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C h a p t e r 4 : A Longitudinal Examinat ion of Parent ing and Best 

Fr iends ' Effects on Problem Behavior During Early 

Adolescence 

Reitz, E., Dekovic, M., Meijer, A. M., & Engels, R. C. M. E. 

(submitted for publication) 

In this longitudinal study the relations are examined between parenting and friends' 

deviance, on the one hand, and adolescent externalizing and internalizing problem 

behavior, on the other hand. Of the 650 adolescents (13- to 14-year-olds) who filled out 

the Youth Self-Report and questionnaires about their parents at two times within a one-

year interval, 382 adolescents could be paired, at both assessments, with a best friend 

who also filled out the questionnaires. The results suggest that previous research that 

used adolescents' reports on their friends' behavior might have overestimated peer 

effects. When friends' own reports are used parenting and peer effects were comparable. 

Furthermore, reciprocal relations were found between parenting and problem behavior, 

whereas only unilateral relations existed between friends' deviance and problem 

behavior. Differences between stable and unstable friendships and between boys and 

girls indicate that parent and peer effects are not equally important for all adolescents. 
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4.1 Introduction 

The importance of family factors in the etiology of different types of problem 

behavior has been well documented. Research has demonstrated associations between 

maladaptive parenting and different types of problem behavior, including antisocial 

behavior (e.g., Dishion & McMahon, 1998), substance use (e.g., Anderson & Henry, 

1994), aggression (e.g., Laible, Carlo, & Raffaelli, 2000), and depression and anxiety 

(e.g., Ge et al., 1996; Jacobson & Crockett, 2000). It seems that high levels of parental 

warmth, responsiveness, a good quality of relationship, and high levels of parental 

monitoring and supervision are characteristics of the most beneficial parenting in 

adolescence. High levels of attachment (Laible, Carlo, & Raffaelli, 1998), warmth 

(Greenberger, Chen, Tally, & Dong, 2000), and parental knowledge (Kerr & Stattin, 

2000), for instance, are all related to lower levels of externalizing and /o r internalizing 

problems. 

When children enter adolescence, it is often assumed that parental influence 

decreases because of the rising counterinfluence of peers. Early adolescents spend an 

increasing amount of time with peers without adult supervision (Mounts & Steinberg, 

1995) and peers become the most important reference group (Brown, Mounts, 

Lamborn, & Steinberg, 1993; Meeus & Dekovic, 1995). Harris (1995) even argues that 

parents do not have long-term effects on children's psychological characteristics and 

that peer groups are the primary environmental influence on psychological 

functioning. Association with deviant peers is often seen as a major cause of 

adolescent problem behavior (e.g., Berndt & Keefe, 1995; Keena et al., 1995; Fergusson 

& Horwood, 1999). The relative effect of deviant peers on adolescent problem behavior 

seems to be higher than the relative effect of parents on problem behavior (e.g., 

Bauman, Carver, & Gleiter, 2001; Beal, Ausiello, & Perrin, 2001; Dekovic, Reitz, & 

Meijer, 2002). A meta-analysis of Allen, Donohue, Griffin, Ryan, and Mitchell-Turner 

(2003) shows that peer effects on substance use are substantially larger than the 

effects for parents. Also, in a study of Dekovic (1999) the association with deviant 

peers is found to be a stronger predictor of both externalizing and internalizing 

problem behavior, than parenting. 

Although these studies seem to suggest that, at least in this developmental 

period, peers are more influential than parents, it is possible that peer effects are 

overestimated. In these studies, peer effects are mostly defined as association with 

deviant peers, that is, the degree to which adolescent peers show problem behavior. 
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Reports on peer deviance are, however, often assessed by asking adolescents to report 

on their friends' behavior, rather than asking the friends themselves to report on their 

own behavior (Bauman & Ennett, 1996). It has been found that adolescents tend to 

inflate the degree of similarity between themselves and their friends (Mounts & 

Steinberg, 1995), thus the strong association between peers ' and adolescents' deviance 

might partly be a methodological artifact. Having friends reporting on their own 

deviance increases the validity of the measures and might lead to more realistic 

estimations of peer effects. 

