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Chinese Adolescents’ Decision-Making,
Parent-Adolescent Communication

and Relationships

Yan R. Xia
Xiaolin Xie
Zhi Zhou

John DeFrain
William H. Meredith

Raedene Combs

ABSTRACT. The present study described Mainland Chinese adolescents’
decision-making, and examined the relationship among their decision-mak-
ing involvement, parent-adolescent communication and relationship
variables by using Structural Equation Modeling. Results demonstrated
that Chinese parents appeared to be less authoritarian than the prevailing
literature had described. Chinese adolescents experienced a passage of
autonomy development similar to that of their American counterparts.
Good parent-adolescent communication was positively associated with
cohesion and negatively associated with conflict. It also mediated the re-
lationship between adolescent age and parent-adolescent conflict. The
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relationships between parent-adolescent communication and cohesion
as well as the relationship between adolescents’ age and decision in-
volvement were significantly different for boys and girls. [Article copies
available for a fee from The Haworth Document Delivery Service:
1-800-HAWORTH. E-mail address: <docdelivery@haworthpress.com> Website:
<http://www.HaworthPress.com> © 2004 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights
reserved.]

KEYWORDS. Chinese adolescents, decision-making, parent-adoles-
cent communication, parent-adolescent relationships

INTRODUCTION

China has the world’s largest youth population, but little is known
about Chinese adolescents’ involvement in decision-making in the fam-
ily, the strength of parent-child relationships, and parent-adolescent com-
munication. Chinese tradition places value on children’s obedience to
their parents (Ho, Sprinks, & Yeung, 1989), with young people being dis-
couraged from disagreeing and negotiating with their parents. Compared
to Western societies, less emphasis is believed to be placed on the devel-
opment of individual autonomy as a central task in adolescence.

With rapid economic development in China in the last two decades,
however, this tradition has faced considerable challenge (Yau &
Smetana, 1996). In addition, the endorsement of the One Child Family
Policy is believed to have influenced the manner in which parents raise
their children (Xia, Lin, Xie, Zhou, & DeFrain, 1998). This study is an
effort to delineate current Chinese adolescent participation in the deci-
sion-making processes, and how this relates to parent-adolescent com-
munication and adolescents’ perceptions of their relationships with
parents. The present study is unique in that it focuses on Mainland Chi-
nese adolescents and uses decision-making processes as a key aspect of
family interaction to examine associations among adolescents’ deci-
sion-making, communication, and relationship.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE

This study uses family systems theory and the ecological perspective
as its theoretical framework. Adolescents grow through constant inter-
actions with the family and the larger social systems. The implication of

120 MARRIAGE & FAMILY REVIEW

http://www.HaworthPress.com>�2004


family systems theory for this study is to focus not only on the individu-
als that compose families but also on the patterns and interactions of
family members. The ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner & Mor-
ris, 1998) provides a framework that allows examination of associations
among adolescents’ decision-making, parent-adolescent communica-
tion, and larger social contexts. The contexts include the familial, soci-
etal, and global environment, as well as the changes in these social
environments due to their interaction and mutual influences. Studies of
contemporary families that embrace a broad, multicultural perspective
(Smith & Ingoldsby, 1992) enable us to understand Chinese adolescents
and their family relations that may well be affected by the outside
changing world.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Family and Adolescents’ Decision-Making

When family members make decisions, they operate within a shared
system that governs the boundaries, role expectations, and the ways that
they should interact with each other (Reiss, 1981). Family decision-
making processes can be influenced by each member’s role in the fam-
ily, by their goals, values, and beliefs. Decision-making can be seen as a
process of solving problems that result from the conflicts in obligation,
expectation, and beliefs among family members. Decision-making in
such a context needs to deal with the problem through integrating for-
merly opposed responsibilities and feelings, and modifying or trans-
forming the relationships among the decision-makers (Diesing, 1962).
Dornbusch, Ritter, Mont-Reynaund, and Chen (1990) found, in their
study, that parents and adolescents might have different views of their
roles in decision-making. Rettig noted, “These processes are often in-
tensely emotional because of value and standard conflicts” (Rettig,
1993, p. 196).

Teenage children were found to have the greatest influence on decid-
ing whether to buy the things that directly affected themselves, less on
decisions about family vacations, and little on any other family matters
(Belch, Geresino, & Belch, 1985). Adolescents were expected to have
more input as they grow older.

