fully account for these variations. Rather, family 
differences in adolescent – parent confl ict refl ect many other factors, including 
conceptions of  parental authority and modes of  reasoning about confl ict. This 
conclusion is drawn from person - centered analyses (described in Smetana,  1996 ), 
which were conducted in order to distinguish various family profi les of  adoles-
cent – parent confl ict. Ratings of  confl ict frequency and severity, as well as the 
variance in those ratings, were used in identifying different profi les among 
the (mainly) European American families described in Chapters  5  and  9  and in the 
sample of  Hong Kong Chinese adolescents described in Chapter  7 . A similar set 
of  three profi les emerged in each analysis. Although the numbers of  families fi tting 
each profi le varied somewhat from sample to sample, the similarity in the patterns 
provides some evidence that the latter are generalizable. 

 The largest number of  families (about half  or more in each sample) fi t a profi le 
that I labeled  frequent squabblers . Their members reported having very frequent 
confl icts, but these were generally low in intensity. Thus, although they bickered 
a great deal, the families in question did not appear to have particularly angry or 
hostile confl icts. 

 I will refer to the second largest group as  easy - going  families. (In previous writ-
ings I have described this group as  placid , but this term is a bit misleading, as it 
implies  –  incorrectly  –  that the families so characterized do not have confl icts.) 
Confl icts in these families were low in frequency and moderate in intensity. Thus 
easy - going families appeared to have few confl icts; but, when they did disagree, 
their disputes were angrier than those among the frequent squabblers. 

 In each sample we also identifi ed a third profi le, labeled  tumultuous , which 
included only a small number of  families. These families were characterized by 
frequent confl icts  –  although less frequent than among the frequent squabblers. 
But, unlike in the other two groups, confl ict in tumultuous families was intense; 
it was also quite variable. And, although all of  the families were drawn from com-
munity samples that did not specifi cally target high - risk youth, teens from tumul-
tuous families appeared to be more at risk for problem behavior and maladjustment 
than teens from the other two groups. 
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 Divorced, single - parent, and step - parent families were over - represented in the 
tumultuous group. Tumultuous parents were also less likely to be professionally 
employed, and they had lower incomes and socioeconomic status than other 
families. Tumultuous families were less likely than the others to resolve their disa-
greements, to compromise, or to resolve confl icts jointly  –  although, as we saw 
previously, compromise was generally infrequent among all families. Tumultuous 
families also endorsed authoritative parenting less than the other two groups, and 
they endorsed authoritarian parenting more than easy - going families. 

 Therefore both tumultuous and frequently squabbling families had relatively 
frequent confl icts, but those occurring in tumultuous families were distinguished 
by their intensity. And, when faced with confl ict, these families were less likely 
than others to resolve them. Several lines of  research suggest that adolescents who 
experience very angry, hostile, or intense confl ict are at greater risk of  dysfunction 
over time. Negative affect also is one of  the most salient characteristics of  adoles-
cents ’  reports of   “ important ”  confl icts from the previous day, and it is associated 
with disengagement and lack of  confl ict resolution (Laursen  &  Koplas,  1995 ). 
Likewise, research on interparental confl ict has shown the deleterious effects for 
children ’ s adjustment of  the parents ’  more open, hostile confl ict among them-
selves. Our fi ndings further suggest that tumultuous families ’  judgments of  legiti-
mate parental authority are part of  their profi le of  risk. 

 Tumultuous parents were more restrictive than the others in drawing the 
boundaries of  adolescents ’  personal jurisdiction. They viewed parents as obligated 
to regulate their children ’ s personal issues. Tumultuous parents ’  greater intrusion 
into adolescents ’  personal domain was met with greater adolescent detachment, 
as was evidenced by tumultuous adolescents ’  higher ratings of  emotional auton-
omy. They had higher scores on a measure that is generally seen to measure 
unhealthy detachment rather than healthy emotional autonomy. Furthermore, 
adolescents characterized as tumultuous generally had lower academic achieve-
ment than other teens and were more oriented towards friends as legitimate 
sources of  authority for multifaceted issues. This is only an indirect measure of  
peer infl uence; but it is important to bear in mind that susceptibility to peer infl u-
ence has been consistently found to be an important predictor of  teenage problem 
behavior. In addition, tumultuous families tended to have more frequent and 
more intense confl icts over prudential matters related to drug, alcohol, and ciga-
rette use than easy - going families did. Tumultuous adolescents also engaged in 
more youth - alone decision - making than youth in easy - going families. As will be 
discussed in greater detail in a later section, this form of  decision - making, whereby 
adolescents make decisions without any input from their parents, is associated 
with greater deviance and conduct problems. Such a situation suggests that parents 
may be relatively uninvolved in teenagers ’  lives, despite their belief  that they have 
the legitimate authority to control a broad swath of  their children ’ s activities. 
Teenagers from tumultuous families appealed to personal jurisdiction in their 
reasoning about family confl icts less than other teenagers did. 
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 Frequent squabblers and easy - going families did not differ in their strong 
endorsement of  authoritative parenting. However, easy - going families were more 
approving than frequent squabblers of  permissive parenting, and they also differed 
from them in some of  their beliefs about parental authority. Compared to easy -
 going parents, frequent squabblers regulated multifaceted and personal issues 
more and invoked social conventions more in their reasoning about adolescent –
 parent confl ict. Easy - going parents resolved disagreements with their offspring 
more than did frequent squabblers, perhaps because they regulated their childrens ’  
behavior less and employed less confl ictive modes of  reasoning when they disa-
greed. In reasoning about confl icts, easy - going parents focused more on the pru-
dential and pragmatic aspects of  their disputes. Frequently squabbling families 
may bicker more than others because parents and adolescents have these contra-
dictory and diffi cult to resolve interpretations of  their confl icts.  

  Parental  p sychological  c ontrol 

 In research on parenting styles, parental control is seen as a single dimension, 
which ranges from excessive control to insuffi cient control. Over the past 20 years, 
though, researchers have stressed the need to differentiate this view of  control 
further. High levels of  control can refer to parents who supervise and have fi rm 
rules for their children and provide a great deal of  structure and guidance. This 
notion can also include parents who are overly intrusive, use guilt, or threaten to 
withdraw their love if  teens do not comply with their wishes. In Baumrind ’ s model 
of  parenting styles, authoritative parents have fi rm rules and use structure and 
guidance, but they are not overly intrusive. In contrast, authoritarian parents have 
fi rm rules, but they also use more intrusive forms of  control, as we just saw in 
the description of  tumultuous families and in the descriptions of  some patterns of  
authority beliefs. These are different forms of  control, rather than two ends of  the 
same continuum. 

 Behavioral control refers to the rules, regulations, and restrictions that parents 
impose on their children. It also extends to their supervision and management of  
their activities. Behavioral control, which is associated with authoritative parent-
ing, is considered to be a  “ good ”  form of  control. It provides adequate structure, 
fi rm guidance for children, and monitoring of  their activities. Indeed, too little 
behavioral control has been associated with externalizing problems, such as acting 
out, drug use, truancy, and antisocial behavior. 

 Recently, Wendy Grolnick and Eva Pomerantz  (2009)  have suggested that we 
abandon the construct of   “ control ”  altogether, with its positive and negative 
dimensions, and describe behavioral control in terms of   “ structuring. ”  In these 
researchers ’  view, behavioral control and related constructs  –  such as fi rm (versus 
lax) enforcement, fi rm control, and strictness - supervision  –  should be seen as a 
dimension that is distinct from forms of  control. As they defi ne it, structure refers 
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to parents ’  organization of  children ’ s environment, which is designed to facilitate 
children ’ s competence. Structure is orthogonal to control, which is in turn related 
to autonomy. Although I will continue to refer to  “ control ”  in the following dis-
cussion in order to be consistent with the research literature, their distinction is 
worth bearing in mind. 

 The dimension of  psychological control versus autonomy - granting was fi rst 
identifi ed by Schaefer  (1965)  as one of  three central dimensions of  parenting. As 
described by Laurence Steinberg  (1990)  and elaborated upon by Brian Barber and 
others (Barber,  1996, 2002 ; Barber, Olsen,  &  Shagle,  1994 ; Barber, Stolz,  &  Olsen, 
 2005 ; Soenens  &  Vansteenkiste,  2010 ), the more intrusive form of  control is called 
psychological control. This form refers to parents ’  attempts to control children ’ s 
activities in ways that affect their psychological world negatively. Psychological 
control, which includes parental intrusiveness, guilt induction, lack of  respect for 
the child, and love withdrawal, undermines children ’ s psychosocial development 
by interfering with their ability to become independent. It impedes the develop-
ment of  a healthy sense of  self  and personal identity. Parental psychological 
control has been linked to internalizing problems under forms such as anxiety, 
depression, loneliness, and confusion. It is also associated with higher levels of  
externalizing problems, with results such as conduct problems and substance use. 

 Barber ( 2002 ; Barber et al.,  2005 ) has examined parents ’  use of  psychological 
control (as well as their use of  behavioral control and of  a third dimension, involv-
ing support and acceptance) in different cultures. His research demonstrates that 
psychological control is evident in a range of  nations and ethnic groups from all 
over the world, including North and South America, Africa, Asia, Europe, and the 
Middle East. Barber and his colleagues  (2005)  sampled youth from nations in all 
of  these various geographical areas. The different groups varied on a number of  
dimensions, such as degree of  industrialization, religion, and exposure to political 
violence. The results suggest that psychological control is pervasive, as are its 
negative effects for children ’ s well - being. Psychological control is consistently 
associated with internalizing and externalizing problems, much as has been found 
in the United States. Summarizing the available research, Barber  (2002)  found that 
higher levels of  psychological control are typically reported by boys rather than 
by girls; by younger rather than by older children; by ethnic minority rather than 
by majority (European American) families in the United States; and by lower 
rather than by upper socioeconomic status families. 

 A vivid example of  the potentially deleterious effects of  psychological control 
for well - being comes from recent research on children ’ s evaluations of  their 
parents ’  deployment of  shaming. As noted in Chapter  9 , shaming is a commonly 
employed discipline method in Asian cultures, and its use in the process of  sociali-
zation is seen to be consistent with the priority placed on groups over the indi-
vidual and with the emphasis on obedience and conformity in Asian culture. 
However, as Helwig ( 2010 , June) has noted, the available research has focused on 
Asian parents ’  endorsement of  this practice or on observations of  its use in Asian 
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child socialization. Helwig, To, Wang, Liu, and Yang  (2010)  sought to obtain 
children ’ s perspectives on it. 

 These researchers compared rural and urban Chinese children ’ s and urban 
Canadian children ’ s judgments and reasoning about shaming, considered among 
other parental discipline practices. In response to a hypothetical moral transgres-
sion (a child knocks down another child on the playground and takes her ball), a 
parent was described, variously, as reasoning to the child (highlighting the conse-
quences of  the child ’ s actions for the playmate); shaming the child (either by 
describing how the child ’ s behavior would bring shame upon the mother and the 
family or by comparing the child unfavorably with a friend); or engaging in love 
withdrawal. Chinese children (both rural and urban) confi rmed that shaming, 
particularly where the child ’ s behavior was compared to other children ’ s behavior, 
was the most common practice parents used in disciplining them. As expected, 
this was not the case with Canadian children, who reported that reasoning was 
much more common than the other parenting practices. 

 Despite these differences in frequency of  use, all teenagers alike believed that 
shaming resulted in negative psychological consequences. Traditional, rural 
Chinese children below the age of  10 did not differentiate between reasoning and 
either form of  shame; these discipline practices were all seen in a positive light. 
At about 10 years of  age, however, rural Chinese children began to evaluate 
parents ’  use of  shame critically. By adolescence, there was a clear preference for 
reasoning as the most positive form of  discipline. A similar pattern was observed 
among both urban Chinese and Canadian children; their preference for reasoning 
was greater as children grew older. In their justifi cations, older children and ado-
lescents from all settings criticized shaming as leading to greater psychological 
harm or feelings of  low self - esteem for the recipient. Therefore Chinese children 
perceived harmful effects resulting from parental practices that are widely 
employed, culturally sanctioned, but psychologically controlling. 

 As this example suggests, the measurement of  parental psychological control 
typically focuses primarily on the style of  social interaction that undermines ado-
lescent development. For example, Barber ’ s measure asks whether the parent 
changes the subject when the teen has something to say; whether the parent tells 
the teen all of  the things the parent has done for the child; and whether the parent 
would like to be able to tell the teen how to feel or think about things. Barber ’ s 
claims regarding the negative effects of  psychological control on adolescent devel-
opment, as well as his claims about the need for psychological autonomy for the 
development of  competence, are strikingly consistent with the way in which the 
personal domain has been described. In turn, this suggests that psychological 
control may pertain not just to style, that is, to  how  parents exert their control (for 
instance, by using shaming in response to a moral transgression), but also to  what  
parents control. More specifi cally, teenagers may also feel psychologically more 
controlled when they view their parents as overly restrictive of  their personal 
domains. Perceptions of  psychological control may arise, or may be amplifi ed, 
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when parents exercise too much control over personal issues. This is because teens 
may disagree both with the fact that certain types of  behaviors are being control-
led  –  and hence with the resulting infringement on what is perceived as an arena 
of  personal freedom  –  and with the style of  control, or with how parents are 
managing their behavior. There is support for this claim. 

 Christopher Daddis and I (Smetana  &  Daddis,  2002 ) examined associations 
between psychological control (measured by using a standard scale) and teenag-
ers ’  beliefs about legitimate parental authority to control acts in different domains. 
We also examined parents ’  restrictive control over different types of  issues. 
Authority beliefs and restrictive parental control infl uenced teenagers ’  perceptions 
of  parental psychological control, but only when the adolescents ’  authority beliefs 
and perceptions of  restrictive control pertained to personal and multifaceted 
issues. That is, adolescents perceived their parents as psychologically more con-
trolling when parents wielded more control over personal and multifaceted issues 
(but not when they restricted moral and conventional issues) and when teenagers 
believed that their parents should have less authority over these issues. We found 
this association in early adolescence and, even more convincingly, it was main-
tained over time. Parents ’  more restrictive control of  personal and multifaceted 
issues, combined with adolescents ’  rejection of  this control, predicted higher per-
ceptions of  psychological control 2 years later. But parental psychological control 
was only associated with teenagers ’  perceptions of  how much authority and 
control parents had, or should have, over personal areas of  their lives. 

 This state of  things highlights the importance of  considering parental psycho-
logical control in a developmental framework. The results of  our study (Smetana 
 &  Daddis,  2002 ) provide a developmentally sensitive and domain - specifi c analysis 
of  situations where adolescents might perceive their parents as employing psycho-
logical control. We have seen that the teenagers ’  notion of  what should be per-
sonal expands with age. Likewise, there are corresponding age - related changes in 
adolescents ’  perceptions of  appropriate parenting versus overcontrol of  their 
behavior. What adolescents perceive as psychologically controlling behavior  –  the 
specifi c issues that parents regulate  –  changes during adolescence, as the personal 
domain expands. 

 Part of  the challenge of  parenting early adolescents is that parents must strike 
a delicate balance between exercising suffi cient guidance and structuring to keep 
their children safe and imposing what teenagers perceive as too much control over 
personal issues. We have just seen that adolescents view the latter as psychologi-
cally intrusive and coercive. Adding to this diffi culty is the fact that teenagers and 
parents do not necessarily agree in their views of  what constitutes psychological 
control and of  when it is being employed. 

 Adolescents ’  perceptions of  parental control and overcontrol have implica-
tions for these teens ’  psychosocial adjustment. Perceived parental intrusion into 
the adolescents ’  personal freedom has potentially deleterious effects on their 
mental health. That is, teenagers who view their parents as more restrictive of  
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their personal domains report more severe depression and anxiety. But psychiatric 
symptoms are not associated with greater parental rules and restrictions over 
prudential and conventional issues (Hasebe, Nucci,  &  Nucci,  2004 ). Adding further 
weight to these fi ndings, the association between parental overcontrol and depres-
sive symptoms has been observed among adolescents from both the United States 
and Japan. Therefore, as Barber has found in his cross - cultural investigation of  
psychological control, these effects appear to transcend the specifi c cultural 
context. At the same time, there may be some minor cultural variations in the 
ways in which particular items are viewed, as well as in associations between 
internalizing symptoms and parental control. 

 Hasebe and her colleagues validated their measures before employing them in 
the two countries. They only included items that were valid in both cultural con-
texts. As a refl ection of  cultural differences, one item,  “ who my boyfriend or 
girlfriend is, ”  was treated as personal by American middle - class youth, but as 
multifaceted by Japanese youth. American teenagers progress rather seamlessly 
from same - sex friendships to opposite - sex friendships and to dating. They are 
typically involved in romantic relationships by middle adolescence. Although 
these romantic relationships are not as fl eeting in middle adolescence as is often 
assumed, they are not seen as leading to serious commitments either. American 
adolescents therefore treat dating as a natural extension of  friendship. In Japan, 
however, dating is a more serious affair, which signals the entry into a more com-
mitted relationship. Japanese youth evaluated this item differently because they 
were aware of  the psychological risks of  entering too casually or carelessly into 
such relationships. In addition, greater perceived parental control over overlap-
ping (multifaceted) issues was also associated with psychiatric symptoms for 
Japanese adolescents, but not for American adolescents  –  which refl ects perhaps 
the more encompassing reach of  parental regulation and control in Japan 
(Rothbaum, Pott, Azuma, Miyake,  &  Weisz,  2000 ). 

 When does appropriate control become overcontrol? The foregoing discussion 
suggests that what is perceived as reasonable limits at one age might be seen as 
being too restrictive as the adolescent matures.  

  Ethnic and  c ultural  v ariations in  p arenting  s tyles and  p arental  c ontrol 

 The question about the balance between appropriate regulation and overcontrol 
is pertinent in the context of  an ongoing debate about parenting and parental 
control among American ethnic minority youth. The debate has been framed in 
terms of  whether Baumrind ’ s model of  parenting styles is broadly applicable to 
youth of  different cultures and ethnicities and whether authoritative parenting 
confers the same advantages among diverse groups of  youth. Laurence Steinberg 
 (2001)  asserts that research from around the world demonstrates the benefi cial 
effects of  authoritative parenting for all youth. After examining the available 
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research, he concluded that authoritative parenting is particularly effective in 
facilitating healthy adjustment in some areas (for instance, it protects youth from 
engaging in deviant behavior and it promotes psychosocial development and 
mental health)  –  but not in others. Thus, among diverse youth, authoritative 
parenting does not have consistently positive effects on academic achievement. 

 Authoritative parenting is more prevalent among European American parents 
than among ethnic minority parents in the United States  –  or among parents in 
many other cultures. Nevertheless, American youth from African, Asian, and 
Latino backgrounds all perceive their parents as being more authoritarian than 
European American adolescents do. The greater reliance on psychological control 
is part of  what distinguishes authoritarian from authoritative parenting. But the 
negative consequences of  authoritarian parenting do not appear to be as great for 
African American and Asian American youth as they are for youth from other 
ethnic groups (although such parenting does not positively impact on their 
adjustment). 

 Some researchers have claimed that Baumrind ’ s parenting styles are derived 
from a culturally specifi c model of  beliefs and that, in consequence, the model 
may not generalize well beyond European American youth. Ruth Chao  (1994, 
1995)  argues that authoritarian parenting does not capture the essence of  Chinese 
parenting or, more broadly, the values of  Asian parenting. She asserts that control 
and restrictiveness are characteristic of  Chinese families. This refl ects a different 
set of  underlying beliefs from those that hold among European American families. 
Chinese parenting refl ects, namely, beliefs about role relationships as defi ned by 
Confucianism. For Chinese parents, strictness is rooted in the notion of  training 
( chiao shun  and  guan ) and with concerns about educating children in the appropri-
ate behavior. This involves devotion and sacrifi ce on the part of  the mother, so 
that the child may learn to meet societal expectations. Chinese parents are highly 
involved in child rearing, and they love and care for their children. 

 For European American families, however, strictness is located in Protestant 
Christian beliefs and takes a more punitive turn. Authoritarian parenting originat-
ing in Christian ideology aims to dominate or control the child, whereas Chao 
suggests that, for Chinese parents, strictness is in the service of  training the child 
and of  assuring harmonious relationships with others. Therefore Chao argues that 
parenting styles arrived at by studying North American parents cannot be simply 
translated into other cultures. Instead, parenting styles must refl ect their sociocul-
tural contexts. 

 Similar concerns can be raised about the nature of  African American parenting. 
As discussed in Chapter  8 , African American parenting is typically described as 
authoritarian, based as it is on the use of  strict, parent - centered, and sometimes 
harsh discipline. Families are described as making decisions without any input 
from adolescents (although my research shows that, in African American middle -
 class families, parent decision - making is the norm only for conventional and 
prudential issues, and only as reported by mothers: Smetana, Campione - Barr,  &  
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Daddis,  2004 ). Parent decision - making may be an adaptive response to the threat-
ening environments that African American families often face. Living in unsafe 
environments may pose particular threats for families who also live in poverty. 
But having higher incomes, more prestigious jobs, or living in safer neighborhoods 
does not protect African American adolescents from the pervasive risks of  racism 
and prejudice. These are threats that all African Americans face (recall the example 
in Chapter  8  of  DWB  –   “ driving while black ” ). Therefore the parents ’  greater 
strictness and behavioral regulation may protect children from harm. Indeed, 
parent - unilateral decision - making  –  that is, situations where parents make deci-
sions without any input from the child  –  has positive effects in African American 
families regardless of  their socioeconomic status (Lamborn, Dornbusch,  &  
Steinberg,  1996 ). 

 As discussed in Chapter  8 , middle - class African American parents use strict 
discipline. They exact respect and obedience from their children, as one might 
expect from authoritarian parents, and they set fi rm guidelines. But they encour-
age their teenagers ’  self - reliance and independence about many things, as one 
might expect from authoritative parents. African American teenagers perceive 
their parents as supportive, loving, and warm, which is also consistent with 
authoritative parenting. Strictness is in the service of  the children ’ s needs and cor-
responds to the parents ’  perceptions of  the risks to their children from the larger 
social world. As the examples in Chapter  8  illustrate, African American parents 
are clearly concerned with their teenagers ’  well - being and future success. Therefore 
describing African American parents as authoritarian provides a limited and 
incomplete picture. In many ways, their parenting entails a mixture of  authorita-
tive and authoritarian elements. 

 Indeed, this is what I found when I tried to categorize African American parents 
according to their dominant parenting style. I used responses to the same ques-
tionnaire measure I had used successfully when studying European American 
families (Smetana,  1995a ). This survey includes separate scales of  authoritarian, 
authoritative, and permissive parenting (Buri,  1989, 1991 ). When I applied these 
scales to the responses received from European American parents and adolescents, 
the items cohered in the expected way, the scales were highly reliable, and parents 
could be categorized as having a dominant parenting style. But this did not work 
with the African American parents ’  responses to the same survey. The items did 
not cohere into the same scales, and the scales that emerged empirically from the 
analyses  –  particularly for permissive parenting  –  were not statistically reliable. 
The majority of  African American families could not be categorized as endorsing 
a single parenting style. Most parents received high scores on both authoritarian 
and authoritative parenting. Thus, when examined both quantitatively and quali-
tatively, these parents ’  responses defi ed easy categorization. 

 As I described earlier, African American parents acknowledge the need for fi rm 
limits around some issues and the need for children to comply with parents ’  
wishes. At the same time, they recognize children ’ s developing desires for inde-
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pendence and their need to develop self - reliance. Gene Brody and Douglas Flor 
 (1998)  describe poor, rural African American parents as employing  “ no - nonsense 
parenting. ”  In their view, this refers to parenting that is nonpunitive, demanding, 
and warm, but where parents have considerable authority and do not negotiate 
or solicit input from the child. This model comes much closer to the mixed kind 
of  parenting we observed in African American middle - class parents than the 
description of  parents as authoritarian does, although it does not adequately rec-
ognize the parents ’  concerns with the adolescents ’  developing independence. 

 This discussion of  Asian and African American parenting highlights the differ-
ent meaning that particular parenting practices may have in different contexts. 
Practices that appear strict or even harsh to an outside observer or on an objective 
measure may not be perceived as such from within the family or social group. Of  
course, this underscores the fact that the meaning of  particular social acts is not 
given in the act itself. Meaning is constructed in different social contexts. Individuals 
actively interpret their social experiences and make sense of  them in light of  their 
past experiences and beliefs about the social world. 

 One approach to these concerns is to re - conceptualize parenting styles as broad 
contexts that foster different emotional climates in the family. This is the approach 
that Nancy Darling and Laurence Steinberg  (1993)  adopt. They propose that 
parenting styles create different psychological environments, which change the 
meaning of  particular, isolated parenting practices. In their view, the same parent-
ing practice could have different effects if  parents endorsing a different parenting 
style deployed it. For instance, the same parenting practices in the emotional 
climate of  authoritarian or of  indulgent parenting may have different meanings 
for the child, and therefore have different consequences for adjustment. In a tech-
nical sense, then, Darling and Steinberg elaborate on Baumrind ’ s model so as to 
view parenting styles as changing (or moderating) the effects of  different parenting 
practices on children ’ s adjustment. Their new model still embraces the notion of  
parenting styles, but also underscores the need to take into the picture the child ’ s 
interpretations of  parents ’  actions. 

 Many scholars have expressed concerns about the usefulness of  broad parenting 
styles, or parenting  “ traits. ”  Along with others (Grusec, Goodnow,  &  Kuczynski, 
 2000 ; Grusec  &  Goodnow,  1994 ; Turiel,  2005 ), Eleanor Maccoby  (2007) , one of  
the pioneers of  psychological research on parenting and socialization, notes that 
the model does not take into consideration a myriad of  factors, such as the char-
acteristics of  the child, the situation, the parents ’  varying goals in different situa-
tions, and the children ’ s interpretations of  their parents ’  actions. Parenting styles 
capture a great deal of  information about parenting in a parsimonious and easily 
comprehensible way. Yet, as with the categories of  individualism and collectivism, 
this parsimony may be achieved at the expense of  specifi city. We saw in Chapter 
 4  that children, adolescents, and adults have qualitatively different responses to 
different types of  situations, including moral, conventional, personal, and pruden-
tial ones. The contexts in which these responses occur, the type of  response, and 
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who responds vary for different types of  transgressions. In a similar vein, we can 
question whether parents have a consistent style of  interaction across all situa-
tions. They may behave strictly, even harshly and angrily, when prudential con-
cerns are at stake and they fear for their child ’ s safety. However, they may take 
time to reason and negotiate in a warm and responsive manner about other issues. 
In other words, parents respond differently to different types of  acts. They take 
into account the domain of  the situation. 

