How do parents and teenagers
get along together?
Views of young people and their parents
Is adolescence a time of ‘storm and stress’, or do most parents
and adolescents get along together relatively well?
Data from the Australian Temperament Project are used to
shed light on this perennial question.

D I A N A F. S M A R T, A N N V. S A N S O N a n d J O H N W . T O U M B O U R O U
arent–child relationships are one of the
most fundamental aspects of life. A large
body of research shows that parent–
child relationship quality is closely
linked to child and adolescent wellbeing
(Steinberg, 2001). Armsden and Greenberg (1987),
for example, found that adolescents who had good
relationships with their parents were less inclined
to use drugs, progressed better at school, were more
self-reliant and experienced fewer psychological
and social problems than peers with poorer quality
relationships. Similarly, the 1991 Australian Living
Standards Survey revealed that adolescents who
were dissatisfied with their relationships with parents had a lower sense of mastery, were more likely
to feel bored and were less satisfied with their lives
than adolescents who had better-quality relationships (Weston, 2000).

supportive parent–child relationships also facilitate
and underpin effective parenting (and vice versa)
(Dishion & McMahon, 1998). For example, Renee,
Snyder, Schrepferman, and Snyder (2005) showed
that a close parent–child relationship in midchildhood was related to more effective supervision
and monitoring in later childhood.

Supportive parent–child relationships can foster
resiliency, as shown by research demonstrating
that such relationships helped children maintain
positive adjustment while growing up in a high-risk
environment (Werner & Smith, 1982). Warm,

Parents and teenagers often experience greater
strain and discord in their relationships as young
people try out new ways of thinking and being
(Collins & Russell, 1991; Youniss & Smollar, 1985).
This trend underlies the theory that adolescence is
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Parent–child relationships change considerably
over the lifespan. In the early years, parents
nurture, support and guide their children’s development. As children move through adolescence and
into adulthood, the parent–child relationship
evolves, generally becoming more egalitarian in
nature as young people seek independence (Collins
& Laursen, 2006). Later in life, the roles may
reverse somewhat, as elderly parents receive support and care from their adult children.
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a time of storm and stress in which conflict is a natural, common and almost necessary occurrence.
According to Steinberg (2001), this was the prevailing view up until the 1970s, and it remains a
popular view in the general community. However,
the research evidence suggests a rather different
picture. Community surveys from the
late 1960s onwards show that approximately
three-quarters of teenagers report warm, happy
relationships with their parents (e.g. Douvan &
Adelson, 1966; Kandel & Lesser, 1972; Weston,
2000). Additionally, Rutter, Graham, Chadwick,
and Yule (1976) found that poor parent–adolescent
relationships (when present) had very often been
preceded by earlier family difficulties, suggesting
they were not a new phenomenon but were the continuation of longstanding difficulties.
A noteworthy feature of this research is that it is,
to a large extent, based on adolescents’ views. Parents’ perspectives have been less frequently sought.
The available research suggests that parents tend
to view their relationships with their teenagers
more positively than do adolescents (Silverberg &
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Steinberg, 1990). However, as Larson and Richards
(1994) point out, parents and teenagers may have
quite different interpretations of their interactions
with each other. Steinberg (2001) suggests that parents may be more affected than adolescents by
recurrent “bickering and squabbling” over minor
issues (p. 5) and may be more likely to retain negative feelings afterwards, due in part to differing
conceptions of the disagreement. Parents tend to
see these disagreements as relating to parental
codes of conduct or standards, whilst teenagers
see them more as a matter of personal choice
(Smetana, 1988). Thus, it is possible that parents
might view their relationship with their teenager
differently to the teenager. Seiffge-Krenke (1999)
has shown that discrepancies in the views of parents and teenagers can be quite large in early
adolescence but diminish over the adolescent
years.
The current study aimed to address three issues:
a) how do Australian teenagers and parents view
their relationship over the period from early to
late adolescence;
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b) to what extent do they agree; and
c) are there systematic differences between adolescents with good, poor or discrepant perceptions
of their relationships (i.e. parents and teenagers
do not agree) on personal characteristics, family,
peer and school functioning?