How much responsibility an adolescent can assume in decision-mak-
ing is an indicator of parental recognition of the adolescent’s compe-
tence, especially in decision-making and problem-solving. Involving
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adolescents in making decisions is viewed as a critical component that
is indicative of how adolescents are parented, with the family deci-
sion-making style being reflective of the parenting style used. It is often
assumed, for example, that authoritarian parents often grant their chil-
dren little freedom for making decisions on their own, whereas permis-
sive parents may grant children excessive autonomy without proper
monitoring (Baumrind, 1967).

Past literature provides support for these assumptions. Adolescent
involvement in decision-making processes was found to be associated
with outcome behaviors. One study showed that violent adolescent chil-
dren did not have as much input in decision-making processes as did
normal functioning adolescents, after controlling for the influences of
external family structure, e.g., divorce, desertion, family size, and so
forth (Harbin & Madden, 1983). However, excessive involvement in
decision-making may not necessarily produce positive outcomes, espe-
cially for early adolescents. Individual autonomy in decision-making at
too early an age was associated with low effort by adolescents in school
and low school achievement. Lack of parental supervision and involve-
ment in the younger youth’s decision-making did not prompt them to
excel at school (Dornbusch et al., 1990).

Parent-Adolescent Relationships

Studies of parent-child relationships during the adolescent period re-
peatedly show that the transition into adolescence accompanies some lev-
els of tension between parents and their children, and disruption in the
family (Collins & Russell, 1991; Fuligni, 1998; Paikoff & Brooks-Gunn,
1991). Parent-child conflict and emotional distancing are perceived pre-
dominantly as a function of the development of the adolescent’s auton-
omy. Adolescents redefine their roles in decision-making that used to be
their parents’ domain, and seek an equalitarian parent-child relationship.
The growing sense of autonomy and independence prompts adolescents
to exercise more control over their activities, and to be more critical of
their parents’ values and beliefs. Conflicts occur when parents are reluc-
tant to accommodate the change, and when there is not an agreement in
role expectations between parents and children (Smetana, 1988). The
level of conflict between parents and adolescents decreases after early or
middle adolescence (Laursen & Collins, 1994). A reasonable degree of
independence and supportive parent-child relationship are seen to be the
healthiest to adolescent development (Grotevant & Cooper, 1985). Trou-
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bled relationships are reported more likely to occur between adjudicated
adolescents and their parents (Smith & Kerpelman, 2002).

The fact that conflict is often seen as a synonym for adolescence does
not suggest that conflict only has negative implications for adolescent
growth (Collins & Laursen, 1992; Paikoff & Brooks-Gunn, 1991; Pe-
terson, Wilson, Bush, & Zhao, 2002; Steinberg, 1990). Psychoanalytic
theorists believe that conflict encourages individuation; developmental
psychologists assert that conflict redefines interpersonal roles; and so-
cial exchange theorists suggest that conflict provides a context for mon-
itoring the relationship between rewards and costs. They all believe
conflict is important in fostering development (Laursen & Koplas,
1995).

Parent-Adolescent Communication and Interaction

Good parent-adolescent relationships can hardly be sustained with-
out open and healthy communication between parents and adolescent
children. Parent-adolescent communication plays an essential role in
family functioning throughout adolescence (Collins, 1990; Gecas & Seff,
1990; Noller, 1994; Scabini, 1995; Sroufe, 1991; Youniss & Smollar,
1985). Communication among family members is one of the most cru-
cial facets of interpersonal relationships and the key to understanding
the dynamics underlying family relations (Clark & Shields, 1997).
Within the family system, family members constantly define and adjust
their relationships through patterns of communication (Watzlawick,
Beavin, & Johnson, 1967). Understanding communication patterns makes
it possible to better understand cohesion, decision-making processes,
and family rules and role expectations (Clark & Shields, 1997).

Families with a good communication style help the adolescent de-
velop a clearer sense of self (Barnes & Olson, 1985). Effective communi-
cation at home helps clarify the role of adolescents within families and
helps them develop the skill of empathy so that their personal identity
effectively balances feelings of both individuality and connectedness
(Grotevant & Cooper, 1985). Good communication improves adoles-
cents’ social skills that are positively correlated with self-esteem,
well-being, coping, and social support (Bijstra, Bosma, & Jackson,
1994). Adequate communication between parents and adolescents (be-
ing able to freely express opinions and feelings) can effectively mediate
the stress that adolescents experience. They will be less likely to feel
lonely and suffocated in the external world when they know they are en-
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couraged, supported, and always have somebody to count on at home
(Marta, 1997).

Communication facilitates the process of family cohesion and adapt-
ability development. Good communication between parents and adoles-
cent children leads to closer family relationships and helps them to be
more loving and flexible in solving family problems (Barnes & Olson,
1985). Open communication with parents has a strong positive correla-
tion with family satisfaction (Jackson, Bijstra, Oostra, & Bosma, 1998).