 In addition, as Joan Grusec and her colleagues (Grusec et al.,  2000 ; Grusec  &  
Davidov,  2007 ; Grusec  &  Goodnow,  1994 ) have argued, it is essential that children 
perceive accurately what parents are saying. This depends on the parents ’  ability 
to communicate in a way that is comprehensible and appropriate for the child ’ s 
level of  understanding. Parents must also consider children ’ s cognitive abilities, 
their ability to interpret and read emotional cues, and their psychological under-
standing  –  for instance whether they can understand others ’  intentions. 
Reciprocally, children respond differently to parents ’  actions depending on their 
interpretation of  situations  –  for instance whether they view them as entailing 
moral, conventional, or psychological concerns. Factors such as cognitive abilities, 
temperament, and mood also come into play. We saw earlier that children respond 
to the domain - appropriateness of  adult messages. And, as we shall see, individuals ’  
interpretations of  situations are complex. They rest to some extent on their factual 
beliefs and informational assumptions.  

  Contextual  v ariations and  i nformational  a ssumptions 

 Another way to conceptualize ethnic, cultural, and other group variations in 
parenting is to consider them in light of  these groups ’  different beliefs about the 
nature of  the child, the effi cacy of  different child - rearing practices, and the social 
world more generally. Varying beliefs and informational assumptions about chil-
dren, development, and the best way to achieve desired child - rearing goals may 
change the meaning of  child - rearing practices, or may even lead to different prac-
tices. For instance, to use the example offered in Chapter  4 , if  one were to believe 
that spanking is benefi cial for child development, spanking might become the 
preferred way to gain compliance with parental rules and prohibitions. In this case 
spanking would be an intentional act, but it would not necessarily be morally 
wrong. Others, however, may view spanking, or corporal punishment more gen-
erally, as ineffective. Indeed, it may be seen as psychologically and physically 
damaging to the child. In this case spanking would be seen as a moral violation 
and as a practice to be shunned. Whether one considers corporal punishment to 
be morally reprehensible or not depends in part on whether one believes that it 
is an effi cacious or necessary way to teach children about societal expectations. 
Different groups vary in these beliefs, which sometimes leads to deeply contested 
arguments about best practices for child rearing. 
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 Individuals may have similar moral beliefs about the permissibility (or lack 
of  permissibility) of  infl icting harm on others. But they may vary in their infor-
mational assumptions about child rearing and about the effi cacy of  spanking 
(or, for that matter, shaming) as a teaching method. Research has shown that 
manipulating these informational assumptions changes the meaning of  the acts, 
and hence the individuals ’  moral evaluations of  them (Wainryb,  1991 ). It follows 
that different factual beliefs may inform parenting practices. For instance, we 
saw that the greater use of  spanking among African American than among 
European American families refl ects beliefs about the effi cacy and acceptance of  
this practice. 

 A study by Jennifer Lansford and her colleagues (Lansford et al.,  2005 ) sheds 
light on this issue. These researchers demonstrated that cultural differences in 
what is considered fair, reasonable, and appropriate parental discipline can be 
understood in terms of  differences in informational assumptions. The team exam-
ined how the cultural normativeness of  different disciplinary practices changed 
the infl uence of  physical discipline on children ’ s adjustment. The researchers 
conducted interviews with mothers and their 6 -  to 17 - year - old children in China, 
India, Italy, Kenya, the Philippines, and Thailand. These countries vary widely in 
their use of  physical discipline as a matter of  norm. The interviews focused on 
mothers ’  disciplinary practices, including physical discipline (spanking or slapping, 
grabbing or shaking, and beating), and also on how typical these practices were 
in the culture. 

 When children were exposed to frequent acts of  physical correction and disci-
plining, they were more anxious regardless of  the cultural context. Moreover, in 
countries where physical discipline was very much the norm, children were more 
aggressive regardless of  their own personal experiences of  receiving physical dis-
cipline. This demonstrates clearly that physical discipline, particularly in its more 
extreme forms, has adverse effects on children ’ s development. But, as expected, 
children ’ s perception of  how normative physical discipline was altered its effects 
on their adjustment. When physical discipline was more frequently employed and 
a characteristic form of  discipline in a particular country, the adverse effects, 
including aggression and anxiety, were less extreme. Informational assumptions 
changed the meaning of  the practice, at least to some extent. Children were more 
likely to attribute physical discipline to good and caring parenting. When the 
practice was seen as normative, its negative effects on adjustment were lessened, 
although they still existed. (Note that much of  the current debate about corporal 
punishment focuses on spanking on the buttocks, not on more extreme forms, 
like shaking and beating.) 

 As Lansford and her colleagues note, there are many parental practices and 
behaviors that do not appear to have detrimental effects on children ’ s adjustment, 
even though observers from other cultural contexts might consider them to be 
harmful. For instance, as these researchers describe, initiation rites performed at 
puberty in traditional cultures may involve cutting and scarring. There are folk 
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remedies for illness that may leave burns. In American culture, practices like ear 
and body piercing, tattooing, and male circumcision all physically hurt children 
and adolescents in the short - term and have long - term consequences for one ’ s 
appearance. However, they are not considered to have detrimental effects on 
adjustment. (Indeed, cosmetic practices like piercings and tattooing are meant to 
enhance physical attractiveness, and hence to facilitate positive adjustment.) 
When we evaluate practices in other cultures, we often struggle to coordinate our 
moral judgments about harm with the need to respect alien cultural traditions and 
beliefs. 

 These studies show that, in addition to considering overcontrol in a develop-
mental context, we must also consider the cultural context of  beliefs and behav-
iors. We now turn to a consideration of  how much regulation  –  over what types 
of  issues and at what ages  –  is healthy for adolescent development.   

  Parental Undercontrol 

 Lack of  parental involvement in adolescents ’  decision - making is deleterious for 
adolescent development. Researchers studying adolescents ’  participation in family 
decision - making have distinguished between  “ youth - alone ”  decision - making 
(where adolescents make decisions without any parental input), and  “ parent -
 unilateral ”  decision - making, where parents make decisions without any adoles-
cent input. These are two extremes on a continuum. Joint decision - making, where 
teens or parents jointly decide, falls in - between (Dornbusch, Ritter, Mont - Reynaud, 
 &  Chen,  1990 ; Fuligni  &  Eccles,  1993 ; Gutman  &  Eccles,  2007 ; Lamborn et al., 
 1996 ). Modes of  decision - making have been further differentiated to include situ-
ations where decisions are made either with parental or with adolescent guidance. 
(Some studies have treated these modes as part of  joint decision - making; others 
have treated them as steps along the continuum.) 

 There is conclusive evidence, from diverse samples, that youth - alone decision -
 making, particularly during early adolescence, has negative consequences for ado-
lescents ’  adjustment and development. 1  These negative effects are wide - ranging. 
They include low levels of  self - reliance, of  self - esteem, and of  work orientation, 
and greater levels of  deviance, for instance drug and alcohol use, school miscon-
duct, and antisocial behavior. They also include poorer performance in the aca-
demic arena, including lower grades, lower academic expectations, and less time 
spent on homework. 

 Nevertheless, the negative effects of  youth - alone decision - making depend on 
the ethnic and racial composition of  the community. For instance, youth - alone 
decision - making has more negative consequences for Latino youth growing up in 
ethnically mixed communities than for those growing up in predominantly White 
communities. For African American teenagers, instead, the opposite is true: youth -
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 alone decision - making has a more negative impact on African American adoles-
cents living in White communities than on those living in ethnically mixed 
communities. We can speculate that there may be more of  a safety net, in terms 
of  community involvement in child rearing, for African American adolescents 
who live in neighborhoods that are more heavily African American. 

 Family decision - making varies, depending on the domain of  the issue involved 
(Hasebe et al.,  2004 ; Smetana, Campione - Barr et al.,  2004 ). In general, teenagers ’  
role in family decision - making increases as they grow older. But teenagers ’  inde-
pendent decision - making also proceeds at different rates for different types of  
issues. Typically, parents have more input into decisions regarding conventional 
and prudential issues than in decisions about personal and multifaceted issues. 
This is especially the case in early adolescence. The greatest tilt towards adolescent 
autonomy is over personal issues. This pattern of  development is similar to the 
one we found in beliefs about legitimate parental authority. 

 My study of  African American families, discussed at length in Chapter  8 , shows 
that the negative effects of  youth - alone decision - making may be domain - specifi c. 
For middle - class African American youth there were wide - ranging negative con-
sequences of  making completely independent decisions over multifaceted issues 
in early adolescence. Early adolescents who constructed the boundaries of  their 
authority more broadly and reported great or total autonomy in making decisions 
about multifaceted issues also reported lower self - worth, poorer academic per-
formance, and greater deviance. In addition, greater decision - making power over 
conventional standards and safety (prudential) issues in early adolescence was 
linked with lower self - worth. When early adolescents have greater independence 
from parents in making decisions over issues like staying out late, going to places 
without their parents ’  knowledge, and spending time with romantic partners, they 
may take advantage of  their freedom and engage in behaviors that could get them 
in trouble. Moreover, community context (specifi cally, the racial composition of  
the neighborhood) infl uenced outcomes in much the same way as Lamborn and 
her colleagues found. More youth - alone decision - making over multifaceted and 
personal issues in early adolescence had more negative effects for African American 
youth living in more homogeneously White communities (as measured by the 
racial composition of  their census tract) than for African American youth living 
in more racially mixed communities. This may refl ect the potentially greater risks 
of  racism and prejudice for African Americans living in more integrated communi-
ties. There are fewer risks of   “ driving while black ”  incidents if  almost everyone in 
the neighborhood is black. 

 Greater teen - alone decision - making in the early adolescent years infl uenced 
middle - class African American teenagers ’  adjustment 5 years later, at least for 
personal issues. According to both adolescents ’  and mothers ’  reports, adolescents 
who had greater decision - making autonomy over personal issues in early adoles-
cence reported higher levels of  depressed mood 5 years later. However, it is 
interesting to note that the negative effects of  early adolescent autonomy over 
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multifaceted issues did not persist into late adolescence. I will discuss long - term 
infl uences on healthy adjustment in the following section. 

  Healthy  a djustment 

 In the much - loved fairy tale of  Goldilocks and the Three Bears, Goldilocks wanders 
into the three bears ’  empty house and sees three bowls of  porridge. Deciding that 
she is hungry, she tastes the porridge from all three bowls. The porridge in the 
fi rst bowl is too hot, the porridge in the second bowl is too cold, but the third is 
just right. Likewise, we have seen that too much parental control of  personal 
issues may be perceived as too intrusive. On the other hand, too little parental 
regulation and involvement leads to deviance and depression. How much is just 
right? The answer is complex because, as the foregoing discussion suggests, it 
varies according to age (which is a marker of  developmental maturity) and accord-
ing to the type of  act for which control is asserted or autonomy is sought. Within 
general normal patterns, it also varies according to the social context, including 
the cultural, ethnic and racial, and socioeconomic niche. 

 One clue about healthy autonomy - granting comes from my study of  African 
American families. As discussed before, too much independent decision - making 
over personal issues in early adolescence has deleterious long - term effects on the 
adolescents ’  adjustment. But, both for this set of  issues and for multifaceted ones, 
increases in autonomous decision - making from middle to late adolescence lead to 
better self - worth and less depression. Overall,  “ holding the brakes ”  in autonomy -
 granting over personal and multifaceted issues in early adolescence and then 
allowing gradually more decision - making input in middle to late adolescence 
turned out to be maximally adaptive for middle - class African American adoles-
cents ’  psychosocial adjustment. 

 Do these fi ndings generalize to youth of  different cultures or ethnicities? There 
is evidence to suggest that this general developmental pattern can be applied more 
broadly. However, there are some slight variations in the timing of  autonomy and 
in the relationships between autonomy and adjustment in different cultural and 
ethnic contexts. 

 This assertion is based on several sources. One source is the studies of  the 
desired pacing of  behavioral autonomy discussed in an earlier chapter. These 
studies show that adolescents from different cultural and ethnic groups follow a 
similar pattern of  age - related changes in their expectations for autonomy. 
Autonomy proceeds by being gained fi rst over personal issues, then over multi-
faceted issues, and later over prudential issues. However, the time when auton-
omy is expected to settle over each of  these kinds of  matter varies both within 
and across cultures (Feldman  &  Rosenthal,  1990 ; Fuligni,  1998 ; Zhang  &  Fuligni, 
 2006 ). For example, in studying different ethnic groups in the United States, one 
fi nds that European American adolescents generally expect autonomy at earlier 
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ages than Chinese American youth do (Fuligni,  1998 ). However, this difference 
disappears with acculturation (that is, with the increasing number of  generations 
in which adolescents or their parents were born in the United States). As succes-
sive generations of  Chinese families grow up in the United States, they begin to 
resemble European American families more and more. 

 Recently there have been several research studies employing sophisticated 
longitudinal designs to compare the developmental pathways of  family decision -
 making among youth from different ethnic, racial, or cultural groups. For instance, 
Leslie Gutman and Jacquelynne Eccles  (2007)  compared growth in family deci-
sion - making opportunities (unfortunately assessed by the criterion of  only one 
general item) among African American and European American early adolescent 
boys and girls. They tracked adolescents over 5 years, from when they were 13 
years old until they reached 19 years of  age. They found that African American 
and European American boys and girls followed similar developmental paths. 
Regardless of  ethnicity or gender, the average teenager experienced increased 
opportunities to make independent decisions from the age of  13 up until the age 
of  19. For all youth, decision - making typically involved input from parents rather 
than complete independence. However, there were group differences in the devel-
opmental norms. European American middle adolescents (15 - year - olds) had 
greater opportunities to participate in decision - making than African American 
teens had at the same age. The greatest gains in decision - making opportunities 
occurred at later ages for girls than for boys, which perhaps refl ected parents ’  
concerns about the particular risks that girls face. 

 Like myself, Gutman and Eccles found in their study that African American 
youth who were given increased decision - making opportunities from middle to 
late adolescence showed better adjustment. More specifi cally, they reported less 
depression. For European American youth, however, the opposite was true. 
Increased decision - making opportunities from middle to late adolescence led to 
more depression. The European American middle adolescents already had higher 
average levels of  decision - making opportunities compared to African Americans 
at that age. The researchers speculated that gaining more autonomy on top of  the 
already high levels that European American middle adolescents enjoyed may have 
had negative consequences for their adjustment. This appeared to be the case even 
when the pacing of  this process was the same as for African Americans. When 
autonomy is already high, increasing the opportunities for independent decision -
 making may result in developmentally inappropriate levels of  autonomy. 
Unfortunately, because this study did not sample different domains, we cannot 
pinpoint the types of  issues where  “ too much ”  autonomy has deleterious effects. 
We can speculate, though, that this pertains to prudential and conventional rather 
than personal issues. 

 Gutman and Eccles ’ s study offers a useful comparison between African 
American and European American boys and girls around the changes that occur 
over time in family decision - making. But these researchers did not explore the 



212 Parenting Styles and Practices

very different types of  decisions that adolescents may make. We must turn else-
where to understand how decision - making differs across domains. Researchers 
Laura Wray - Lake, Susan McHale, and Nan Crouter  (2010)  provide such an analy-
sis, although only for European American youth. They examined the growth of  
autonomy in family decision - making for different types of  issues. They followed 
children longitudinally from age 9 to age 20. Overall, the normal trend was that, 
from late childhood (ages 9 to 11) on, teenagers gradually had more input into 
family decision - making. Increases stayed relatively fl at during early adolescence 
(ages 11 to 13), then went up steadily from the age of  13 to the age of  15. 
Adolescents ’  input into family decisions increased rapidly in middle to late ado-
lescence. Therefore it appears that, at least among European American middle -
 class youth, greater autonomy in decision - making is achieved in middle to late 
adolescence. The norm in this sample was that families engaged in joint decision -
 making until their offspring were aged 18. Then there was a shift towards more 
self - governed decision - making on the part of  the teens. 

 However, these researchers only examined the parents ’  reports on family deci-
sion - making. Parents generally provide more conservative estimates of  adoles-
cents ’  autonomy than adolescents themselves do. For instance, when parents 
report that decisions are made jointly, teenagers are likely to say that they made 
these decisions with some parental input. When parents report that teens make 
decisions with their input, adolescents view those decisions as made by themselves 
alone; and so on. Hence it is likely that Wray - Lake and her colleagues ’  study 
overestimates the parents ’  involvement in family decision - making, as compared 
to what their adolescent offspring may report. 

 The age - related trajectories were relatively similar across different issues. 
However, the amount of  autonomy adolescents achieved at each age varied for 
different types of  issues. As we might expect on the basis of  the earlier discussion, 
parents perceived teenagers as having the greatest autonomy over personal issues 
and the least autonomy over conventional and prudential issues. Multifaceted 
issues fell in - between. Children who were more open to supervision in middle 
childhood were granted more autonomy as they grew up. This is because parents 
who perceive their adolescent children as being easier to supervise may believe 
that they are ready to assume more autonomy. 

 Lili Qin, Eva Pomerantz, and Qian Wang  (2009)  provide further elaboration 
on these themes. The three researchers followed Chinese early adolescents in 
Beijing and (primarily) European American early adolescents in Chicago every 6th 
month for 2 years. They examined the infl uence on emotional functioning of  the 
early adolescents ’  autonomy to make decisions about personal and multifaceted 
issues. Emotional functioning was defi ned broadly, so as to include life satisfac-
tion, self - esteem, and positive emotions, as well as negative emotions and anxiety. 

 Like others, Qin and her colleagues found that, with age, both American and 
Chinese urban adolescents reported increases in their decision - making autonomy. 
Parent decision - making declined across early adolescence, both for American and 
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for Chinese children. However, the two cultures differed with respect to the type 
of  decision - making that was developmentally expected. Both American and 
Chinese children made decisions mostly on their own or with some parental input. 
(This seems to contradict what Wray - Lake and her colleagues reported, but 
remember that the latter examined parent reports only.) However, this was true 
to a greater extent among American than among Chinese children. American early 
adolescents shifted away from greater parental input towards making more deci-
sions on their own (or with reduced parental input). Chinese early adolescents 
replaced parental control over decision - making with more jointly made decisions. 
The differences between American and Chinese children ’ s autonomous decision -
 making became accentuated as they moved through 7th and 8th grade and 
American children increasingly made decisions on their own. 

 For both Chinese and American youth, gains in decision - making autonomy in 
early adolescence had a similar, positive infl uence on emotional adjustment. The 
more the parent decision - making decreased over time, the better the children ’ s 
emotional functioning was. More specifi cally, as we might expect at these ages, 
joint decision - making led to better emotional functioning, whereas parent deci-
sion - making led to worse emotional functioning over time. However, increases 
in child decision - making (either by the child alone or with parental input) during 
early adolescence enhanced emotional functioning more for American than for 
Chinese children. This is because American children typically experience relatively 
large increases in autonomy, whereas, for urban Chinese children, such increases 
are typically relatively small. Nevertheless, Chinese children ’ s emotional function-
ing suffered if  Chinese parents did not loosen up. If  Chinese parents continued to 
make decisions for their offspring, there were negative consequences for the 
Chinese adolescents ’  psychosocial health.   

  Summary and Conclusions 

 Diana Baumrind ’ s infl uential research on parenting styles can be revisited in terms 
of  different domains of  parental authority. But research reviewed previously on 
adults ’  and children ’ s responses to different types of  transgressions raises concerns 
about whether parents are consistent in their style of  parenting. Parents respond 
with differently strategies depending on the situation; they not consistent in their 
parenting style. Questions have also been raised about whether parenting styles 
have the same meaning across cultures and ethnic groups. Furthermore, recent 
research has focused on differentiating forms of  control. Psychological control can 
be defi ned as overcontrol of  the personal domain, which has been linked to inter-
nalizing distress. 

 This chapter also considered the question of  how much autonomy is appropri-
ate during adolescence. The defi nitive answer appears to be: it depends. That is, 
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it depends on the age of  the child, the domain of  the issue, and the sociocultural 
context. The context may change the meaning of  behaviors, due to cultural vari-
ations in beliefs. It may also alter the risks or the opportunities and affordances of  
the environment. Behaviors that refl ect simple personal choices in one environ-
ment may be fraught with danger in another. 

 Despite all of  these qualifi ers, there are some unambiguous trends. The evi-
dence indicates that making decisions without any input from parents in early and 
middle adolescence has clear negative consequences for teenagers ’  psychosocial 
adjustment. This is the case even when decisions pertain to personal issues. Early 
and middle adolescents who are allowed to make decisions about personal as well 
as multifaceted issues on their own, without any parental guidance or input, 
report lower self - worth and more deviance. Continued parental involvement in 
these decisions, in the form of  joint decision - making or parental guidance and 
input, is important for healthy adjustment, at least through middle adolescence. 

 This may seem to contradict much of  what has been said in the previous chap-
ters about the importance of  personal choice. But in my view it is not. Adolescents ’  
appeals to personal preferences and choice have an important developmental 
function. But we have also seen that, although adolescents push for more auton-
omy in situations of  confl ict or negotiation, parents typically decide how much, 
and what types of, autonomy to grant to their children (Daddis  &  Smetana,  2005 ). 
Parents are ultimately  “ the deciders. ”  Effective parenting does not mean that 
younger adolescents should make all of  their decisions, even about personal issues, 
without some parental knowledge or input. Nor does it mean, on the other hand, 
that adolescents must seek parental approval each time they choose which sweater 
to wear, what book to read, or how to comb their hair. Effective parenting implies 
that parents are available, knowledgeable, and generally informed as to adoles-
cents ’  choices and that they help to structure and guide their offspring appropri-
ately. They need to be supportive of  adolescents ’  needs for autonomy, even if  
they somewhat limit adolescents ’  options. When an adolescent makes decisions 
alone, without any overall parental involvement, knowledge, or guidance, this 
may refl ect unhealthy detachment on the teen ’ s part. It could also refl ect overly 
permissive, or even neglectful parenting. In any case, the results demonstrate that 
is important for adolescents to enjoy autonomy over personal issues, but to have 
it in the context of  support and guidance  –  until later on in adolescence, when 
they are competent to make decisions completely on their own. Wray - Lake and 
her colleagues ’   (2010)  study suggests that this moment may occur in late 
adolescence. 

 This is in keeping with recent theorizing about autonomy, which has focused 
on the self - governance of  behavior in the context of  supportive guidance, rela-
tional ties, and social commitments (Collins, Gleason,  &  Sesma,  1997 ; Zimmer -
 Gembeck  &  Collins,  2003 ). The claim is that behavioral autonomy  “ pertains not 
to freedom  from  others (e.g., parents), but freedom  to  carry out actions on one ’ s 
own behalf  while maintaining appropriate connections to others ”  (Collins et al., 
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 1997 , p. 78). Adolescent development appears to be facilitated when adolescents 
are allowed to express and make their own choices with some parental awareness 
and communication. This may be particularly important in areas or about issues 
where the boundaries of  personal jurisdiction are shifting, hence in fl ux, and 
where new freedoms are being granted or mastered. However, the timing and 
level of  autonomy - granting varies somewhat for different ethnic and cultural 
groups. 

 At the same time, too much parental involvement in decision - making, particu-
larly in later adolescence and over decisions in the personal domain, has its own 
set of  risks. It denies adolescents the opportunity to learn new skills, make choices, 
develop competence, and act independently. And research clearly shows that too 
much parental involvement is associated with psychosocial maladjustment, par-
ticularly refl ected in internalizing problems. There are also individual variations 
within families (as a consequence of  siblings ’  ordinal position in the family) and 
across families (as a consequence of  parenting and peer relationships). 

 In this chapter I have shown that, with age, adolescents become more involved 
and have more of  a  “ say ”  in family decision - making. Nevertheless, these changes 
do not occur as rapidly as adolescents would like; teenagers typically desire more 
autonomy than they are granted. But it is not always the case that autonomy 
comes from the parents ’  bestowing or allowing it. In the next chapter we shall 
consider some ways in which adolescents may take things into their own hands 
and use more subversive tactics to gain more autonomy.  

  Note 

  1     It is worth noting that youth - alone decision - making differs from premature adolescent 
autonomy, which also has negative effects. Premature adolescent autonomy refers to 
a process whereby adolescents ’  increasing involvement with deviant peers, accompa-
nied by parents ’  disengagement from family management and guidance, leads to 
increased problem behavior (Dishion, Nelson,  &  Bullock,  2004 ).          
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Disclosure and Secrecy in 
Adolescent – Parent Relationships     

     Movies depicting American popular culture frequently focus on the lives of  teen-
agers as they interact with their peers. Parents are typically absent. When they do 
fi gure in the plot, they are often portrayed as clueless or incompetent. For instance, 
like many other movies of  this genre, the 2004 hit movie  Mean Girls  focuses on 
one adolescent ’ s relationships with different peer groups, in the context of  an 
American high school. The main character, Cady, moves to the United States after 
spending her childhood  –  and being schooled at home  –  in Africa. This device in 
the plot gives her an outsider ’ s view of  American teen culture. Cady becomes part 
of  an exclusive group of  girls, called the  “ plastics. ”  Unbeknownst to her parents, 
she hosts a party at her parents ’  house while they are away. When her mother 
fi nds some of  her favorite objects tucked away under the kitchen sink (hidden so 
that they would not get harmed during the party), Cady lies about why they are 
there. Her parents also do not know that Cady, who normally excels at math, is 
deliberately failing her math class that semester. This portrayal of  Cady ’ s experi-
ences, rife as it is with nondisclosure, deception, and lying, is typical of  the plot 
of  many popular teen movies. But does it accurately refl ect the reality of  Western 
(or even just American) teenagers ’  lives?  