The study
This study is based on the Australian Temperament
Project (ATP),1 a longitudinal community study
that has focused on the developing child, investigating the contribution of personal, family and
broader environmental factors to adjustment and
wellbeing. The ATP commenced in 1983 with the
recruitment of a representative cohort of 2,443
infants aged 4–8 months and their families, from
urban and rural areas of Victoria. Fourteen waves of
data have been collected using mail surveys, annually for the first 4 years and bi-annually up to 2002,
with a 4-yearly interval thereafter to the 14th survey wave at 23–24 years (2006). A wide range of
domains has been assessed, including the child’s
temperament, behavioural and emotional adjustment, academic progress, health, social skills, and
peer and family relationships, as well as family
functioning, parenting practices and the family
socio-demographic background (see Prior, Sanson,
Smart, & Oberklaid, 2000, for further details, available from the ATP website: www.aifs.gov.au/atp).
Table 1

Questions used to obtain teenager reports of
parent–adolescent relationship quality

My parents respect my feelings.
My parents accept me as I am.
My parents sense when I’m upset about something.
When I discuss things with my parents, they consider my point of view.
My parents trust my judgement.
I tell my parents about my problems and troubles.
I feel that my parents don’t understand me.
My parents don’t understand what I’m going through these days.
Source: Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987)

Table 2

Questions used to obtain parent reports of
parent–adolescent relationship quality

How often do you talk with your child about his/her plans for the coming
day? (response categories of “almost every day”, “most days”, “some
days”, “hardly ever”, “almost never”)
Most of the time, how well do you get along with your teenager? (“very
well”, “well”, “OK”, “not too well”, “not at all well”)
On a day-to-day basis, I praise or reward my child for doing a good job
at home or at school. (“always/almost always”, “often”, “about half the
time”, “occasionally”, “never/almost never”)
My child talks with me about his/her problems or troubles.
(“always/almost always”, “often”, “about half the time”, “occasionally”,
“never/almost never”)
I enjoy listening to and doing things with my child. (“always/almost always”,
“often”, “about half the time”, “occasionally”, “never/almost never”)
Source: Parenting Practices Questionnaire, Australian Temperament Project
(Prior et al., 2000).
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Parents, maternal and child health nurses, primary
school teachers and, from the age of 11 years, the
children themselves, have participated in the study.
Approximately two-thirds of the sample is still
involved in the study after 24 years. Although many
families living in disadvantaged circumstances or
containing a non–Australian born parent at the time
of recruitment are still participating, families with
these characteristics are less likely to remain in the
study. There are no differences between the retained
and no–longer participating sub-samples on infancy
characteristics measured at the study’s commencement, such as easy/difficult temperament style or
behaviour problems. Thus, the findings reported
here are likely to slightly under-represent the effects
of family disadvantage, but the study remains representative of children’s diversity in behaviour and
temperament style.
The data for this paper come from the surveys
undertaken when the children were 13–14, 15–16
and 17–18 years (in 1996, 1998 and 2000 respectively). These comprised the 10th through 12th
data collection waves of the study. Between 75%
and 80% of those still enrolled in the study participated in these data collection waves. A wide range
of aspects were measured, including adolescents’
temperament style, social skills, attraction to risktaking, antisocial behaviour, substance use,
depression and anxiety, as well as relationships
with parents and peers, friendships with antisocial
youth, and school adjustment/achievement. Parents also reported on many of these aspects, as well
as family environment characteristics, such as family structure, parental occupational and educational
status, family stress, and parenting practices and
beliefs. The parent–adolescent relationship measures are described here; details of the wide array of
additional measures included in the analyses can be
obtained from the authors or from the ATP website.
Teenagers completed questions about their relationships with their parents when they were 13–14
and 17–18 years, while parents completed questions
about their relationships with their teenagers and
their parenting practices at all three survey waves
from 13 to 18 years. The questions completed by
teenagers were drawn from Armsden and Greenberg’s
(1987) Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (see
Table 1). Six of the eight questions were positively
worded and two were negatively worded (teenagers
reported how often their parents did not understand
them, or did not understand what they were going
through). For ease of interpretation, the two negatively worded questions were re-coded. Thus, the
findings reported hereafter for these two items reflect
teenager’s perceptions of how often their parents did
understand them. Teenagers answered the questions
using a 5-point scale of “almost always true”, “often
true”, “sometimes true”, “seldom true” and “almost
never true”.
Parents completed the ATP-devised Parenting Practices Questionnaire, which comprised scales
measuring relationship quality (see Table 2), use
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of reasoning (e.g. when I want my child to do
something, I explain my reasons for asking), monitoring/supervision (e.g. how often do you find out
where he/she is going when he/she goes out with
friends?), harsh discipline (e.g. yelling, scolding,
swearing) and physical punishment (e.g. I use
threats of physical punishment to control my
child). The response categories used to obtain parents’ responses were anchored to the item content
and are shown in Table 2. While the questions asked
of parents and teenagers are not identical, they
cover similar issues and important features of
relationships.