Chinese Parent-Adolescent Communication and Relationships

In traditional Chinese culture, nonconfrontational communication
among people is valued in order to prevent them from losing face or dig-
nity (Hong, 1989). Nonconfrontational communication refers to ex-
pressing one’s thoughts and feelings in an indirect, and implicit manner,
particularly when people disagree. This pattern of communication is ev-
ident among family members, not only to preserve an individual’s dig-
nity, but also to protect family harmony and family ties. Children are
obligated to obey their parents and take care of them when the parents
get old (filial piety), as their parents are obligated to nurture and raise
them while the children grow up.

Most of the studies on current Chinese parent-adolescent relation-
ships have been conducted in Hong Kong. Yau and Smetana (1996) ex-
amined adolescent-parent conflict in Hong Kong families of lower
economic status. They reported that moderate conflicts were observed
primarily between adolescents and mothers over daily issues of family
life. Hong Kong adolescents wanted more independence in deci-
sion-making than the parents granted them. They perceived fathers as
relatively less demanding, less concerned, more restrictive, and harsher
than mothers, and adolescent girls perceived mothers as more demand-
ing but less harsh (Shek, 1998; 1995). Hong Kong parents were per-
ceived as moderately warm and relatively controlling. Other studies in
Hong Kong showed that better relationships with parents were linked to
higher self-concepts, better school performance, social skills, and physi-
cal ability, while poorer relationships with parents were reported to relate
to more misconduct and delinquency, as well as more psychological
symptoms (Lau & Leung, 1992; Shek, 1997).

In comparison with Australian and American youth, Chinese adoles-
cents in Hong Kong had expectations for independence at a later age,
and put less emphasis on individualism (Feldman & Rosenthal, 1991).
However, a similar pattern of association with family environment was
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identified across the three groups. Expectations for later autonomy were
related to adolescents’ perceptions of parental monitoring, a demanding
family environment, and authoritarian parents. Fuligni (1998) reported
in his comparative study that Chinese American youth had later expec-
tations for autonomy, and girls showed later expectations than boys
across all ethnic groups, including Caucasian.

In studies conducted in China, Taiwan, and the U.S., researchers
found that Chinese and Chinese-American parents appeared to be con-
trolling, to encourage independence, and to emphasize achievement
(Lin & Fu, 1990; Peterson et al., 2002). These findings seemed contra-
dictory to the prevailing literature about Chinese parents’ views of chil-
dren’s autonomy development. To explain their findings, Lin and Fu
pointed out, “A distinction should be made between family interdepen-
dence and individual independence. Although Chinese people tend to
value interdependence and minimize the development of individuality
within families, individual independence is not necessarily discour-
aged” (Xu, Shen, Wan, Li, Mussen, & Cao, 1991, p. 432).

Traditional Chinese Family Values

Confucianism is the dominant philosophy that influences Chinese
family values. Confucianism emphasizes social and family harmony, and
family hierarchy (Ho, 1981; Hsu, 1985). The only way to achieve social
harmony is to achieve family harmony by respecting family authority,
namely, by conforming to and obeying people in authority. Chinese fami-
lies are described as highly cohesive, partially due to a high cultural em-
phasis on harmony and mutual obligations and low value on overt
expression of affection and disapproval. The families tend to suppress
conflicts because obedience and respect for elders are valued (Liang,
1974). Even though China is undergoing rapid social change and
westernization, filial piety remains one of the most important moral stan-
dards that guide the behaviors of family members and regulates the rela-
tionship between parents and older children (Goodwin & Tang, 1996).

Few studies on adolescents’ decision-making and parent-adolescent
communication have focused on Chinese families in Mainland China. Re-
search on the parent-adolescent relationship in a Chinese cultural context
has been conducted in Chinese families in Hong Kong and Chinese-Amer-
ican families in the United States. Research is needed to understand the re-
lationship between parents and adolescents in Mainland China.

Besides, Chinese families have been traditionally characterized as
emphasizing absolute parental authority and valuing collective interest
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more than individual autonomy. Does this characterization of Chinese
families still remain a fairly accurate picture of the current families on
the mainland? If parent-adolescent relationships (i.e., cohesion and
conflict) were a function of autonomy development, would it occur
within Chinese families in which children are expected to obey their
parents? If Chinese parent-adolescent communication were still marked
by indirectness, would open communication exert an impact on the ado-
lescents’ relationships with their parents? This study was aimed at ad-
dressing the first question through describing how much Chinese
adolescents were involved in decision-making processes, and the latter
two questions through testing a theoretical model.