Nowadays, studies increasingly use friends' self-reports about their own 

behavior (e.g., Urberg, Degirmencioglu, & Tolson, 1998; Little, Brendgren, Wanner, & 

Krappmann, 1999; Brendgen, Vitaro, 86 Bukowski, 2000; Cui, Conger, Bryant, & Elder, 

2002; Maxwell, 2002). Findings from these studies still show moderate effects of the 

association with deviant friends on adolescent problem behavior. Bauman and Fisher 

(1986) and Aseltine (1995), however, compared friends' reports on their own behavior 

with adolescents' reports on friend behavior and showed that the magnitude of effect is 

much or even significantly lower when friends' self-reports are used. Kandel (1996) 

even concludes that true peer effects based on perceptions of the peers themselves are 

about one fifth of the size of the effect when adolescents' perceptions of the peers are 

used. 

In addition, few studies examined longitudinal relative effects of parents and 

peers, and hereby often neglect the reciprocal influence that adolescents can have on 

their social environment (e.g., Steinberg, Fletcher, & Darling, 1994; Engels et al., 1999; 

Bauman, Carver, & Gleiter, 2001). Relations, however, are created by two people 

interacting over time, and the behaviors of both persons are intertwined in cycles of 

reciprocal causality (Lollis & Kuczynski, 1997). Evidence is found for bidirectional 

relations between parental discipline and antisocial behavior of preadolescent boys 

(Vuchinich, Bank, & Patterson, 1992), between parental control and support and 

adolescent drinking and drug use (Stice & Barrera, 1995), and between harsh, 

inconsistent, and nur turant parenting and adolescent problem solving (Rueter & 

Conger, 1998). 

Reciprocity also exists between adolescents and their best friends. Friends tend 

to be similar on various attributes. Two processes often explain this homogeneity. First 

are reciprocal influence processes, where individuals attempt to change each other to 

create a more satisfying friendship (Moreland & Levine, 1992; Ennett & Bauman, 

1994). Second are selection processes, that is, individuals select each other on the 

basis of common attributes ('assortative pairing') (Kandel, 1978; Bauman & Fisher, 
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1986; Bauman & Ennett, 1996). Some studies find more evidence for peer influence 

(Berndt & Keefe, 1995; Urberg, Degirmencioglu, & Pilgrim, 1997), whereas others 

suggest that selection plays the most important role in similarity among friends 

(Ennett & Bauman, 1994; Engels et al., 1997). Results of a review of Bauman and 

Ennet t (1996) on adolescent drug use suggests that selection processes are initially the 

most important in creating similar drug behavior among friends, whereas peer 

influence may reinforce common behavior once friendships are formed. 

Friends' influence processes might be magnified when friendships are higher in 

quality (Berndt, 1999). High-quality relationships, characterized by high levels of 

prosocial behavior and intimacy, and low levels of conflict and rivalry, may be more 

worthwhile for the adolescent, who then may be more likely to change behavior to 

create a more satisfying relationship (Urberg et al., 2003). Because these friendships 

involve mostly positive interactions, they are often quite stable over time (Berndt, 

1999). It has been found that stable friends are more similar in behavior than unstable 

friends (Kandel, 1978; Urberg et al., 1998). In the present study, the relations are 

examined between parenting and friends' deviance, on the one hand, and adolescent 

problem behavior, on the other hand. Differences will also be examined between stable 

and unstable friendships. 

Most studies on parent and peer effects on adolescent problem behavior have 

focused on externalizing problem behavior (e.g., Kim, Hetherington, & Reiss, 1999). 

Although much research is conducted regarding the association between parenting 

and internalizing problems (e.g., Jacobson & Crockett, 2000), little is known about the 

association with deviant peers in relation with internalizing problems. Furthermore, 

few researchers examined reciprocal effects. In the present study, both types of 

problem behavior will be examined regarding the relation between parenting and 

friends on problem behavior. 

