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INTRODUCTION
Human development takes place in the context of relationships with others.
These relationships are thought to inﬂuence individuals’ behavior and developmental course (Reis, Collins, & Berscheid, 2000). Parent–child relationships
are among the most important and central of human relationships, especially
during the period of childhood and adolescence. Parents are an important
source of support, although the relative impact of parental support may change
over the life course. Perceived parental support concerns the perception of
parents as available for support when needed. In the current chapter we will
examine how parental support is related to adolescent adjustment over time.

ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN PARENTAL SUPPORT
AND ADOLESCENT ADJUSTMENT
Social support from parents is thought to be a major protective factor for
adolescents (Wills & Resko, 2004). Adolescents who perceive higher levels
of support generally have less problems and higher wellbeing than adolescents with lower levels of parental support. Lower levels of parental support
tend to be concurrently related with higher levels of a variety of adjustment
problems, including delinquent activities (Windle, 1992), violent behavior
(Zimmerman, Steinman, & Rowe, 1998), antisocial behavior (Barnes & Farrell,
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1992; Deković, Janssens, & Van As, 2003; Vazsonyi, 2004), aggression (Lopez
et al., 2006), alcohol and substance use (Maton & Zimmerman, 1992; Windle,
1992), depressive symptoms (McCarty et al., 2006; Mounts, 2004; Windle,
1992), loneliness (Mounts, 2004) and lower levels of self-esteem (Parker &
Benson, 2005).
In our own work we have also documented concurrent associations
between parental support and adolescent adjustment. In particular, Helsen,
Vollebergh & Meeus (2000) examined associations between parental support
and emotional problems over the course of adolescence. They used data from
the ﬁrst wave of the six-year three-wave Dutch longitudinal project “Utrecht
Study of Adolescent Development (USAD) 1991–1997” (Meeus & ‘t Hart, 1993),
consisting of 2589 Dutch adolescents (1193 boys) in four age categories: early
adolescence (between 12 and 14, n = 549), middle adolescence (between 15
and 17, n = 798), late adolescence (between 18 and 20, n = 645), and post
adolescence (between 21 and 24, n = 597). The perceived level of parental
support was measured by the role-relation method (Fisher, 1982; Meeus, 1989).
The question asked was “when you are having problems in relations with
someone else, or when you are feeling lonely, who helps you? Please note
that this question refers to problems in relations with others, for example
when you are quarrelling, when someone does not like you or when you are
feeling lonely.” The adolescents were asked to indicate on a 10-point scale the
degree of support they received from father, mother, and friends when such
problems arise. Parental support consisted of average scores of support from
fathers and mothers. Emotional problems were measured by a composite of
self-report measures: scales for psychological stress and depression, the feeling
of general wellbeing and happiness, general physical health and complaints in
bodily functioning, and the tendency to have suicidal thoughts. An exploratory
factor analysis revealed a single-factor solution with loadings of 0.60 and
higher, which explained 54.1% of the variance. Each adolescent was assigned
a factor score, derived by using the short regression method, for the construct
Emotional Problems.
Results of this study revealed a signiﬁcant moderate correlation of parental
support with emotional problems (r = 0.25). Multiple regression analyses
of emotional problems on the support of parents and friends, age, and
sex revealed that parental support interacted with all the other variables.
Parental support was found to be stronger related to emotional problems for
girls ( = –0.32) than for boys ( = –0.16). The effect of parental support
also decreased during adolescence: parental support was stronger related
to emotional problems for younger adolescents than for older adolescents.
Adolescents of all ages who perceived low levels of support reported a high
level of emotional problems. In particular younger adolescents with high levels
of parental support reported lower levels of emotional problems. The interaction effect between parental support and the support of friends indicated
that parental support is negatively related with emotional problems for all
adolescents, but this effect is stronger among adolescents who perceive strong
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support from friends compared with those who perceive little support from
friends. Among adolescents with higher parental support, peer support was
associated with lower levels of depression, whereas among adolescents with
lower parental support, peer support was associated with higher levels of
depression. The latter ﬁnding might indicate a tendency to “turn to friends”
in times of distress when parents are not available.
A study of the extent to which siblings affect each other’s development and
psychosocial adjustment during adolescence (Branje et al., 2004) also included
effects of parental support. The participants in this study were 285 Dutch
middle-class two-parent families with at least two siblings between 11 and 15
years of age (older child M age = 14 years, younger child M age = 12 years),
who participated in the Nijmegen Family and Personality Project (Haselager &
Van Aken, 1999), a three-wave longitudinal study with one-year intervals
between subsequent waves. Perceived parental support was measured with
the Relational Support Inventory (RSI) (Scholte, Van Lieshout, & Van Aken,
2001). This inventory involves 24 questions representing four dimensions of
perceived support measured by six items each along a ﬁve-point Likert-scale
ranging from very untrue of this person (1) through sometimes untrue, sometimes
true of this person (3) to very true of this person (5). The ﬁrst support dimension,
perceived Quality of Information, assesses the quality of information and
withholding of information. A sample item is: “This person explains or shows
how I can make or do something.” The second support dimension is perceived
Respect for Autonomy and assesses respect for autonomy and limit setting.
For example, “This person lets me solve problems as much as possible on my
own but also provides help when I ask for it.” The third support dimension
is perceived Emotional Support and assesses warmth as opposed to hostility.
A sample item is: “In this person’s view, I can’t do anything right: he/she is
always criticizing me.” The fourth support dimension is perceived Convergence of Goals and assesses the perceived level of convergence as opposed to
divergence of goals. For example: “This person and I have many conﬂicts with
regard to my school achievement, future, or career opportunities” (reverse
scoring). Adolescents judged the support they perceived from each other
and from their father, mother, and best friend. The RSI total scores were
averaged across all 24 items. Cronbach’s alphas ranged between 0.80 and 0.87.
To assess internalizing and externalizing behavior in a non-clinical setting, the
Nijmegen Problem Behavior List (NPBL) (Scholte, Vermulste & De Bruyen,
2001) was used. Items are formulated to represent problem behavior. The
NPBL contains 16 items on a ﬁve-point scale and is validated as both a
self-report measure and as an other-report measure. Internalizing and externalizing problem behavior of adolescents was assessed by self-ratings of the
adolescents and by ratings of fathers and mothers. Ratings of fathers and
mothers were averaged. Internalizing behavior is measured with nine items
measuring withdrawn and anxious/depressed behavior (e.g., “I withdraw
from others, I feel sad, unhappy”). Cronbach’s alpha varies from 0.81 to
0.88 for the different versions. Externalizing behavior is measured with seven
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items measuring aggressive and delinquent behavior (e.g., “I readily threaten
others with violence,” “I cheat others”). Cronbach’s alpha varies between 0.77
and 0.89.
Perceived parental support was found to correlate signiﬁcantly with both
self-reported and parent-reported internalizing and externalizing behavior,
except for younger siblings’ parent-reported internalizing behavior (see
Table 6.1).
Table 6.1 Correlations between parental support and internalizing and
externalizing problem behavior
Perceived
paternal support
Internalizing behavior
Younger sibling, self-report
Younger sibling, parent-report
Older sibling, self-report
Older sibling, parent-report
Externalizing behavior
Younger sibling, self-report
Younger sibling, parent-report
Older sibling, self-report
Older sibling, parent-report
∗∗