METHODOLOGY

Sample

Participants were students from the seventh to twelfth grade in two
metropolitan high schools, and freshmen at a state university in
Baoding, Hebei, P.R. China. Baoding is a middle-sized city by Chinese
standards, with a population close to one million. It is approximately
one hundred miles to the south of Beijing. The economic reform that be-
gan in 1978 has significantly improved living conditions. The city has a
history dating back more than 2,300 years. Baoding residents are
known for their longevity. The average life expectancy of 77.8 is 6.4
years longer than the nation’s average lifespan in 2000 (Embassy of
P.R. China in the U.S., 2002). Three schools in Baoding were contacted,
and two schools agreed to participate.

All the enrolled students at the two high schools were invited to par-
ticipate in the study. Eighth and ninth graders at one school were on a
field trip and could not participate. The remaining students completed
self-report questionnaires administered to them in class in the spring of
2000. A total of 660 students returned the questionnaire, and the re-
sponse rate was 94%. The questionnaires were also distributed at an
English language class to college freshmen in the departments of biol-
ogy and economics; 143 of these students responded, representing
about 90% of first-year students in these two departments. In total, 803
students returned questionnaires, and 768 of these were regarded as
valid for the study. The percentage of missing data is below 4%.

Sixty-four percent of the participants were female and 34.2% were
male. Their ages ranged from 12 to 19 with a mean of 16.19 and stan-
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dard deviation of 2.48. Among the total 768 adolescents, 83% came
from nuclear families, 7.6% from extended families, 3.5% from sin-
gle-parent families, 1% from stepfamilies, and 4.8% were living apart
from their parents. Nearly 59% were the only children in the family,
33.7% had one sibling, and about 7.7% had two siblings. It is not clear
why the only children accounted for only 59% of the total participants
who were all born after the One Child Family Planning Policy was im-
plemented in 1979. The first possible explanation could be that the pol-
icy was not strictly reinforced, in particular, in rural areas. One of the
participating schools was a vocational school, which had some students
from the families in the rural areas. Chinese farmers do not have pen-
sions and usually rely on their children financially and physically in
their old age. Because of that, the amendment to the One Child Family
Planning Policy permits farmer families who have a daughter to petition
to have another child. Second, the One Child Policy stipulates that mi-
nority families, and families with a disabled or chronically ill child
could have more than one child.

Regarding parents’ education, 53.8% of the mothers and 54.8% of
the fathers of the adolescent participants had a high-school diploma. Fa-
thers had a higher percentage of degrees than did mothers across all lev-
els of education, but the discrepancy was not large. Fifteen percent of
the fathers did not finish high school, while a little over 23% of the
mothers did not finish high school. Overall, about 26% of the fathers
had received an associate or higher degree, while 20% of the mothers
had the same level of education.

Measures

Adolescent’s Involvement in Decision-Making. Chinese adolescents’
perceptions of their involvement in decision-making were measured by
a self-report questionnaire developed by the researcher for this study. It
consisted of 11 areas of decision-making on issues relevant to adoles-
cents in the age range studied (e.g., hair style, clothes style, making
friends, dating, curfew time, spending allowance, leisure activities,
time of doing homework, going to college or not, choosing college ma-
jor). The participants were asked to indicate who made most of the deci-
sions (e.g., mother, father, yourself, all together). The raw score for
adolescent’s involvement in decision-making was computed by sum-
ming all the areas to which the adolescents perceived that they contrib-
uted most in making decisions. Then the raw score was weighted on the
total number of the decisions relevant to adolescents.
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Parent-Adolescent Communication. The Parent-Adolescent Com-
munication Scale was used to assess Chinese parent-adolescent com-
munication (Olson, McCubbin, Barnes, Larsen, Muxen, & Wilson,
1992). Each adolescent was asked to complete both The Adolescent and
Mother Form and The Adolescent and Father Form of the Parent-Ado-
lescent Communication Scale. The instrument is a 5-point Likert-type
scale, and consists of 20 items of which 10 items measure each of two
subscales (i.e., Open and Problems communication). The Open com-
munication subscale includes items such as “I find it easy to discuss
problems with my mother/father,” “My mother/father is always a good
listener,” “If I were in trouble I could tell my mother/father,” “My mother/
father can tell how I’m feeling without asking.” The Problems communi-
cation subscale includes items such as “My mother/father has a ten-
dency to say things to me which would be better left unsaid,” “When we
are having problems, I often give my mother/father the silent treat-
ment,” “I am sometimes afraid to ask my mother/father for what I
want,” “I’m careful about what I say to my mother/father” (Olson et al.,
1992). The greater value of the raw scores indicates a higher degree of
openness and more problems. For the current study, the two indicators
for parent-adolescent communication factor are the total scores of each
subscale. Prior to data analysis, raw scores on the Problems subscale are
recoded with the greater value indicating fewer problems. Scores of
both mother-adolescent and father-adolescent communication reported
by the adolescent child were obtained for each adolescent.