  Deception and Lying 

 Until recently, the research relevant to this issue focused narrowly on lying. 
According to some sources, lying to parents is relatively common during adoles-
cence. The Josephson Institute administered a survey about honesty and integrity 
to nearly 30,000 students in high schools across the United States. The results were 
discussed in a recently issued Report Card on the Ethics of  American Youth 

Adolescents, Families, and Social Development: How Teens Construct Their Worlds. Judith G. Smetana
© 2011 Judith G. Smetana



 Disclosure and Secrecy 217

( Josephson Institute,  2008 ). In their overview of  the results, the authors stated that 
the fi ndings show  “ entrenched habits of  dishonesty ”  that are at alarmingly high 
rates. Nearly 80% of  the sample reported lying to parents about  “ something sig-
nifi cant ”  at least once in the past year. More than half  of  the students reported 
lying to parents two or more times a year. Similar results have been obtained in 
studies of  smaller, less representative samples of  adolescents. For instance, Lene 
Jensen and her colleagues ( Jensen, Arnett, Feldman,  &  Cauffman,  2004 ) found that 
nearly all high school students in their European American middle - class conven-
ience sample reported lying to parents at least once during the past year, about 
one out of  the following seven issues: money, friends, sexual behavior, friends, 
parties, dating, and alcohol and illegal drug use. High school students viewed lying 
to parents as more acceptable than college students did. Boys viewed lying to 
parents as more acceptable than girls did. 

 Does this represent an  “ alarming trend, ”  as the team from the Josephson 
Institute claims? In fact, the Josephson report also showed that the overwhelming 
majority of  the adolescents surveyed were of  the view that it does not pay to lie 
or cheat, because doing so hurts one ’ s character. And nearly all adolescents agreed 
that it is important to have people who trust you. Adolescents, both in the 
Josephson Institute survey and in Jensen and her colleagues ’  study, reported lying 
on average once or twice a year. So one might very well ask: Why was the rate 
of  lying so low? After all, survey research and more intensive research studies have 
shown that adults lie a great deal, and in a variety of  circumstances. In a daily 
diary study of  lying in everyday life, social psychologist Bella DePaulo and her 
colleagues (DePaulo, Kashy, Kirkendol, Wyer,  &  Epstein,  1996 ) found that adults 
reported telling anywhere between zero and 46 lies a week. And a recent survey 
of  the readers of   Redbook  magazine showed that 84% of  those surveyed admitted 
to lying to their children at least once a month (Scher,  2009 ). The lies ranged from 
innocuous ( “ the tooth fairy was too busy to come last night, ”  or  “ we ’ re out of  
Twinkies ” ) to more serious ones ( “ Fluffy went to live on a farm ” ). The author 
of  the article condemned lying (and indeed quoted developmental psychologist 
Nancy Darling on its potentially deleterious effects on trust in parent – adolescent 
relationships). But the author also noted that  “ a judiciously deployed lie is as much 
a part of  a mother ’ s arsenal as hand sanitizer and string cheese. ”  In discussing these 
survey results,  New York Times  columnist and parenting blogger Lisa Belkin ( 2009 , 
February 24) noted that most of  the time, when parents lie to children, they are 
not really  “ fl at - out ”  lying; rather they are being kind, protective, or simplifying 
the truth until the child is developmentally mature enough to grasp it. 

 But these examples underscore the moral ambiguity of  lying. Moral philoso-
pher Sissela Bok  (1989)  asserts that there is a very strong moral presumption 
against lying, because lying undermines social trust. It would be diffi cult to live 
in a society where one could never trust the information one reads or receives. 
Yet, observes Bok, very few philosophers have taken an absolutist position 
on truth telling. Most have acknowledged that there are cases  –  such as when 
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innocent lives are at stake  –  where lying is morally justifi ed. For instance, if  a 
murderer is running past, is one morally obligated to tell him (or her) which way 
the intended victim ran? One criterion for evaluating whether deception or lying 
is acceptable is to consider instances where other reasonable people in different 
roles and circumstances would endorse the lie if  they knew about it. 

 This notion of  role switch, or reversal, is particularly diffi cult to put to work 
in parent – child relationships, because the power balance is unequal. Annette Baier 
 (1986) , another moral philosopher, claims that, in hierarchical relationships, indi-
viduals of  lower status (and hence with less power) are much more restricted than 
individuals of  higher status in their ability to enter freely into voluntary agree-
ments and to trust that the other will keep an agreement. These situations entail 
a reliance on others ’  good will. In an interview with  Washington Post  writer 
Shankar Verdantam (Vendantam,  2007 , February 19), psychologist Bella DePaulo 
described a study in which she asked people to recall the worst lie they had ever 
told and the worst lie ever told them. She noted that perceptions of  lying relied 
heavily on individuals ’  particular point of  view. Many young people reported that 
the worst lie ever told them came from a parent who was concealing news 
that someone they loved was sick or dying. Parents, however, rarely saw these 
types of  instances as serious ethical breaches. Rather, they saw them as acts of  
love and compassion. 

 Although parents may lie to children for other - oriented reasons, as DePaulo ’ s 
example suggests, children ’ s lies to parents typically are self - serving. When indi-
viduals have been asked to report on a daily basis about their relationships, 
research has found that, in general, people lie much less often in emotionally close 
relationships (for instance with close friends or romantic partners) than in more 
distant social relationships (such as acquaintances or strangers). Lying to mothers, 
however, was the exception. College students reported lying to mothers in one 
out of  every two social interactions, a rate that was considerably higher than the 
frequency of  lies told to close friends and romantic partners (DePaulo  &  Kashy, 
 1998 ; Kashy  &  DePaulo,  1996 ). Lies told to mothers were twice as likely to be 
self - centered ( “ she ’ d kill me if  she thought I wasn ’ t studying ” ) than other - oriented 
( “ I didn ’ t want her to feel bad ” ). Like Baier, the researchers attributed this 
phenomenon to the asymmetrical nature of  parent – child relationships. When 
individuals have less power in the relationship, they may resort to deception and 
lying to get what they want. Recall that this was also what Perkins and Turiel 
 (2007)  found in their study of  lying, discussed in the previous chapter. They found 
that adolescents reported a greater willingness to lie to parents than to friends, 
particularly when they felt their personal choices were restricted. 

 In fact, outright lying has been associated with tolerance of  deviance, associa-
tion with deviant peers, and actual deviance. Frequent lying is considered a 
symptom of  conduct disorder. But lying is not the only form of  deception. 
Although research shows that there is a strong statistical association between lying 
and secrecy, these two forms of  behavior are clearly not identical. In the movie 
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 Mean Girls , the protagonist, Cady, engages in several forms of  deception. She lies 
to her parents, but she also simply does not tell them about some of  her behavior, 
like failing math or hosting a party. As this example suggests, lying may be the 
most egregious form, but it is not the only way in which adolescents can get what 
they want in their relationships with parents. There are other strategies adoles-
cents use in order to  “ manage ”  information about who their companions are, 
what they are doing, and where they are going when they are away from home. 

 Strategies can range from simple acts of  omission, such as Cady not telling her 
parents about her activities, to more active attempts at deception. Adolescents can 
avoid discussing the issue entirely by switching the topic of  conversation when a 
sensitive issue comes up, or they can simply fail to mention information. They 
also can provide partial information. For instance, they can mention that they are 
going to a friend ’ s house for the evening and not mention that the friend ’ s parents 
are not going to be home. Or they can tell their parents that other adolescents at 
a party were drinking but  “ forget ”  to tell them that they were drinking as well. 
They can share information only when they are asked for more details. Both 
avoidance and partial disclosure are ways of  concealing information, but neither 
is as deceptive as lying. Indeed, if  adolescents are willing to disclose more when 
their parents ask for information, this raises the possibility that they will  “ come 
clean ”  and tell parents everything they need to know. In this way, adolescents 
who are initially reluctant to share information may fi ll in the details when parents 
ask for them. Communications researchers have viewed avoidance and partial 
disclosure as the most effective means of  nondisclosure. Because they do not 
require adolescents to falsify information, they may be morally less problematic 
(Buller  &  Burgoon,  1994 ). 

 When lying is examined in the context of  other strategies for managing infor-
mation, it reveals itself  to be actually quite infrequent and far from the norm 
(Darling, Cumsille, Caldwell,  &  Dowdy,  2006 ; Villalobos  &  Smetana,  2009 ). In 
one of  their studies, Nancy Darling and her colleagues found that (mostly European 
American) adolescents lied in nearly a third (27%) of  the instances where they 
disagreed with their parents and chose not to make disclosures (Darling et al., 
 2006 ). But when the broad spectrum from lying to full disclosure was considered, 
the frequency of  lying was much lower. In one of  my recent studies, less than 10% 
of  the strategies used by adolescents for different types of  issues involved lying  –  
and this result takes into account all cases, including those when adolescents made 
full disclosure to parents, and all the various ways in which they evaded the issue 
when they did not (Smetana, Villalobos, Tasopoulos - Chan, Gettman,  &  Campione -
 Barr,  2009 ). In one of  the few studies designed to assess adolescents ’  lying about 
different types of  activities, Myriam Villalobos and I (Villalobos  &  Smetana,  2009 ) 
found that Puerto Rican middle adolescents residing in the United States reported 
that they did not lie often to parents. They lied mostly about their risky behavior, 
like whether or when they were drinking beer. (These issues were considered to 
be prudential matters.) They lied somewhat less about peer activities, and least of  
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all about their personal activities. Other forms of  information management are 
more common. Although adolescents may view lying as justifi ed in some instances, 
they do not need to resort to it. They can simply not bring up the issues involved, 
or avoid those topics. Adolescents do not interpret as lying forms of  information 
management such as avoidance or providing partial information, because they do 
not give their parents untrue statements, which they intend their parents to 
believe (Marshall, Tilton - Weaver,  &  Bosdet,  2005 ). 

 Communications researchers Tamara Afi fi  and her colleagues (Afi fi , Caughlin, 
 &  Afi fi ,  2007 ) have asserted that secrecy and deception need to be distinguished. 
In their view, secrecy can involve outright lying as well as acts of  omission, such 
as leaving out important information that parents might want to know. Deception 
can involve expressing oneself  in a vague or ambiguous way, or exaggerating or 
minimizing information (Buller  &  Burgoon,  1994 ). These procedures are all decep-
tive inasmuch as the person keeping the secret intends to hide information from 
someone else and therefore to induce false beliefs. But Afi fi  and her colleagues 
claim that secrecy is broader than deception. It includes instances where the secret 
keeper ’ s intention is not to induce false impressions but to make no impression 
at all  –  that is, to keep information private. Adolescents may keep secrets both 
because they believe that parents will not approve of  their behavior and because 
they believe that their behavior is none of  their parents ’  business. As we shall see, 
both these types of  reasons are important in considering secrecy and nondisclosure 
during adolescence.  

  Adolescents ’  Secrecy with Parents 

 Secrecy has been distinguished also from lying. When studied empirically, lying 
and secrecy overlap to some extent, but not completely (Engels, Finkenauer,  &  
van Kooten,  2006 ). Lying is just one of  several ways of  keeping things secret. 
Likewise, secrecy and disclosure have been described as opposite ends of  the same 
continuum, but they are not. They are only moderately (and negatively) associ-
ated (Finkenauer, Engels,  &  Meeus,  2002 ; Finkenauer, Frijns, Engels,  &  Kerkhof, 
 2005 ; Frijns, Keijsers, Branje,  &  Meeus,  2010 ; Smetana, Metzger, Gettman,  &  
Campione - Barr, 2006). 

 Researcher Tom Frijns and his colleagues maintain that, whereas not disclosing 
something to parents might be effortless, keeping a secret requires a conscious 
decision. It can be hard work. Adolescents who are keeping a secret need to 
monitor their conversation carefully, and perhaps even to suppress thoughts of  
the secret. As this description suggests, adolescents who keep more secrets from 
their parents show poorer psychosocial adjustment, which can take the form 
of  greater loneliness, more depressed mood, poorer self - esteem, more physical 
complaints, more problem behavior, and more intense confl icts with parents 
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(Finkenauer et al.,  2002 ; Laird  &  Marrero,  2010 ; Smetana, Metzger et al.,  2006 ). 
They also show greater emotional autonomy (Finkenauer et al.,  2002 ). While this 
seems to suggest that secrecy also has positive consequences for adjustment, the 
measure of  emotional autonomy used here assessed detachment from parents 
rather than healthy emotional autonomy. Thus the consequences of  secrecy 
appear to be uniformly negative. Following nearly 1,000 Dutch adolescents annu-
ally over 4 years, Frijns and his colleagues (Frijns et al.,  2010 ) found that, over 
time, secrecy was linked to delinquency. In turn, delinquency contributed to 
greater secrecy towards parents. Secrecy also led to greater depressed mood, 
although the effects were not long - lasting and only extended to early adolescence. 
But it is also important to note that there are normative, developmental changes 
in levels of  secrecy. Recent longitudinal research on the same sample of  Dutch 
teens, which followed them from 13 to 17, showed that there was a linear decline 
in secrecy with age and that the decline was faster for boys than for girls (Keijsers, 
Branje, VanderValk,  &  Meeus,  2010 ). 

 My students, together with myself  and a colleague, have studied adolescents ’  
daily secret keeping from mothers and fathers, sampling a group of  inner city, 
ethnically diverse middle adolescents. Every day for 14 days, these adolescents 
completed diaries online (on the Internet), reporting whether, how much, and on 
what issues they kept secrets from their mothers and fathers that day. We exam-
ined four categories of  issues: school and schoolwork, personal issues, multifac-
eted issues, and bad behavior (Smetana, Villalobos, Rogge,  &  Tasopoulos - Chan, 
 2010 ). Keeping secrets from mothers fl uctuated from day to day. Adolescents who 
had poorer relationships with their parents overall kept more secrets from them 
on a daily basis. They also kept from mothers more secrets about personal issues 
than about either their bad behavior or school. This indicates that, as Afi fi  and her 
colleagues (Afi fi  et al.,  2007 ) suggested, maintaining privacy is an important moti-
vation for secrecy. Like Frijns and his colleagues, we found that adolescents who 
kept more secrets from mothers reported greater involvement in problem behav-
ior. But, surprisingly, adolescents who were more involved in problem behavior 
also reported keeping fewer secrets about their personal activities. This may 
have been a deliberate strategy, designed to defl ect attention from their problem 
behavior. For instance, if  teenagers are more open about personal issues  –  like 
how they are feeling that day or how they spent their free time  –  parents may 
believe that their teenagers are sharing information about other issues too  –  for 
instance whether they are drinking beer or wine, or smoking marijuana. But, as 
we just noted, keeping secrets is stressful. It takes psychological effort. Therefore 
another explanation for this fi nding is that details about personal activities 
may  “ leak out ”  because of  the effort involved in keeping other, more dangerous 
activities secret. 

 Finally, communications researchers have distinguished between secrecy 
and topic avoidance. Secrecy involves hiding information from another person, 
but topic avoidance may not. Topics that are fully known to others can be avoided 
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and not discussed (Guerrero  &  Afi fi ,  1995 ). For instance, adolescents may avoid 
discussing their political beliefs with their parents precisely because they have 
well - known but different beliefs, and expressing those beliefs may lead to family 
confl ict. Therefore secrecy can be seen as a subset of  topic avoidance.  

  What Do Adolescents Choose to Conceal 
from or Reveal to Parents? 

  Trends in  d isclosure and  t opic  a voidance with  p arents 

 Topic avoidance peaks in adolescence. Pre - teens (11 - year - olds), teenagers (16 - year -
 olds), and young adults (23 - year - olds) have been surveyed about how much they 
avoid telling their mothers and fathers things about various topics (Guerrero  &  
Afi fi ,  1995 ). Such topics included talking about negative experiences; about friend-
ships, feelings for friends and activities with friends; about feelings for potential 
or actual romantic interests; and about dangerous behavior. Teenagers avoided 
discussing these topics more than pre - teens or young adults did. The specifi c topics 
discussed or avoided were consistent with James Youniss and Jacqueline Smollar ’ s 
 (1985)  conclusions. These researchers found that American, primarily White, 
middle and late adolescent boys and girls did not communicate much with their 
parents on issues like dating, although they disclosed more to mothers than to 
fathers. Adolescents did talk to both parents, instead, about schoolwork, future 
plans, and social issues. 

 What adolescents choose to tell or not to tell their parents also changes with 
age. On the basis of  a review of  50 studies, Duane Buhrmester and Karen Prager 
 (1995)  found that, with age, adolescents revealed more about their private thoughts 
and feelings towards same - sex friends and, later, towards romantic partners. Self -
 disclosure to parents declined across adolescence. Recent studies have confi rmed 
these age trends: 16 – 18 - year - olds disclosed less to parents about their private 
thoughts and feelings and spent more time alone than 12 – 13 - year - old early ado-
lescents did (Finkenauer et al.,  2002 ). There has been a change of  emphasis in 
current research, however. Researchers are now focusing on disclosure regarding 
activities rather than self - disclosure of  feelings or thoughts. When adolescents 
have been followed longitudinally over several years, adolescents ’  disclosure 
about their activities also has been found to decline during adolescence (Keijsers, 
Frijns, Branje,  &  Meeus,  2009 ; Laird  &  Marrero,  2010 ). 

 When one considers the specifi c activities that adolescents disclose or conceal, 
the picture is somewhat more complex. Overall, it appears that, at least for 
European American and European youth (who have been the focus of  most of  
the research), willingness to share information with parents about one ’ s activities 
decreases around middle adolescence (Finkenauer et al.,  2002 ; Keijsers et al.,  2009 ; 
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Laird  &  Marrero,  2010 ; Smetana, Villalobos, Tasopoulos - Chan et al.,  2009 ). 
Adolescents also become less willing, with age, to tell parents about their involve-
ment in risky activities (which we have characterized as prudential matters). This 
appears to coincide with an increasing involvement in such activities (Smetana, 
Villalobos, Tasopoulos - Chan et al.,  2009 ). But there is some good news. Late 
adolescents seem to be more willing than middle adolescents to tell parents about 
what they are doing with friends and peers (Smetana, Metzger et al.,  2006 ). This 
may be because crowd activity and conformity to peers are at their peak during 
middle adolescence. As adolescents become more comfortable in their emerging 
identity and as their involvement in peer crowds wanes, they may be more willing 
to share with their parents information about their peers. 

 There are also pervasive gender differences in the degrees of  willingness to 
divulge information to parents. Across adolescence, both boys and girls share with 
mothers more confi dences than with fathers about their everyday activities, and 
especially about personal matters. And, not surprisingly, girls share more with 
mothers than boys do. Girls ’  greater disclosure, especially towards their mothers, 
may be due to the fact that girls are socialized so as to be more expressive and to 
value intimacy in interpersonal relationships. But, in addition, mothers and fathers 
have different ways of  communicating with their adolescents. For instance, 
Youniss and Smollar  (1985)  report that both boys and girls view fathers as employ-
ing more guarded forms of  communication and as relying more on authority in 
resolving disputes than either mothers or close friends of  either gender do. 
Compared to others, fathers also demonstrate less mutual openness and are more 
likely to reject their offspring ’ s point of  view. It is not surprising that individuals 
disclose less in a context where their point of  view is likely to be rejected! In con-
trast, teenagers, and particularly girls, view communication with their mothers 
(as compared to other interaction partners) as more open, cooperative, and accept-
ing. Such communication is more likely to be seen as refl ecting a symmetrical 
understanding. 

 In contrast to Youniss and Smollar  (1985) , some researchers suggest that fathers 
know more about the daily experiences of  their sons than about those of  their 
daughters, and that adolescent boys selectively disclose more about personal 
topics to fathers than to mothers (Bumpus, Crouter,  &  McHale,  2001 ; Noller  &  
Callan,  1990 ). In reviewing the different gender confi gurations, Buhrmester and 
Prager  (1995)  concluded that the lowest amount of  disclosure is between fathers 
and daughters and the greatest is between mothers and daughters. Disclosure 
between both parents and their sons falls in - between. Recall that mothers and 
daughters also experience the greatest amount of  confl ict of  any parent – child 
dyad. Taken together, such closeness and confl ict most likely refl ect the intense 
nature of  mother – daughter relationships. 

 Why does topic avoidance increase, whereas disclosure declines during adoles-
cence? In earlier chapters we saw that disagreements with parents during this 
period are a fact of  life. In the context of  warm and supportive parent – adolescent 
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relationships, moderate amounts of  confl ict about everyday issues provide an 
opportunity for parents and children to articulate, challenge, and negotiate their 
divergent perspectives. In turn, these negotiations lead to changes in the bounda-
ries of  parental authority and to increases in adolescents ’  autonomy. Many of  the 
issues that cause confl ict  –  like chores, curfews, and choice of  activities  –  pertain 
to matters that occur at home. Therefore they are easily observed and supervised 
by parents. But, as they grow older, American adolescents spend more time out 
of  the house and in the company of  peers. (Others have noted that this is not as 
typical for teenagers worldwide. For instance, Japanese teens spend much less 
time with peers than American youth do: see Rothbaum, Pott, Azuma, Miyake, 
 &  Weisz,  2000 . And teenagers in many societies have longer school days and more 
homework to do than American children, which limits their opportunities to 
spend time with peers.) 

 As adolescents mature and spend more time away from home, it becomes more 
diffi cult for parents to supervise their children ’ s activities directly. They must 
monitor behaviors at a distance and in more indirect ways. Instead of  directly 
observing their children ’ s activities, or even participating in them, parents must 
use other means to keep in touch. For instance they may resort to cell phones or 
text messaging as a way of  maintaining contact. This increases the opportunities 
for adolescents to withhold information from parents, if  they choose to do so. 
Also, adolescents ’  ability to communicate with peers by using new social media 
like Facebook, MySpace, and twittering also provides contexts where they may 
share information about their behavior to a wide circle of  acquaintances and 
friends  –  but, typically, not with their parents. (Having to be  “ friended ”  on 
Facebook is one mechanism for keeping parents in the dark!) 

 Adolescents may decide not to share with parents information about their 
activities or their feelings because they believe that their feelings or activities are 
private, personal, and none of  their parents ’  business. And, as we have seen, the 
personal domain increases in scope during adolescence. Adolescents may also 
engage in activities that would elicit parental disapproval or punishment, like 
failing a subject in school or giving a party, as Cady did in  Mean Girls . 
Experimentation with risky behaviors also increases during adolescence. In these 
cases teenagers may withhold information, or they may keep secret their personal 
and prudential activities rather than risk overt confl ict with their parents. In 
Chapter  7  we saw that, when teenagers air disagreements with their parents, they 
typically do not get their way. Most confl icts are resolved by teens having to 
comply with their parents ’  wishes. Therefore nondisclosure to parents is another 
way for adolescents to get what they want. It is an easy way of  short - circuiting 
the negotiation process and of  taking an alternate route to autonomy. It is inter-
esting to note that nondisclosure and topic avoidance appear to increase in middle 
adolescence, just as confl icts with parents decline in frequency and as their inten-
sity peaks. Given this correspondence, it is worthwhile to consider why adoles-
cents may choose to disclose or to conceal information from parents. 
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 Adolescents may disclose things to parents either because they agree with them 
or because they disagree with them but choose to make a clean breast of  it. Nancy 
Darling and her colleagues (Darling et al.,  2006 ) queried middle - class European 
American high school students about 36 potential issues of  disagreement. They 
found that students rarely disclosed matters fully to parents in situations where 
they disagreed with them. Adolescents disagreed with their parents about an 
average of  16 issues, and made full disclosure, on average, about only 4 of  these 
issues. Teenagers who  “ told all ”  about their activities when they disagreed with 
their parents did so primarily because they felt obligated. Less frequently, they 
disclosed matters fully because they hoped to change their parents ’  minds, or 
they fi gured that they could not get away with not disclosing (no moral high 
ground here!). Girls disclosed matters fully more than boys did. Teenagers who 
viewed their parents as authoritative were more likely to keep their parents fully 
informed. This is consistent with the notion that more authoritative parents are 
more supportive and responsive, and also more willing to negotiate with the teen. 
But even with authoritative parents, the rate of  full disclosure was still very low. 
Teenagers who engaged more in parentally approved leisure activities were also 
more willing to disclose. (Teenagers who are busy with sports and after - school 
activities are probably not the kind to hang out in malls or with deviant friends 
and to get into trouble.) 

 On the other hand, adolescents did not make full disclosures for the vast 
majority of  the issues where they disagreed with parents. The more the ado-
lescents disagreed, the less their parents knew about their activities. When 
adolescents actively withheld information, they believed that their parents had 
little knowledge of  their day - to - day activities. Therefore it appears that, in situa-
tions of  disagreement, adolescents rarely tell their parents the full story. 

 But what does telling the full story (that is, full disclosure) mean to adolescents? 
Researchers have assessed full disclosure by asking whether adolescents  “ tell 
parents all the important details ”  (Darling et al.,  2006 ; Smetana, Villalobos, 
Tasopoulos - Chan et al.,  2009 ; Yau, Tasopoulos - Chan,  &  Smetana,  2009 ). But in a 
qualitative study focusing on disclosure to parents about peers (which will be 
discussed in more detail below), Jeremy Bakken and Bradford Brown  (2010)  make 
two interesting points about full disclosure. The fi rst point is that, even when the 
adolescents in their study indicated that they fully disclosed matters, further 
probing in the context of  qualitative interviews revealed that the majority contra-
dicted themselves. Their detailed responses suggested that what they initially 
described as full disclosure was not such. And the second point that Bakken 
and Brown make is that, to the adolescents in their study, full disclosure meant 
telling parents all the basic details  –  the who, what, where, and when of  their 
activities. This is often what parents really want to know. But this did not imply 
telling parents  everything.  Indeed, in their study, many parents indicated that 
full disclosure does not require knowing all the minor details. This point is well 
taken. Most researchers (myself  included) have taken at face value adolescents ’  
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responses that they fully disclose matters to parents. But it appears that, when 
adolescents claim they fully disclose, this means that they share most but not 
all of  the details. They may keep minor (or more sensitive) details to them-
selves. Indeed, when interviewed about confl icts, one of  my study participants, 
14 - year - old Jessica, elaborated on why she did not fully disclose information to 
her parents:

  Because it ’ s none of  their business, and they don ’ t understand and they ’ ll just get 
mad, so I just save a lot of  trouble. My Mom and Dad, when they say,  “ How 
was school?, ”  they don ’ t mean to say minute by minute, in detail, everything that 
happened. And maybe some things are private that I don ’ t want to say, and maybe 
if  I had a bad day on my test, I feel bad about it, and don ’ t really want to talk about 
it then. Maybe I can talk later.   

 As this suggests, adolescents may keep details of  prudential and personal matters 
to themselves, for different reasons. 