Perceived
maternal support

−029∗∗
−008
−036∗∗
−020∗∗

−029∗∗
−006
−031∗∗
−017∗∗

−040∗∗
−024∗∗
−051∗∗
−034∗∗

−041∗∗
−021∗∗
−052∗∗
−030∗∗

p < 0.01

A series of multiple regression analyses in which internalizing and externalizing behavior were regressed on several background variables, support
from father, mother, best friend, and sibling, and sibling problem behavior,
revealed that father support was still signiﬁcantly related to older adolescents’
self-reported ( = –0.31) and parent-reported ( = –0.34) externalizing behavior
and older adolescents’ self-reported internalizing behavior ( = –0.33), with
older adolescents who perceived more support from father revealing less
problems. Longitudinal effects of parental support on externalizing or internalizing behavior were also examined, thereby controlling for stability of problem
behavior. Results showed that paternal and maternal support did not predict
changes in adolescent problem behavior one year later.
In sum, many studies have provided evidence for concurrent associations between parental support and adolescent internalizing and externalizing
problem behavior. Although most of these studies assumed that higher levels
of parental support lead to better psychosocial adjustment, the opposite
direction of effects is equally possible, with adolescent problem behavior
leading to changes in parental support. Other possibilities are that parental
support and adolescent problem behavior reciprocally affect each other, or
that third variables cause their relation. Longitudinal studies that focused
on the direction of effects between parental support and adolescent problem
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behavior while controlling for stability and initial associations between
problem behavior and support are sparse, however. In the remainder of this
chapter we will discuss different theoretical perspectives regarding the underlying processes of the associations between parental support and adolescent
problem behavior, as well as longitudinal evidence for these perspectives.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS FOR THE LINKS BETWEEN
PARENTAL SUPPORT AND ADOLESCENTS’ ADJUSTMENT
Several theoretical perspectives offer explanations for the links between
parental support and adolescent adjustment problems. Most of these perspectives focus on effects of parental support on adolescent problem behaviors.
These socialization theories have been summarized by Hartup (1978) under
the label of social mold model. According to these theories, parental socialization efforts literally mold a child’s behavior, and a lack of parental support
leads to adolescent problem behavior. Other perspectives emphasize effects
of adolescent problem behavior on parental support or bidirectional effects
between parental support and adolescent problem behavior.

Effects of Parental Support on Adolescent Problem Behavior
Stress-buffering Model
According to the stress-buffering model (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Windle, 1992),
parental support can protect against adolescent problem behavior by neutralizing the adverse effects of a risk factor such as stressful life events. Similarly, a
vulnerability-buffering model suggests that parental support might reduce the
effects of a personal characteristic such as negative affect on problem behavior
(Cohen & Wills, 1985). In contrast to a direct effects model, the stress-buffering
model suggests that parental support is only protective under conditions of
stress and moderates the negative consequences of high levels of stress. The
perception of being accepted and valued is thought to boost self-esteem, conﬁdence, and efﬁcacy (Pierce et al., 2000) and makes it easier to cope effectively
with stressful life events. Feeling supported and loved by one or both parents
is thought to ameliorate the effects of stress on depression (Wills & Cleary,
1996). Similarly, supportive relationships with parents are thought to be related
to adaptive coping that promotes prosocial behavior, whereas unsupportive
relationships with parents are thought to be related to patterns of maladaptive
coping that might lead to externalizing behavior problems (Wills & Resko,
2004).
There is not much empirical evidence for the stress-buffering hypothesis.
Cross-sectional studies offer mixed support and there are only a few studies
that have addressed the stress-buffering hypothesis using longitudinal designs.
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Burton, Stice & Seeley (2004) did not ﬁnd any support for parental support
buffering the effects of negative life events on depression in a longitudinal
study among adolescent girls aged 11 to 15 years. DuBois et al. (1992) tested
the stress-buffering hypothesis in a sample including 61% African-American
and 39% White adolescents. They found no moderating effect for parental
support on the relations of major life events and daily hassles with psychological adjustment and academic performance over a two-year period. Windle
(1992) examined the stress-buffering effects of parent and friend support on
alcohol consumption, alcohol problems, delinquent activity, and depressive
symptoms among White, predominantly middle-class, adolescent males and
females. He found no support for the buffering hypothesis of parental support
among both males and females. Also, longitudinally, no support for the stressbuffering hypothesis was found for alcohol and marijuana use (Zimmerman
et al., 2000). Similarly, no support was found for the vulnerability-buffering
model regarding the onset of substance abuse (Measelle, Stice, & Springer,
2006). The increased risk of substance abuse onset due to negative emotionality or depressive symptoms did not decrease as a function of higher levels
of perceived parental support.
Some support for the stress-buffering hypothesis was found in a study
by Ge et al. (1994), who used latent growth curve models in a four-year
longitudinal study to examine the moderating effect of maternal support on
the link between depression and stressful life events. Their ﬁndings showed
that the level of depressive symptoms is related to the level of life events for
both boys and girls and that maternal support buffers these effects of stress
on depressive symptoms of adolescents. However, only for girls with less
supportive mothers, change in depressive symptoms is signiﬁcantly related to
change in stressful events.
In sum, longitudinal studies provide only limited support for the stressbuffering hypothesis. Perhaps stressful life events have an immediate effect
on adolescents but have only minimal lasting consequences (Zimmerman et al.,
2000), which might explain why the buffering role that parental support has
been found to play in cross-sectional studies is often not found in longitudinal
designs.
Three other models regarding relations between parental support and
adolescent problem behavior can be distinguished, that is, a direct effects
model, a child-effects model, and a reciprocal effects model. These models will
be discussed below. As studies that examined these models often addressed
two or more of these models at the same time, we will present empirical
evidence for each of the models after describing the three models.