Generally, empirical research indicates that girls show higher levels of 

internalizing problem behaviors than boys (e.g., Lewinsohn et al., 1993), whereas boys 

show higher levels of externalizing problem behaviors than girls (e.g., Zahn-Waxler, 

1993). There is also evidence for gender differences regarding the effects of parenting, 

and to some extent of peer relations, on externalizing and internalizing problems (Kim, 

Hetherington, & Reiss, 1999; Scaramella, Conger, & Simons, 1999). These include, for 

instance, stronger associations between parental caregiving and externalizing problems 

for boys than for girls, and stronger relations between deviant friends and conduct 

disorder for boys than for girls. We will examine whether parenting and peer effects on 

adolescent problem behavior differ for boys and girls. 
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To summarize, this longitudinal study examines the relations between parenting 

and friends' deviance, on the one hand, and adolescent externalizing and internalizing 

problem behavior, on the other hand. A first aim is, by comprising actual self-reports 

of friends' deviant behavior, to examine more comprehensively the effects of both 

parents and friends on adolescent problem behavior. It is expected that deviant friends 

will have smaller effects than are normally found in studies that use adolescents' 

reports about their friends' behavior. 

A second aim is to examine the reciprocal effects between parents and 

adolescent problem behavior and between friends' deviance and problem behavior. In 

previous studies, reciprocity is found between parenting and externalizing problem 

behavior. It is less clear whether these relations also exist for internalizing problem 

behavior. Regarding the reciprocal effects between friends' deviance and problem 

behavior, we hypothesize the following. In the present study we focus on early 

adolescence, when the adolescent changes school and new friendships are beginning to 

form and are starting to develop. We expect that during this period, the influence of 

adolescent problem behavior on friends' deviance will be stronger than the influence of 

friends' deviance on adolescent problem behavior, suggesting a selection process. 

The third aim is to examine whether the effects of parents and friends on 

problem behavior differ for stable and unstable friends. It is expected that the 

influence of friends' deviance on adolescent problem behavior will be stronger for 

stable friends than for unstable friends. Finally, gender differences will be examined. 

4 . 2 Method 

4.2.1 Sample and Procedure 

The sample was drawn from three secondary schools in the Netherlands. At 

Time 1 the sample consisted of 650 adolescents between 12 and 15 years old (M = 

13.36; SD = 0.55 years) from the 8 th Grade. All adolescents obtained passive consent 

from their parents to participate in the study. Adolescents completed a battery of 

questionnaires during regular school hours. 

After a one-year interval, the same adolescents were tested again. The schools were 

visited once more and questionnaires were sent to the homes of the adolescents who 

had left school or could not be reached at school (due to sickness or truancy), 

including a letter containing instructions and a postpaid return envelope. 
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Nonresponders were called at home to ask whether they could still fill out the 

questionnaire and send it back. A total of 563 adolescents participated again at Time 

2. The distribution of boys and girls for both waves was about equal (T1/T2: N boys = 

3 2 8 / 2 7 2 ; N girls = 322/291) and the self-reported ethnicity was mostly Dutch (Tl = 

88.4%; T2 = 89.5%). 

4.2 .2 Friendship nomination 

On both waves, adolescents were asked to write down the names and classes of 

their three best friends in school, in order of importance. Adolescents were paired with 

a best friend using the program MAKEDYAD (Thissen-Pennings & Bendermacher, 

2003). A large number of adolescents could be paired with a close friend who was also 

participating in the study (79% on both waves). The friend used is the one highest on 

the list who also completed the questionnaires, regardless whether the friendship was 

reciprocal or not. The remaining 21% could not be paired with a close friend for several 

reasons: 1) they were friendless; 2) they named friends who did not participate in the 

study because they were in a higher or lower grade that was not tested; or 3) their 

friends were absent from school on the days of data collection. 

The 137 adolescents who could not be paired at Time 1 (M age = 13.55; SD = 

.67; N boys = 78; N girls = 59) differed significantly from the 513 adolescents who 

could be paired on the following variables: Delinquent Behavior (t = 2.72; p < .01), 

Aggressive Behavior (t = -2.14; p < .05), Responsiveness (t = -3.75; p < .001), and 

Quality of Parent-Adolescent Relation (t = -3.14; p < .01). The first group scored higher 

on Delinquent Behavior and lower on the other three variables. 