 Disclosure also varies depending on the  “ who, ”   “ what, ”   “ when, ”  and  “ why ”  
details. Consider the following example, taken from Smetana and Metzger  (2008) . 
Adolescents may have different feelings about voluntarily disclosing to their 
parents (and parents might respond differently to hearing) that they were drinking 
alcohol at a party from the feelings they may have about disclosing (or parents 
may have about learning) that they have a new romantic interest, in someone to 
whom they have recently sent a love note. Adolescents may choose not to tell 
their parents about either of  these events. And just because adolescents feel obli-
gated to disclose to their parents, it does not follow that they will necessarily do 
so. Additionally, adolescents (and their parents) may differ in their beliefs about 
teenagers ’  obligations to share this kind of  information. 

 Adolescents ’  decisions about whether or not to share information with their 
parents may be motivated by different reasons, and their disclosure might elicit 
different parental responses. In the example of  a teen drinking alcohol at a party, 
adolescents may believe that they are obligated to tell their parents such things, 
but they may still conceal their behavior because they fear parental disapproval 
or punishment. Once informed, parents may react with alarm or anger. When 
considering whether to share information about sending a love note to the object 
of  a new romantic interest, adolescents may feel that they do not have an obliga-
tion to disclose this information to parents. They may choose not to tell out of  
embarrassment, or from a belief  that these  “ matters of  the heart ”  are private. But, 
in either case, deciding to reveal one ’ s feelings and actions to parents could poten-
tially lead to greater closeness, attachment, and intimacy. This example suggests 
that we need to consider the types of  activities adolescents disclose or conceal 
and their beliefs about whether they are obligated to tell their parents about 
those activities. We also need to consider their reasons for disclosing or concealing 
their activities from parents.  



 Disclosure and Secrecy 227

  Adolescents ’   o bligations to  t ell  t heir  p arents  a bout  t heir  a ctivities 

 The more the parents are seen as having the legitimate authority to regulate an 
issue, the more the adolescents see themselves as obligated to tell their parents 
about it. We learned in Chapter  9  that adolescents believe that parents have the 
legitimate authority to regulate moral, conventional, and  –  to a great extent  –  
prudential issues, but that they reject parents ’  authority to control personal issues. 
Adolescents believe that they, and only they, should be able to make decisions 
about, and control, personal issues. Because personal matters are, by defi nition, 
private, adolescents and parents may not view adolescents as obligated to share 
information about activities in this arena. Disclosure to parents may enhance 
parents ’  and adolescents ’  sense of  closeness and intimacy, but sharing information 
is at the teenagers ’  discretion, and it is not required. However, because parents 
consistently grant adolescents less autonomy over personal issues than adoles-
cents feel they are due, the two parties are likely to disagree over the adolescents ’  
obligations to disclose personal matters. Parents view teenagers as more obligated 
to reveal information about personal issues than teenagers view themselves to be. 

 This is precisely what we have found. Beliefs about legitimate parental author-
ity are very highly associated with beliefs about teenagers ’  obligations to disclose 
to parents ( “  Should  teens tell parents what they are doing, that is do they have a 
duty or obligation to tell parents about their behavior? ”  Smetana, Metzger et al., 
 2006 ). Domain differences in the adolescents ’  obligations to disclose various 
matters to parents mirror those found in relation to beliefs about parental author-
ity: the two types of  judgment are strongly related. Both parents and adolescents 
view teenagers as very highly obligated to tell parents about their behavior in 
areas of  prudential concern, such as drinking alcohol or smoking marijuana. 
Teenagers are not seen as having an obligation to disclose to parents details about 
personal issues, like how they spend their earnings or allowance money, or what 
they do with their free time. Obligations to share information about moral and 
conventional issues, as well as about peer issues, fall in - between. Refl ecting 
parents ’  recognition of  their increased autonomy, late adolescents are seen as 
having less of  an obligation to disclose to parents than middle adolescents are. 
However, parents consistently view teenagers as more obligated to tell parents 
about their activities than adolescents view themselves. 

 This is also what Bradford Brown and his team of  researchers at the University 
of  Wisconsin found in a small study of  American families from Hmong (Laotian) 
and African backgrounds (Brown, Bakken, Nguyen,  &  Von Bank,  2007 ). They 
examined beliefs about the parents ’  right to know about four different aspects of  
teenagers ’  peer relationships. They distinguished among the  “ who, ”  the  “ what, ”  
and the  “ when ”  of  peer relationships  –  for instance where teens are going with 
their friends, what they are doing, and with whom. They also considered the 
positive and negative features of  peer relationships  –  for instance how well teens 
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are getting along. As I found in my research, Hmong and African American 
parents believed that they had more of  a right to know about these different 
aspects of  peer relationships than their adolescent offspring granted them. Hmong 
and African Americans did not differ in their beliefs about the parents ’  right to 
know about different aspects of  teenagers ’  peer relationships. Their evaluations 
of  the different aspects of  these relationships did not differ either. 

 More generally, though, this study does raise questions about whether youth 
from different ethnic groups differ in their willingness to share information with 
parents. Much of  the research on adolescents ’  disclosures to parents discussed thus 
far has focused on European American or European youth. In an earlier chapter 
we saw that, even when adolescents from diverse cultural, racial, and ethnic back-
grounds comply with their parents ’  wishes, they still want more autonomy than 
their parents would typically grant. Most ethnic minority youth in the United 
States, as well as youth in other cultures, may face strict parental control, cultural 
values emphasizing respect for parents, and strong expectations for obedience. 
Under these conditions, adolescents who desire greater autonomy may strategi-
cally manipulate information to get their way (remember that a similar point was 
made about individuals  –  usually women  –  in subordinate positions in hierarchical 
societies). 

 Feelings of  interdependence and loyalty to the family are important cultural 
values for both Asian and Latino families. Both Asian and Latino cultures also 
emphasize children ’ s obligations to aid and assist the family in the present and in 
the future. These obligations could include sharing information, particularly about 
issues of  potential impact on the family. At the same time, the more hierarchical 
structure of  the family may make it more diffi cult for youth from some ethnic 
minorities to raise certain topics with their parents. This state of  things may 
be complicated even further by the effects of  acculturation among immigrant 
families. In the following sections we consider disclosure and nondisclosure 
among European American families, as well as among families from more diverse 
backgrounds.  

  Disclosing and  c oncealing  i nformation from  p arents 
 a bout  d ifferent  t ypes of   a ctivities 

 Adolescents ’  willingness to disclose to parents their moral, conventional, pruden-
tial, or personal activities does not mirror their beliefs about the obligation to 
make these different disclosures. Despite their feelings of  obligation, adolescents 
are typically not willing; nor do they actually tell their parents much about their 
activities. On average, they  “ sometimes ”  tell their parents what they are doing 
and with whom they are doing it. And mothers overestimate their teenagers ’   –  
especially their daughters ’   –  voluntary disclosure regarding their personal activi-
ties (Smetana, Metzger et al.,  2006 ). Mothers believe that their daughters tell them 
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much more about their personal lives than daughters actually do. Parents know 
less than they think they do!  

  Disclosing and  c oncealing  a bout  s chool and  s choolwork 

 Adolescents disclose more to parents (and keep fewer secrets) about schoolwork 
 –  for instance getting a bad grade, not doing well on an assignment, or not com-
pleting homework or assignments  –  than about other activities  –  for instance 
personal ones, or behaviors related to their peer relationships (Smetana, Metzger 
et al.,  2006 ). In their classic book on adolescent – parent relationships, Youniss and 
Smollar  (1985)  similarly found that school was one of  the topics that adolescents 
discussed with their parents. Often, school and what happened during the day can 
be a fairly neutral topic to talk about, especially among youth who are not at high 
risk of  school failure. Academic performance is of  concern to parents; school and 
future careers are areas where adolescents seek parental advice. Indeed, my studies 
have shown associations between adolescents ’  academic performance (as indi-
cated by their grade point average) and their willingness to share information with 
parents about school, schoolwork, and homework. Students with better grades 
reported telling both their mothers and their fathers a fair amount. Adolescents 
who do better at school are also more willing to share information about personal 
and other activities, but the association between grade point average and disclo-
sure was stronger for schoolwork than for other issues. 

 Disclosure to mothers and fathers about schoolwork was examined in the daily 
diary study discussed earlier. In addition to reporting on a daily basis about their 
secrecy towards parents, students completed daily diaries regarding their disclo-
sure to parents about different types of  activities, including school (Smetana, 
Villalobos, Rogge, Tasopoulos - Chan,  &  Gettman,  2009 ). Not surprisingly, during 
weekends, African American, Latino, and European American middle adolescents 
disclosed less to parents about school  –  their grades on tests and assignments, or 
their homework  –  than on weekdays. Overall, they did not share with parents 
more information about school and homework than about other activities. 
However, they shared more about school - related activities and issues on days 
when they also reported better relationships with mothers, and this was not 
simply a function of  how much time they spent together that day. Daily variations 
in the quality of  their relationships infl uenced how much they were willing to 
share information about what happened at school on that day.  

  Disclosing and  c oncealing  f acts  a bout  r isky  b ehavior 

 Both adolescents and parents believe that the former are highly obligated to tell 
the latter about their risky behavior. These are the activities that parents are often 
most concerned about  –  and also the activities that adolescents are most likely to 
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conceal from them. Very little of  the recent research has concerned itself  with 
these types of  issues. Teenagers have not been asked how much they voluntarily 
tell their parents about these things. Most of  the measures used to study ado-
lescents ’  willing disclosure to parents include just a few items, such as how 
adolescents spend their free time and where they go when they are not in school. 
In a recent study, however, we asked adolescents explicitly how much information 
they share with their parents willingly (without being asked) about different risky 
behaviors (Smetana, Villalobos, Tasopoulos - Chan et al.,  2009 ). To ensure that 
adolescents were describing activities relevant to their lives, we fi rst asked them 
whether they had actually engaged in each of  the different behaviors. We assessed 
their voluntary disclosure to parents about that issue when they reported at least 
one instance of  involvement in the behavior. 

 Thirteen - year - olds reported that they had very little involvement in risky 
behaviors (like smoking cigarettes, drinking beer or wine, or going to a party 
where teens were drinking). Indeed, the only behavior in the prudential category 
that younger adolescents engaged in with any frequency was driving with teen 
drivers. This activity may not seem as risky as experimentation with illegal sub-
stances and alcohol. However, it is in fact, along with night driving, one of  the 
two highest risks for fatal car accidents for middle adolescents (Chen, Baker, 
Braver,  &  Li,  2000 ). Not surprisingly, middle adolescents reported more involve-
ment in risky behaviors  –  and they also told their parents much less about them 
 –  than younger teens did. They did not tell their parents about these activities 
primarily because they wanted to stay out of  trouble, avoid punishment, and stay 
in their parents ’  good graces. In other words, they used self - serving reasons rather 
than other - centered reasons  –  hardly the type of  motivation that makes deception 
justifi ed, according to ethicist Sissela Bok. 

 Adolescents ’  reasons for not disclosing their activities to their parents were also 
linked to different strategies for managing this information. When adolescents 
believed that their parents would disapprove of  their behavior, or that they them-
selves would get in trouble, they either avoided discussing the issue or they lied. 
As I noted earlier, lying was infrequent compared to other strategies for managing 
information. Adolescents who lie more often are more involved in substance use 
and antisocial behavior (Marshall et al.,  2005 ). And in our study, by comparison 
to early adolescents, older ones reported more problem behavior, like drinking 
alcohol and experimenting with drugs. They also lied somewhat more than early 
adolescents. Nearly a third of  the 10th graders who feared parental disapproval 
for their actions reported lying as their predominant strategy for managing infor-
mation about risky activities. 

 We found in another study that American middle adolescents (averaging 16 
years of  age) of  lower socioeconomic status did not tell their parents about their 
involvement in risky behavior mostly for fear of  parental disapproval (Yau, 
Tasopoulos - Chan et al.,  2009 ). The nearly 500 youth in this study were from 
Mexican, Chinese, and European American backgrounds. Youth from varying 
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backgrounds chose not to disclose to parents their risky behavior primarily because 
they were concerned with parental disapproval and punishment. (We took into 
account ethnic group differences in parents ’  education and in whether the teens 
were immigrants of  the fi rst, second or third generation to reside in the United 
States.) 

 Latino youth generally have been found to be more involved in problem behav-
ior than youth of  other ethnicities (Gonzales et al.,  2008 ). This was also the case 
in our study. Mexican American adolescents, who were primarily second and third 
generation in terms of  their residence in the United States, engaged more in risky 
behavior (including drinking alcohol, experimenting with illegal drugs, and having 
unprotected sex) than either European or Asian American youth. They also dis-
closed less about it to their parents than European American adolescents did. One 
explanation for the higher rates of  problem behavior among Latino teens is that 
they are more likely to live in poverty and to have less educated parents, particu-
larly as compared to Asian American adolescents. These educational differences 
were apparent in our sample as well. Parents of  the Mexican American teens had 
less formal education than the parents of  Chinese American adolescents. But this 
did not account either for the ethnic difference in problem behavior or for Mexican 
American teens ’  lower levels of  disclosure about these activities as compared to 
those of  European American youth. Mexican culture emphasizes conformity to 
external standards. Therefore Mexican American adolescents who were engaging 
in problem behaviors may have felt that there was more at stake for them when 
they violated parental standards than other youth did. 

 This is consistent with what researcher Elena Jeffries  (2004)  found in a small 
qualitative study. She examined trust in low - income African American, Latino, 
and Asian adolescent boys ’  relationships with parents. In contrast to Asian boys, 
half  of  the Latino and African American boys reported sharing  “ everything ”  with 
at least one of  their parents (and typically more with fathers than with mothers), 
or sharing only partial information. Boys reported drawing the line, though, at 
disclosure about certain issues, which included poor school performance, disobe-
dience, sexual activity, and crushes. Except for the latter, these are issues that we 
have treated as prudential or multifaceted (and as having prudential components) 
in our research. Jeffries found that boys generally did not disclose facts about these 
things to their parents. 

 In our study, youth of  different ethnicities managed information about their 
risky activities mainly by not discussing them with parents. Nearly half  of  all teens 
reported that they avoided discussing such issues either with mothers or with 
fathers. Less commonly, they reported that they told their parents about their 
behavior, but only when they were asked. But avoidance around prudential activi-
ties was more common for Mexican and European American adolescents than for 
Chinese American adolescents. Chinese American teens were more likely to tell 
their parents about their behavior  –  but, again, only when asked (Tasopoulos -
 Chan, Smetana,  &  Yau,  2009 ). 
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 Chinese American teens ’  strategies for managing information about their pru-
dential activities varied according to their family histories of  immigration. Second -
 generation youth (who were born in the United States, but whose parents were 
not) were more likely than immigrants to avoid discussing their prudential behav-
ior with parents. Instead of  avoiding the topic completely, Chinese immigrant 
youth were more likely to disclose facts only when asked, or to tell their parents 
about their prudential activities but omit important details which their 
parents would want to know. In conclusion, immigrant youth were more willing 
than American - acculturated teens to keep the lines of  communication at least 
partially open. As they became more acculturated to the American way of  life, 
those lines of  communication shut down.  

  Disclosing and  c oncealing  f acts  a bout  p eers 
and  r omantic  r elationships 

 Peer issues (like whether adolescents are dating, whether they are spending time 
with friends whom parents don ’ t like, or whether they are spending time alone 
with a boyfriend or girlfriend) may also be sensitive topics, off - limits for parents 
to discuss. In general, disclosure about these issues is moderate. In one study, we 
found that middle and late adolescents kept more secrets about peers than about 
personal and school activities (Smetana, Metzger et al.,  2006 ). Early and middle 
adolescents do not appear to differ in their willingness to tell parents about their 
peer activities (Smetana, Villalobos, Tasopoulos - Chan et al.,  2009 ). In another 
study, however, late adolescents were more willing than middle adolescents to 
tell their parents about these activities (Smetana, Metzger et al.,  2006 ). Adolescents ’  
reason for not sharing information about their peer relationships and about activi-
ties with peers is primarily that they view these matters as private and as not 
involving harm. To a lesser extent, they are also concerned about potential paren-
tal disapproval and punishment (Smetana, Villalobos, Tasopoulos - Chan et al., 
 2009 ). As teenagers embark on romantic and sexual relationships, they may feel 
squeamish about too much disclosure. Indeed, we have found that adolescents ’  
main strategy for managing information about peers was to avoid discussing the 
topic (Smetana, Villalobos, Tasopoulos - Chan et al.,  2009 ). In Elena Jeffries ’ s quali-
tative study, discussed in the previous section, she quotes one African American 
boy, Devon, as responding in the following way to the interviewer ’ s query about 
examples of  issues that he would not tell his mother:

   DEVON :   Sex and stuff  like that. We don ’ t talk about that. 
  INTERVIEWER :   And what about sex do you think prevents you from talking about 

it? 
  DEVON :   My parents think I ’ m still a kid, so they don ’ t want me to grow up 

most of  the time. 
  INTERVIEWER :   How would they react if  you talked to them about sex? 
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  DEVON :   They really wouldn ’ t care. They ’ re like,  “ Do what you want, 
just make the right decisions. Don ’ t get anyone pregnant, use 
condoms. ”  

  INTERVIEWER :   And did that ever happen? Did they talk to you? 
  DEVON :   Every once in a while. 
  INTERVIEWER :   And would that be you kind of  initiating or  … ? 
  DEVON :   It ’ s like, it ’ s most of  the times they start talking about things like 

that and I tell them,  “ Why am I talking to you about it? Now all 
of  a sudden you want to hear about it? ”   ( Jeffries,  2004 , p. 116)    

 In addition to studying parents ’  and adolescents ’  beliefs about parents ’  right to 
know about peer relationships, Brown and his colleagues also examined what 
Hmong and African American parents know and what their adolescents tell them 
about those relationships (Bakken  &  Brown,  2010 ; Brown et al.,  2007 ; Nguyen, 
Brown, Von Bank,  &  Bakken,  2007 ). The central themes that Hmong parents 
emphasized in their interviews were respect for authority and for Hmong cultural 
traditions. Hmong adolescents endorsed these values, but they also wanted to 
engage in American culture. The severe restrictions their parents placed on their 
peer interactions prompted them to be  “ selective and strategic ”  in the information 
they shared with their parents. Hmong youth reported less full disclosure of  infor-
mation about peers, more topic avoidance, and twice as much deception in com-
parison with African American adolescents. Jacqueline Nguyen and her colleagues 
(Nguyen et al.,  2007 ) provide the following example, in which Jenny, a 15 - year - old 
girl, was discussing informal rules regarding dating:

  In Hmong culture, you could not [go to your boyfriend ’ s house], it ’ s embarrassing 
to do that. Like,  “ Oh, she ’ s not even the daughter - in - law yet and she ’ s all around 
our house and hanging all over our son, ”  you know.  “ We don ’ t want that kind of  
wife, that kind of  daughter - in - law,  ’ cuz that ’ s slutty, ”  you know.   

 Much like what we found among primarily European American teenagers, Hmong 
and African American teenagers justifi ed not telling their parents about their peer 
relationships with the excuse that they wanted to avoid punishment. They also 
believed that their parents would not grant them permission, and they viewed 
their activities as private (Bakken  &  Brown,  2010 ). But there were also culturally 
distinctive reasons for not sharing with parents information about their peer rela-
tionships. African American adolescents expressed relational concerns. They 
attempted to balance respect for their parents ’  authority and willingness to main-
tain trusting relationships with them with a desire for greater autonomy. Hmong 
teenagers described how their parents did not understand what it is like to be a 
Hmong teenager in American society. They thought that Hmong parents ought 
to be more trusting. They managed information so that they could do what they 
wanted and still earn their parents ’  trust. 

 Disclosure to parents also varies for different types of  peer and romantic issues. 
In studying primarily European American middle and late adolescents, Christopher 
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Daddis and Danielle Randolph  (2010)  found that adolescents disclosed more to 
parents about issues related to the identity and choice of  a romantic partner (such 
as what kind of  person the boyfriend or girlfriend is, and where they go on 
dates) and about their everyday expression of  romantic relationships (like 
what activities the couple chooses to do together) than about sex and unsuper-
vised activities. The latter included being at the boyfriend or girlfriend ’ s house 
when their parents are not at home; being alone with, or in a bedroom with, the 
boyfriend or girlfriend; and whether they are having sex. This suggests that ado-
lescents were more willing to share information about publicly observable and 
verifi able aspects of  their romantic relationships than about the more private ones. 
Adolescents who had had more dating experience disclosed more to parents about 
the everyday expression of  their romantic relationships. Regardless of  age, adoles-
cents may come to share more information with their parents about how they 
express their romantic lives as they gain more romantic experience, and perhaps 
become more comfortable and confi dent about it. Moreover, middle  –  but not 
older  –  adolescents disclosed more about the way they expressed their romantic 
relationships, about their choice, and about the identity of  their romantic partners 
if  they believed that these things had consequences for others. 

 Not surprisingly, late adolescents were less likely than middle adolescents to 
disclose facts about supervision and sexual experience. Of  course, as teens grow 
older, they may have more sexual experience and more opportunities to engage in 
unsupervised activities with romantic partners. But this age difference was evident 
even when adolescents ’  prior history of  sexual and romantic experience was con-
sidered. Girls also disclosed more to parents about the identity and choice of  their 
romantic partner and about the everyday expression of  their romantic relationships 
than boys did. Except for sex and supervision issues, both girls and boys disclosed 
more about their romantic relationships to mothers than to fathers. Furthermore, 
boys and girls did not differ in their disclosures about sex and supervision; but they 
disclosed more to parents if  they believed that these issues had harmful conse-
quences. In other words, adolescents appeared to be more willing to disclose to 
parents facts about sex and supervision when they viewed these issues as prudential 
or moral matters (and therefore legitimately regulated by parents) rather than as 
purely personal concerns. This is consistent with what we have learned about 
adolescents ’  perceptions of  their obligations to disclose matters to parents. Beyond 
the prudential issues involved in sexual activity, going on dates was seen by some 
of  these teens as having consequences for parents. Not all teens had drivers ’  licenses, 
and therefore they depended on parents for transportation and the like.  

  Disclosing and  c oncealing  p ersonal  a ctivities and  f eelings 

 There is some evidence, although limited and inconsistent, to suggest that ado-
lescents share with parents less information about personal matters than about 
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other everyday issues, such as homework and peer relationships. In one of  my 
studies, we found that diverse, lower middle - class American 12th graders were 
less willing to make voluntary disclosures about personal activities than about 
these others (Smetana, Metzger et al.,  2006 ), although 9th graders did not differ 
in this respect. European American lower middle - class boys, in particular, avoided 
discussing personal issues with parents rather than disclosing them fully or par-
tially (Smetana, Villalobos, Tasopoulos - Chan et al.,  2009 ). Furthermore, the daily 
diary study of  poor urban teenagers discussed earlier revealed that these teenagers 
disclosed less to mothers about their personal activities than about either school 
or their bad behavior. The primary reason why adolescents do not disclose per-
sonal issues is that they believe that these are private and harmless matters 
(Smetana, Villalobos, Tasopoulos - Chan et al.,  2009 ; Yau, Tasopoulos - Chan et al., 
 2009 ). Much less frequently, adolescents believe that telling their parents would 
make them feel bad, embarrassed, or ashamed. They also indicated, occasionally, 
that parents would not listen or understand, or that parents would think less of  
them if  they knew about their thoughts, feelings, or behaviors. 

 We also saw earlier that adolescents may view lying to parents about personal 
issues as justifi ed in some instances. But in reality they rarely lie about personal 
activities. And teens who did reported feeling more depressed. Lying about pru-
dential or peer activities did not have the same negative consequences for adjust-
ment (Smetana, Villalobos, Tasopoulos - Chan et al.,  2009 ; Tasopoulos - Chan et al., 
 2009 ). As we have seen, parental overcontrol of  the personal domain is associated 
with depression and anxiety. Therefore a question to be explored in future research 
is whether adolescents feel more motivated to lie about personal matters when 
they feel that parents intrude too deeply into their personal domains. 

 For personal issues, adolescents rarely use partial disclosure strategies, such as 
omitting important details that parents would want to know (Smetana, Villalobos, 
Tasopoulos - Chan et al.,  2009 ; Tasopoulos - Chan et al.,  2009 ). It is likely that they 
do not rely much on these strategies because they do not feel obligated to tell 
their parents about personal issues in the fi rst place. In our study of  Chinese, 
Mexican, and European American youth, information about personal activities 
was managed primarily by telling parents only when they asked. This strategy 
was particularly favored in interactions with fathers. 

 In her qualitative study, Jeffries  (2004)  found that Asian boys did not commu-
nicate much with their parents about a variety of  topics. They believed that 
parents would not approve, understand, or care. These concerns were not evi-
dent among Latino and African American boys in her sample, but the Hmong 
informants studied by Bakken and Brown  (2010)  expressed similar sentiments. 
Asian boys viewed their reluctance to disclose as an aspect of  their cultural back-
ground. Jeffries ( 2004 , p. 1170) described Daniel, a Chinese American boy, as 
stating:  “ Asian people, right, the kids, right, they don ’ t talk to you, their parents, 
about personal stuff  that much. Especially girls and stuff   …  You just don ’ t [talk to 
them]. ”  
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 As this suggests, there are cultural differences in adolescents ’  willingness to 
disclose to parents details about personal issues. In studying American adolescents 
from Mexican, Chinese, and European backgrounds (Yau, Tasopoulos - Chan et al., 
 2009 ), we distinguished between two types of  personal issues. We examined per-
sonal activities, such as how adolescents spend their time or their money. We also 
examined a closely related aspect of  the personal domain: adolescents ’  willingness 
to disclose to parents their personal feelings. These included how they felt about 
their hair, skin, height, and weight, whether they felt anxious and depressed 
during the day (or happy, excited, or enthusiastic), and their feelings towards their 
boyfriend or girlfriend. Other research has treated these types of  items as being 
within the realm of  self - disclosure, or of  individuals ’  disclosure of  private thoughts 
and feelings. Self - disclosure was a topic of  much interest in the 1980s and it was 
extensively studied among adolescents as well as among young adults. Self -
 disclosure is thought to be important for the development of  relationship inti-
macy. In contrast, as I have suggested, the adolescents ’  disclosure of  activities is 
linked to the development of  their autonomy. Conceptually, though, both the 
disclosure of  personal activities and the disclosure of  private thoughts and feelings 
can be seen as aspects of  the personal domain. 