Direct effects model
A direct effects model assumes that parental support has a generalized positive
effect on adolescents. Deﬁcits in parental support might have a main effect
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on adolescent problem behavior and directly increase the risk for problem
behaviors (Baumrind, 1991; Windle, 1992). Hirschi’s Social Control Theory
(Hirschi, 1969) is an example of a perspective in the social mold tradition that
assumes direct effects of parental support on externalizing behavior: Adolescents who have stronger ties to parents would have higher self-control and
restrain from delinquent behavior. Deﬁcits in parental support might lead
to a weaker bond and identiﬁcation with parents and subsequently to more
delinquent behavior. Adolescents who experience deﬁcits in parental support
are thought to identify with their parents to a lesser extent, which in turn
interferes with the internalization of parental norms and leads to deviant
behavior or substance abuse. Internalizing problems can also be affected by
direct effects of parental support. The perception of being accepted and valued
boosts self-esteem and self-efﬁcacy, which protects against depressive feelings
(Windle, 1992).

Effects of Adolescent Problem Behavior on
Parental Support Child Effects Model
The direction of effects between parental support and adolescent problem
behavior could also go from child to parent. Child characteristics are thought
to be important in shaping parenting (Belsky, 1984; Patterson, 1982). Bell (1968)
was among the ﬁrst to emphasize child effects in socialization processes, and
proposed a child-effects model, which suggests that children and adolescents basically mold parents’ behaviors in an attempt to adjust to their
children’s behaviors (Bell & Chapman, 1986). This perspective suggests that
parents react to the actions of their children (Kerr & Stattin, 2003). According
to this perspective, adolescent behavior would elicit more or less parental
support.
In respect to depression, Coyne (e.g., Coyne, Burchill, & Stiles, 1991) has
proposed depression as a gradual escalation of depressed persons initially
eliciting supportive behaviors from signiﬁcant others (such as parents or
partners) by means of their display of depressive behaviors (e.g., Hale, 2001).
The depressed person speciﬁcally looks for support from others to offset
their negative cognitive beliefs that others are rejecting them (e.g., Beck et al.,
1979).
These interpersonal interactions between the depressed person and the other
are believe to induce a negative mood in the other person. Hence, over time,
this initial supportive interaction becomes increasingly rejecting and a process
of support erosion emerges in which people are likely to stop supporting
depressed individuals as a consequence of their negative self-statements,
complaints, apathy, reassurance seeking, and social inadequacy (Coyne, 1976).
This rejection conﬁrms depressed individuals’ negative beliefs that they were

142

WHAT CAN PARENTS DO?

being rejected by others all along (e.g., Hollon & Beck, 1994). This interpersonal theory of depression has received support in both (young-)adult (e.g.,
Segrin & Dillard, 1992) and adolescent studies (e.g., Joiner, 1999). Additionally,
a recent longitudinal study by Hale et al. (in press) of young adolescents and
perceived parental rejection also lends credence to this theory.
For externalizing behavior, similar patterns have been described. Adolescents’ behavior could elicit aversive reactions and a decrease in support
of parents (Patterson, 1982). Also, parents might emotionally reject their
adolescent with externalizing problem behavior (Baumrind & Moselle, 1985)
and become less supportive. Parents might also become increasingly tolerant
to the behavior of their child, however (Bell & Chapman, 1986), and remain
supportive. Moreover, parents might try to get their adolescent with externalizing problem behavior back on a nondeviant track by increasing their level
of support, although at the present time we are not aware of any empirical
evidence of this.