The Parent-Adolescent Communication Scale demonstrates some
construct validity when applied in different cultural contexts (Conoley,
1995). The internal consistency (Cronbach’s Alpha) is .87 for the Open-
ness subscale, .78 for the Problems subscale, and .88 for the total scale.
The correlation (r) of test-retest is .78. The Cronbach’s Alphas for these
three scales with the present Chinese sample were .84, .72, and .84 for
mothers, .88, .76, and .87 for fathers, and .84, .72, and .84 for the total
sample, respectively.

Parent-Adolescent Relationship

The Chinese parent-adolescent relationship scale consisted of two
subscales: cohesion and conflict. The 10-item cohesion subscale of the
Family Adaptability and Cohesion Evaluation Scales (FACES II) was
used to assess parent-adolescent cohesion, and the 5-item accord/con-
flict subscale of The Family Strengths Scale was used to assess par-
ent-adolescent conflict (Olson et al., 1992). After an initial Confirmatory
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Factor Analysis with cohesion and conflict as latent variables, six indi-
cators on the parent-adolescent relationship scale with factor loadings
below .40 were dropped off. Five indicators for cohesion and four indi-
cators for conflict were retained. The five cohesion indicators included
supporting each other during difficult times, doing things together, feel-
ing very close to each other, going along with what the family decided
to do, and liking to spend free time together. The four conflict indicators
included many conflicts, difficulty of accomplishing things, inability to
solve the problem, and being critical of each other. The greater value of
cohesion indicated higher cohesion, and the greater value of conflict in-
dicated more conflicts. Cronbach’s alphas for Cohesion, Adaptability,
and Total Scale are .87, .78, and .90 for FACES II (Olson et al., 1992).
FACES II is also reported having a correlation with other instruments
measuring constructs similar to cohesion and adaptability (Hampson,
Hulgus, & Beavers, 1991). The Cronbach’s Alphas with the present
Chinese sample are .69 (cohesion), .68 (conflict), and .76 (total). The
low internal consistency is acceptable as this study is exploratory.

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

Demographic information included family structure, parents’ gender
and education, and adolescents’ age and gender. Parents’ education was
measured in ordinal form that consists of school, not finishing high
school, finishing high school, having an associated degree, a Bachelor’s
degree, an MA/MS, or a PhD. Measurement equivalency is an essential
issue in such cross-cultural studies as the present one, which used sce-
nario-based instrumentation outside of the country of origin. The back
translation technique was used to reduce nonequivalent measurements
in the instrument (Rose, 1985; Riordan & Vandenberg, 1994). After one
translator translated the questionnaire into Chinese, another bilingual
person translated the Chinese version back into English. Then the two
translators compared the original and translated English versions. If
there was a discrepancy, adjustment followed when agreement was
reached after discussion.

DATA ANALYSIS

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was employed to analyze the
data in this study by using AMOS 4.0 (Arbuckle & Wothke, 1999). A
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check on multivariate normality of the data showed the multivariate
normality assumption was not seriously violated. Evidence suggests
that the maximum likelihood method is reasonably robust to modest vi-
olation of the normality assumption (Hu & Bentler, 1995). Maximum
likelihood method was chosen as the method of estimation. The cut-off
values of the fit indices for the present study are .95 for the Normed Fit
Index (NFI), Tucker-Lewis Index/Non-Normed Fit Index (TLI/NNFI),
and the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and the Root Mean Square Error
of Approximation (RMSEA) is lower than .08 (.05 indicates a close fit).

The Measurement Model

The overall measurement model for the present study consisted of
four latent variables, two observed variables, and thirteen observed in-
dicators. The latent variables were cohesion (5 indicators), conflict (4
indicators), communication (2 indicators), and parent education (2 indi-
cators). One observed exogenous variable was adolescent age, and an-
other observed variable, adolescent involvement in decision-making,
was specified as both an exogenous and endogenous variable. This
model was tested twice with the data of adolescent perceived communi-
cation with mother and father separately.