 In general, Chinese American (primarily immigrant) adolescents told their 
parents less about their personal feelings than European and Mexican American 
youth did. They also divulged less about personal activities than European 
American youth did (Yau, Tasopoulos - Chan et al.,  2009 ). Instead they relied more 
on partial disclosure, telling their parents only when asked. This is strikingly con-
sistent with what both Jeffries  (2004)  and Bakken and Brown  (2010)  found in their 
qualitative interview studies. To repeat the words of  Daniel, quoted earlier,  “ Asian 
[ … ] kids don ’ t talk to [ … ] their parents about personal stuff  that much. ”  Regardless 
of  their ethnic background, the primary reason why adolescents did not share with 
parents information about personal activities and feelings was that they believed 
these to be personal and harmless matters. 

 But youth in each ethnic group also had distinctive reasons for not talking to 
parents about personal matters. Chinese families believe in moderating or sup-
pressing emotions (Eid  &  Diener,  2001 ). Refl ecting this and echoing the comments 
made in Jeffries ’ s interviews, Chinese American adolescents also withheld infor-
mation about personal issues because they believed that their parents would not 
listen, care, or understand. (Recall that we obtained similar responses in our inter-
views with Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong and Shenzen when discussing the 
topic of  issues they would not raise with their parents.) In contrast, and especially 
regarding disclosure to fathers, European American adolescents emphasized that 
personal activities are not harmful. And, compared to Chinese American youth, 
Mexican American adolescents focused more on worries about parental disap-
proval. More specifi cally, disapproval was of  greater concern to Mexican American 
adolescents whose parents had immigrated to the United States (that is, to second -
 generation youth) than to youth whose parents had been born in the United States 
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(that is, to third - generation youth). But, as successive generations of  Mexican 
American adolescents acculturate to American society, they appear to construct 
broader boundaries of  the personal domain. More than teens of  the second gen-
eration, those of  the third believed that their activities were personal matters. 

 In her qualitative study, Jeffries  (2004)  noted that all of  the African American 
and Latino boys she interviewed (but never the Asian boys) shared confi dences 
with at least one parent. The more secure they felt in their relationships, the more 
likely it was that they shared private thoughts and feelings. With them just as with 
the African American boys interviewed by Bakken and Brown  (2010) , trust was 
important and connected to the belief  that their parents were always going to be 
there for them. There is a great deal of  evidence supporting the notion that ado-
lescents ’  willingness to tell parents about their activities is associated with more 
trusting relationships. The effects of  trust appear to go both ways; greater trust 
may lead to greater disclosure, and vice versa. Furthermore, parents ’  trust in their 
teen is distinct from adolescents ’  trust in their parents. Effective parental monitor-
ing is built on a foundation of  trust and on the parents ’  beliefs in the trustworthi-
ness of  their teen. Parents must trust their offspring to be responsible, follow their 
rules, and share information about their plans, activities, companions, and wherea-
bouts. And greater parental trust is associated with greater disclosure (Kerr  &  
Stattin,  2000 ; Kerr, Stattin,  &  Trost,  1999 ; Stattin  &  Kerr,  2000 ). 

 Adolescents who believe that their parents are emotionally trustworthy and 
who expect them to act accordingly will be more willing to make disclosures 
about their activities. When adolescents do not feel obligated to report their activi-
ties to parents, as is the case for personal matters, trust becomes especially impor-
tant. And the evidence is clear that teenagers are more willing to share with 
parents information about their activities when they have more emotionally close 
and trusting relationships and when parents are more authoritative, responsive, 
and accepting (Darling et al.,  2006 ; Smetana, Metzger et al.,  2006 ; Smetana, 
Villalobos, Tasoploulos - Chan et al.,  2009 ; Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Luyckx,  &  
Goossens,  2006 ). This is particularly true for disclosure about personal issues 
(Smetana, Metzger et al.,  2006 ). 

 In our daily dairy study, adolescents who reported more trusting relationships 
with each parent also reported disclosing more to that parent. But beyond the 
effects on disclosure of  overall levels of  trust, adolescents also revealed more to 
mothers about their personal activities on days when they spent more time 
together and reported a better relationship with them (Smetana, Villalobos, 
Tasopoulos - Chan et al.,  2009 ). When relationships are generally positive, some-
thing as simple as spending more time together may contribute to a climate of  
trust, where personal matters can be divulged (as well as potentially providing 
more opportunities for disclosure to occur). Adolescents also disclosed more to 
fathers when they had better overall relationships with them. But the way they 
felt about their fathers each day did not infl uence daily fl uctuations in disclosure. 
African American boys were more likely than all other boys to disclose personal 
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issues to their mothers, whereas African American girls were less likely than other 
girls to tell their mothers about these issues. As I noted in an earlier chapter, this 
may refl ect the gendered nature of  African American parent – child relationships. 
But it also suggests that the meaning of  trust and emotional closeness may differ 
for youth of  different ethnicities. 

 Indeed, family closeness is expressed in different ways in families of  different 
ethnicities. Catherine Hardway and Andrew Fuligni  (2006)  found that family con-
nectedness had a somewhat different meaning among Mexican, Chinese, and 
European American adolescents. In European American families, connectedness 
is based primarily on the emotional quality of  the dyadic relationship. It has a 
more voluntary fl avor. However, in Chinese and Mexican American families, 
connectedness is based more on feelings of  obligation to assist, respect, and 
support the family. Chinese American youth in our multi - ethnic study felt less 
emotional closeness to parents than European and Mexican American adolescents 
did. However, the processes were the same. Trust and closeness had similar effects 
on disclosure to parents for youth of  different ethnicities. Disclosure was enhanced 
for diverse youth when they felt emotionally closer to their parents.   

  What Do Parents (Think They) Know 
 a bout Adolescents ’  Activities? 

 Thus far, the focus has been on the adolescents ’  management of  information 
about their activities and friends. But we can also ask what parents think they 
know about their adolescent children ’ s activities. And if  adolescents are not willing 
to tell them what they are doing, how (else) do they fi nd out? We saw that, on 
average, adolescents disclose more to their mothers than to their fathers. 
Correspondingly, a well - established fi nding is that mothers know more about 
their children ’ s lives than fathers do (Bumpus et al.,  2001 ; Crouter, Helms - Erikson, 
Updegraff,  &  McHale,  1999 ; Crouter  &  McHale,  1993 ; Crouter, McHale,  &  Bartko, 
 1993 ; Waizenhofer, Buchanan,  &  Jackson - Newsom,  2004 ). Mothers are more 
involved in the everyday details and responsibilities of  the family and provide 
more emotional support to adolescents than fathers do. This is refl ected in the 
fact that mothers and fathers obtain information about their offspring ’ s behavior 
in different ways. Mothers generally use more active methods than fathers do. 
They rely more on asking their adolescents directly, on asking informed others 
(like teachers or one ’ s spouses) about what teens are doing, and on participating 
in activities with their children (and driving them to activities). Fathers rely more 
on obtaining information from their wives, particularly about their daughters 
(Crouter, Bumpus, Davis,  &  McHale,  2005 ; Waizenhofer et al.,  2004 ). 

 An analysis of  how parents obtain their information, gleaned from European 
American mothers and fathers of  16 - year - olds, further reveals that the parents ’  
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information gathering falls into three distinct profi les, which differ somewhat for 
mothers and fathers (Crouter et al.,  2005 ). Some fathers rely primarily on their 
spouses for information. Some rely on other members of  the family (such as sib-
lings) or on outsiders. Some use relational methods, such as listening and observ-
ing, learning from their offspring ’ s self - disclosure, or soliciting information directly. 
Mothers, too, use relational methods, but they also question their teens or they 
rely for information on others, including their spouses. Using relational methods 
with early adolescents appears to be most effective method over time. It leads to 
gaining greater parental knowledge of  middle adolescents ’  behavior. These 
methods were also associated with less risky behavior (such as alcohol, substance, 
and cigarette use, or skipping school) 1 year later. 

  The  m onitoring  d ebate 

 For many years, both developmental scientists and the general public have 
assumed that it is important for parents to monitor and supervise adolescents. The 
prevailing wisdom is that the more parents keep track of  their adolescents ’  activi-
ties, the less likely it is that adolescents will associate with deviant peers or engage 
in juvenile delinquency, illegal substance, alcohol use, or risky sexual behavior. 
Indeed, the well - disseminated public service announcement  –   “ It ’ s 10 o ’ clock: Do 
you know where your children are? ”   –  has been used for years to alert parents to 
the importance of  parental monitoring. 

 But more recent research has challenged this assumption. It is true that teenag-
ers whose parents know more about their activities engage in lower levels of  risky 
behavior. But the links between what parents are doing  –  their active attempts to 
monitor and keep track of  their adolescents  –  and what they actually know are 
much less robust than researchers and the general public have assumed. And the 
associations between what parents do to keep track of  their teenagers, what ado-
lescents willingly disclose, and the risky and problematic behaviors of  adolescents 
also turned out to be much more complex than the public service announcement 
has led us to believe. 

 Several groundbreaking studies by Swedish researchers Hakan Stattin and 
Margaret Kerr (Kerr  &  Stattin,  2000 ; Kerr, Stattin,  &  Burk,  2010 ; and see also 
Crouter  &  Head,  2002 ) have called attention to the fact that, in most research, 
monitoring has been assessed in terms of  what parents  know  about children ’ s 
activities rather than in terms of  what parents are actually  doing  to keep track of  
them. The classic measure of  parental monitoring asks how much parents  really 
know  about where the teen goes at night, where the teen is most afternoons 
after school, how money is spent, what the teen does with the available free time, 
and who the teen ’ s friends are. These questions refer to the parents ’  mental state 
(their state of  knowledge), not to their parenting behavior or to how they go about 
fi nding out the answers to these questions. 
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 The surprising fi nding from Stattin and Kerr ’ s research is that only adolescents ’  
voluntary disclosure to parents was associated with how much parents knew 
about their children ’ s activities. Parents ’  monitoring and tracking (referred to as 
behavioral control) and parents ’  asking, or their attempts to solicit information 
from their teens, did not lead to greater parental knowledge. This was the case 
even when the researchers took into account the level of  trust in the parent –
 adolescent relationship. (Kerr and Stattin did not, however, distinguish between 
disclosure and secrecy in their measure of  disclosure. We saw earlier in this 
chapter that this is an important distinction.) In turn, parents who knew more 
about their adolescent children ’ s activities had offspring who engaged in lower 
levels of  norm - breaking and delinquency. In fact, Kerr and Stattin ’ s study showed 
just the opposite of  what might be expected. Adolescents whose parents asked 
more questions  –  who actively solicited more information about their activities 
 –  engaged in more, not in less, norm - breaking and delinquency. 

 The study discussed earlier, which examined the different profi les of  parents ’  
information - seeking, showed similar results (Crouter et al.,  2005 ). These research-
ers found that mothers and fathers with a relational style that entails high levels 
of  child disclosure, as well as parental listening and observation, knew more about 
their middle adolescents ’  activities  –  which, in turn, led to lower levels of  risky 
behavior over time. For fathers, obtaining information from one ’ s spouse also 
showed signifi cant over - time associations with parental knowledge and subse-
quent reductions in risk. This research is especially noteworthy, as it entailed 
longitudinal analyses carried out over 4 years, and it controlled for initial levels of  
risky behavior. 

 Therefore the evidence shows that parents ’  knowledge comes primarily from 
adolescents ’  willingness to divulge details of  their lives, and not from parents ’  
attempts to control and keep track of  their teenagers ’  activities. This contradicts 
the prevailing assumptions about the role of  parents in keeping teenagers out of  
trouble. It puts the onus on the adolescents ’  willingness to disclose rather than on 
the parents ’  tracking and surveillance. Adolescents can decide whether to keep 
their parents informed about their activities or to conceal them and withdraw 
information from their parents. This shifts the focus from what parents are doing 
(that is, their parenting practices) to adolescents ’  active management of  informa-
tion about their lives. It suggests that the slogan  “ It ’ s 10 o ’ clock: Do you know 
where your children are? ”  should be changed to:  “ It ’ s 10 o ’ clock: Have your chil-
dren told you where they are? ”  

 From the parents ’  perspective, child disclosure has been labeled a passive 
method of  obtaining information, because it relies on the child ’ s and not the 
parents ’  actions. More active means for keeping track of  adolescents ’  behavior 
include asking for information. But, particularly in families with only one wage 
earner, mothers who used more active methods had adolescent children engaged 
in greater deviance (Waizenhofer et al.,  2004 ). The speculation was that this 
situation might be due to the fact that more active attempts at supervision feel 
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intrusive. However, other researchers have found that mothers use more active 
methods when they suspect that their teenage child is involved in misconduct 
(Tilton - Weaver  &  Galambos,  2003 ). As Kerr and her colleagues found, parents 
may resort to direct questioning about their teenager children ’ s activities and 
whereabouts when these children are already engaged in risky behavior. 

 Kerr and Stattin strongly believe that their research demonstrates the impor-
tance of  good parent – child relationships in preventing youth antisocial behavior 
(Kerr  &  Stattin  2003 ; Stattin  &  Kerr,  2000 ). That is, although their research high-
lights the importance of  adolescents ’  willingness to share with parents information 
about their behavior, they believe that disclosure refl ects the climate of  the parent –
 adolescent relationship. Therefore they do not regard the results of  their research 
as challenging the view that parents are important in facilitating adolescents ’  
healthy psychosocial development. Nevertheless, their fi ndings have been contro-
versial. Some researchers claim that they have underestimated  –  and undermined 
 –  the role of  parenting in preventing problem behavior. Therefore researchers 
have sought to clarify the infl uence of  parenting on disclosure and problem 
behavior. 

 Anne Fletcher and her colleagues (Fletcher, Steinberg,  &  Williams - Wheeler, 
 2004 ) re - analyzed data from a large longitudinal study, to examine the long - term 
infl uence of  parenting on parental knowledge and on adolescent problem behav-
ior (they did not consider the infl uence of  adolescent behavior on parenting). They 
found that, when examined at the same point in time, American youth of  high 
school age who had warmer relationships with their parents and who were moni-
tored more at home had parents who knew more about their activities. Parental 
knowledge, in turn, was associated with less problem behavior. Fletcher and her 
colleagues ’  over - time analyses, unlike those of  Stattin and Kerr  (2000) , revealed 
that parental control had direct effects on adolescents ’  problem behavior and 
substance use, as well as indirect effects through their infl uence on parental knowl-
edge. (It is worth noting that the team ’ s measure of  parental knowledge came 
only from adolescents ’  reports; the parents ’  perceptions were not obtained.) In 
consequence, these researchers claimed that Stattin and Kerr had underestimated 
the role of  parenting in preventing problem behavior. 

 Other studies have also examined parenting in relation to substance use, delin-
quency, and affi liation with substance - using and delinquent peers in middle to late 
adolescents. A study of  Belgian families (Soenens et al.,  2006 ) showed that teenag-
ers who were more willing to share information with their parents had mothers 
and fathers who were more responsive, relied more on behavioral control, and 
also employed less intrusive parenting (that is, less psychological control). 
Therefore these researchers concluded that both parenting and self - disclosure on 
the part of  youth infl uence parents ’  knowledge of  teens ’  activities. This, in turn, 
infl uences adjustment. The researchers obtained different informants ’  ratings of  
disclosure and parental knowledge. But, because the variables were all measured 
at a single point in time, the causal pathways are unclear. Nevertheless, these 



242 Disclosure and Secrecy

studies suggest that adolescents ’  willingness to disclose matters to parents is 
part of  a reciprocal process rooted in warm and responsive parent – adolescent 
relationships.  

  The  i mportance of   r eciprocal  p arent –  c hild  p rocesses 

 This conclusion, and the importance of  reciprocal processes, are well established 
in longitudinal studies of  problem behavior. Numerous studies have shown that 
conduct problems during childhood and adolescence and problematic adolescent –
 parent relationships co - evolve and mutually infl uence each other. A very well 
known example is supplied by research from the Oregon Social Learning Research 
Group. In carefully conducted studies, these researchers have shown that parents 
react to increases in adolescents ’  problem behaviors and deviant conduct with 
greater hostility and less responsive, engaged parenting. In turn, parents ’  maladap-
tive responses lead to more problem behavior. Thus parenting and adolescent 
behaviors involve transactive processes (Dishion, Nelson,  &  Bullock,  2004 ). 

 Transactive processes are also at play in adolescents ’  involvement in risky 
sexual behavior, which includes greater numbers of  sexual partners, more fre-
quent sexual intercourse, and more unprotected sex. Analyses of  a large sample 
drawn from a nationally representative survey of  youth show that adolescents 
who more regularly engage in activities such as eating dinner together with their 
families or having fun together, and whose fathers know more about their activi-
ties, are less likely than youth with less engaged parents to be involved in risky 
sexual behavior. But the reverse direction of  causation is also true: adolescents 
who engage in more risky sexual behavior report lower subsequent levels of  
parental knowledge about their friends and activities and less engagement in 
family activities (Coley, Votruba - Drzal,  &  Schindler,  2009 ). It is not possible to 
specify a single causal chain; rather, these behaviors interact. 

 Similarly, in examining adolescents and parents every year for 4 years, research-
ers found that parents ’  knowledge and better parent – adolescent relationships led 
to less antisocial behavior, and vice versa (Laird, Pettit, Bates,  &  Dodge,  2003 ). 
And youth who engaged in more substance use or antisocial behavior lied more 
and disclosed less to parents, which resulted in lower parental knowledge. This, 
in turn, predicted more substance use and antisocial behavior in the following 
year (Marshall et al.,  2005 ). All these studies demonstrate that there is a complex 
interplay and reciprocal associations between parent – adolescent relationships and 
adolescents ’  behavior. They confi rm the importance of  engaged, responsive 
parenting in protecting adolescents from involvement in risky behavior. But they 
also show that parents back off  and become less engaged and responsive when 
their teenagers get into trouble. 

 Recently, Margaret Kerr and her colleagues in Sweden (Kerr et al.,  2010 ) sought 
support for their original hypothesis about the unique role in predicting parental 
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knowledge of  the adolescents ’  willingness to make disclosures to parents. They 
followed a large sample of  Swedish 12 – 15 - year - olds for 2 years, in order to untan-
gle the complex interrelationships among adolescents ’  disclosure, parental moni-
toring, and juvenile delinquency. They tested several different models. The 
 parent - driven  model examined whether parental monitoring elicits greater disclo-
sure and discourages delinquency, either directly or with one as a consequence of  
the other. This is the  “ It is 10 o ’ clock: Do you know where your children are? ”  
model. It tests the assumption guiding earlier research, which demonstrated the 
importance of  parental monitoring. They also examined a model that treats  teen 
disclosure  as the causal factor. Here adolescents ’  willingness to disclose matters to 
their parents was seen as enhancing the likelihood that parents would ask ques-
tions about their children ’ s activities and would enforce more rules. These 
increased monitoring processes might then lead to lower levels of  delinquency. 
Therefore, in this model, teenagers ’  telling results in greater parental asking, 
which, in turn, lowers the level of  risk of  misconduct. The third alternative was 
that  delinquency  itself  drives the process. Adolescents who engage in delinquency 
have more to hide from their parents. Therefore they disclose less. And, as a result 
of  adolescents ’  delinquency, parents may become disengaged and therefore 
monitor their adolescents ’  behavior less. The fourth model, referred to as  youth -
 driven , combined elements of  the delinquency and disclosure models. In this 
model, delinquency and disclosure are not causally related, but both of  these 
youth - driven behaviors might infl uence parental monitoring in the ways just 
described. 

 Kerr and her colleagues examined these different models in two steps. One step 
looked at long - term associations between parental knowledge and how it was 
obtained; the second step examined over - time links between knowledge and 
delinquency. The fi rst step replicated the researchers ’  earlier cross - sectional work. 
Their longitudinal analyses demonstrated that only adolescents ’  voluntary disclo-
sure of  information led to increased parental knowledge over time. Parents ’  efforts 
to monitor their children ’ s activities did not yield benefi ts in terms of  increased 
knowledge, nor did they elicit more disclosure from the teens over time. However, 
there was evidence (if  somewhat less robust) that adolescents ’  willingness to share 
information with their parents led to increased parental solicitation of  information 
in the long run. 

 For the second step  –  examining links between parental knowledge and delin-
quency  –  the results supported the delinquency - driven process. The less adoles-
cents disclose to parents about their activities, whereabouts, and companions, the 
more they engage in delinquent behaviors. And, as parents ask more questions, 
teenagers engage in more delinquency. Therefore Kerr and her colleagues con-
cluded that parents ’  attempts to monitor their offspring ’ s behavior had little effect 
on their knowledge, or did little to protect youth from delinquency. 

 Two other recent studies contribute to our understanding of  these processes. 
In one, European and African American families were followed yearly from the 
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age of  11 to the age of  13 (Laird  &  Marrero,  2010 ). In the other, Dutch families 
were followed yearly from 13 to 16 (Keijsers et al.,  2009 ). Both studies showed 
clearly that adolescents disclosed less to parents about their activities as they grew 
older. And the parents ’  use of  control and solicitation of  information also declined 
over time. 

 Like other researchers, Laird and Marrero  (2010)  found that greater parental 
knowledge both infl uenced and was infl uenced by greater delinquency over time; 
the links went both ways. Adolescents ’  willingness to share information, as well 
as parents ’  solicitation of  information, led to increased parental knowledge and to 
smaller increases in delinquent behavior over time. However, this is one of  very 
few studies to examine the effects of  more specifi c forms of  information manage-
ment, like full disclosure, partial disclosure, or lying, on reductions in juvenile 
delinquency. And the authors found that the specifi c forms of  information man-
agement mattered in terms of  decreasing the likelihood of  juvenile delinquency. 
Full disclosure, or telling parents all the important details without being asked, 
had protective effects. In contrast, partial disclosure (leaving out important infor-
mation that parents would want to know) led to increases in delinquent behavior 
over time. However, partial disclosure had fewer negative effects when parents 
used more control. (These researchers did not, however, assess the different types 
of  activities that adolescents disclose or conceal.) 

 In Kerr and Stattin ’ s ( 2000 ; Kerr et al.,  2010 ) research, adolescents ’  voluntary 
disclosure to parents was treated as diametrically opposed to parents ’  information -
 seeking (solicitation). Kerr and Stattin tested models suggesting that either ado-
lescents share information willingly with parents or parents ask questions to gain 
more information. But these two processes may also occur as a single bi - directional 
one. After all, parents can ask questions because they are suspicious and worried 
that their offspring are involved in forbidden activities. Parents can also ask ques-
tions and inquire about adolescents ’  activities because they are genuinely inter-
ested and involved. Parents who suspect their children of  being involved in 
delinquent activities may also have a poorer relationship with them and may 
spend less leisure time with them. Generally, when adolescents disclose more to 
their parents, the latter express more satisfaction with the relationship (Finkenauer, 
Engels, Branje,  &  Meeus,  2004 ). This, in turn, may lead to more parental interest 
and questioning about adolescents ’  activities and companions, and also to more 
adolescent disclosure. 

 Dutch researcher Loes Keijsers and her colleagues (Keijsers, Branje, VanderValk 
et al.,  2010 ) tested these associations in a longitudinal study. Both according to 
mothers ’  and to adolescents ’  reports, parents who asked more questions had 
children who disclosed more over time. Youth who were more willing to disclose 
to parents engaged in less juvenile delinquency 1 year later. When adolescents ’  
disclosure was taken into account, parents ’  attempts to solicit more information 
did not infl uence later levels of  juvenile delinquency. Therefore adolescent disclo-
sure appears to be more important than parental solicitation in predicting lower 



 Disclosure and Secrecy 245

levels of  later juvenile delinquency. Nevertheless, adolescent disclosure and paren-
tal solicitation are very strongly intertwined. Parents can ask questions to elicit 
disclosure, at least to some extent. In later sections we will see that asking ques-
tions and using control can also be seen as intrusive, so what parents ask about 
and how they do it are important. Parenting appears to be one way of  facilitating 
adolescent disclosure, but it does not directly protect against delinquency and 
problem behavior. As we have seen, adolescents manage the amount of  informa-
tion they provide to their parents, and therefore the amount of  autonomy they 
have. 

 Keijsers and her colleagues (Keijsers et al.,  2009 ) likewise found that more dis-
closure led to less delinquency over time, although they did not distinguish 
between full disclosure and other strategies for managing information. But they 
found that the positive effects of  greater disclosure were accentuated in highly 
supportive families. Adolescents ’  greater willingness to share information with 
parents protects youth against involvement in delinquent behavior. However, the 
benefi ts of  disclosure are greater when parents supervise and regulate their teenag-
ers ’  behavior (that is, use more behavioral control) and are more responsive to 
adolescents ’  developmental needs. 

 The fi rst generation of  research in the monitoring debate provided a useful 
corrective to the long - standing assumption that these processes are simple and 
 “ top down. ”  That is, the assumption has been that, if  parents monitor their ado-
lescents, they will be able to keep them out of  trouble. But it is clear now that the 
story is not so simple or straightforward. And this is because the effects do not go 
simply from parents to children. Children have more agency than they have been 
credited with, and there are reciprocal processes at play. New research has dem-
onstrated that parents learn about their adolescent offspring ’ s activities from what 
teens are willing to tell them. Current research still supports the notion that 
parents who know more about what their teens are doing, where they are going, 
and who their companions have teens who show better psychosocial adjustment. 
But adolescents have a more active role in these processes than was initially 
assumed. They decide how much to disclose or conceal. Parental control and 
monitoring do have benefi cial effects, although the overall effects are more 
complex than originally envisioned: they depend on the specifi c behaviors parents 
are trying to control.  

  Domain -  s pecifi c  e ffects of   b ehavioral  c ontrol 

 In considering the effects of  parenting and behavioral control, it is important 
to pay heed to the types of  activities parents wish to control. As we might 
expect, adolescents who perceive their parents as using more behavioral control 
disclose their multifaceted and risky prudential activities more fully. They 
also dis close marginally more about their peer activities (Smetana, Villalobos, 
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Tasopoulos - Chan et al.,  2009 ). In addition, when parents are perceived as (behav-
iorally) more controlling, adolescents are less likely to avoid talking to them about 
their multifaceted activities. These fi ndings are all consistent with the notion 
that parents who use more behavioral control may protect their teenagers from 
adverse outcomes. 