Of the 513 paired adolescents at Time 1 (M age = 13.30; SD = .51), 382 

adolescents could also be paired at Time 2. Among these adolescents, 142 adolescents 

were paired with the same friend at both waves (stable friends) and 240 adolescents 

were paired with different friends at both waves (unstable friends). Among the 131 

adolescents who were only paired at Time 1, there were more boys than girls (N boys = 

82; N girls = 49). The attrition group differed significantly from the group that was 

paired on both waves on Delinquent Behavior (t = 2.66; p < .01), with the attrition 

group scoring higher, and Parental Knowledge (t = -2.78; p < .01), with the attrition 

group scoring lower. 
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4.2.3 Instruments 

Problem Behavior 

The Youth Self-Report (YSR; Achenbach, 1991b; Verhulst, Ende, & Koot, 1997) 

was used to obtain adolescent reports on their own problem behavior. The YSR 

assesses two broad-band syndromes, Externalizing and Internalizing. The 

Externalizing syndrome consists of the scales Delinquent Behavior and Aggressive 

Behavior. The Internalizing syndrome consists of Anxious/Depressed, Withdrawn, and 

Somatic Complaints. All items were rated on a 3-point Likert scale where 0 indicates 

responses of "not true", 1 "somewhat or sometimes true", and 2 "very true or often 

true". Alpha's for this study for Time 1/Time 2 were .67/ .69 for Delinquent Behavior, 

.82/ .82 for Aggressive Behavior, .84/ .87 for Anxious/Depressed, .65/ .68 for 

Withdrawn, and .73/ .76 for Somatic Complaints. 

In addition, in order to expand the range of externalizing problems with problem 

behaviors that occur frequently in non-clinical groups during this developmental 

period, two new scales were developed in conformance with the YSR format (Reitz, 

Dekovic, & Meijer, 2003). The two scales assess School Problems (e.g., Brack, Brack, & 

Orr, 1994; Gillmore, Hawkins, Catalano, Day, Moore, & Abbott, 1991) and 

Disobedience (Maggs, Almeida, & Galambos, 1995; Rothbaum & Weisz, 1994). School 

Problems consists of 7 items, for example "I have been sent out of class for 

misbehavior" (Gillmore et al., 1991) and "I copy homework from others" (Fletcher, 

Steinberg, & Sellers, 1999). Alpha's of this scale for Time 1/Time 2 were .65 and .74. 

The second scale, Disobedience of parents, includes 8 items. Examples are "I refuse to 

do domestic tasks" (Peeters, 1994) and "I ignore prohibitions from my parents" 

(Dekovic, 1999). The internal consistencies for Time 1/Time 2 were .71 and .74. The 

items of both scales were also rated on a 3-point Likert scale used in the YSR. 

Friends' deviance 

For those adolescents who could be paired, friends' deviance is measured with 

the problem behavior scales for externalizing and internalizing problem behavior as is 

described above. 

Parenting 

Parenting was assessed with instruments that are frequently used in previous 

studies in the Netherlands (e.g., Gerris et al, 1993), separately for mothers and for 
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fathers. Given the strength of associations between maternal and paternal scores 

(correlation varied between .46 and .68 at Time 1 and between .44 and .66 at Time 2) 

in the following analyses their scores were averaged to provide a parental score. 

Responsiveness. The responsiveness scale from the Child-Rearing Questionnaire 

(NOV; Gerris et al., 1993) was used that included 8 items measuring the amount of 

parental warmth and support (e.g., "When I talk to my mother/father about my 

problems, s h e / h e really helps me"). Adolescents rated their parent on a 6-point Likert 

scale ranging from 'completely disagree' (1) to 'completely agree' (6). Alpha's for Time 

1/Time 2 were .92 and .94. 

Quality of Parent-Adolescent Relation. A short version of the Inventory of Parent 

and Peer Attachment (IPPA; Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Raja, McGee, & Stanton, 

1992) was used to determine the quality of affectional bonds between the adolescent 

and his or her parents. The scale consists of 12 items for each parent and all items are 

rated on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 'almost never' (1) to 'almost always' (4). 

The IPPA measures the quality of communication, the degree of trust, and alienation in 

the parent-adolescent relationship (e.g., "I tell my mother/father about my problems 

and worries"). A high score indicates a more positive quality of relation of the 

adolescent with his or her parents . Alpha's for Time 1/Time 2 were .87 and .89. 