Reciprocal Effects Between Parental Support and Adolescent
Problem Behavior
Different theories emphasize bidirectionality of effects, in which relationship
partners inﬂuence each other and contribute to individual developmental
outcomes (Bell, 1968; Bell & Chapman, 1986; Lollis & Kuczynski, 1997;
Sameroff, 1983). In recent decades, the transactional character of relations
between individual characteristics and family relationships has been emphasized: family members develop in a continuous process of transactions, in
which individual characteristics and relationship characteristics inﬂuence each
other reciprocally (Lollis & Kuczynski, 1997; Maccoby, 1984; Sameroff, 1983).
Thus, it is likely that parental support and adolescent problem behavior
mutually affect each other, with adolescent problem behavior eliciting changes
in support and parental support inﬂuencing adolescent behavior.
Although many studies have investigated associations between adolescent
behavior and parental support, most of these studies used concurrent or
cross-lagged correlations that do not permit conclusions about the underlying processes (Neyer & Asendorpf, 2001). To examine transactions between
parental support and adolescent behavior, longitudinal causal models are
needed, such as path analyses with cross-lagged effects or growth-curve
models, which control for concurrent relations at time 1, stability, and correlated change of adolescent behavior and parental support when estimating
the reciprocal effects between these variables. Only this type of analysis can
disentangle the extent to which differences in parental support predict changes
in adolescent problem behavior over time and vice versa. It should be noted,
however, that this analysis does not provide conclusive evidence for causal
direction of effects because alternative explanations, such as third variables,
may still play a role.
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Evidence for Direct Effects, Child Effects, and Reciprocal Effects
Longitudinal studies examining direct or reciprocal effects between parental
support and problem behavior while controlling for initial associations and
stability of problem behavior are relatively sparse. Most of these studies only
tested direct effects of parental support instead of reciprocal effects between
support and problem behavior. In a study among adolescent girls aged 11 to
15 years, no effects of parental support on changes in depression were found
(Burton, Stice, & Seeley, 2004). Also, deﬁcits in parental support predicted
future increases in alcohol use among adolescents aged 12–17 (Stice, Barrera
Jr., & Chassin, 1998). Similarly, in a ﬁve-year longitudinal study of adolescent
girls using hazard models, deﬁcits in parental support were found to predict
future substance abuse onset (Measelle, Stice, & Springer, 2006). Moreover,
using a pretest-posttest design, Yang & Yeh (2006) found that enacted parental
support predicted changes in anxiety among Taiwanese adolescents who
went through the ﬁnal school examinations but this effect was moderated
by intimacy with parents. Anxiety was reduced when adolescents perceived
high relationship intimacy with parents, and increased when there was low
relationship intimacy.
Gender differences in the effects of parental support have also been found.
For example, among middle adolescents, higher parental support was found
to predict decreases in alcohol problems, delinquent activity and depressive
symptoms for girls but not for boys (Windle, 1992). Meadows, Brown, & Elder
(2006) investigated gender differences in the associations among stressful life
events, parental support, and depression during late adolescence and emerging
adulthood. Their results showed that both maternal and paternal support
reduce depressive symptoms during late adolescence but not during emerging
adulthood. Maternal support and depressive symptoms were more strongly
related for females than for males, but no gender difference was found for
support from fathers. Also, whereas maternal support seemed to be more
effective for females than paternal support, for males no differences between
the relation of support from mothers and fathers with depressive symptoms
was found.
Some studies examining reciprocal effects between parental support and
adolescent problem behavior found further evidence for direct effects of
parental support. For instance, in a sample of male African-American adolescents, Zimmerman et al. (2000) found that parental support predicted a
decrease in anxiety and depression six months later, but not in alcohol and
marijuana use or for delinquency. However, anxiety and depression did not
predict parental support over time, indicating that adolescents’ problems do
not elicit increased levels of parental support longitudinally. Additionally,
Sheeber et al. (1997) found that family support at time 1 signiﬁcantly predicted
depression one year later for 14 to 20 year olds: adolescents who received
less family support had more depressive symptoms one year later. Time 1
depression did not signiﬁcantly predict time 2 family support. Furthermore,
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Stice, Ragan, & Randall (2004) tested bidirectional effects between perceived
parental support and depression using longitudinal data from adolescent girls.
Deﬁcits in parental support predicted future increases in depressive symptoms
as well as onset of major depression. In contrast, initial depressive symptoms
and major depression did not predict future decreases in parental support.
These results are consistent with the direct effect model of parental support.
Rather than depression leading to support erosion, these ﬁndings suggest
that low parental support has a direct effect on depressive symptoms over
time.
In a community sample, regression analyses revealed that parental support
was not independently related to adolescents’ depression two years later when
controlling for time 1 depression (Young et al., 2005). Also, time 1 depression
did not predict changes in parental support over time. However, the authors
did ﬁnd that the interaction between parental support and peer support
signiﬁcantly predicted depression, which was interpreted as parental support
moderating the relationship between peer support and depression. Anticipated
peer support was found to lead to less depression among adolescents with
high parental support, and to higher levels of depression for adolescents with
low parental support. Nevertheless, these results could also be interpreted as
peer support moderating the effect of parental support. If this is the case then
this would indicate that when relationships with peers are supportive, higher
parental support leads to less depression, but when relationships with peers
are nonsupportive, higher parental support leads to more depression. Among
adolescents with low anticipated peer support, higher parent support did
not buffer for depressive symptoms. Thus, these data suggest a direct effects
model of parental support, whereby the direction of the effect is moderated
by supportiveness of peers.
Thus, evidence for the direct effect model of parental support to adolescent
problems is mixed. Results are much more consistent regarding effects
of parental support on internalizing problems than regarding effects of
parental support on externalizing problems. Furthermore, effects of internalizing problems on parental support were mostly found to be non-signiﬁcant.
Although many of the studies did not test reciprocal effects and can therefore
not rule out possible effects of problem behavior on support, the studies
that tested reciprocal effects mostly did not ﬁnd effects of problem behavior
on support. Only one study found evidence for support erosion in relation
to depression (Slavin & Rainer, 1990). Depressive symptoms were found to
predict a decrease in perceived family support for girls but not boys during
late adolescence.
Some evidence for support erosion in response to externalizing behavior
has been reported in studies examining reciprocal effects, however. Using the
same dataset as Measelle, Stice, & Springer (2006), Huh et al. (2006) tested
the hypothesis that perceived parenting would show reciprocal relations
with adolescents’ problem behavior. They found that higher externalizing
behavior and substance abuse predicted future decreases in perceived parental
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support. Low parental support did not predict increases in externalizing
or substance abuse symptoms. These results suggest that for girls during
middle adolescence, externalizing problem behavior is a more consistent
predictor of parental support than parental support is of externalizing problem
behavior.
Only one study was found that reported full reciprocal effects between
parental support and adolescent externalizing problems. Stice & Barrera
(1995) used covariance structural modeling to examine prospective reciprocal relations between perceived parenting and adolescents’ substance use
and externalizing symptoms among a community sample of adolescents and
their parents, within which half of the adolescents were at risk for problem
behavior because of parental alcoholism. Full reciprocal relations between
adolescent self-reported substance use and levels of parental support were
found: higher substance use predicted less support over time and higher
support predicted less substance use over time. Also, adolescent self-reported
externalizing behaviors prospectively predicted parental support, with higher
levels of externalizing leading to less parental support. Parental support was
not prospectively related to externalizing behavior, however. These ﬁndings
support the reciprocal effects model for substance use and the support erosion
model for externalizing behavior.
In sum, empirical evidence so far suggests a direct effects model of
parental support on internalizing behavior, a child effects model of externalizing behavior on parental support characterized by support erosion, and
a reciprocal effects model for substance use. As many studies did not use
a full reciprocal model to test for effects between parental support and
problem behavior, further research is needed to conﬁrm these ﬁndings. At
the Adolescent Development Research Centre we have also examined bidirectional effects between parental support and various types of problem behavior,
covering an age period from early adolescence until early adulthood. In the
remaining part of this chapter we will describe the results of several of these
studies.