How did parents and adolescents view their
relationships?
The first issue addressed is the separate perspectives of parents and teenagers about their
relationship. To facilitate the identification of
positive perceptions, the 5-point ratings for all
items were recoded into two categories. Thus, for
teenagers, the “always/almost always true” and
“often true” ratings were deemed to reflect positive
views, while the remaining three ratings (“sometimes true”, “seldom true” and “almost never
true”) were interpreted as reflecting less positive
views. Similarly, for parent responses, the two highest ratings reflected positive perceptions (e.g.,
“always/almost always” and “often”) while the
remaining three ratings reflected less positive perceptions (e.g., “about half the time”, “occasionally”
and “never/almost never”).

17–18 years. Consistent with teenager reports,
most parents reported good relationships with
their teenagers, with more than 70% believing they
got on well with their teenager, enjoyed his/her
company, and praised or rewarded him/her for
doing a good job.
The percentage of parents who reported they got on
well with their teenager and enjoyed his/her company was quite similar at all three ages, while
parents more often praised or rewarded their teen
for a good job at the two older ages than at 13–14
years of age. The two items measuring parent–
adolescent communication revealed somewhat
different trends. While close to 80% of parents

I tell my parents about
my troubles/problems
My parents trust
my judgement
My parents consider
my point of view
My parents sense when
I’m upset about something
My parents accept
me as I am
My parents respect
my feelings
My parents understand me
My parents understand
what I’m going through
10

20

0

Interestingly, responses to the set of items tended to
be more positive at 17–18 than at 13–14 years, with
significant across-age differences found on most
items. The two exceptions were: no significant acrossage differences on the item “my parents understand
me”, and the finding that significantly more teenagers
felt parents understood what they were going through
at 13–14 years than at 17–18 years.
Parents’ perceptions are shown in Figure 2, with
the top bars showing parents’ views when their
teenagers were 13–14 years; the middle bars, parents’ views when teenagers were 15–16 years; and
the lowest bars, parents’ views when teenagers were
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13–14 years

Figure 1

90 100

17–18 years

The percentage of 13–14 and 17–18 year old adolescents who
had positive views of their relationship with their parents

Get on well
with teenager
Enjoy teenager's
company
Parents’ views

Teenagers’ views are shown in Figure 1, with the
higher bars displaying the proportion of teenagers
with positive views when they were 13–14 years of
age and the lower bars the proportion with positive
views at 17–18 years. On seven of the eight items,
the great majority of teenagers had positive perceptions of their relationship with their parents, with
over 70% feeling their parents trusted their judgement, considered their point of view, sensed when
they were upset, accepted them as a person,
respected their feelings, understood them, and
understood what they were going through. However, teenagers were less likely to confide in
parents, with only around 50% saying they “almost
always” or “often” talked with parents about troubles or difficulties they were experiencing.

30 40 50 60 70 80
Percentage of teenagers

Talk with teen most
days about teen's plans
for the coming day
Praise/reward teenager
for a good job
Talk with teenager
about his/her troubles
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15–16 years
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The percentage of parents of 13–14, 15–16 and
17–18 year old adolescents who had positive views of
their relationship with their adolescents
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Teenagers who had better-quality
relationships with their parents tended
to have higher self-esteem, an easier
temperament style, fewer behaviour
problems and greater identity clarity,
and be more socially skilled and
more optimistic about the future.

to the set of questions shown in Table 1 (for
adolescents) or Table 2 (for parents).

reported talking with their teenager on most days
about the teen’s plans for the coming day when
their teenagers were 13–14 and 15–16 years, this
dropped markedly to around 50% at 17–18 years.
Conversely, parents were significantly more likely
to talk with their teenager about problems or troubles the teen was experiencing in late adolescence
than in mid- or early adolescence (almost 80%
reported this occurred “always” or “often” at 17–18
years, compared with between 50% and 60% at
13–14 and 15–16 years). The differing responses to
these two questions suggest that they tapped differing types of conversations—day-to-day matters and
activities on one hand, and more serious, deepseated concerns on the other.
In summary, the trends in Figures 1 and 2 suggest
that, as groups, most parents and teenagers held positive views of their relationships, since 70% or more
endorsed most of the aspects measured. Fewer, but
still around 50%, talked together about problems
adolescents might be facing.