Parental knowledge. The 6-item scale measures the extent to which parents 

supervise the adolescent and monitor their daily activities. The adolescents were asked 

to indicate on a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from 'almost nothing' (1) to 'almost 

everything' (4), how much their mother and father know about the adolescent's 

whereabouts after school, leisure time, who the adolescent's friends are, etc. The 

alpha 's for Time 1/Time 2 were .87 and .88. 

4.2 .4 Plan of analysis 

To test simultaneously the reciprocal influences between parenting and friends' 

deviance, on the one hand, and adolescent problem behavior, on the other hand, we 

applied Structural Equation Modeling with multiple indicators for the three latent 

variables Problem Behavior, Parenting, and Friends' Deviance. The LISREL 8.53 

program was used for estimation of the models (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1993) with 

covariance matrices as input and maximum likelihood estimation method. Models were 

tested separately for externalizing and internalizing problem behavior. The models 

include stability paths for the three latent variables (Time 1 -> Time 2). In addition, 
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four cross-lagged paths were also included: two paths to measure reciprocal relations 

between parenting and adolescent problem behavior, and two paths between friends' 

deviance and adolescent problem behavior. Measurement errors of the same indicators 

over time were allowed to correlate (e.g., responsiveness Time 1 with responsiveness 

Time 2) and correlations were estimated between latent variables within each time 

frame (Farrell, 1994). 

Model fit was evaluated using (1) the chi-square likelihood ratio statistic, (2) the 

Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), (3) the Non-Normed Fit Index 

(NNFI), and (4) the Comparative Fit Index (CFI). The chi-square provides a significance 

test of the null hypothesis that the model is correct. Because this statistic is strongly 

dependent on sample size and may cause small differences to be significant, other fit 

indices were included to evaluate the fit of a model. The fit was to be judged acceptable 

by an RMSEA of less than .07 and by NNFI and CFI values greater than .90 (Hartman 

et al., 1999). 

Multigroup comparison tests were performed to examine differences between 

stable and unstable friendships and between boys and girls in the magnitude of the 

structural coefficients. 

4.3 Results 

Because the problem behavior scales were somewhat skewed, log 

transformations were performed and these new scales were used in the analyses. 

Pearson correlations between all measured variables are reported in Table 4.1 

(externalizing problem behavior) and Table 4.2 (internalizing problem behavior). In 

both tables, stability coefficients of all variables were moderate to high except those for 

friends' deviance, which were lower in magnitude. The correlations between the 

separate indicators for adolescent problem behavior, friends' deviance, and parenting 

are all significant, suggesting that they are good indicators of these latent constructs. 

All associations are in the expected direction. 

4.3.1 Model testing 

The structural equation models for externalizing and internalizing problem 

behavior are shown in Figures 4.1 and 4.2. For externalizing problem behavior, the 
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Tl T2 

RE OR KN RE OR KN 

DB AB SP DO DB AB SP DO 

Figure 4.1 A Longitudinal Latent Variable Model of the Relations Between Adolescent 

Externalizing Problem Behavior and Parenting Behaviors and Friends' Deviance (/V = 382). 

RE = Responsiveness; QR = Quality of Relation; KN = Knowledge; DB = Delinquent Behavior; 

AB = Aggressive Behavior; SP = School Problems; DO = Disobedience 
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Tl T2 

Figure 4.2. A Longitudinal Latent Variable Model of the Relations Between Adolescent 

Internalizing Problem Behavior and Parenting Behaviors and Friends' Deviance (/V = 382). 

RE = Responsiveness; QR = Quality of Relation; KN = Knowledge; A/D = Anxious/ 

Depressed; WD = Withdrawn; and SC = Somatic Complaints 
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model yielded the following fit: yj (186) = 469.36, p < .000; RMSEA = .052; NNFI = 

0.96; CFI = 0.97. For internalizing problem behavior, the fit indices were comparable: 

X2 (114) = 296.46, p < .000; RMSEA = .053; NNFI = 0.96; CFI = 0.97. In both models, 

the chi-square test was significant, but the other fit indices were acceptable. It can be 

concluded that the model accurately describes the data for both types of problem 

behavior. 

As could be expected, given the results in Table 1 and 2, the stability over time 

is high for problem behavior and parenting and somewhat lower for friends' deviance. 

Parenting, that is, low levels of responsiveness, parental knowledge, and quality of 

relation, was associated with higher levels of externalizing problems at Time 2. The 

effect of adolescent problem behavior on parenting one year later was not significant. 