LONGITUDINAL ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN PARENTAL
SUPPORT AND INTERNALIZING AND EXTERNALIZING
BEHAVIOR DURING ADOLESCENCE
Using data from the second and third wave of the CONAMORE (CONﬂict
And Management Of RElationships, Meeus et al., 2004) longitudinal study,
Hale III et al. (2005) examined longitudinal bidirectional effects between
parental support and internalizing behavior during adolescence. In this study,
conﬂict with parents was also included, so ﬁndings for conﬂict will also be
presented. For the current chapter we repeated these analyses for externalizing
behavior. We hypothesized that parental support would predict lower levels
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of internalizing problems and that externalizing behavior would predict less
parental support over time. As some studies found that stronger effects of
parental support for females than for males, we also explored gender differences in the associations between parental support and problem behavior.
Of the 1 313 adolescents who longitudinally participated in the CONAMORE
study, 1 185 (578 boys, 607 girls) had complete data on all the measures used in
the current study. Of these 1 185 adolescents, 841 were early adolescents (13–14
years in wave 2) and 344 were middle adolescents (17–18 years in wave 2).
86% of the adolescents were of Dutch origin; the other 14% came from other
ethnic minorities.
Perceived support from mother and father and conﬂict with mother and
father were measured using the short version of the Network of Relationship
Inventory (Furman & Buhrmester, 1992). The participants indicated on a ﬁvepoint Likert scale (ranging from 1 = a little or not at all, 5 = more is not
possible) the amount of support they received from their parents and the
frequency of conﬂict in the relationship with their parents, for the relationships with their mother and father separately. Examples of items are: “Does
your mother/father like or approve of the things you do?” (support), and “Do
you and your mother/father get on each other’s nerves?” (conﬂict). Internal
consistencies were high with alphas ranging from .87 to .92.
Internalizing problems consisted of a measure for depression and anxiety.
Depression was measured with the Children’s Depression Inventory (CDI)
(Kovacs, 1985), a symptom-based measure consisting of 27 items rated on
a three-point Likert scale ranging from not true to very true. Sample items are:
“I worry all the time about all kind of things”, “I feel tired all the time”, and
“I don’t have any friends.” Cronbach’s alpha for this measure in the current
sample was 0.92. Anxiety was measured with the SCARED (Screen for Child
Anxiety Related Emotional Disorders) (Birmaher et al., 1997), a reliable and
valid DSM-IV-related self-report questionnaire (Birmaher et al., 1999; Hale III
et al., 2005). The SCARED includes subscales for panic disorder (e.g., “When
I am scared I have difﬁculties with breathing”), separation anxiety (e.g., “I
worry that something bad will happen to my parents”), social anxiety (e.g.,
“I feel nervous around people I don’t know well”), school anxiety (e.g., “I
worry about going to school”), and generalized anxiety (e.g., “I worry if I am
going to be ﬁne”). Items were rated on a three-point scale: 0 (almost never),
1 (sometimes), 2 (often), and were averaged to compute a total anxiety score.
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.93.
Externalizing problems contained a scale for aggression and delinquency.
Aggression was measured by the Direct and Indirect Aggression Scales (DIAS)
(Björkqvist, Lagerspetz, & Osterman, 1992). We used the 17 items from the
subscales for direct aggression (e.g., “I kick or strike the other one” or “I
call the other one names”) and indirect aggression (e.g., “I spread vicious
rumors as revenge” or “I tell others not to associate with that person”), which
have good reliability (Björkqvist, Lagerspetz, & Osterman, 1992). Adolescents
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indicated on a four-point Likert scale ranging from never to very often the extent
to which they show certain behaviors when they are angry at someone in the
classroom. A total aggression score was computed by averaging direct and
indirect aggression scores ( = 0.89). Delinquency was measured by a 16- item
minor delinquency questionnaire (Baerveldt, van Rossem, & Vermande, 2003).
Adolescents were asked to rate on a four-point scale ranging from never to four
times or more how often they had shown certain forms of delinquent behavior
(e.g., “stolen a bike”, “deliberately broken something on street”) during the last
12 months. This measure has good internal consistency and is sufﬁciently onedimensional (Baerveldt, van Rossem, & Vermande, 2003). Cronbach’s alpha in
the current sample was 0.90.
Latent path analyses were conducted using Structural Equation Modeling
(AMOS), in which paternal and maternal support were indicators of a latent
parental support factor, conﬂicts with father and mother were indicators of a
latent conﬂict with parents factor, anxiety and depression were indicators of
a latent internalizing problems factor, and aggression and delinquency were
indicators of a latent externalizing problems factor. Bidirectional effects over
time were estimated between support, conﬂict, and problem behavior, thereby
controlling for time 1 correlations, stability, and correlated change of support,
conﬂict, and problem behavior (see Figure 6.1). Fit indices are displayed in
Table 6.2 and results are displayed in Table 6.3.

Support
father

Support
father

Support
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Figure 6.1 Estimated model of parental support, conﬂict with parents and problem
behavior
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Table 6.2 Model ﬁt summary for path analyses
Model
Externalizing
Internalizing
Internalizing multigroup:
1. invariant
2. different paths
3. diff paths boys v. girls
4. diff paths young v. old
∗∗

2

df

NNFI

CFI

RMSEA

21312∗∗
17548∗∗

36
36

091
094

095
097

008
007

75115∗∗
69357∗∗
72118∗∗
74175∗∗

220
193
211
211

090
089
090
090

092
092
092
092

005
005
005
005

p < 001

Table 6.3 Correlations and effects among parental support, parental conﬂict, and
problem behavior
Externalizing

Time 1 correlations
Support – conﬂict
Conﬂict – problem behavior
Support – problem
behavior
Time 2 correlations
Support – conﬂict
Conﬂict – problem behavior
Support – problem
behavior
Regression Weights ()
Support t1 – support t2
Conﬂict t1 – conﬂict t2
Problem behavior t1 –
problem behavior t2
Support t1 – conﬂict t2
Conﬂict t1 – support t2
Support t1 – problem
behavior t2
Conﬂict t1 – problem
behavior t2
Problem behavior t1 –
conﬂict t2
Problem behavior t1 –
support t2
∗

p < 005;