Did parents and teenagers agree?
The second issue investigated was the level of agreement for pairs of parents and teenagers. For this
question, the responses of parents and adolescents
from the 13–14 and 17–18 year surveys were
used. The original five response categories were
included in these analyses. Firstly, to make the
responses of parents and teenagers comparable,
a composite score was calculated for each respondent by computing the average of his/her responses
Table 3

Agreement was assessed in two ways. Firstly, intraclass correlations were computed between the
parent and teenager scores at each time point. The
correlations were .36 at 13–14 years and .28 at
17–18 years, which is in the “fair” range according
to Osoba, Rodrigues, Myles, Zee, and Pater (1998).
However, as parents and teenagers did not complete
identical questions, the extraneous variability
introduced by measurement differences may have
led to an underestimate of the “true” correlation.
The second approach was to divide the distribution
of parent and teenager scores into thirds to form
groups with high-, medium- and low-quality relationships according to adolescents, and high-,
medium- and low-quality relationships according to
parents. The groups were then cross-tabulated to
determine the proportion who had, or did not have,
similar quality relationships according to both
sources of report. The results are shown in Table 3.
Trends were similar at both ages. While there was
considerable variability, the most common result
was for parents and adolescents to agree. Thus, the
percentages in the diagonal cells, showing the proportion who agreed, were consistently higher than
those in the non-diagonals, showing the proportion
who disagreed. Agreement tended to be around 50%
for the high and low groups, but was lower for the
medium group (36% at 13–14 years and 40% at
17–18 years). Focusing now on the high and low
groups, the trend was for ratings to be in the adjacent category when there was disagreement (e.g., a
high-quality relationship according to one source
and a medium-quality relationship according to the
other). Extreme differences of opinion, in which
one source reported a high-quality relationship and
the other a low-quality relationship, were rare
(between 13% and 21%). Overall, it seemed that
there was moderate agreement between parents
and adolescents, and when there was disagreement,
this was generally minor.

What personal, family and broader environmental factors were associated with differing
types of parent–adolescent relationships?
The final issue examined was connections between
parent–child relationships and other aspects of adolescent and family functioning. For ease of
interpretation, the nine groups shown in Table 3
were reduced to six groups at both 13–14 and 17–18
years, as follows:

Percentage of parents and teenagers who agreed or disagreed about the quality of their relationship
13–14 YEARS
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Parent’s
views

High

High

56%

Medium

38%

Low

20%
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17–18 YEARS

Teenager’s views
Medium

Teenager’s views
Medium

Low

Parent’s
views

31%

13%

High

49%

33%

18%

36%

26%

Medium

29%

40%

30%

30%

51%

Low

21%

29%

50%

High

Low
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Figure 3

Low

Medium–low

Medium

High–low

High–medium

High

Low

Medium–low

Medium

Teenager report

Parent report

The differing parent–adolescent relationship
quality groups: mean scores and confidence intervals
for adolescents’ social skills

Teenager report of
oppositional behaviour

Figure 4
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Figure 3 shows that adolescents in the high-quality
relationship group tended to have very good social
skills, with the group means being around the 70th
percentile by teenager report (on left) and parent
report (on right). In contrast, the social skills of
the low group were substantially below the norm,
with the group means being just above the 30th
percentile according to teenagers and just above
the 20th percentile according to parents. The

High–low

Many differences were found on adolescents’ personal characteristics. For example, teenagers who
had better-quality relationships with their parents
tended to have higher self-esteem, an easier temperament style, fewer behaviour problems and
greater identity clarity, and be more socially skilled
and more optimistic about the future. The appendix
also shows that girls tended to have better-quality
relationships with parents than boys. The most
striking differences were on social skills (Figure 3).
The bars in Figure 3 show each group’s average level
of social skills, while the “I” symbol at the top of
each bar indicates the 95% confidence intervals
(CIs). When CIs do not overlap, this indicates that
there are significant differences between the groups
being compared. As an example, looking at teenager
reports in Figure 3, the CI for the high group does
not overlap with the CI for the high–medium group,
indicating that the high group was significantly different from the high–medium group. However, the
CIs for the high–low and medium groups did overlap, indicating that these two groups did not
significantly differ.