In contrast, reciprocal effects were found for internalizing problems. Both cross-lagged 

pa ths between parenting and problem behavior were significant, which indicates that 

parenting behaviors and internalizing problem behavior negatively influence each other 

over time. 

No evidence is found for an influence process of deviant friends: the relation 

between friends' deviance at Time 1 and externalizing and internalizing problems at 

Time 2 is not significant. A significant relation is found, however, for problem behavior 

at Time 1 and friends' deviance at Time 2 for both types of problem behavior, 

suggesting a selection process. 

Additional analyses were performed to examine whether the effects for parenting 

on problem behavior were larger than the effects for friends' deviance on problem 

behavior. Model comparison tests were performed, where the models presented in 

Figures 1 and 2 were compared with the models where the beta-coefficients between 

parenting Time 1 and problem behavior Time 2 and between friends' deviance Time 1 

and problem behavior Time 2 were set equal. No significant differences were found 

between models, indicating that parenting does not show larger effects on externalizing 

and internalizing problem behavior than does friends' deviance. 

4.3 .2 Multigroup analysis: Stable versus unstable friendships 

After evaluating the overall fit of the model combining data for all adolescent 

friendships, multigroup comparison tests were performed to test whether the model for 

externalizing and internalizing problem behavior was consistent across stable and 
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unstable friends. First, all parameters were estimated separately within each group 

(unconstrained model). Then parameters were constrained to be identical for stable 

and unstable friends (constrained model). Specifically, factor loadings of the latent 

variables on their indicators of problem behavior (= X) were set equal and beta-

coefficients between the three latent variables (= p) were set equal for both types of 

friends. 

Table 4.3 

Multigroup Analyses for Stable and Unstable Friends and for Boys and Girls for the Latent 

Variable Model on Externalizing and Internalizing Problem Behavior (N = 382) 

Model Label 

Stability of friendship 

Model 1 : Unconstrained model 

Model 2 : Constrained model 

Model 1 versus Model 2 

df 

Model Fit Indices Model Comparison Tests 

p RMSEA NNFI CFI Adf A%2 p(d) 

Externalizing Problem Behavior 

372 699.38 .000 

395 749.88 .000 .069 

0.92 0.93 

0.92 0.93 

23 50.50 p < . 0 0 1 

Model 1 : 

Model 2 : 

Gender 

Unconstrained model 

Constrained model 

Model 1 versus Model 2 

Stability of friendship 

Model 1 

Model 2 

Unconstrained model 

Constrained model 

Model 1 versus Model 2 

Model 1 

Model 2 

Gender 
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For both externalizing and internalizing problem behavior, the model differed for 

stable and unstable friends. The chi-square differences test indicated that the model in 
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which the parameters were set to be equal differed significantly from the 

unconstrained model (Table 4.3), indicating that there are group differences in the 

magnitude of the structural coefficients. For both types of problem behavior, the 

magnitude of the stability coefficient for friends' deviance is lower for unstable friends 

(.17) t han for stable friends (.50). 

Furthermore, for externalizing problem behavior, the magnitude of the relation 

between parenting Time 1 and problem behavior Time 2 is somewhat higher for 

unstable friends (-.15 versus -.03 for stable friends). Although we expected stronger 

effects of friends' deviance on adolescent problem behavior for the stable group than 

for the unstable group, no differences were found between the two groups. 

4 .3 .3 Multigroup analysis: Girls versus boys 

Multigroup comparison tests were also performed to test whether the models for 

problem behavior were consistent across gender groups. It appeared that the model for 

externalizing problem behavior is identical for boys and girls, whereas the model for 

internalizing problem behavior differs for boys and girls (Table 4.3). Results show 

gender differences for the reciprocal effects between parenting and problem behavior. 

The magnitude of beta-coefficients of the two cross-lagged paths are somewhat higher 

for boys than for girls (-.11 versus -.06 for parenting to problem behavior and -.29 

versus -.10 for problem behavior to parenting). 

4.4 Discussion 

In this study we examined the effects of parenting and friends' deviance on 

adolescent externalizing and internalizing problem behavior. Also, reciprocal effects 

were tested simultaneously between parenting and problem behavior and friends' 

deviance and problem behavior. Friends' deviance was measured using friends' self-

reports about their own behavior instead of using adolescents' reports about their 

friends' behavior. Finally, differences in types of friendships (stable versus unstable) 

and gender differences were examined. 