 But we have found that teenagers who view their parents as using more behav-
ioral control also lie more about their personal activities (Smetana, Villalobos, 
Tasopoulos - Chan et al.,  2009 ). This is similar to what Christopher Daddis and 
myself  found in our study of  the antecedents of  psychological control (Smetana 
 &  Daddis,  2002 ), discussed in Chapter  10 . Teenagers who believed that their 
parents ought to have less authority over personal issues and who viewed 
their parents as more restrictively controlling their personal domain rated their 
parents as higher in psychological control 2 years later. Furthermore, teenagers 
who perceived their mothers as psychologically more controlling in early adoles-
cence reported that their parents monitored them more 2 years later, in middle 
adolescence. In other words, at high levels, the difference between psychological 
and behavioral control becomes blurred. The two categories become diffi cult to 
distinguish, because behavioral control begins to feel more like intrusive psycho-
logical control to adolescents. In keeping with this claim, Gregory Pettit and 
Robert Laird  (2002)  speculated that mothers who are overly attentive to their 
child ’ s behavior in earlier developmental periods may have diffi culty with the 
autonomy issues of  adolescence. Adolescents may fi nd parental monitoring and 
supervision  –  particularly over personal issues  –  to be psychologically intrusive 
and too controlling as they grow older. 

 Fumiko Kakihara and Lauree Tilton - Weaver  (2009)  tested this notion explicitly 
in an experimental study. They examined whether middle adolescents interpret 
parental behavioral and psychological control differently. They asked adolescents 
to evaluate different parental responses representing moderate or high levels of  
behavioral and psychological control. They also considered whether control per-
tained to a personal issue (friendship choices) or to a prudential issue (alcohol use). 
For each situation, they evaluated adolescents ’  competence, mattering to parents, 
and parental intrusiveness. Contrary to the conventional wisdom about the posi-
tive effects of  behavioral control, adolescents interpreted high levels of  behavioral 
control more negatively than moderate levels. They also did not differentiate 
between high level of  behavioral control and psychological control. They inter-
preted them both as indicating less mattering and more intrusiveness. And, regard-
less of  the type of  control, high levels of  control over personal issues were 
interpreted most negatively. This suggests that, when parents employ high levels 
of  psychological and behavioral control, particularly regarding personal issues, 
these two forms of  control are not perceived as distinct. 

 Others have also found that the effects of  behavioral control depend on the 
specifi c behaviors that are controlled. Studying middle and upper middle - class, 
primarily White, groups of  Canadian teenagers, a team of  researchers found that 
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adolescents who perceived their fathers as lower in behavioral control regarding 
prudential and other multifaceted issues also reported more externalizing prob-
lems (Arim, Marshall,  &  Shapka,  2010 ). This is consistent with other fi ndings. On 
the other hand, high levels of  perceived parental behavioral control over friend-
ship issues were also associated with more externalizing problems  –  for instance 
aggressive behavior and rule breaking.   

  Summary and Conclusions 

 As they grow older, adolescents become less likely to share with their parents 
information about their activities. Despite research suggesting that adolescents lie 
all the time, lying appears to be relatively infrequent when examined in the 
context of  other strategies for managing information. Instead, adolescents may 
avoid discussing topics, or they may disclose facts about their lives only partially. 
Adolescents are more likely to manipulate information when they disagree with 
parents. Nondisclosure, topic avoidance, and secrecy are conceptually distinct, but 
they are all strategies that adolescents may adopt for the sake of  avoiding overt 
confl ict with parents. Therefore, for better or worse, they may provide alternate 
ways of  obtaining autonomy. As adolescents grow older, it becomes more diffi cult 
for parents to monitor their activities, and this provides more opportunities for 
adolescents simply to do what they want without telling their parents. 

 Adolescents divulge information about homework and school more than other 
issues. Adolescents do not tell parents about their involvement in risky behaviors 
primarily because they worry about parental disapproval and about getting in 
trouble. They are also more likely to lie about these activities than about others. 
Likewise, adolescents withhold information about peer and romantic issues 
because they fear parental disapproval, but also because they view these matters 
as personal and not harmful. There are ethnic differences as well as acculturation 
differences in adolescents ’  willingness to talk to parents about friends, romantic 
relationships, and personal issues. When adolescents withhold information about 
their personal activities, it is primarily because they view them as personal matters 
and not their parents ’  business. Chinese American adolescents are more likely to 
conceal information about personal activities and feelings than Mexican and 
European American youth are, based on personal reasons. They also believe that 
their parents will not listen or understand. Different ethnic groups in the United 
States vary in their feelings of  closeness to parents and in how closeness 
is expressed. But, across groups, the processes are the same. Close, trusting rela-
tionships and more responsive, accepting parenting are associated with more 
disclosure to parents. 

 Parents know far less about adolescents ’  activities, whereabouts, and compan-
ions than they think they do. Parents have various strategies for keeping track of  



248 Disclosure and Secrecy

teens, and mothers and fathers typically differ in the strategies they use. A long -
 standing assumption has been that more parental monitoring helps to keep ado-
lescents out of  trouble. However, monitoring has been examined, typically, in 
terms of  parental knowledge rather than in terms of  actual surveillance and track-
ing. Current research shows that adolescents ’  willingness to make disclosures is a 
more important source of  parental knowledge than parents ’  control or solicitation 
of  information. In turn, parents who know more have teenagers less likely to be 
involved in juvenile delinquency. But these relationships are complex and bi -
 directional. Greater parental knowledge is linked with fewer conduct problems 
on the teenagers ’  part; but the more adolescents are engaged in delinquency and 
problem behavior, the more their parents disengage and stop asking questions. 
Moreover, asking questions can be perceived as intrusive, but it also can indicate 
interest and involvement, which leads to more disclosure. The effects of  greater 
(full) disclosure are accentuated in highly supportive families. In addition to out-
right lying, partial disclosure  –  and especially leaving out important information 
that parents would want to know  –  has been found to lead to increased delin-
quency in the long run. 

 Finally, researchers have assumed that behavioral control has positive effects 
by keeping youth out of  trouble. But if  behavioral control is good for teenagers ’  
psychosocial development, is using more of  it even better? Apparently not. 
Recently, researchers have found that high levels of  parental behavioral control, 
particularly when applied to personal issues, is considered intrusive. The differ-
ences between behavioral control and psychological control become blurred. This 
points to the importance of  considering the domain of  the issue being controlled 
and the types of  issues that adolescents tend to disclose or to keep secret.         



  12 

Coordinations and Change 
in Social Development     

     In previous chapters I have considered how adolescents ’  and parents ’  different 
perspectives on their relationships and on their worlds potentially lead to disrup-
tions and confl icts in their relationships. I also considered teenagers ’  different 
strategies for managing information about their activities. I claimed that strategic 
management of  information provides a more subversive, alternate route to auton-
omy. My focus in this book has been on the diverse types of  social knowledge 
that individuals bring to bear on family situations. We saw that the different 
strands of  social knowledge do not exist in isolation from each other. They may 
interact, confl ict, and be coordinated in adolescents ’  and parents ’  social reasoning 
and behavior. In this chapter we shall consider how these different threads of  
social understanding develop and become coordinated in adolescence. We begin 
by considering age - related changes in the adolescents ’  concepts of  self  and per-
sonal choice.  

  Developmental Changes in Adolescents ’  Thinking 
about Self  and Personal Issues 

 In Chapter  5  I treated adolescents ’  appeals to personal choice as part of  a broader 
psychological system of  social knowledge, which emerges in early childhood. 
Thus far, I have focused on children ’ s and adolescents ’  ability to differentiate 
personal from moral and conventional concepts. It should come as no surprise, 
however, that these concepts also become more sophisticated as adolescents grow 
older. More specifi cally, research conducted with primarily North American mid-
dle - class youth shows that an understanding of  mind, self, and personal choices 
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becomes elaborated through social interaction with parents, siblings, and peers 
during childhood and adolescence. 

  Early  a dolescence 

 During middle and late childhood, children ’ s understanding of  the self  is trait - like. 
As Susan Harter  (2006)  has explained, children describe themselves in terms of  
traits and competencies, such as  smart  and  dumb . They start to use these charac-
teristics to compare themselves to others (Harter,  2006 ). Their understanding is 
transformed during early adolescence and gives rise to more abstract, integrated, 
and psychological notions (Broughton,  1978 ; Damon  &  Hart,  1988 ; Harter,  1999, 
2006 ; Harter, Bresnick, Bouchey,  &  Whitesell,  1997 ; Nucci,  2001 ). Detailed semi -
 structured interviews with American children about their conceptions of  mind, 
self, and reality show that early adolescents begin to distinguish between mental 
and physical reality. They view mind and self  as independent of  physical activity. 
In response to questions about the nature of  the self, Colin, an early adolescent 
boy, responds:

  I think it means not just the person, but the inside of  the person. Each person is the 
self, different from another person. Because each person is different in the way their 
mind works. It is not physical. It is an emotional or mental thing like that.  (Broughton, 
 1978 , p. 87)    

 Susan Harter and Ann Monsour at the University of  Denver (1992) report that 
early adolescents ’  self - descriptions start to become increasingly abstract and inte-
grated into higher - level abstractions. For example, early adolescents who at 
younger ages might have described themselves as smart, creative, and curious 
may combine these characterizations into the notion that they are intelligent. 
Also, they may come to see that they exhibit different characteristics in different 
situations and in different roles (for instance, they are industrious at school but 
whimsical with friends, lazy with parents but energetic at school, cool with friends 
but geeky with strangers). These multiple role - related selves fi rst emerge in early 
adolescence. As these examples suggest, self - descriptions in early adolescence may 
be contradictory, but they remain compartmentalized. Young adolescents are 
unable to see the contradictions and fully to integrate all of  these diverse aspects 
of  their selves. But because they are not aware of  these contradictions, they do 
not experience any psychological turmoil about expressing them. 

 Using somewhat different methods, Travis Proulx and Michael Chandler  (2009)  
found a similar trend. They asked a small sample of  teenagers to describe instances 
where they engaged in good and bad behavior and then asked them to explain 
how they can behave in such different ways and still be considered the same 
person. The youngest teenagers in this study described their behavior in a seam-
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less way. They viewed themselves as fully autonomous and responsible agents, 
in charge of  their behavior under every circumstance. In the researchers ’  words,

  Rather, by this reckoning, the appearance of  seemingly contradictory intentions 
constitutes nothing more than mere appearance. Like the Mafi a don who both cuts 
throats and cuddles his grandchildren, all to bring about  “ what ’ s best for the family, ”  
[these] participants [ … ] claimed that all of  their actions were owed to one and the 
same self - chosen volition that, while differently manifesting itself  in different con-
texts, does not  itself  change from situation to situation.  (Proulx  &  Chandler,  2009 , 
p. 270)    

 They had what the researchers described as a  “ singular self. ”  
 The transition from more physical to psychological notions of  self  is also 

evident in early adolescents ’  thinking about personal issues. Using hypothetical 
scenarios, Larry Nucci  (1996, 2008)  has found that, in middle childhood, European 
American children view the personal domain in terms of  maintaining control over 
personal activities. Children believe that individuals have different personalities 
because they like to do different things; their self  is expressed behaviorally, through 
their choice of  activities. Control over personal issues takes on new dimensions 
during early adolescence. Whereas at earlier ages children emphasized behavioral 
choice, now adolescents emphasize maintaining privacy. In Chapter  5  we saw that 
concerns with privacy are evident in early adolescents ’  reasoning about confl icts. 
Recall 13 - year - old Roberta ’ s remark:  “ I want to talk [on the phone] longer, and 
usually I want it in private, too  …  I like talking on the phone, and I don ’ t like 
them to hear what I ’ m talking about. ”  

 But, in early adolescence, what is to become the basis for (American) teens ’  
autonomy is formulated reactively, in terms of  differentiating the self  from others. 
(Some have claimed that this process is less likely to occur among non - Western 
youth, but this objection has not been tested by using the types of  interviews that 
Nucci conducted.) This fi rst differentiation of  the self  is articulated through the 
need for freedom of  choice and through the ability to be different from others; 
and it results in the attitudes to peer groups and peer group conformity also 
described in Chapter  5 . Early adolescents worry about loss of  self  and identity 
through too much conformity to the crowd. As one 13 - year - old girl cited by Nucci 
states:

  I mean everybody ’ s got to be free you know, and growing your hair different is a 
way of  being you know free, making a decision. I hate to be like everybody else. 
Because you know, I just like to look like myself, not like what somebody wanted 
me to look like, or you know, what my friends look like.  (Nucci,  2008 , p. 31)    

 At the same time, as I discussed in some detail in Chapter  5 , adolescents often 
express their need for a unique identity by affi liating with a crowd and conforming 
to peer group conventions. Therefore the emphasis on desires for freedom and 
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choice in early adolescence may be expressed somewhat paradoxically, in terms 
of  the need to belong to peer groups. This may refl ect fl ux and lack of  stability in 
early adolescents ’  personal concepts. 

 This is consistent with Susan Harter ’ s research. She demonstrates that multiple 
selves fl ourish across multiple roles in early adolescence. Harter further claims 
that this proliferation of  multiple selves leads to increased sensitivity to the poten-
tially different opinions and norms of  individuals who matter to the teen in each 
context. In turn, this increased sensitivity to the opinions of  others can sometimes 
promote the construction of  a false self. A false self  is one that does not mirror 
the individual ’ s authentic experience. Being hypocritical,  “ acting phony, ”  or 
 “ putting on an act ”  are all ways in which adolescents describe their false selves. 
A false self  contrasts with the true self, or  “ the real me inside. ”  According 
to Harter, false selves do not become salient until early adolescence (Harter,  2006 ; 
Harter, Marold, Whitesell,  &  Cobbs,  1996 ). Not surprisingly, adolescents who 
engage in more false - self  behavior show less awareness and knowledge of  their 
true self  and tend to devalue it more. They also show poorer adjustment, includ-
ing more depressed affect, poorer self - concept, and increased hopelessness about 
the future (Harter et al.,  1996 ). The most frequent reason adolescents give for 
engaging in false self - behavior is to win the approval of  others, such as parents or 
peers. Teens who engage in false - self  behavior for this reason are psychologically 
better adjusted than adolescents who engage in false - self  behavior in order to 
devalue their true self  or to experiment with different roles.  

  Middle  a dolescence 

 Middle adolescence brings an increased focus on introspection and a further pro-
liferation  –  but also some integration  –  of  multiple selves (Damon  &  Hart,  1988 ; 
Harter,  2006 ; Harter  &  Monsour,  1992 ; Proulx  &  Chandler,  2009 ). The self  
becomes more differentiated as individuals make fi ner distinctions and discrimina-
tions. For instance, adolescents may come to view themselves as really close to 
their mothers but distant from their fathers. Whereas contradictions went unno-
ticed in early adolescence, Harter and Monsour  (1992)  claim that middle adoles-
cents increasingly detect these contradictions in their self - descriptions. They 
experience them, subjectively, as confl icts and confusions (Harter  &  Monsour, 
 1992 ). Girls perceive contradictions in their self - attributes more than boys do, and 
also fi nd them more upsetting. And the more girls endorse a feminine role orienta-
tion, the more upsetting they fi nd these contradictions (Harter,  2006 ). Although 
middle adolescents are able to perceive these multiple selves, their conceptions 
are limited. They are not yet able to integrate them into a cohesive whole, which 
encompasses contradictions. 

 Proulx and Chandler  (2009) , too, fi nd that middle adolescence is characterized 
by what they refer to as a hierarchical self. Here there may be many different 
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desires, but  “ one of  these desires rises above the others and speaks louder than its 
fellow self - inhibitors ”  (p. 270). That is, adolescents describe their good behavior 
as actively, consciously, and willfully controlled by their selves most of  the time, 
but occasionally bad behavior  “ sneaks out. ”  

 As this suggests, by comparison with early adolescence, there is now also a 
greater integration of  the different aspects of  the self  into a core inner true self, 
or essence. Nucci  (2008)  claims that middle adolescents are more aware of  their 
true selves, or  “ the real me. ”  They attempt to align the  “ outside self  ”  of  activities 
and public appearance with their true self. Control over the personal domain 
becomes one way of  discovering, maintaining, and asserting this inner core. 
Discussing why the boy in a hypothetical scenario should be able to make his own 
choices about his hair length, a 17 - year - old girl in Nucci ’ s research expresses this 
idea in the following way:

  That ’ s the way he thinks, and the way he acts, and the way he wants to be, and the 
way he wants others to see him, and the way he sees himself. It seems that you 
should be able to be a whole person and have your outside look like your inside 
looks, and people can ’ t determine what your inside looks like, the only person who 
can decide is you. So it seems that those should go together and that would be why 
people should determine their own appearance.  (Nucci,  2008 , p. 32)    

 Controlling one ’ s appearance is one way of  giving others an accurate representa-
tion of  one ’ s self; it allows one to represent the self  in a public way (Nucci,  2008 ). 
But it also allows adolescents to construct a concrete representation of  the self, 
and thus to come to know themselves better. Many American teens ’  bedrooms 
become extensions of  their personal style and appearance. Adolescents may add 
decorations and fl ourishes to refl ect their interests and to declare who they are 
and who they would like to be. This may be why confl icts over the condition or 
appearance of  the bedroom are so heated during middle adolescence. The bedroom 
becomes an extension of  the self  and an important vehicle for expressing one ’ s 
identity. Of  course, many youth (in the United States and elsewhere) do not have 
their own bedrooms or private areas in the house, but they may express these 
same concerns in other contexts and over other issues. Recall Anchee Min ’ s 
description of  Little Green ’ s attempts to assert her identity through her 
appearance. 

 Violations of  privacy may be more disturbing during middle adolescence than 
at earlier ages. Once adolescents begin to view the self  as having an inner core or 
essence, invasions of  privacy potentially become more serious. They may expose 
aspects of  the self  that adolescents do not want to reveal. Again, this is of  relevance 
for adolescent – parent relationships. Adolescents may react strongly to parental 
behaviors that are perceived as attempts to violate their privacy, and this leads 
both to increases in confl ict and to a greater emphasis on managing information. 
Therefore managing information about personal issues, friendships, and romantic 
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interests may have a developmental component. With age, these issues are increas-
ingly viewed as private matters. 

 Indeed, associations between adolescents ’  perceptions of  privacy invasion and 
adolescent – parent confl ict were examined longitudinally in a recent study (Hawk, 
Keijsers, Hale,  &  Meeus,  2009 ). Dutch adolescents ’  perceptions of  parental privacy 
invasion were associated with their confl icts with parents 1 year later, but only 
when privacy invasion was measured in middle adolescence (at age 15). In keeping 
with the description of  privacy as an emerging concern of  middle adolescence, 
associations were not observed when privacy invasion was measured in early 
adolescence, at age 13.  

  Late  a dolescence and  e merging  a dulthood 

 During late adolescence and emerging adulthood, the contradictory aspects of  
adolescents ’  self - portraits are no longer seen as being in opposition to each other 
(Harter  &  Monsour,  1992 ). They become integrated into a more abstract, higher -
 order construction. Harter  (2006)  notes that late adolescents no longer view 
contradictory attributes as refl ecting confl icting characteristics. For instance, an 
adolescent who perceives herself  as a diligent student but lackadaisical towards 
schoolwork is quoted by Harter  (2006)  as stating:  “ That ’ s normal, I mean you 
can ’ t just be a total  ‘ grind. ’  You ’ d be pretty boring if  you were. You have to be 
fl exible ”  (p. 546). The notion of  being fl exible allows adolescents to coordinate 
the perception that one is diligent with the perception of  being a slacker when it 
come to doing homework, just as the description of  oneself  as moody allows both 
for the possibility of  being depressed sometimes and cheerful other times. 

 Proulx and Chandler  (2009)  also fi nd that late adolescents describe the self  as 
unifi ed (or  “ multiplicitous ” ). Individuals have different desires and beliefs that 
arise in different circumstances, and these circumstances elicit good or bad behav-
ior. Yet, much as Harter and Monsour  (1992)  have found, late adolescents believe 
that individuals remain the same person regardless of  their behavior. But there is 
an additional wrinkle. Proulx and Chandler also found that, by late adolescence, 
adolescents attribute their good behavior to internal causes; they view the self  as 
volitional and active, and they take full responsibility for their good behavior. 
When making attributions about their bad behavior, however, late adolescents 
tended to blame their moral failings on external circumstances. Therefore, 
although they describe themselves as having a unifi ed self, their bad behavior 
stands outside of  it and is seen as due to situational causes. 

 Nucci  (1996)  claims that the result of  more integrated notions of  the person is 
a view of  the self  as labile. The self  constantly evolves as one makes personal 
decisions. Because the self  changes through decision - making, adolescents no 
longer rely on a notion of  a true self  or essence. Instead, the self  is constantly being 
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transformed in the process of  making personal choices. One 19 - year - old 
elaborates:

  It [the self] is a process, it ’ s not static. It ’ s dynamic. It ’ s always changing. You make 
yourself  as you ’ re going along by choosing to do those things that are coherent 
with what you think you are at that time or want to become.  (Quoted in Nucci, 
 1977 , p. 158)    

 American late adolescents come to view decisions regarding controlling one ’ s 
appearances as personal matters that are essential to the self. Adolescents also 
become concerned with impression management  –  with presenting a self  that will 
generate the type of  public responses they desire. Similar concerns with the pres-
entation of  self  also arise in relation to the importance of  privacy. In keeping some 
things private, adolescents must consider the social effects of  what they reveal to 
others. As Nucci notes, society cannot dictate one ’ s personal choices. This is 
clearly a subjective assessment. But, in considering the effects of  personal choices 
on others and what one should divulge, late adolescents increasingly coordinate 
their notions of  what is personal with conventional and moral issues. Thus devel-
opment appears to resolve earlier incongruities and contradictions in reasoning 
and to lead to increased integration and coordination of  social concepts. Control 
over personal issues becomes important to coordinating the self - system and con-
structing an internally consistent whole. 

 To summarize thus far, more abstract notions of  the personal domain emerge 
across the second decade of  life. Over time, these notions become increasingly 
integrated into a coherent self - system. (Although there is some preliminary evi-
dence from Proulx and Chandler that this integration may be achieved by some-
times disavowing one ’ s bad behavior, these researchers did not defi ne or investigate 
what  “ bad behavior ”  meant to their participants). We saw in earlier chapters that 
social interactions with parents, siblings, and friends facilitate the development of  
personal concepts. For instance, as described in Chapter  5 , the parents ’  provision 
of  choices in childhood sends tacit messages about what is personal and what is 
not. Interactions with parents and peers during adolescence similarly provide 
opportunities for adolescents to consider and negotiate the boundaries and the 
content of  the personal domain  –  and these interactions also facilitate the emer-
gence of  more mature concepts. It is important to remember that, although 
parents tacitly communicate about what they believe to be personal, children, 
adolescents, and adults also make claims, in an active manner, about what they 
believe should be personal. Desires for increased personal jurisdiction lead to 
increased confl ict with parents, particularly during the fi rst part of  adolescence, 
and to efforts to manage information in the second. In the next chapter we shall 
consider how relationships with parents change in emerging adulthood. But fi rst 
we consider how recent changes in adolescents ’  modes of  communication and, 
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specifi cally, how the dramatic increase in the use of  social media may refl ect 
alterations in autonomy.   

  Personal Expression, Privacy, and Social Media 

 New technology has dramatically altered adolescents ’  social interactions. There 
has been an explosion in adolescents ’  use of  social media, including blogging, 
frequenting online chat rooms, and online social networking (for instance through 
sites such as MySpace, Facebook, Friendster, and Bebo). The Pew Internet and 
American Life Project is tracking American adolescents ’  and adults ’  use of  social 
media in order to understand this emerging phenomenon better (Lenhart,  2009 , 
May 23). They have found that nearly all American adolescents aged 12 to 17 
spend time with their friends in face - to - face interaction. Two thirds also use cell 
phones, mostly to talk to friends on a daily basis. But almost two thirds of  those 
surveyed also send messages to friends by texting, sending emails, or using social 
networking sites. And, among the last ones, nearly half  use this medium to com-
municate daily with friends. Most American 15 -  to 17 - year - olds have online pro-
fi les on social networking sites (Lenhart,  2009 , May 23). Indeed, proportionally 
more middle adolescents maintain online profi les than either younger adolescents 
or adults over 24 years of  age, although the biggest users are late adolescents and 
emerging adults (18 -  to 24 - year - olds). 

 There has been widespread public anxiety about the types of  personal informa-
tion that teenagers make available online (Livingstone,  2008 ). And adolescents ’  
extensive use of  social media suggests an interesting paradox. Throughout this 
book, I have described adolescents as being concerned with expanding and con-
trolling their personal domains. Yet adolescents appear to be sharing personal, 
even intimate information with ever - widening circles of  friends and casual 
acquaintances. For instance, researchers Kaveri Subrahmanyam, David Smahel, 
and Patricia Greenfi eld  (2006)  from the University of  California, Los Angeles 
found that, in using online chat rooms (both monitored and unmonitored), 
younger teens provide more identity information  –  such as age, gender, and loca-
tion  –  in their chats than older adolescents do. In contrast, 18 -  to 24 - year - olds are 
more likely than younger teens to include sexual content. Adolescents appear to 
provide very personal information in contexts that are easily accessible to friends 
and strangers alike. 

 But emerging scholarship suggests that privacy concerns do loom large for 
teenagers when they use social media. As I mentioned in Chapter  11 , social net-
works offer a context for managing social relationships. Nearly all adolescents (as 
well as adults) use online networks to stay in touch with pre - existing friends. Far 
fewer adolescents and adults, although still a considerable percentage (49% of  
each), use online social networking to make friends (Lenhart, Madden, Smith,  &  
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Macgill,  2007 ). Livingstone  (2008)  claims that adolescents view online social net-
working mostly as a peer context that is safe from parents ’  surveillance. In other 
words, it provides a milieu for information management. Adolescents have the 
option to keep information private by choosing whom to  “ befriend ”  and whether 
to keep their profi les private. They use social media as a tool for creating and 
managing their identity. Their profi les afford an opportunity to construct and 
present their self  and to experiment with their identity in a social environment. 
Whereas adults may view it as risky to make information available on these sites, 
adolescents do not. 