100
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High–low

MANOVA methods were used to compare groups.
The numerous differences found (shown in the
appendix on p. 27) consistently showed that the
high-quality relationship group was progressing the
best, the low-quality relationship group the worst
and the remaining groups (the medium-quality
relationship group and the discrepant groups) were
intermediate between these two groups. The pattern of differences was similar at 13–14 and 17–18
years, and there was great consistency between the
reports of parents and adolescents across the various areas of functioning. The group differences are
illustrated in Figures 3 to 7, which for simplicity
show trends at 13–14 years, although these are similar to the trends at 17–18 years.

High–medium

low-quality relationship according to both
sources.

Differences were also found on aspects of family
life and peer relationships. With regard to family
life, there were significant group differences
on parenting practices (use of reasoning, monitoring/supervision, harsh discipline, physical
punishment, inconsistent discipline), quality of the
marital relationship while the teenager was growing
up, and occurrence of a marital break-up during the
child’s lifetime. Figure 5, which displays group differences on parents’ use of reasoning, illustrates these
trends. However, no differences were found on other
family characteristics, such as parents’ educational

High–medium

medium-quality relationship by one source and
low quality by the other; and

High

medium-quality relationship according to both
sources;

High

high-quality relationship by one source and low
quality by the other;

Group mean social skills percentile scores

high-quality relationship by one source and
medium quality by the other;

remaining groups tended to be in the average
range, between the 40th and 60th percentiles.
Figure 4 shows similar group differences on oppositional behaviour/conduct problems, as reported
by parents and adolescents alike. (For comparability, the variables shown in Figures 4 to 7 have
been standardised to have a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1. Thus, group means below 0
indicate lower than average scores, while group
means greater than 0 indicate higher than average
scores.)

Group mean scores on oppositional
behaviour/conduct problems

high-quality relationship according to both
sources of report (parents and adolescents);

Parent report of
conduct problems

The differing parent–adolescent relationship quality groups:
mean scores and confidence intervals for adolescents’
oppositional behaviour and conduct problems
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0
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-0.6
-0.8
High

Group mean scores on
parents’ use of reasoning

and occupational status, family size, the family’s
experience of stress in the past 12 months, and the
number of house moves the family had undertaken
during the child’s life. Teenagers who had betterquality relationships with parents also tended to

have closer peer relationships according to both
teenagers and parents (Figure 6), and were more
likely to participate in organised activities such as
school, sport or community groups.
Similarly, teenagers with better-quality relationships tended to be progressing better at school, as
illustrated in Figure 7, valued their school experiences more, and experienced fewer school-related
problems. At 17–18 years, they felt more attached
to their local communities (e.g., liked their
neighbourhood, had contact with neighbours, participated in community activities).
In summary, adolescents who had high-quality
relationships with parents tended to be doing better
than those with less-positive relationships across
all the areas of life examined: their personal characteristics, family experiences, peer relationships,
school progress and community connectedness.

Parent report

0.6
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0
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Figure 6

Parent report

The differing parent–adolescent relationship
quality groups: mean scores and confidence intervals
for the quality of adolescents’ peer relationships

0.8
0.6
0.4
0.2
0
-0.2

However, on one aspect—communication between
adolescents and parents—rates were lower, with
only about half of both parents and adolescents
reporting that they often talked together about
problems or difficulties the adolescents were experiencing. Other ATP research has shown that a large
majority of teenagers felt they could talk with their
parents about personal concerns (Prior et al.,
2000). Taken together, these findings suggest that a
number of teenagers prefer not to confide in their
parents at this stage of development, perhaps due to
their increasing independence. Interestingly, while
parents and teenagers were more likely to talk
together about problems or difficulties at 17–18
years than earlier, they chatted less often on a daily
basis. One reason for this could be that parents
and adolescents tend to spend less time together at
this age (Larson, Richards, Moneta, Holmbeck, &
Duckett, 1996).

-0.4

Teenager report

Figure 7

Parent report

The differing parent–adolescent relationship
quality groups: mean scores and confidence intervals
for adolescents’ experience of school problems
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Group mean scores on school problems

The findings of this longitudinal Australian community study are in line with other Australian and
international research in showing that most adolescents report good relationships with their parents.
Parent reports, which have been assessed in far
fewer previous studies, reveal a similar picture.
Over 70% of parents and adolescents generally had
positive perceptions, which accords well with the
rates of approximately 75% in other studies (e.g.,
Douvan & Adelson, 1966; Kandel & Lesser, 1972;
Weston, 2000).