Numerous studies demonstrated the existence of parenting influences on 

externalizing and internalizing problem behavior (e.g., Jacobson & Crockett, 2000; 

Laible, Carlo, & Rafaelli, 2000). In the present study too, longitudinal effects of 
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parenting, that is, responsiveness, quality of relation, and parental knowledge, were 

found for both types of problem behavior. The effects of adolescent problem behavior 

on parenting, however, were only found for internalizing problem behavior, but not for 

externalizing problem behavior. A possible reason might lay in the aspects of parenting 

behaviors assessed in this study. These relational aspects might be more relevant for 

internalizing problem behavior, whereas externalizing problem behavior might be more 

strongly associated with controlling aspects of parenting that are not included in the 

present study. Illustrative in this respect is a study of Lin (2002) who found that 

'relational parenting', specifically family cohesion, parental warmth/acceptance and 

parental knowledge, was more strongly related to depression, whereas 'behavioral 

parenting', that is decision-making control and knowledge, was more strongly related 

to misconduct. Also, Galambos, Barker, and Almeida (2003) compared the relative 

influence of parental support, behavioral control, and psychological control on 

adolescent adjustment and found higher relative influences of support on internalizing 

problems and higher relative influences of behavioral control on externalizing 

problems. In conclusion, the relational aspects of the parent-child relation seems to be 

more important for internalizing problems than for externalizing problems, which 

explains the different effects found for the relations between parenting and 

internalizing and externalizing problem behavior. Unfortunately for adolescents with 

internalizing problems, parents do not react by offering more support and warmth, but 

abstain from it, which makes the level of problem behavior only worse. 

The results of the effects of friends' deviance were the same for both 

externalizing and internalizing problem behavior: friends' deviance did not influence 

problem behavior over time, whereas adolescent problem behavior had an effect on 

friends' deviance a year later. In other words, adolescents who exhibit higher levels of 

problem behavior tend to have friends one year later who show increasingly high levels 

of problem behavior, suggesting a selection effect. This is what we expected to find: we 

assumed that during early adolescence new friendships are emerging and developing, 

and thus, selection, and not influence, plays the most important role in choosing new 

friends. The results are consistent with findings of Bauman and Ennett (1996) who 

showed that selection is the most important when friendships are developing and 

forming, whereas peer influence reinforces behavior once friendships are formed. 

It is typical that adolescents not only seem to select friends that show 

externalizing problem behavior, but also seem to choose friends who show internalizing 

problem behavior. What is the point in choosing a depressive friend when you are 

depressive yourself? It might be that friends with internalizing problem behavior also 
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show externalizing problem behavior; these types of problems are often comorbid 

(Zoccolillo, 1992; Angold and Costello, 1993). Adolescents might be more attracted to 

the latter problem behavior. Future research should address this question. 

How can we explain the differences in findings with other studies that did find 

friends' influence effects? First of all, some studies examined older adolescents or 

examined a broader age range (e.g., Mounts & Steinberg, 1995; Maxwell, 2002) and, as 

is pointed out above, influence effects are more salient in older age groups. Second, 

some studies used adolescents ' reports about their friends' behavior, instead of friends' 

self-reports about their own behavior like we did, which might have increased the 

magnitude of relation between adolescents and their friends (e.g., Bauman & Fisher, 

1986; Aseltine, 1995; Berndt & Keefe, 1995; Keena et al., 1995). Third, some studies 

relied on cross-sectional designs, which confound selection and influence effects (e.g., 

Brendgen, Vitaro, & Bukowski, 2000). Finally, few studies that did use friends' self-

reports and also examined the same age group, focused on substance use as outcome 

variable (e.g., Urberg et al., 1997). It might be that the influence of deviant friends' on 

cigarette, alcohol, or drug initiation follows a different course than the influence of 

deviant friends on a broader range of problem behaviors like externalizing and 

internalizing problems (but see for exception Engels et al., 1999). 