∗∗

Internalizing

Total sample

Total sample

Girls

Boys

−053∗∗
062∗∗
−029∗∗

−052∗∗
048∗∗
−024∗∗

−058∗∗
054∗∗
−033∗∗

−058∗∗
054∗∗
−033∗∗

−035∗∗
044∗∗
−028∗∗

−033∗∗
032∗∗
−020∗∗

−047∗∗
032∗∗
−030∗∗

−047∗∗
032∗∗
−030∗∗

067∗∗
076∗∗
075∗∗

067∗∗
070∗∗
071∗∗

069∗∗
073∗∗
084∗∗

069∗∗
081∗∗
061∗∗

002
−006
−010

002
−005
002

001
−006
−000

016∗
009
−000

−006

−001

−012

011
008

−002

011∗

005

−005

−010∗

−005

−014∗

p < 001

Parental support was found to be negatively associated with internalizing and externalizing behavior at time 1 and time 2. Higher levels of
parental support were related to lower levels of externalizing and internalizing problems (r = –0.29 and –0.24, respectively), and a greater decrease in
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parental support was related to a greater increase in externalizing and internalizing problem behavior (r = –0.28 and –0.20, respectively). In contrast to our
hypothesis, no cross-lagged effects between parental support and externalizing
problem behavior were found. For internalizing behavior, we found an effect
on parental support and conﬂict with parents, but again this effect disconﬁrmed our hypothesis: adolescents who had higher internalizing problems
at time 1 perceived less support and more conﬂict with parents at time 2
( = –0.10 and 0.11, respectively). We examined sex and age differences in
this effect using multigroup models. Chi-square difference tests revealed that
a model with sex differences and no age differences between early and middle
adolescents in cross-lagged paths provided the best ﬁt to the data. Estimates
for this model showed that the detrimental effect of internalizing problems
for parental support were signiﬁcantly stronger for boys than for girls (see
Figure 6.2).
–.33

Support
T1
.69

Support
T2

–.58

–.10∗ (–.05/–.14∗)

–.47

Conflict
T1

.54

.73

Problems
T1
.84

.11∗ (.05/.08)
Conflict
T2

.32

Problems
T2

–.30

Figure 6.2 Associations between parental support, conﬂict with parents, and
internalizing problem behavior over time

LONGITUDINAL ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN PARENTAL
SUPPORT AND INTERNALIZING AND EXTERNALIZING
BEHAVIOR DURING ADOLESCENCE AND YOUNG
ADULTHOOD
In two studies, we examined the bidirectional associations of parental support
with internalizing behavior (i.e., emotional problems) and externalizing
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behavior (i.e., delinquency) in the context of adolescents’ and young adults’
romantic relationships. Both studies used data from the Utrecht Study of
Adolescent Development (USAD) 1991–1997 (Meeus & ‘t Hart, 1993; see the
study of Helsen, Vollebergh, & Meeus, 2000, described earlier). The development of intimacy and commitment to romantic partners is one of the
important tasks for adolescents and young adults (Erikson, 1968), although
relations with parents and friends remain important for support and intimacy
(Seiffge-Krenke, 1997; Shulman & Scharf, 2000). As romantic partners become
more important both with age and with extended experience with romantic
partners (Shulman & Scharf, 2000), they will eventually replace the parent as
the most important attachment ﬁgure (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Thus, it might
be that parental support is no longer related to emotional problems when
adolescents and adults have a romantic partner. This effect might be stronger
for young adults who have more mature romantic relationships.
Similarly, it has been found that once young adults have a romantic partner,
their parents no longer have any inﬂuence on their delinquency and the quality
of the relationship with the romantic partner is predictive of delinquency (see
for an overview Meeus, Branje, & Overbeek, 2004). Studies that only considered
the association between the relationship with parents and delinquency did
report an association between the quality of the relationship with parents and
delinquency. However, these studies only focused on adolescence and not on
young adulthood (i.e., after 20 years of age). The difference between these
studies might be due to a moderation effect of having a romantic partner on
the association between the relationship with parents and delinquency, but
could also reﬂect that the inﬂuence of parents diminishes as the adolescent
grows older regardless of partnership status.
We investigated how involvement with romantic partners moderates the
effect of parental support on delinquency and emotional problems. We
expected that parental support is predictive of the degree of delinquency
and emotional problems when adolescents have no romantic partners but not
predictive if they do have such a partner. We also expected that for adolescents with romantic involvement, parental support is stronger related to less
delinquency and emotional problems than for young adults because romantic
partners are thought to become more important and effects of parental support
might diminish with age.
As the effects of romantic partner might be especially strong when there is
extended experience with romantic partners, we distinguished three partnership
status groups: (1) Six year partner group: respondents who have had a romantic
partner at time 1 and time 2 six years later, and consequently had experience
with one or more partners for a period that spanned, although not necessarily continuously, a period of six years, (2) T2 partner group: respondents
who moved from having no partner at time 1 to having a partner at time 2,
(3) Never partner group: respondents who never had a partner. Respondents
who did not fall into one of these patterns were excluded from the study. In
order to examine whether the diminished inﬂuence of the parents could be
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attributed to the existence of a romantic partner or to age alone, we distinguished adolescents (aged 12–18 in wave 1) and young adults (aged 21 in
wave 1).