0.8

Teenager report
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Conclusions and implications

The differing parent–adolescent relationship
quality groups: mean scores and confidence intervals
for parents’ use of reasoning

High

Group mean scores on peer
relationship quality

Figure 5

There was a small but consistent trend for relationships to improve from early/mid-adolescence to late
adolescence, according to teenagers. Again, this
accords with other research (e.g., Larson et al., 1996;
Weston, 2000). The comments of ATP parents as they
reflected on their experiences as parents illustrate
this trend (from Prior et al., 2000):

My teenager has always been difficult, but at the age of 11, 12,
13 we had a very bad relationship … We have come a long
way and our relationship is very good now.
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High relationship quality was associated with more harmonious
family relationships and more effective parenting practices, but not
family structural characteristics.

The changes have reflected his growing independence and my
learning to let him be independent. Closeness, warmth and
conflict are those emotions most tested and stretched in
growing up.
She wants to make her own decisions … I don’t exercise much
control over her but I’m hanging in there to be someone to
turn to if she needs someone. Rather than exercise control I’m
trying to get her to look at the consequences of her actions.
However, the difficulties that many parents experience should not be forgotten, as illustrated by the
comments of other ATP parents:

Due to his secretive, stubborn attitude, a barrier to free
communication is forming, hence our bond is constantly under
pressure … I guess I am just another frustrated parent
experiencing life through the teenage/adolescent cycle.
He is very independent and wants to assert that constantly—
wanting very little input from us.
As a teenager she has become very determined to do as she
wishes when she wishes, despite what I think is safe. This has
led to a lot of conflict … I am often worried about her
behaviour.
Individual pairs of parents and teenagers tended
to have similar perceptions of their relationship, as
shown by the analyses examining rates of agreement. Of course, perfect agreement would not be
expected for a variety of reasons, such as personality differences and measurement variations. While
rates of exact agreement were moderate, extreme
differences of opinion were rare. However, we
did not find the increasing rates of agreement
across adolescence found by others (Collins & Luebker, 1994; Seiffge-Krenke, 1999). In general,
adolescents with discrepant reports of their relationships (i.e. parents and adolescents did not
agree), tended to be progressing a little less well
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than adolescents whose relationships were at the
higher level according to both sources of report.
Thus a discrepancy in views reflected, to a certain
extent, less positive progress.
Finally, parent–adolescent relationship quality
was strongly related to adolescent wellbeing
over a range of aspects of life. When groups were
compared, teenagers with the highest-quality
relationships were found to be progressing better than
all other groups, while those with the poorest-quality
relationships were the most problematic. Thus, adolescents with good relationships were found to be
more adaptable, socially adept and self confident; had
a clearer idea of where they were going in life; and displayed fewer problems such as antisocial behaviour or
depression. More girls than boys had good relationships with parents. These findings add to the evidence
base demonstrating connections between relationship quality and adolescent outcomes across differing
countries and ethnic groups (e.g., Wissink, Dekovic, &
Meier, 2006).
High relationship quality was associated with more
harmonious family relationships and more effective
parenting practices, but not family structural characteristics. High-quality relationships were also
related to closer peer relationships, better school
progress, and a greater sense of community belonging. We cannot unravel the direction of effects with
certainty from these data; in fact, the connections
are likely to be bi-directional and mutually reinforcing. For example, it may be easier to maintain
good relationships with adolescents who do not
engage in problem behaviours. On the other hand,
the existence of a high-quality relationship might
inhibit adolescents from engaging in problem
behaviours.
At least two major implications can be taken from
these findings. Firstly, difficult parent–adolescent
relationships are atypical and need to be taken
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seriously. They can be a signal that teenagers are
experiencing problems (as indeed parents may be
too, although we did not have data on this). They
can cause pain and hurt to all concerned, as suggested by the comments of ATP parents reported
above. Secondly, community perceptions of the
nature of parent–adolescent relationships seem to
be out of kilter with the consistent research findings. Steinberg (2001) makes the point that “there
has remained a dramatic disjunction between what
is being said in academic circles and what is being
sold to parents through the popular media. Authors
of contemporary advice books aimed at parents of
teenagers continue to portray the adolescent period
as a difficult one” (p. 4).
It is important that researchers and service
providers working in the adolescent field help parents develop a realistic view of parenting over the
teenage years. This requires balancing the fact that
parents need not be unduly apprehensive since adolescence is a positive period for most, with support
for the minority where difficulties occur, the
responsibility for which cannot be laid simply at
the feet of parents. With appropriate education and
support, we can hope that even more Australian
families will experience the teenage years as ones of
growth and fulfilment rather than a time of conflict
and unhappiness. As one of our parents put it:

I’m not perfect, he’s not perfect, we learn together as we go
along; the younger siblings watching carefully the decisions
we make.
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Appendix

Significant differences between groups with differing types of parent–adolescent relationships
13–14 YEARS

17–18 YEARS

Overall MANOVA: 4.21; p < .0001
Aspect of functioning

Overall MANOVA: 3.71; p < .0001

F statistic

Adolescent personal characteristics

F statistic

Aspect of functioning

Adolescent personal characteristics

Social skills (P)

75.24***

Social skills (P)

NM

Social skills (A)

49.84***

Social skills (A)

NM

Temperamental reactivity (P)

25.19***

Temperamental reactivity (P)

11.51***

Temperamental persistence (P)

27.67***

Temperamental persistence (P)

12.35***

Temperamental sociability/ shyness (P)
Temperamental activity (P)
Depression (A)

7.41***
2.94*
26.54***

Temperamental sociability/ shyness (P)
Temperamental activity (P)

2.97*
NM

Depression (A)

18.06***

Anxiety/withdrawal (P)

8.84***

Anxiety/withdrawal (P)

7.12***

Antisocial behaviour (A)

15.18***

Antisocial behaviour (A)

3.26**

Oppositional behaviour (A)

26.01***

Oppositional behaviour (A)

8.61***

Conduct disorder (P)

42.78***

Conduct disorder (P)

Socialised aggression (P)

17.42***

Socialised aggression (P)

17.89***
7.46***

Hyperactivity (A)

25.48***

Hyperactivity (A)

11.10***

Attention problems (P)

23.96***

Attention problems (P)

15.94***

Multi-substance use (A)

8.74***

Multi-substance use (A)

Male/female gender

5.25***

Male/female gender

Self-esteem (A)

NM

Self-esteem (A)

Identity clarity (A)

NM

Identity clarity (A)

Optimism about the future (A)

NM

Optimism about the future (A)

Copes by blaming self (A)

NM

Copes by blaming self (A)

3.26**

Copes by support seeking (A)

NM

Copes by support seeking (A)

2.89*

Family environment

n.s.
2.21*
16.41***
4.39***
23.23***

Family environment

Use of reasoning (P)

60.35***

Use of reasoning (P)

Monitoring/supervision (P)

14.64***

Supervision/involvement (P)

18.61***

NM

Harsh discipline (P)

13.24***

Harsh discipline (P)

29.70***

Physical punishment (P)

6.49***

Physical punishment (P)

Inconsistent discipline (P)

NM

Inconsistent discipline (P)

Conflict between parent and teenager (P)

NM

Conflict between parent and teenager (P)

44.77***

Family cohesion (P)

NM

Family cohesion (P)

26.35***

Quality of marital relationship over child’s life (P)

NM

Quality of marital relationship over child’s life (P)

2.35*

Intact family over child’s life (P)

NM

Intact family over child’s life (P)

2.58*

Peer relationships
Attachment to peers (A)
Friendship quality (A)
Involvement with peers (P)
Participation in peer group activities (P)

NM
16.96***

Peer relationships
24.26***
8.96***
12.44***
7.44***

Attachment to peers: Trust (A)

4.77***

Attachment to peers: Communication (A)

6.87***

Attachment to peers: Alienation (A)

8.53***

Participation in peer group activities (P)

NM

Antisocial peer friendships (A)

13.81***

Antisocial peer friendships (A)

NM

Antisocial peer friendships (P)

12.43***

Antisocial peer friendships (P)

NS

School experiences

School experiences

School adjustment/ achievement problems (A)

29.77***

Schooling bonding (A)

12.16***

School adjustment/ achievement problems (P)

21.30***

School adjustment/ achievement problems (P)

14.51***

Community relationships
Bonding to community (A)

Community relationships
NM

Bonding to community (A)

4.05*

A = Adolescent report P = Parent report NM = Not measured in this wave NS = No sgnificant differences between the groups
* = p < .05 ** = p < .01 *** = p < .001

Australian Institute of Family Studies

Family Matters 2008 No. 78

27