The results of this study suggest that previous research on the relative effect of 

parents and peers on adolescent problem behavior might have inflated the importance 

of peers and underestimated the influence of parents. Many studies relied on 

adolescents ' report about their friends' behavior, which reflect projection and 

attribution, and this leads to an overestimation of peer effects (Bauman & Fisher, 

1986; Aseltine, 1995). When friends' own reports are used no significant differences 

were found between parenting effects and peer effects. It should be noted that the 

present study focuses on the period of early adolescence. The relative influence of 

parents and peers has varying effects on different age groups. Parents are more 

influential at younger ages and peers at older ages (Simons, Wu, Conger, & Lorenz, 

1994; Kandel, 1996). Thus, parenting effects might become less and peer effects more 

pronounced during middle and late adolescence. 

Differences were found between stable and unstable friends for externalizing 

and internalizing problem behavior. Not surprisingly, the stability coefficients of 

unstable friends was much lower than for stable friends, due to the fact that stability 

is based on different friends at two assessments for adolescents with unstable friends 

and the same friends on both assessments for adolescents with stable friends. The 

relationship between parenting and externalizing problem behavior was somewhat 
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higher for unstable friends than for stable friends. It seems that, in absence of high 

quality friendship relations (i.e., stable), adolescents let themselves be more influenced 

by their parents than adolescents with stable friendship relations. Because adolescents 

with low quality friendships might be less inclined to change their behavior to make 

the friendship relationship more satisfying (Urberg et al., 2003), they remain 

influenced to a higher degree by the ones most close to them: their parents. 

Gender differences were found in the model for internalizing problem behavior. 

Boys showed higher reciprocal relations between parenting and internalizing problem 

behavior than girls. Following Hill and Lynch's (1983) gender intensification hypothesis, 

sex-typed differences during early adolescence will increase between boys and girls 

because they are encouraged to conform to traditional masculine and feminine roles. 

Because internalizing problems are not traditionally masculine, these behaviors might 

be more noticeable for boys, and parents might react stronger to boys' internalizing 

problem behavior than to girls' internalizing problem behavior. It has been shown that 

gender role strain (i.e., failure to fulfill male role expectations) is negatively related to 

parental attachment (Defranc, 2000). 

Parenting effects on internalizing problem behavior were somewhat higher for 

boys than for girls, which might be explained by the fact that girls' depressive/anxious 

feelings seem to be more related to environmental difficulties, like pubertal 

development and stressful life events, than for boys (Ge et al., 1994). For boys, on the 

other hand, pubertal development starts later than for girls and thus, during early 

adolescence, might still be more influenced by their parents and less by other 

environmental difficulties. This relation might change, as the boys grow older. 

The following limitations of the present study are worth noticing. The parenting 

measures examined in this study are derived from adolescents' self-reports. Different 

findings might have been found when using parents ' self-reports about their own 

parenting behaviors. On the other hand, it has been demonstrated that adolescent 

reports on how they perceive their family behavior are not inherently inferior to more 

objective measures (Steinberg et al., 1994; Chen et al., 1998). 

A second limitation considers the attrition group. This group scored higher on 

externalizing problems, and lower on parenting than the group of adolescents on which 

the analyses are based. Attrition of problematic youth has also been a problem in other 

research: 'dropouts' scored lower on nur turant and involved parenting (Scaramella et 

al., 2002) and higher on externalizing and internalizing problem behavior (Aseltine, 

1995). Thus, the most seriously troubled youths are underrepresented in the 

prospective analyses, which might have influenced the results. 
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Finally, our sample is quite homogenous, consisting of mostly middleclass White 

(Dutch) adolescents. It is therefore not possible to generalize the results to other ethnic 

groups. Replication of these findings is needed in ethnically more diverse samples. 

Notwithstanding these limitations, several important conclusions can be drawn 

from the findings of this study. The results suggest that previous research that used 

adolescents ' reports on their friends' behavior might have overestimated peer effects. 

When friends' own reports are used parenting and peer effects were comparable. 

Furthermore, reciprocal relations were found between parenting and problem behavior, 

whereas only unilateral relations existed between friends' deviance and problem 

behavior. Differences between stable and unstable friendships and between boys and 

girls indicate that parent and peer effects are not equally important for all adolescents. 

Replication of this study in different populations of youth is needed to strengthen 

generalizations of the findings. 
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