 Indeed, a daily diary study of  college students ’  use of  Facebook (one of  the most 
popular social networking sites in the United States) showed that much of  the 
information adolescents presented on their profi le page was relatively innocuous 
(Pempek, Yermolayeva,  &  Calvert,  2009 ). They expressed their identity mainly 
by posting information about their interests and media preferences, like their 
favorite music, movies, and books. These are primarily personal issues. Therefore 
it appears that only the medium is novel. The developmental processes at work 
are the same; they are merely expressed in a new context. Adolescents are con-
structing their identity through exercising personal choices. 

 According to Pempek and colleagues  (2009) , teenagers post pictures of  them-
selves as a way of  expressing their identity. In their study, girls posted photos more 
often than boys did. They also frequently untagged (deleted) photos that others 
posted of  them, mainly because they did not like the way they looked. Boys also 
deleted photos of  themselves, but they were more likely than girls to do this 
because the photos depicted behaviors (like drinking) that they did not want 
others to see. It may be that the ability to change rapidly the information posted 
on one ’ s social networking profi le gives adolescents an opportunity to construct 
and explore the multiple selves that emerge in middle adolescence. It may also 
allow them to experiment with reconciling the outside self  of  public appearance 
with their  “ true ”  or authentic self. 

 Blogging, too, appears to provide a context for identity construction and expres-
sion. According to the Pew Internet and American Life Project, the primary 
reasons for blogging are creative self - expression and the documenting and sharing 
of  personal experiences  –  concerns that are particularly salient during adolescence 
(Lenhart  &  Fox,  2006 , July 19). The use of  sexual content in chat rooms has also 
been seen as refl ecting adolescents ’  attempts to explore their sexual identity 
(Subrahmanyam et al.,  2006 ). 

 Livingstone ’ s  (2008)  conclusions about social networks as primarily a means of  
peer communication were based on qualitative interviews with a small group of  
adolescents. The discussions of  privacy, she notes, were the liveliest part of  her 
interviews. She proposes that privacy in the context of  online social networking 
pertains to controlling  who  knows what about you, rather than to  what  they know. 
Livingstone states:  “ The point is that teenagers must and do disclose personal 
information in order to sustain intimacy, but they wish to be in control of  how 
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they manage this disclosure ”  (p. 405). Indeed, disclosure of  some personal infor-
mation online (for instance, descriptors such as age and gender) is merely a way 
of  conveying information that is typically observed in face - to - face interaction 
(Subrahmanyam et al.,  2006 ). As these researchers note, though, the pitfall of  using 
social networking sites like Facebook is that these do not allow adolescents to 
make subtle discriminations among their social relationships. They fail to capture 
the varying levels of  privacy that adolescents may wish to maintain in making 
information available. Nevertheless, these researchers believe that adults ’  con-
cerns about privacy risks in adolescents ’  use of  social media are somewhat over-
blown. Most adolescents do maintain some control over who can access their 
profi les.  

  Coordinations  b etween Personal Concepts 
and Concepts of Morality 

 A central proposition of  this book is that individuals distinguish among different 
types of  social knowledge. Much of  my focus has been on the personal domain 
and its relevance for adolescents ’  developing autonomy. But various theorists 
have noted the close relationship between psychological notions of  self  and indi-
viduals ’  understanding of  moral issues. For instance, Piaget  (1965)  claimed that 
some individuality is necessary for the development of  moral judgments. And as 
I noted in Chapter  4 , philosophers also view claims about rights as having their 
basis in establishing and maintaining personal agency (Dworkin,  1978 ; Gewirth, 
 1978 ). In agreement with these notions, researchers from the social domain per-
spective, including Charles Helwig  (2006)  and Larry Nucci  (1996, 2008) , have 
asserted that personal concepts inform the construction of  morality. The elements 
of  the personal domain, such as control over one ’ s body and claims regarding 
freedom of  expression, communication, and association, provide the grounding 
for moral conceptions of  rights. 

 In Chapter  4  we saw that, when harm is presented in a direct and unambiguous 
way, nearly all children and adolescents judge it to be wrong to harm another. 
The ability to make rudimentary moral judgments about hypothetical situations 
that are straightforward and familiar and involve physical harm and others ’  welfare 
emerges between 2 and 3 years of  age (Smetana  &  Braeges,  1990 ). Numerous 
studies (reviewed in Smetana,  2006 ) have shown that these judgments become 
more stable and are reliably applied by age 4. But this does not mean that 4 - year -
 olds make mature moral judgments! As they grow older, children are increasingly 
able to take into consideration diverse beliefs, motives, and intentions in making 
moral judgments. 

 The claim is that concepts of  rights have their basis in children ’ s developing 
notions of  the personal domain. A general understanding of  moral rights, at least 
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among North American children, develops during childhood. Charles Helwig ’ s 
careful studies demonstrate that Canadian children as young as 6 years of  age view 
freedom of  speech and religion as universal rights, which apply in all cultures. 
They also view restrictions placed on these rights by governments as wrong or 
illegitimate (Helwig,  1997, 1998 ). However, Helwig found age - related differences 
among young children ’ s justifi cations for upholding freedom of  speech and reli-
gion. At fi rst, children (6 - year - olds) link these rights to their developing notions 
of  the personal domain. They support civil liberties by appealing to needs for 
personal choice and individual expression. Beginning around 8 years of  age, 
however, children start to see the broader implications of  these rights for society, 
culture, and democratic institutions. For instance, they view freedom of  speech 
as a way to correct societal injustices by enabling individuals to voice their con-
cerns in protests or petitions. They also regard these freedoms as facilitating the 
kind of  communication among individuals that could potentially lead to societal 
change (Helwig,  1998 ). 

 And more: recall that, as we saw in Chapter  6 , Helwig and his colleagues ’  
studies have shown that children in China also apply concepts of  rights. By middle 
childhood, children develop more mature notions of  the political realm and rights. 
Their conceptions include an understanding of  the value and function of  civil 
liberties within a democratic political order. More sophisticated understandings 
of  how rights are applied in different social contexts develop during adolescence. 
Adolescents become more able to understand how the features of  situations infl u-
ence rights. They also become more adept at considering the infl uence of  psycho-
logical factors like their perceptions of  the competence and maturity of  agents to 
exercise their rights. 

 Therefore the basic features of  civil liberties as moral rights develop in child-
hood. Except for the research in China, Helwig ’ s approach and methods have not 
been used to study young children ’ s conceptions of  rights in other parts of  the 
world. But in Chapter  6  I described other approaches to studying adolescents ’  
conceptions of  rights cross - culturally. For instance, Wainryb and Turiel ’ s research 
on the Druze Arabs in Israel also included a study focusing on Druze Arab 13 -  and 
17 - year - olds ’  and adults ’  evaluation of  freedom of  speech, religion, and reproduc-
tion (Turiel  &  Wainryb,  1998 ). When these three rights were presented abstractly, 
Druze participants overwhelmingly endorsed them for individuals in their own 
country  –  although for freedom of  speech and religion more than for reproduc-
tion. They also evaluated negatively laws that restricted these freedoms. Age 
differences refl ected in their judgments paralleled what Helwig  (1995)  has found. 
Late adolescents and adults viewed it as more acceptable to violate unjust laws 
restricting civil liberties than early adolescents did. Also in harmony with Helwig ’ s 
 (1995)  fi ndings, when Druze participants applied the same rights in confl icting 
situations, they sometimes subordinated those rights to other social and moral 
concerns. In other words they believed that there are legitimate reasons to restrict 
rights in some circumstances; rights did not  “ override ”  all other considerations. 
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Their evaluations also refl ected the hierarchical structure of  their society. As we 
saw in the study of  Druze Arabs described in Chapter  6 , rights were applied dif-
ferently to males and females. Druze participants viewed it as more of  a wrong 
for husbands and fathers to restrict their sons ’  than their wives ’  and daughters ’  
freedoms. But women also viewed the restriction of  their rights as unfair. Therefore 
this study demonstrated a complex coordination of  rights with other types of  
concerns. The social structure clearly infl uenced the way in which individuals 
thought about morality  –  and it was not a simple way. 

 Another line of  research has been informed by policy concerns, as refl ected in 
the United Nations ’  Convention on the Rights of  the Child; and this line was 
developed to address the need to establish universal rights that can be used to 
guide policy in different countries. The focus of  this research is on distinctions 
between children ’ s nurturance and self - determination rights. Nurturance rights 
are defi ned broadly as society ’ s obligation to consider the best interests of  the child 
and, more narrowly, as the child ’ s right to care and protection. Thus nurturance 
rights can be seen as similar or analogous to what I have referred to throughout 
this book as moral issues. In contrast, self - determination rights are defi ned as 
children ’ s ability to exercise control over different areas of  their own lives even 
when their views might confl ict with those of  the supervising adults, and as chil-
dren ’ s right to freedom of  expression. Self - determination rights correspond to 
what I have referred to here as personal issues. 

 Several cross - cultural studies have examined whether children ’ s reasoning 
refl ects particular cultural orientations towards rights. For instance, in one study, 
rural and urban early and late adolescents from mainland China evaluated chil-
dren ’ s nurturance and self - determination rights (Lahat, Helwig, Yang, Tan,  &  Liu, 
 2009 ). Late adolescents (and urban youth) endorsed self - determination more than 
early adolescents (and rural youth) did. Adolescents prioritized self - determination 
rights both when these rights were in confl ict with authority ’ s desires and when 
they confl icted with nurturance rights. In these cases, adolescents reasoned about 
concerns for personal choice and autonomy. In contrast, adolescents ’  reasoning 
about nurturance rights focused on their own psychological and physical well -
 being. Thus this study, much like the study of  Druze Arabs just described, dem-
onstrates that the endorsement of  rights and personal choice is not restricted to 
individuals in Western cultures. 

 Nurturance and self - determination right have also been compared among 
Malaysian ethnic Chinese, Canadian, American, and Swiss early adolescents 
(Cherney  &  Shing,  2008 ). Regardless of  their country of  origin, all early adoles-
cents advocated rights on the basis of  concerns with fairness, autonomy, and 
democratic decision - making. Under some circumstances, adolescents also rejected 
existing cultural practices. There were cross - cultural differences in whether indi-
viduals emphasized nurturance versus self - determination rights. The differences 
were based on how these individuals evaluated the features of  the different situ-
ations. But children ’ s developmental competence was an important concern in 
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considering whether adolescents should be granted rights. As Helwig  (1997)  has 
claimed, as children grow older, they are better able to consider the infl uence of  
psychological factors when making judgments. 

 These studies compared adolescents ’  evaluations of  rights as presented in 
straightforward situations with their evaluations of  rights in situations where there 
were competing moral concerns, or where moral considerations were in confl ict 
with conventional matters. But in some situations individuals must coordinate 
moral issues with personal choices in order to behave in their own self - interest. 
And there may be ambiguity about whether particular actions cause harm. In 
ongoing research, Larry Nucci and Elliot Turiel  (2007, 2009)  are investigating 
children ’ s and adolescents ’  ability to weigh different types of  concerns. They are 
in the course of  examining children ’ s and adolescents ’  moral evaluations about 
either helping someone in need or refraining from infl icting harm (either directly 
or indirectly) to the other person. 

 In one set of  stories, both the moral situations of  helping and those of  harming 
were depicted in a straightforward way, without competing goals. Overall, Nucci 
and Turiel found that, in these situations, evaluations did not change with age. As 
we have found in studying very young children, there was near unanimous agree-
ment that it is wrong to harm and good to help. As one 8 - year - old participant 
stated:  “ He ’ s stealing, and [ … ] it ’ s not good to steal. ”  Another 8 - year - old said:  “ It ’ s 
someone else ’ s $10 bill, she shouldn ’ t keep it because it ’ s not hers. ”  

 Children and adolescents also evaluated situations where the moral choice was 
in confl ict with the protagonist ’ s personal goals (that is, with self - interest) or with 
the needs or desires of  a third party. For instance, in one story, a child needs to 
earn money in order to participate in an activity with her friends. She is on an 
empty bus, when a second person unknowingly drops money while attempting 
to pay the bus fare. The child has to decide whether to alert the passenger or to 
keep the money for herself. In addition, Nucci and Turiel systematically varied 
the scenarios to describe the protagonist as a neutral other, as a sympathetic or 
needy other, or as an antagonistic other (as in situations where the transgression 
was provoked). For instance, in the story about the dropped money, the actor was 
variously described in a neutral way or as a vulnerable child. 

 These results were complex. Along with their understanding of  fairness, 
adolescents showed a greater capacity to incorporate ambiguous aspects of  
moral situations as they got older. For example, in considering direct harm in 
confl ict situations (such as hitting in response to provocation), many children 
thought that it was permissible to hit back and that one should be able to engage 
in  “ self - defense ”  in these situations. More 10 -  to 14 - year - olds than 8 -  and 16 - year -
 olds thought that they had the right to self - defense in response to hitting. But 
when the child who hit fi rst was described as emotionally vulnerable, the moral 
acceptability of  hitting in self - defense disappeared. 

 Moral thinking did not progress in a linear fashion. Rather, there was a U - shaped 
pattern of  moral growth in children ’ s and adolescents ’  judgments and in their 
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ability to integrate divergent aspects of  situations. There were periods of  transition 
in teenagers ’  thinking. Adolescents (14 - year - olds) were more able than younger 
children to consider aspects of  moral situations, but they applied moral criteria 
unevenly and with uncertainty. During this transitional period, adolescents 
attended to new features of  moral situations and groped towards more complex 
integrations of  moral thought. In particular, in early to middle adolescence, their 
attempts to establish boundaries of  personal jurisdiction resulted in an over -
 application of  conceptions of  rights in morally ambiguous contexts. They were 
 “ blinded ”  by the personal aspects of  situations and gave more weight to personal 
prerogatives and personal goals in early to middle adolescence relative to pre -
 adolescence or late adolescence. As a 14 - year - old in Nucci and Turiel ’ s  (2007, 2009)  
study stated,  “ I think she has a right to do what she wants to [about stealing]. 
Because it is once again his decision to do what he wants ”  (quoted in Nucci,  2008 , 
p. 49). Another adolescent of  the same age noted:  “ He ’ s got every right to keep 
the ten dollars, like I said, because it ’ s in nowhere land. And it ’ s his; he found it. 
It ’ s not in the kid ’ s house or anything ”  (quoted in Nucci,  2008 , p. 48). 

 Readers may have noticed that this description of  uncertainty and instability in 
early to middle adolescents ’  ability to integrate different moral notions resembles 
the picture of  confl icts, confusions, and contradictions emerging from the self -
 descriptions of  middle adolescents in Susan Harter ’ s analysis. Yet, although some 
interesting parallels indeed exist, there are also important differences. Harter 
presented contradictions in self - descriptions (and the resulting confl icts) as the 
defi ning characteristic of  middle adolescents ’  thinking about the self. The over -
 extension of  the personal domain, which Nucci and Turiel (2008) found in moral 
thinking at this age, was much more limited in its scope than Harter found in 
describing middle adolescents ’  self - conceptions. Instability in thinking was appar-
ent only when adolescents attempted to coordinate reasoning about harm with 
the idea of  helping in conditions that involved vulnerable individuals. Uncertainty 
and ambiguity in moral thinking was not evident in evaluations of  straightfor-
ward, prototypical moral issues, or in judgments about neutral situations or pro-
voked transgressions. In addition, Harter and Monsour  (1992)  found that 
contradictions in self - descriptions resulted in subjectively experienced confl icts 
and confusion. In contrast, Nucci and Turiel provide little evidence that teenagers ’  
over - application of  personal concepts in morally ambiguous contexts was 
psychologically troublesome or problematic. Adolescents did not subjectively 
experience such contradictions as confl ictual. Rather, the latter appeared to 
represent adolescents ’  efforts to coordinate the boundaries of  the personal and 
moral domains. 

 As adolescence progressed, teenagers were better able to distinguish personal 
choices from conceptions of  rights. They became better able to coordinate the 
moral, conventional, and personal aspects of  multifaceted moral situations. For 
instance, a 16 - year - old responded:  “ Like I said before, you don ’ t have a right to 
steal money, and this is still stealing because you know who dropped that money. 
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It ’ s not like breaking into someone ’ s house, but it ’ s still stealing ”  (quoted in Nucci, 
 2008 , p. 49). Developmental changes refl ected shifts in understanding what it 
means to have a  “ right ”  to do something, as opposed to having the free will to 
determine one ’ s actions. This change was combined with shifts in the conception 
of  one ’ s objective moral obligations to others. There was a greater tendency 
among older adolescents to evaluate moral actions independently of  the relation-
ship between protagonist and victim. They also appeared more inclined than 
early adolescents to express forgiveness and compassion. All this indicates that 
older adolescents were better able to coordinate the moral and the personal 
domain when these were in confl ict. 

 Although the results of  Nucci and Turiel ’ s  (2007)  study are preliminary, several 
other studies have shown similar age trends. In Chapter  6 , I discussed Helwig ’ s 
research on adolescents ’  conceptions of  rights in abstract, contextualized, and 
multifaceted situations (where the contextualized confl icts resulted in physical 
harm or inequality). As I noted earlier, the great majority of  Helwig ’ s adolescent 
participants viewed freedom of  speech and religion as universally applicable rights, 
both when they were presented in abstract form and when they were presented 
in contextualized situations. In general, older adolescents gave priority to civil 
liberties across a broader range of  situations than younger adolescents did. But 
the types of  complex integrations of  moral thought that Nucci and Turiel  (2007)  
observed were also evident in older adolescents ’  evaluations of  multifaceted situ-
ations. Older adolescents were better able to coordinate their notions of  equality 
with psychological differences in individuals, much as Cherney and Shing  (2008)  
reported in their cross - cultural studies of  rights. 

 Similar results were found in the longitudinal study of  adolescents ’  perceptions 
of  the right to engage in potentially harmful risky behaviors (Flanagan, Stout,  &  
Gallay,  2008 ), described in Chapter  9 . Recall that this research examined 11 -  to 
18 - year - olds ’  beliefs in the government ’ s right to intervene in, or regulate, poten-
tially risky behaviors (referred to as public health beliefs), and the same teenagers ’  
endorsement of  individual rights. These beliefs followed different developmental 
trajectories over the 3 years of  the study. Both when they were examined at a 
single point in time and when they were examined over an extended period, 
middle adolescents were less likely to believe that society had the right to control 
individuals ’  involvement in risky behaviors than early or late adolescents were. 
By late adolescence, teens appear to develop more sophisticated conceptions of  
health beliefs, which involve a coordination between individual rights (individu-
als ’  personal choice to experiment with substances) and  “ a recognition of  the need 
for laws enacted by government that constrain individuals ’  rights in the interest 
of  a larger public good ”  (Flanagan et al.,  2008 , p. 831). Thus, much as Nucci and 
Turiel  (2007, 2009)  found, middle adolescence involves an over - extension of  
the personal domain and what the authors refer to as  “ an ardent commitment to 
personal rights as a basis for making decisions ”  (Flanagan et al.,  2008 , p. 831). But 
by late adolescence youth are able to strike a better balance between the right to 
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autonomy and their understanding of  the need for society to protect the welfare 
of  its citizens. 

 We also found evidence of  similar age - related trends in a recent study of  ado-
lescents ’  and parents ’  evaluations of  helping in hypothetical situations where the 
adolescent ’ s or the parent ’ s needs were in confl ict with the other ’ s personal desires 
(Smetana, Tasopoulos - Chan, Villalobos et al.,  2009 ). Previous research has shown 
that children and adolescents overwhelmingly evaluate hypothetical actors as 
being obligated to help individuals when needs are great and individuals are in 
great distress. But here we examined competing desires manifest in the types of  
everyday situations that teenagers and parents often face. And a novel feature of  
this study was that we obtained parents ’  as well as their adolescent children ’ s 
evaluations. 

 The interpersonal needs depicted in these stories were mundane, and they were 
systematically varied so as to refl ect very minor or moderate needs. But in all cases 
they confl icted with competing and potentially legitimate personal desires. For 
instance, in one story, Mary and her friends want Mary ’ s mother to help them 
with preparing an act for a school talent show. Mary ’ s mother has a special exper-
tise that could help them win, which the teens desperately want. However, Mary ’ s 
mother is looking forward to attending her monthly book club meeting. Should 
Mary ’ s mother help? In another story, Ellen ’ s father has hired some waitresses for 
a big holiday party, but one of  the waitresses has called in sick. Ellen ’ s father 
cannot fi nd a replacement. He asks Ellen, who has experience as a waitress, to 
help. But Ellen has been looking forward to a long - planned sledding party with a 
big group of  friends. Should she help? As these examples illustrate, the stories 
swapped the character (parent or child) whose need confl icted with a personal 
desire. 

 Parents considered it more obligatory to help both the parents and the teens 
and less permissible for both to assert personal desires in the condition where 
needs were greater, even though the levels of  needs depicted in all of  these stories 
were quite minimal overall. Parents also allowed adolescents more autonomy. 
Compared to their children, parents viewed it as more permissible for hypotheti-
cal teens to satisfy their personal desires in situations where parents ’  needs were 
low. In sum, parents coordinated and balanced adolescents ’  desires for greater 
autonomy with obligations to assist other family members who asked for 
assistance. 

 As I noted in Chapter  1 , a persistent theme emerging from public opinion polls 
and social science commentaries is that American youth are selfi sh, lacking in 
moral values, and in a state of  moral decline. Furthermore, researchers comparing 
the responses of  Americans to those of  individuals from other, more collectivist 
cultures have asserted that Americans consider themselves to be morally obligated 
to help only in extreme circumstances and in cases where needs are pressing. But 
these claims were not born out in this study. European American adolescents 
viewed teens as relatively obligated to help their parents even when the needs 
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were trivial. Their reasoning focused on concern for others ( “ she should stay 
home so she could please her parents ” ) and role responsibilities ( “  ’ cause family 
matters more ” ). 

 Adolescents did use personal reasons to justify ignoring parents ’  requests for 
help and satisfying personal desires ( “  ’ cause I just like going out with my friends 
and stuff  like that, and it ’ s probably just good for her to get out and have some 
fun ” ). In these situations, their reasons were based in equal measure on personal 
and on pragmatic reasons ( “ because he already had plans ” ) and on prudential 
justifi cations ( “ he probably needed to study and getting good grades is more 
important ” ). In contrast, even when parents believed that it was permissible for 
adolescents to fulfi ll their personal desires, they rarely reasoned about adolescents ’  
personal choices. Parents focused primarily on the pragmatic or prudential aspects 
of  the situations. The prevalence of  personal reasoning among adolescents and its 
absence among parents refl ect the paradigmatic differences between parents ’  and 
adolescents ’  perspectives, which I have described as characterizing situations of  
adolescent – parent confl ict. 

 To elucidate age trends further, we also compared 12 -  and 15 - year - olds ’  
responses with college students ’  judgments. There was no clear and linear age 
trend refl ecting an increased awareness of  the need to help parents. Indeed, when 
interpersonal needs were low, adolescents (7th and 10th graders) viewed hypo-
thetical teen actors as having more of  an obligation to help their parents and 
considered it less permissible to ignore parental requests and fulfi ll their personal 
desires than college students did! College students, who were living away from 
home for the fi rst time, appeared to be less  “ tuned in ”  to hypothetical parents ’  
desires in these low - need situations. 

 But, refl ecting the U - shaped trend found in Nucci and Turiel ’ s  (2007)  study, 
both early adolescents and college students viewed hypothetical teens as signifi -
cantly more selfi sh than middle adolescents did when these teens would consider 
personal desires in situations where parents expressed greater interpersonal needs. 
Middle adolescents were aware of  their obligations to help. However, they 
believed that they had more of  a right to satisfy their personal desires than younger 
and older adolescents did, and they considered it less selfi sh when they satisfi ed 
them.  

  Development within and  a cross Domains 

 So, what do these studies imply about development? What is development the 
development of ? Let me start with what it is not. The research reviewed here and 
in earlier chapters differs from theoretical perspectives that argue that social and 
moral reasoning develops in broad orientations or global stages. For instance, the 
fi ndings are not consistent with Laurence Kohlberg ’ s  (1984)  well - known theory 
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of  moral judgment development. As noted earlier, in Kohlberg ’ s moral - stage 
theory, moral concepts develop through a series of  six universal, sequential, and 
hierarchical stages, in which concepts of  justice and rights become progressively 
differentiated from nonmoral concepts like social conventions, personal prefer-
ences and entitlements, and concerns with prudence and pragmatics. According 
to Kohlberg, only individuals who are at the most advanced level of  moral reason-
ing fully differentiate and prioritize justice and rights over nonmoral concerns. 
However, Kohlberg ’ s own empirical research indicates that few, if  any, individuals 
actually attain this advanced level of  moral reasoning. His research reveals that 
most individuals are stuck at what he refers to as the  “ conventional ”  level, where 
moral reasoning is structured by interpersonal needs, role obligations, and respect 
for societal rules and authority. 

 As we have seen throughout this book, there is persuasive evidence that even 
young children treat moral issues pertaining to harm, welfare, and rights as quali-
tatively distinct  –  along a number of  dimensions  –  from social conventional norms 
(including respect for societal rules and authority), from matters of  prudence, and 
from personal preferences and choices. Kohlberg ’ s claim that individuals are not 
attuned to distinctly moral concerns may be more of  a refl ection of  the methods 
he used than of  limitations in adolescents ’  moral reasoning. He derived his six -
 stage theory of  moral judgment development from responses to complex, hypo-
thetical dilemmas entailing confl icting moral and nonmoral concerns. 

 We have seen that the way individuals weigh and coordinate different features 
of  situations varies depending on the parameters of  these situations, as well as on 
individual circumstances. Research discussed here and in earlier chapters demon-
strates that, when considering moral matters, adolescents coordinate moral with 
 –  and sometimes (but not always) prioritize moral over  –  conventional, personal, 
and pragmatic concerns. Therefore the age - related differences are not in whether 
children and adolescents view issues as moral and pertaining to justice, welfare, 
and rights. Rather, these differences are in how they weigh and coordinate con-
fl icting moral concerns or moral, conventional, and personal features of  situations. 
As adolescents mature, they conceive of  moral concepts as more broadly applica-
ble and generalizable. But at the same time they are better able to consider the 
context. This means that the way in which individuals coordinate moral, personal, 
and conventional concerns in particular situations depends in part on the features 
of  different situations and on their salience. These features may be evaluated dif-
ferently in different contexts. The salience of  different features (for instance safety 
concerns, or autonomy) may be heightened in different cultural, ethnic, and socio-
economic status contexts. 