The Structural Model

The structural model was first tested without differentiating the
group differences between boys and girls (see Figure 1). It was also
tested twice with the data of adolescent perceived communication with
mother and father separately. The following relationships were exam-
ined through testing the structural model:

1. Parent-adolescent communication and parent-adolescent cohesion;
2. Parent-adolescent communication and parent-adolescent conflict;
3. Age and parent-adolescent communication;
4. Age and parent-adolescent conflict;
5. Age and adolescent involvement in decision-making;
6. Adolescent involvement in decision-making and parent-adoles-

cent cohesion;
7. Adolescent involvement in decision-making and parent-adoles-

cent conflict; and
8. Parent education and adolescent involvement in decision-making.
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Although a structural model was specified, cause-and-effect rela-
tionships cannot be inferred because all the data were collected at the
same time.

Mediating Effects of Adolescents’ Decision Involvement and Commu-
nication. The researchers followed the three criteria, suggested by Baron
and Kenny (1986) which need to be met for a significant mediating effect:
(1) the predictor is significantly linked to the criterion variable; (2) the
predictor and the mediator are significantly associated; and (3) the media-
tor and criterion are significantly associated. They note that the mediating
effect “accounts for the relations between the predictor and the criterion”
(p. 1176), and explains how a significant relationship occurs. The struc-
tural model was specified in a way that allows the following mediating
effects to be examined: the mediating effects of parent-adolescent com-
munication on the age-conflict relationship, adolescents’ involvement on
the age-conflict relationship, and adolescents’ involvement on the associ-
ation of parent-adolescent communication and relationships (i.e., cohe-
sion and conflict).
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Moderating Effect of Gender. A moderating effect exists when a sig-
nificant relationship occurs depending on the condition specified by the
moderator. In our study, there would be a moderating effect of gender if
a significant path existed for one gender group but not for the other, or a
path coefficient was significantly different between boys and girls.
Multi-group analysis was used to test if each path coefficient in the ado-
lescent boys’ group was different from the corresponding coefficient in
the girls’ group. Prior to comparing the differences on the path coeffi-
cients between boys and girls, it was examined whether the factor load-
ings for latent variables differed significantly between the groups. If the
latent variables were not defined consistently across the groups, the
path coefficients from the structural model would not be comparable.
This analysis was accomplished by testing three nested models: base-
line/unconstrained, factor loading constrained, and factor loading and
path coefficient constrained. Then a Chi-square difference test was
done to determine whether the model with paths constrained was not
significantly less fit than the less or unconstrained models.

RESULTS

Adolescent Involvement in the Decision-Making Processes

The adolescent participants were asked who made the decision in
their families on issues such as curfew, making friends, dating, hair
style, clothes, spending allowance, leisure activities, doing school as-
signment, and college education. Results demonstrated that the adoles-
cent participants had the highest input in deciding when they should do
their homework. Nearly 89% of them made this decision on their own.
The next highest input in decision-making they had was over how to
spend their allowance. The adolescents reported that they had least
power in deciding how late they could stay out (31%), and whether they
could attend parties at night (25.4%). Less than one-third of them indi-
cated that they made decisions over these issues by themselves.

Parents made most joint decisions about their adolescent children over
curfews (29.3%), dating (27.1%) and attending parties (34.6%). Parents
involved their adolescent children most in deciding the highest education
degree their children should pursue (36.5%), and the college major they
should choose (34%) by engaging them in making joint decisions.
Mothers were most involved in making decisions over their children’s
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clothing styles (20.1%) and curfew time (19.1%), while fathers were
most involved in decisions over level of education and curfews.

The Measurement Model

Results of the Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) indicated that the
model fit both father-adolescent and mother-adolescent data well (for
both sets of data: NFI, TLI/NNFI, and CFI = .99; Re: mother, 2[77] =
152.32, p < .01; Re: father, 2[77] = 162.82, p < . 01). RMSEA was .036
with RMSEALO = .027, RMSEAHI = .044, and PCLOSE = .998 for
both models. The factor loadings of the 13 indicators ranged between
.45 and .84 with p < .001. Correlation estimates among factors from the
measurement model are presented in Table 1.