LONGITUDINAL EFFECTS BETWEEN PARENTAL SUPPORT
AND DELINQUENCY
The ﬁrst study examines how romantic involvement moderates the effect of
parental support on delinquency. Meeus, Branje & Overbeek (2004) used the
same three partner groups of the USAD study to examine longitudinal associations between parental support and delinquency. Parental support was the
average of paternal and maternal support. Partner support was assessed by
means of a list of three questionnaire items. Respondents indicated on a
10-point scale (range 10–100) the degree of social support they received in
the domain of personal relationships, leisure time and school/work from their
romantic partner. Cronbach’s alphas for partner support were 0.82, 0.75, and
0.74 at wave 1, wave 2 and wave 3 respectively. Delinquency was assessed in
an oral interview as the number of delinquent acts the respondents reported
over the past 12 months. The delinquency measure consists of 21 items
pertaining to three types of delinquent behavior: violent crime (e.g., “Have
you ever wounded anybody with a knife or other weapon?”), vandalism (e.g.,
“Have you ever covered walls, buses, or entryways with grafﬁti?”), and crime
against property (e.g., “Have you ever bought something which you knew
was stolen?”). Subjects indicated whether they had behaved in one of these
ways during the past 12 months on a two-point scale (0 = no, to 1 = yes).
The scores on the 21 items were summed with ranges between 0–10 in wave
1, 0–9 in wave 2, and 0–6 in wave 3; mean scores were 0.81, 0.70 and 0.48
respectively. In the structural equation models standardized scores were used.
Results are displayed in Figures 6.3a–6.3c.
Multigroup path analyses (with six groups: three partner groups by two age
groups) revealed that parental support was related to a reduction in the level of
delinquency over time for adolescents and young adults who have never had
a partner and for adolescents who only have a partner at time 2 six years later.
For these adolescents and young adults, higher levels of parental support were
associated with lower levels of delinquency six years later. For adolescents and
young adults who consistently had a romantic partner across the waves and
for young adults who moved into a relationship with an romantic partner,
parental support was not related to a reduction of delinquency over time.
Furthermore, delinquency was found to lead to reduced parental support
for adolescents and young adults who had a romantic relationship at time 2
only, but not for any of the other groups of adolescents. These ﬁndings show
that delinquency can be an obstacle for maintaining good relationships with
parents.
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Figure 6.3 Models of relations between parental support and delinquency for the
systematic romantic partner groups (a), the best friend to romantic partner groups (b),
and no romantic partner groups (c). Statistics of the relevant signiﬁcant parameters of
both age groups within the relationship status groups are printed. The ﬁrst statistic is
that of the youngest group, the second that of the oldest. Only signiﬁcant estimates
are shown. Broken lines indicate correlations or paths that were signiﬁcant in only one
group
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In sum, these ﬁndings offer evidence for the moderating role of the
relationship with a romantic partner on the effects of parental support on
delinquency. In adolescents and young adults who have a romantic partner,
parental support is not important in reducing delinquency and partners seem
to have taken this role from parents. For adolescents and young adults who
have never had a partner, as well as for adolescents who do not have a partner
yet, parental support is important in reducing delinquency. Conﬁrming our
expectations regarding age, adolescents who are on their way to ﬁnding a
romantic partner are still inﬂuenced by parental support, whereas young
adults who are forming relationships with romantic partners are not affected
in this stage of their lives by parental support.

LONGITUDINAL EFFECTS BETWEEN PARENTAL SUPPORT
AND EMOTIONAL PROBLEMS
The second study describes how involvement with romantic partners
moderates the effect of parental support on emotional adjustment. Meeus
et al. (in press) examined longitudinal associations of parental support with
emotional problems as part of a study on longitudinal relations of parental
support and emotional adjustment with commitment to romantic partners
and best friends. The longitudinal sample consisted of 1, 302 participants, of
whom 550 were males. The respondents were evenly distributed over four
age categories: 321 early adolescents (25%), 341 middle adolescents (26%), 261
late adolescents (20%), and 379 young adults (29%). For this study, the three
youngest age groups were combined to create one adolescent group.
Parental support was computed as the average of support of father and
mother (see also Helsen, Vollebergh, & Meeus, 2000). Cronbach’s alphas for
parental support were 0.87, 0.88, and 0.87 at wave 1, wave 2, and wave
3 respectively. Emotional adjustment was assessed as a composite of scales
for psychological stress and depression, general well being and happiness,
and the consideration of suicide (see also Helsen, Vollebergh, & Meeus).
Relational commitment to best friend and romantic partner was assessed with
the relational commitment scale of the Utrecht-Groningen Identity Development Scale (U-GIDS) (Meeus, 1996). Adolescents who had a romantic
partner rated this partner, other adolescent rated a best friend. The sixitem scale includes items tapping commitment to stay in the relationship
and involvement in the relationship. Examples of the items are: “My best
friend/romantic partner allows me to face the future with optimism’ (intent
to persist in the relationship”), and “I’m sure my best friend/romantic partner
was the best choice for me” (psychological attachment to the relationship).
A ﬁve-point Likert type scale was used with response categories ranging from
1 = “completely untrue” to 5 = “completely true.” Cronbach’s alphas of the
scale for relational commitment were 0.88, 0.89, and 0.89 at wave 1, wave 2,
and wave 3 respectively.

−017∗∗
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016∗∗
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a
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a
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−032∗∗∗

007b
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003b
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−029∗∗∗
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−018∗∗∗

−027a∗∗∗
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n = 234

Age group by relationship status group

Table 6.4 Standardized maximum likelihood estimates between parental support, relational commitment and emotional problems
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We performed multigroup path analyses using AMOS to estimate links
over time between parental support, partner/best friend commitment and
emotional problems for the six groups of adolescents and young adults with
and without a romantic partner (three partner status groups by two age
groups). Results of this study are displayed in Table 6.4.
Results showed that parental support was related to less emotional disturbance at time 1 for all groups, and that this relation is stronger for adolescents
without a romantic partner than for adolescents with a romantic partner. At
time 2, there was correlated change between parental support and emotional
problems: a decline in parental support was related to an increase in emotional
problems for young adults with a romantic partner at both time points, for
adolescents without a partner, and for adolescents with a partner at time 2
only (that are late adolescents or young adults by this time). Against our expectation, there were no crosslagged effects from parental support to emotional
problems or from emotional problems to parental support for any of the
groups. These ﬁndings suggest that parental support is more strongly related
to emotional problems for adolescents than for young adults, however when
young adults are systematically involved in romantic relationships, parental
support is related to emotional problems as well. Thus, disconﬁrming our
hypothesis, romantic partners only partially take over the role of parents in
young adulthood. An explanation for this ﬁndings might be that relationships
with parents become more egalitarian when adolescents are older and parents
are more likely to be accepted as supportive when dealing with romantic
relationships in young adulthood than in adolescence.