 Furthermore, as we have seen repeatedly throughout this book, concerns with 
individual rights  –  with autonomy, personal freedoms, and personal choice  –  are 
all legitimate concerns, which are articulated by children, adolescents, and adults 
in different cultures  –  and not just in the West. They refl ect central components 
of  the self  and, as various theorists have claimed, basic human needs. Therefore, 
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on the basis of  a great deal of  empirical evidence, I have argued that these are 
concerns of  individuals both in individualistic and in collectivistic cultures. Part of  
my argument has been that these broad cultural categories do not do justice to the 
variations in reasoning that are found within individuals across cultures. Concerns 
with autonomy, agency, and personal choice may, at times, confl ict with, and 
be subordinated to, moral matters and conventional norms; but individuals are 
concerned with establishing the boundaries of  the personal domain and the right 
to control certain issues. The evidence clearly points to the negative consequences 
for adjustment and mental health, for individuals worldwide, of  situations where 
the personal domain is overly restricted (although what is perceived as over-
control  –  and also as personal  –  varies in different cultural contexts). 

 Furthermore, it should be noted that this view also bears on socialization 
approaches to social development  –  which, in my view, place undue emphasis on 
compliance (committed or otherwise) as the focal measure of  successful social 
development. Clearly, children need to learn the appropriate norms, rules, and 
conventions of  their society. They also need to acquire moral values. But I have 
argued that children are actively engaged in interpreting and evaluating the dif-
ferent social conventional rules, norms, and standards they encounter. An under-
standing of  cultural norms and expectations and of  moral matters develops 
through reciprocal interactions. And as we have seen, healthy social development 
involves pulls towards acquiring culture - specifi c expectations and norms, pushes 
towards questioning them (especially when they involve violations of  rights 
and harm to others), and needs to establish arenas of  personal choice and 
decision - making. 

 Therefore there is no  “ one size fi ts all ”  answer to how adolescents at different 
ages reason in particular situations. As they grow older, adolescents are better able 
to take into consideration the psychological characteristics of  the actors and the 
nature of  the conventional concerns. At the same time, they view justice and rights 
as more broadly applicable, and as sometimes overriding other concerns. Thus 
there are universal features of  moral judgments, but they are infl uenced by their 
social context, as well as by the relevant informational assumptions. 

 Moreover, along with others, I have claimed that different types of  social inter-
action infl uence the development of  different systems of  social knowledge (moral, 
conventional, and psychological). But, in addition, children and adolescents grow 
up in very different circumstances, both within and between cultures. These dif-
ferent social experiences also produce individual differences in how concepts are 
applied in particular situations. For instance, in considering adolescents ’  judg-
ments regarding legitimate parental authority, we saw that adolescents ’  experi-
ences with parents and peers affect how broadly or narrowly they construct the 
boundaries of  the personal (and other) domains. Parenting styles, parental disci-
pline practices, and identifi cation with particular peer crowds all may infl uence 
adolescents ’  social judgments. This means that, with age, adolescents ’  social rea-
soning is  both  more context - bound and more generalizable. Although this may 
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seem paradoxical, it refl ects the individuals ’  developing ability to coordinate dif-
ferent features of  situations in an integrated way. 

 This focus on integration as a central feature of  adolescent development is 
congruent with another body of  research, which emerges from recent studies of  
adolescent brain development (see Steinberg,  2005, 2008  for reviews). This 
research has shown that normal development during adolescence can be under-
stood in terms of  the  “ coordination of  emotional, intellectual, and behavioral 
proclivities and capabilities ”  (Steinberg,  2005 , p. 69). The focus of  this research is 
much different from what I have described in this book. It is on how different 
aspects of  brain development become coordinated. It focuses in particular on the 
integration of  brain regions and systems that regulate behavior and emotion (also 
on the development of  response inhibition and on the calibration of  risk and 
reward). Nevertheless, the argument is similar. Development during adolescence 
(and young adulthood) involves the coordination of  different systems (here, of  
social knowledge) that may develop in different ways and at different rates. Their 
lack of  coordination may lead to potential diffi culties in development, and suc-
cessful development is marked by their integration or coordination. 

 Recently, it has become popular, particularly in social psychology, to discount 
the view that individuals are rational beings. Instead, one prominent view is that 
individuals rely heavily on implicit knowledge, or nonconscious social cognition 
(Bargh  &  Chartrand,  1999 ). The proposition, as applied to moral and social reason-
ing, has been that individuals respond to social events in primarily affective, intui-
tive, and automated ways. Therefore it is claimed that, in everyday life, reasoning 
rarely results from a deliberative process. According to this view, most of  the time 
we are sleepwalking. We are said to respond to situations in an emotional, non-
refl ective way; only very occasionally do we reason or deliberate. (One wonders 
whether the authors of  these accounts view their own theoretical products in a 
similar way, or whether these views only apply when they think about others as 
mostly nonrational.) A further corollary of  this proposition is that reasoning (cog-
nition) is seen as distinct from affect. They are described as separate realms. In 
this view, affective reactions, not cognition, are seen as the norm in our everyday 
social lives. 

 In contrast to this view, I have presented evidence here to show that children, 
adolescents, and adults are active, volitional beings who seek to make sense of  
their social surroundings. They refl ect and act on their moral, social, and personal 
understandings. As Turiel  (2002)  noted,  “ deliberation and refl ection [ … ] should 
not be taken to mean only that we sit down, take time off, sip a cup of  coffee, and 
ponder the universe ”  (p. 292). Once ideas have been formed, thinking and reason-
ing may seem to occur in an automatic way; but my claim here is that adolescents 
form their ideas through thought and refl ection. Therefore, adolescents may 
contest their parents ’  conventions and challenge the status quo in terms of  where 
the boundaries of  personal issues should be drawn. They may incorporate these 
ideas into their responses to social events. But this does not mean that adolescents 
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necessarily sit down and brood about these issues. They refl ect and act in a seam-
less way. 

 My approach to analyzing adolescent – parent interactions focuses on social 
cognition, or the meaning that adolescents and parents make out of  their social 
interactions. But it should be clear by now that these discussions  –  and adolescents ’  
and parents ’  constructions of  the social world more generally  –  involve feelings 
and emotional responses. Reasoning is not necessarily  “ cold - blooded ”  or devoid 
of  emotion. As we saw in Chapter  4 , emotions are deeply embedded in social 
reasoning. And, as the analyses of  adolescent – parent confl ict suggest, distinctions 
between reasoning and affect cannot always be easily drawn. The emotional force 
of  adolescent – parent disagreements may lead to transformations both in the ado-
lescents ’  and in the parents ’  reasoning.  

  Summary and Conclusions 

 For much of  this book, I have focused on how children, adolescents, and adults 
in different contexts and cultures apply moral, conventional, and personal con-
cepts to their thinking about different social situations. I have focused, in particu-
lar, on adolescents ’  thinking about adolescent – parent relationships and on how 
adolescents ’  perspectives sometimes clash with their parents ’  perspectives. In this 
chapter I have elaborated on the description of  moral and personal concepts by 
discussing how concepts in each domain change with age and with increasing 
social experience. In Chapter  5  I have also described age - related changes in social 
conventional concepts; you may recall that adolescents ’  understanding of  conven-
tions moves through successive phases of  affi rmation, and then negation, of  the 
importance of  conventions in structuring social life. Therefore, during adoles-
cence, concepts in each domain become more complex and differentiated. I have 
also described how age - related changes in thinking infl uence the coordination of  
concepts in different domains. 

 In this chapter we saw that there are some  “ bumps on the road ”  to these new 
advances in thinking. Middle adolescence (at least among the North American 
children who have been the focus of  much of  this research) appears to be a period 
of  particular diffi culty and vulnerability. Adolescents struggle to resolve problems 
in their understanding of  both self  and morality. They may experience increased 
confl ict and confusion as they seek to reconcile divergent and sometimes con-
tradictory aspects of  the self, which were not evident to them at earlier ages. 
Thus advances in awareness bring new problems to be resolved. Furthermore, 
Harter  (2006)  has made connections between these intrapsychic confl icts of  
middle adolescence, to which girls are more prone, and girls ’  increased risks of  
depression, which also arise at this age. Adolescents also appear to over - extend 
the personal domain in their attempts to coordinate moral notions of  rights with 
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their developing notions of  the personal. For a brief  period of  time they may be 
insensitive to the moral dimensions of  some complex situations. These concerns 
with self, identity, and personal expression are evident in adolescents ’  interactions 
that use social media. But, while these emerging technologies represent new social 
contexts, the issue of  establishing the self, identity, and control over personal 
issues is the same, whether it is expressed on social networking sites or in face - to -
 face peer interactions. 

 As all this suggest, social development during adolescence is complex and 
fraught with both challenges and opportunities. But by the end of  the second 
decade of  life most adolescents have more nuanced, contextually sensitive, and 
integrated social, moral, and personal understandings of  their social world. 
Adolescents construct, elaborate, and negotiate their social worlds in their interac-
tions with parents, siblings, and peers. We will conclude in the following chapter 
by considering transitions to adulthood and the changes they bring to parent –
 adolescent relationships.         



  13 

Life Beyond Adolescence 
 Transitions to Adulthood     

     In Chapter  12  we saw that different strands in the social understanding of  teenag-
ers become elaborated upon and coordinated in adolescence. In this fi nal chapter 
we consider changes in parent – child relationships as adolescence draws to a close. 
We also refl ect on the implications of  adolescent – parent relationships for adult 
development. We shall begin by discussing how researchers have conceptualized 
the period of  time just beyond adolescence.  

  Emerging Adulthood: Process or Stage? 

 The developmental factors described in the previous chapter combine with the 
increasing heterogeneity in life choices to produce a great deal of  diversity in 
developmental pathways. Recently, there has been increased interest in late ado-
lescence as an important period of  change, transition, and preparation for emerg-
ing adulthood. As I noted in Chapter  1 , Jeffrey Arnett  (2000, 2004, 2007)  has 
argued that emerging adulthood is a developmental stage that is distinct both 
from late adolescence and from young adulthood. This claim is based on the 
observation that there is little demographic variation among adolescents aged 12 
to 17, but considerably more after that. Until about age 18, nearly all (Western) 
adolescents are unmarried and live at home with one or both parents. Most also 
attend school. However, demographic diversity abounds in the years between 
18 and 25 to 30. Most adolescents leave home around the age of  18 or 19, some 

Adolescents, Families, and Social Development: How Teens Construct Their Worlds. Judith G. Smetana
© 2011 Judith G. Smetana



272 Transitions to Adulthood

to work and some to attend college. Some marry young, whereas for others 
marriage is greatly delayed. Some continue to live at home or become part of  
the  “ boomerang ”  generation, returning home after a period spent away, at 
college, or spent living on their own. Others establish their own households and 
live independently. This leads to varying educational, occupational, and psycho-
social outcomes. But during the past 50 years, and particularly among young 
people in industrialized societies, there has been more widespread participation 
in post - secondary education and greater acceptance of  premarital sex and cohabi-
tation. The ages for entry into marriage and parenthood have been greatly 
delayed, too. These observations form the basis for Arnett ’ s claim that emerging 
adulthood is a new period in life, which allows for the exploration of  one ’ s iden-
tity. Emerging adults have the luxury of  exploring their options vis -  à  - vis love and 
work. 

 There are debates about whether emerging adulthood can rightfully be con-
sidered a  “ stage ”  of  development. Studies of  non - Western cultures and ethnic 
minorities in the United States suggest that this notion does not capture the con-
siderable variation that exists within individuals and across cultures. For instance, 
in considering the experiences of  Latin American youth, Galambos and Martinez 
 (2007)  describe emerging adulthood as  “ a pleasure for the privileged ”  (p. 109). In 
Latin America, a period of  exploration of  life choices, together with delayed mar-
riage and parenthood, is an option only available to individuals from wealthy 
families living in the urban areas of  the more developed countries. And subjective 
experiences of  adulthood vary even among those who have the opportunity to 
explore educational and career options. For instance, in one study, the percentage 
of  university students reporting that they had reached adulthood was more than 
twice as great in the United States than in China (Badger, Nelson,  &  Barry,  2006 ; 
Nelson  &  Chen,  2007 ). These types of  observations prompted Hendry and Kloep 
 (2007)  to claim that emerging adulthood is  “ merely a description limited to a 
certain age cohort in certain societies at a certain historical time with particular 
socioeconomic conditions ”  (p. 76). In different societies there is wide variation in 
the perception of  the age at which adulthood is attained. However, the criteria 
that youth view as necessary for adulthood appear to be similar in various regions 
of  the world. These criteria include the ability to accept responsibility for the 
consequences of  one ’ s actions, to make decisions independently, to control one ’ s 
emotions, and to achieve fi nancial independence from parents (Barker  &  
Galambos,  2005 ; Nelson, Badger,  &  Wu,  2004 ). But, whether we believe that 
emerging adulthood is a distinctive life stage or not, there are constants to the 
developmental tasks that young people face. During the third decade of  life, indi-
viduals generally must establish new relationships with peers and romantic part-
ners, settle into career choices, and perhaps adapt to new living arrangements. 
They must also gain increased independence, although the family continues to 
play a very important part in their development. They must establish a new equi-
librium in their relationships with parents.  
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  Relationships with Parents as Adolescence Concludes 

 Autonomy and attachment remain critical developmental issues as late adoles-
cents leave home (Hauser  &  Greene,  1991 ; Holmbeck  &  Wandrei,  1993 ). Some 
researchers believe that it is diffi cult to establish mature relationships with parents 
during late adolescence and young adulthood until a certain degree of  autonomy 
and individuation has been achieved. That is, there may be more alienation from 
parents in late adolescence than at either earlier or late ages, because the need for 
autonomy is greater than the need for dependence. In fact, at least in the United 
States, young adults who have the most frequent contact with parents, especially 
those who are living at home, are less close to their parents and have poorer 
psychological adjustment than those who have less contact (Dubas  &  Petersen, 
 1996 ; O ’ Connor, Allen, Bell,  &  Hauser,  1996 ). Also, better adjustment following 
high school graduation is associated with improvements in parent – adolescent 
relationships, especially for European American adolescents who attend residen-
tial colleges (Aseltine  &  Gore,  1993 ). 

 American youth who have moved away to college report less parent – adoles-
cent confl ict and disagreements and more supportive relationships with parents. 
They have closer relationships, better communication, and greater appreciation 
and respect for parents than early and middle adolescents do, who still reside at 
home (Aquilino,  1998 ; Furman  &  Buhrmester,  1992 ; Lefkowitz,  2005 ; Smetana, 
Metzger,  &  Campione - Barr,  2004 ). This is especially true for girls ’  perceptions of  
their relationships with their mothers. In my study of  African American families, 
discussed extensively in Chapter  8 , we found that African American late adoles-
cent girls who had left home reported less negative interactions with mothers than 
girls in the process of  leaving home for college. Moreover, African American girls 
who were living at home or were in transition out of  the house reported more 
negative relationships with mothers than same - status boys did (Smetana, Metzger 
et al.,  2004 ). Moving out of  the parental home may have positive effects on ado-
lescent adjustment and on parent – adolescent relationships because there is less 
opportunity for confl ict over parental rules and expectations and greater oppor-
tunities for independent decision - making. The longer American students have 
been in college, the more likely they are to mention positive changes in the quality 
of  their relationships with parents (Lefkowitz,  2005 ).  

  Transitions from Adolescence to Adulthood 

 The focus on emerging adulthood has led to a fl urry of  research, but this has 
consisted mostly of  cross - sectional studies employing convenience samples of  
college students. There has been very little longitudinal research examining the 
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transition from adolescence to adulthood. The few available studies (in Western 
contexts) of  transitions to adulthood have focused primarily on work and roman-
tic relationships. Developmental tasks wax and wane. As individuals gain compe-
tence in certain arenas, the challenges of  that age diminish, and a new set of  
developmental challenges emerges. Managing parent – adolescent and peer rela-
tionships are stage - salient tasks of  adolescence. Developing competence in roman-
tic relationships and at work are the stage - salient tasks of  young adulthood 
(Roisman, Masten, Coatsworth,  &  Tellegen,  2004 ). 

 Nevertheless, as revealed in several longitudinal studies, adolescents ’  relation-
ships with parents set the stage for adult development. For instance, in their long -
 running study of  individual and family psychological development, Stuart Hauser 
and his colleagues (Allen, Hauser, O ’ Connor,  &  Bell,  2002 ; Hauser, Allen,  &  
Golden,  2006 ; Whitton et al.,  2008 ) followed a sample of  primarily middle - class 
and upper middle - class families from the period when teenagers were 14 years of  
age until they were in their early 30s. During adolescence, perceptions of  self  and 
other, as revealed in narratives about relationships, had a somewhat more nega-
tive tinge than they did in adulthood (Waldinger et al.,  2002 ). As others have found 
when examining moral narratives from childhood through to adolescence 
(Wainryb, Brehl,  &  Matwin,  2005 ), these became more complex and elaborate 
over time. Both in adolescence and in young adulthood, the most frequently 
expressed wish was to be close to others. But, in adolescence, the next most fre-
quently mentioned theme was the desire to be distant. This was transformed in 
young adulthood into a desire to be independent. Therefore, at both ages, indi-
viduals expressed concerns with individuality as well as with their connection with 
others. However, much as we have found in descriptions of  self  and personal 
issues, there was movement towards more positive and integrated perceptions. 

 In addition, there was impressive continuity in relationships between observed 
family interactions at age 16 and later interpersonal functioning. At the negative 
end of  the spectrum, there was substantial continuity between adolescents ’  expres-
sions of  hostility during their family interactions and peer ratings of  hostility nearly 
a decade later (Allen et al.,  2002 ). This is much as I found in my study of  African 
American families discussed in Chapter  8 , where more general negativity in rela-
tionships with parents in middle adolescence predicted more negativity in those 
relationships in young adulthood. 

 Moreover, adolescents who had struggled more over autonomy in the family 
context directed more hostility to their peers at the age of  25 (Allen et al.,  2002 ). 
In particular, the fathers ’  interfering with autonomy strivings during adolescence 
had a very powerful effect on later social development, even after controlling for 
the initial level of  hostility of  adolescents. Allen and his colleagues speculated that, 
when fathers undermine teenagers ’  social interactions, teens may come to believe 
that their autonomy is easily threatened. They may think that they cannot attain 
autonomy without hostile, distancing behavior in other social relationships. 
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Fathers may be particularly important in negotiating transitions in relationships 
beyond the home. Furthermore, there was signifi cant continuity between interac-
tions refl ecting family confl ict during middle adolescence and marital confl ict 
resolution patterns 17 years later, when study participants were, on average, 31 
years of  age (Whitton et al.,  2008 ). These fi ndings provide compelling evidence 
that relationships with parents during adolescence set the stage for later social 
relationships, including those with life partners. 

 Several other longitudinal studies also show that family relationships during 
adolescence infl uence early adult romantic relationships. Rand Conger and his 
colleagues at Iowa State University and at the University of  North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill (Conger, Cui, Bryant,  &  Elder,  2000 ) examined whether specifi c com-
munication skills such as confl ict management or problem solving, acquired in 
the context of  parent – child relationships, infl uence the success or failure of  later 
relationships. They followed a sample of  European American largely rural fami-
lies. Teenagers were observed interacting with their parents when they were 7th 
graders, and again 3 years later, in middle adolescence. The observations were 
extensive, focusing on sibling relationships, parental marital relationships, and 
parent – adolescent relationships. Eight years after the initial observations, the 
same youth (who were now in their early 20s) were observed interacting with a 
romantic partner. Earlier marital, sibling, and parent – adolescent relationships 
were all associated with the later behavior towards romantic partners. But, out of  
all of  these different types of  interactions, only the quality of  the parent – adolescent 
relationship infl uenced the observed behavior with romantic partners. That is, 
more nurturant - involved parenting in early adolescence led to warmer, more 
supportive, and less hostile behaviors towards a romantic partner. In turn, this 
pattern was associated with having more satisfi ed, happier, and more committed 
romantic relationships. Conger and his colleagues believe that adolescents learn 
communication skills through their interactions with parents. These then infl u-
ence the quality of  romantic relationships and one ’ s satisfaction with those 
relationships. 

 Shirley Feldman, Kris Gowen, and Lawrence Fisher  (1998)  also examined the 
role of  family factors on young adults ’  intimacy in romantic relationships. They 
followed a group of  primarily White adolescents and their parents for 6 years, 
from age 15 or 16 to the early 20s. They defi ned intimacy in terms of  maintaining 
a healthy balance between autonomy and closeness. Young adults had happier 
love lives when their parents used more fl exible control (which can be thought 
of  as an aspect of  authoritative parenting). They also expressed greater happiness 
when their family relationships were more cohesive and when there was greater 
family respect for privacy. (This can be conceptualized in terms of  family members 
respecting the boundaries of  their personal domains.) Interestingly, though, 
the effects of  family respect for privacy differed for boys and girls. Respect for 
privacy predicted happiness in love for girls but unhappiness in love for boys. 
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These fi ndings can be understood by reference to gender socialization. Women 
are very connected to others. Therefore they need to be encouraged to be more 
separate and autonomous in order to achieve balanced and successful romantic 
relationships. Respect for privacy is one dimension of  this more autonomous 
orientation. In contrast, men ’ s gender socialization already inclines them towards 
autonomy and separateness. Therefore they need to be encouraged to be more 
connected if  they are to experience happy and satisfying romantic relationships. 

 Finally, in one of  the most comprehensive studies of  development from child-
hood to adulthood, psychologists at the University of  Minnesota studied a cohort 
of  American families from birth to adulthood (Sroufe, Egeland, Carlson,  &  Collins, 
 2005 ). Among the wealth of  fi ndings reported in this study, one comes across the 
observation that attachment security, or the quality of  the infants ’  relationships 
with their caregiver, infl uenced romantic relationships at the age of  20 or 21. But 
parent – adolescent interactions, observed when adolescents were 13 years old, also 
contributed to the quality of  later romantic relationships. Indeed, parent – child 
relationships during early adolescence (both parental support and parent – adoles-
cent confl ict resolution, each independently) accounted for much of  the effect of  
earlier attachment relationships on the ability of  romantic couples to resolve con-
fl icts in their relationships. There were similar effects on hostility in romantic 
relationships (although competence in dealing with peers in childhood was also 
an important source of  infl uence on later hostility). This indicates that well -
 functioning romantic relationships in emerging adulthood draw on the individu-
als ’  entire history of  social interaction, although parent – adolescent relationships 
are a main contributor.  

  Continuity and Change in Social Development 

 These studies demonstrate that there is signifi cant continuity between early child-
hood and adolescence in the quality of  parent – child relationships. In turn, parent –
 adolescent relationships infl uence subsequent adult relationships, including both 
relationships with parents and with romantic partners. Adult social relationships 
build on prior experiences within and outside the family. According to W. Andrew 
Collins  (2003) , social relationships with parents, siblings, peers, and romantic 
partners unfold in distinct settings and follow different pathways during adoles-
cence. Different relationships function in different ways. They have varying infl u-
ences on the achievement of  various developmental tasks, such as autonomy, 
individuation, and identity development. Collins believes that differentiation in 
social relationships is characteristic of  adolescence. We have seen that new forms 
of  peer social relationships, such as crowds, emerge and become infl uential during 
adolescence. We have also seen that adolescent – parent relationships move towards 
greater mutuality during adolescence. Parental control over decision - making 
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gradually decreases (at varying rates in different domains), which results in greater 
adolescent control over decisions and greater compromises or transfers of  author-
ity in resolving confl icts. However, relationships become increasingly integrated 
during the early 20s. To have successful romantic relationships in young 
adulthood, individuals must integrate the competencies constructed from their 
diverse relationship experiences earlier on in life. In the previous chapter we saw 
a similar pattern emerging from the narratives of  self  and other that Waldinger 
and colleagues  (2002)  described. Conceptions of  self  and other became more 
integrated. 

 These claims are similar to the conclusions I drew in Chapter  12  about the 
development of  social reasoning, as it emerges and transforms (and is transformed 
by) adolescent – parent relationships. The analyses of  the different profi les of  fami-
lies  –  the frequent squabblers, the easy - going, and the tumultuous families 
described in Chapter  10   –  show that adolescents ’  and parents ’  reasoning about 
confl icts and about parental authority is part and parcel of  their social relation-
ships. Adolescents construct, elaborate, and negotiate their social worlds in their 
interactions with parents, other important adults, siblings, and peers. As adoles-
cents move into adulthood, struggling to achieve a balance between individuation 
and connectedness and between personal and parental authority over various 
aspects of  their lives, the different strands of  social reasoning examined through-
out this book coalesce and become more integrated. 

 Throughout this whole book I have argued that adolescents  –  and parents  –  
create meaning and construct their social worlds from their social interactions. It 
should be clear that these social interactions do not simply refl ect the reproduction 
of  culture or the adolescents ’  uncritical acceptance of  parental standards, beliefs, 
and values. Adolescents continually recreate their culture through their social 
interactions. This may be particularly evident in the new fads and styles in dress, 
appearance, music, and recreation, which emerge from (or are heavily marketed 
to) today ’ s adolescents. Adolescents also lead the way in terms of  latching on to 
new technologies, including the emerging social media. 

 But these are not the only realms of  innovation. We saw that adolescents ’  
acceptance of  adults ’  moral and conventional authority and rules is not unques-
tioning or absolute  –  nor should it be. Children evaluate parental moral and 
conventional norms and behaviors and do not simply accept them as given. 
Adolescents may challenge and resist the rules and expectations of  the adult social 
world, an attitude that potentially leads them to modify and create new moral 
and social norms. To be fully autonomous moral beings, adolescents must apply 
principles of  justice, welfare, and rights in ways that may differ from the expecta-
tions of  particular parental, institutional, or societal authorities and environments. 
In addition, each generation constructs anew the social conventions of  its society, 
a phenomenon that potentially leads to changes in cultural practices. Through 
social interactions, adolescents also negotiate and stake out a domain of  personal 
choice, which allows them to exercise their agency, feel effective, express their 



278 Transitions to Adulthood

identity, and develop some individuality. Youth in different cultures and in differ-
ent generations fi nd new modes of  coordinating personal concepts, familial and 
societal conventions, and moral matters. Perhaps it is this reconstructive aspect 
of  social development  –  with the ongoing questioning of  the boundaries between 
the self  and the social world  –  that makes parenting adolescents so challenging for 
each succeeding generation.         
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