The Structural Model

The structural model was estimated twice using the data of father-ad-
olescent communication and mother-adolescent communication, re-
spectively. Results indicated that the model fit both data well (for both
sets of data: NFI, NNFI/TLI, and CFI = .99; Re: mother, 2[82] =
179.24, p < . 05, 2/df = 2.2; Re: father, 2[82] = 189.95, p < . 05, 2/df =
2.3). RMSEA was .034 with RMSEALO = .028, RMSEAHI = .040, and
PCLOSE = 1.000 for the mother’s model, and RMSEA was .032 with
RMSEALO = .026, RMSEAHI = .038, and PCLOSE = 1.000 for the fa-
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TABLE 1. Correlation Estimates from the Measurement Model

Conflict Cohesion Communication Education Age Involvement

Conflict -- �.25*** �.57*** �.06 .14*** .01

Cohesion �.25*** -- .58*** .10 �.08 �.04

Communication �.52*** .60*** -- .06 �.13** �.11**

Education �.04 .09 .01 -- �.20*** �.18***

Age .14*** �.06 �.18*** �.20*** -- .41***

Involvement .01 �.04 �.06 �.18*** .42*** --

Note: The communication in the upper diagonal is father-adolescent communication, and that
in the lower diagonal is mother-adolescent communication.
** p < .01, *** p < .001.



ther’s model. The factor loadings of all the indicators were statistically
significant at p < .001 (see Figure 1).

Relationships Among the Constructs and Variables. The structural
parameter estimates–path coefficients from the model with mother-ad-
olescent communication and the model with father-adolescent commu-
nication are presented in Figure 1. Results indicated that as adolescents
were growing older, father- or mother-adolescent communication be-
came less open and more problematic, and mother-adolescent relation-
ship experienced more conflict. Adolescent age was a strong predictor
of decision involvement. Parents’ education was not observed to have a
significant link to parent-adolescent communication. Better mother-ad-
olescent communication was observed to be strongly associated with
higher cohesion and less conflict. The more adolescents were involved
in decision-making, the less conflict between mother and son or daugh-
ter. Father-adolescent communication was found to be a strong predic-
tor of cohesion and conflict as was mother-adolescent communication.

Mediating Effects. Both father- and mother-adolescent communica-
tion had a significant mediating effect on the relationship between age
and conflict. The older the adolescent was, the poorer parent-adolescent
communication (Re: father, = �.16, p < .001; Re: mother, = �.12,
p < .01). In turn, the poorer parent-adolescent communication, the more
conflict there was between parents and adolescent children (Re: father,

= �.50, p < .001; Re: mother, = �.55, p < .001). No significant path
coefficients were observed from either father- or mother-adolescent
communication to decision involvement (Re: father, = .02, p > .10; Re:
mother, = �.06, p > .10). Nor were the paths from decision involvement
to cohesion (Re: father, = �.01, p > .05; Re: mother, = .03, p > .10).
Therefore, decision involvement did not have any mediating effect on
the relationship between parent-adolescent communication and cohe-
sion. Decision involvement was observed to have a mediating effect on
the relationship between age and conflict in the model with mother
communication data. More involvement of older adolescent in deci-
sion-making appeared to decrease parent-adolescent conflict (age-in-
volvement: = .40, p < .001; involvement-conflict: = �.09, p < .05).

The Moderating Effect of Gender. Multi-group analysis was con-
ducted to examine the moderating effect of gender. In addition to the
unconstrained model (baseline model), two constrained models were
tested in sequence. The first was a model with each factor loading set to
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be equal between the groups of boys and girls, but with error variances
and path coefficients free. The second was a model with invariant factor
loadings and path coefficients. The fit indexes for the nested models are
presented in Table 2.

Compared to the baseline model, the model with constrained factor
loadings had 2 ( df) = 6.57(9), p > .10 for mother-adolescent com-
munication data, and had 2 ( df) = 6.12 (9), p > .10 for the father-ad-
olescent communication data, indicating the constrained model did not
appear to be significantly less fit than the unconstrained one. Therefore,
the latent variables are not defined differently across the gender groups.
Further comparison between the models with only factor loadings con-
strained and with both factor loading and path coefficients constrained
revealed a significant Chi-square reduction in the model with mother-
adolescent communication data ( 2 ( df) = 23.39(10), p < .01), but not
with father-adolescent communication data ( 2 ( df) = 10.02(10), p >
.05). The results indicated that there was a moderating effect of gender.
Inspection of critical ratios for parameter differences showed that the
path coefficients from mother-adolescent communication to cohesion
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TABLE 2. Fit Indices for Nested Models in Multi-Group Analysis