DISCUSSION
The aim of this chapter was to compare longitudinal evidence for associations between parental support and adolescent problem behavior to theoretical
perspectives that offer explanations for these associations. Theoretical perspectives focusing on direct effects of parent, direct effects of child, and reciprocal
effects were compared. Longitudinal results conﬁrm the importance of
assessing bidirectional effects and generally suggested that parental direct
effects are found predominantly for internalizing problems, whereas child
direct effects or bidirectional effect are more likely to occur for externalizing problems. The review of empirical ﬁndings conﬁrms that parents play
a pronounced role in adolescent adjustment, particularly in internalizing
problems (Baumrind, 1991). Adolescents rely on parents to provide several
types of support (Furman & Buhrmester, 1992), and they might be deeply
effected by a lack of parental support because of the permanent nature of the
parent–child relationship (Collins & Laursen, 1992).
For both depression and anxiety, most support was found for direct effects
of parental support. These effects were more often found for adolescents than
for young adults and when gender differences were found, effects tended
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to be stronger for girls. Youth who experience deﬁcits in parental provision
of support seem to be more likely to feel depressed. Although these results
suggest that parental support promotes ways of coping in adolescents that
enables them to deal more effectively with problems or daily hassles and
may help them to regulate their emotional states (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1992;
Wills & Cleary, 1996), not much support was found for stress-buffering effects
of parental support, although the possibility remains that parental support
compensates for other (unidentiﬁed) vulnerability factors. Also, only limited
evidence was found for erosion of parental support as a consequence of effects
in reaction to adolescent depressive and anxiety symptoms. Perhaps internalizing problems are more likely to promote erosion of support in relationships
with peers that are more voluntary than in relationships with parents (Stice,
Ragan, & Randall, 2004). Surprisingly, the results of our own studies are not
in agreement with these general ﬁndings. In one study we did not ﬁnd effects
over time between parental support and emotional problems, in the other
study we found evidence for support erosion, in particular for boys with
internalizing problems. One reason for this unexpected ﬁnding is that, until
now, hardly any studies have examined reciprocal effects between support
and internalizing behavior for girls and boys separately. This ﬁnding might
reﬂect that parents accept internalizing behavior less from boys than from girls
and reduce their support to boys but not to girls in response to internalizing
behavior.
For externalizing behavior, longitudinal results most consistently revealed
evidence for adverse effects of adolescent problem behavior on parental
support, indicating that parents tend to detach emotionally from their
externalizing adolescent and reduce their support to the adolescent as a consequence of the externalizing behavior. Although there was less support for
the assertion that deﬁcits in parental support unilaterally foster adolescent
problem behaviors, reciprocal effects were also found, in particular for
substance use. These effects suggest cycles of inﬂuence in which youths
prone to externalizing behavior repulse their parents because of their problem
behavior (Patterson et al., 1998) and the adolescents subsequently use illicit
substances or display acting-out behavior as a means of coping with this
perceived deﬁcit in parental support. Again, our own results were not in
agreement with these conclusions. One study did not reveal effects over time
between externalizing behavior and parental support; the other study showed
that parental support was related to delinquency but only for adolescents who
had a romantic partner in late adolescence only (time 2 of the study) and for
young adults who did not have a romantic partner during the study. Further
research is needed to see if reciprocal effects between parental support and
externalizing behavior will be found when controlling for initial relationships,
stability, and correlated change.
The ﬁndings discussed in this chapter demonstrate that longitudinal
relations of parental support with internalizing and externalizing problems
are not the same under all conditions. The precise pattern of effects between
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parental support and adjustment problems for adolescents might depend on
a number of factors, including adolescents’ individual characteristics (e.g.,
ethnicity, sex, age) and types of problem behaviors (e.g., depression, anxiety).
Also, social support may be provided by peers, teachers, mentors, and other
persons in the network of youngsters, and effects of parental support can have
a differential impact in the context of other relations, such as siblings (Branje
et al., 2004), romantic partners (Meeus et al., 2004, in press), and friends (Young
et al., 2005).
The extent to which parental support and child problem behavior affect
each other might depend on the developmental period under study. During
childhood, parental effects might be larger than during adolescence, whereas
during adolescence child effects might be larger than during childhood.
Additionally, when both problem behavior and parental support are stable
over time it is likely that reciprocal inﬂuences between problems and
support have been established during childhood and remain stable over
time. Therefore, few reciprocal effects will be observed. Effects might further
decrease during late adolescence, when adolescents move out of their parents’
home, either to continue their education or begin their own families, and
peer support may become more important than parental support (Furman &
Buhrmester, 1992; Helsen, Volleburgh, & Meeus, 2000; Wilkinson, 2004). The
vanishing effect of support from parents as adolescents age into adulthood
(Meadows, Brown, & Elder, 2006; Meeus, Branje, & Overbeek, 2004) might
reﬂect the changing role of parents during the transition to adulthood when
adolescents begin to establish independent lives (Helsen, Vollebergh & Meeus,
2000; Furman & Buhrmester, 1992).
The ﬁndings presented in this chapter seem consistent with the assertion
that parents continue to affect adolescent development (Collins et al., 2000).
Nevertheless, third variables may be involved that are not included in the
study and inﬂuence the relations between problem behavior and perceived
support. An example of such a third variable is genetic resemblance between
family members. Because parents and children are genetically related, the
relations between parental support and adolescent adjustment problems might
in part be explained by genetic similarity between parents and children (Caspi,
2000). Genetic factors that inﬂuence parents’ ability to provide support to their
children might be the same as the genetic factors accounting for child problem
behavior (Harris, 1998; Jaffee et al., 2004).
Moreover, most studies have assessed adolescents’ perceived parental
support and thus effects between parental support and adolescent problem
behavior might exist in the eye of the beholder: adolescents with higher
levels of problems might perceive their environment differently than adolescents with lower levels of problems. The correlations between reports of
parents and adolescents on parental support are not very high and mean
levels substantially differ. Perceiver effects play a relatively strong role in
adolescents’ perceptions of support from fathers and mothers (Branje, Van
Aken, & Van Lieshout, 2002), indicating that the meanings that adolescents
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make of their experiences with parents are important to understand. Because
similar experiences may mean different things to different adolescents, the
same experiences may lead to different outcomes for different adolescents.
These large perceiver effects might also explain why generally not many
differences between effects of paternal support and maternal support are
found. Future research should address whether the results for adolescent
reported parental support generalize to more “objective” measures of parental
support.
To conclude, results suggest that parental effects are found predominantly
for internalizing problems, whereas child effects and bidirectional effect are
found predominantly for externalizing problems. Future longitudinal research
should examine the processes mediating the effects between parental support
and problem behavior. Does a lack of parental support lead to ineffective
ways of coping (Wills & Cleary, 1996)? Does lack of parental support interfere
with socialization processes and internalization of parental norms (Baumrind,
1991)? Does a lack of parental support lead to externalizing behavior through
a process of afﬁliation with deviant peers (Patterson, 1982; Dishion, Nelson, &
Bullock, 2004)? Or does adolescent problem behavior lead to parent emotional
rejection (Baumrind & Moselle, 1985)? Knowledge of the underlying mechanisms would greatly increase our understanding of the associations between
adolescent problem behavior and parental support.
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