Model X2 NFI NNFI CFI � X2 �df �NFI

Re: mother

1. Baseline/free parameters 306.20 .989 .992 .995

2. Constrained factor loadings 312.77 .989 .993 .995

Model 2 & Model 1 6.57 9 .000

3. Constrained factor loadings &
path coefficients

336.06 .988 .993 .995

Model 3 & Model 2 23.29** 10 .001

Re: father

1. Baseline/free parameters 291.84 .989 .993 .995

2. Constrained factor loadings 297.96 .989 .994 .995

Model 2 & Model 1 6.12 9 .000

3. Constrained factor loadings &

path coefficients

308.18 .989 .994 .995

Model 3 & Model 2 10.02 10 .000

Note: NFI = Normed Fit Index, TLI/NNFI = Tucker-Lewis Index/Non-Normed Fit Index, and
CFI = Comparative Fit Index. ** p < .01



and conflict were significantly different between the gender groups (for
cohesion, t = 2.33, p < .05; for conflict, t = 3.27, p < .01). Gender also
accounts for the associations between adolescent age and decision in-
volvement (t = �2.05, p < .05), age and father-adolescent communica-
tion (t = �10.07, p < .001), and father-adolescent communication and
cohesion (t = 7.74, p < .001).

DISCUSSION

Chinese Adolescents’ Involvement in Decision-Making

In literature, Chinese parents are often reported as controlling and au-
thoritarian (Ho, 1981; Shek, 1999, 2000), and Chinese teenagers are not
believed to have much autonomy. The results from this study seem to
suggest that present Chinese parents listen more to their children than has
been previously believed. Counting the input that Chinese adolescents
made in joint decisions with parents, the percentage of adolescent in-
volvement in making decisions over the 11 issues ranged from 44.3% to
90.5%. Over 60% of the adolescents reported that they had input in deci-
sions in 9 out of 11 issues surveyed in this study. Chinese teenagers
seemed to be most likely either to decide by themselves or to have some
input in the decisions about issues like making friends, going for enter-
tainment, choosing a college major, doing homework, and having an al-
lowance. Chinese parents appeared to retain their power over issues like
curfews and attending parties. Parents and children made most joint deci-
sions on children’s education, such as choosing a college major and pur-
suing higher education. These results showed that the Chinese parent
participants allowed their children to have input into decision-making,
and the majority of them made shared decisions with their children. The
finding seems to shed some new light on the parenting style of contempo-
rary Mainland Chinese parents. The information gained from the present
survey questions the popular image of authoritarian Chinese parents who
have absolute power over their children. It supports the research findings
from Lin and Fu (1990), and from Xu and his colleagues (1991) that Chi-
nese parents may encourage both individuation and family connection.

This empirical data may suggest that the authoritarian Chinese parent
is not an accurate stereotype or/and there is a change in Chinese
parenting style. Allowing children to make decisions on their own
shows parents’ recognition of children as an individual rather than their
possessions. A recent study documents that Chinese parents’ values of
raising children has shifted from emphasizing filial piety and obedience
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to emotional satisfaction (Xia et al., 1998). All the adolescent participants
of this present study were born after 1979, the year when the One Child
Family Planning Policy was implemented. Only children are frequently
referred to as “little emperor or empress” in the media as well as by the
public. These are the children who get away with unacceptable behaviors
at home, and whose parents surrender their leadership in the family. Chi-
nese parents are observed to be more doting, and more involved when
choice of births is limited (Fablo & Boston, 1994; Guo, 2001). The less
controlling image of Chinese parents may mirror the impact of One Child
Family Planning Policy upon Chinese parenting style.

The present study has found that adolescents’ decision-making is
strongly age-related. This finding is consistent with results from studies
in Western cultural environments (Bosma, Jackson, Zijsling, Zani,
Cicognani, Xerri, Honess, & Charman, 1996; Liprie, 1993). Adoles-
cents enjoy more power of decision-making as they grow older. The
study does not reveal a significant link between adolescents’ decision
involvement and high family cohesion and good parent-adolescent
communication, although a weak relationship between communication
and decision-making is reported in another study that also uses the Par-
ent-Adolescent Communication Scale (Jackson et al., 1998). However,
less involvement is significantly related to more parent-adolescent con-
flict. The detected linkage to conflict is in agreement with findings re-
ported by Australian researchers (Brown & Mann, 1990), and supports
that conflicts occur when adolescents want more independence in deci-
sion-making than their parents grant. It shows that Chinese adolescents
experience the same passage of autonomy development as their Austra-
lian counterparts. As to why significant associations of adolescent in-
volvement with parent-child cohesion and communication were not
detected in this sample, one explanation may be that the adolescent de-
cision-making involvement in this study was more a measure of fre-
quency of making decisions rather than competence in decision-
making. Good decision-making and communication skills can enhance
each other and foster cohesion. Further research should examine the re-
lationships between adolescent competence in decision-making and
parent-adolescent communication and relationships.

Parent-Adolescent Communication and Parent-Adolescent
Relationships

The present study has observed a strong positive link from parent-ad-
olescent communication to parent-adolescent cohesion, and a strong
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negative link to parent-adolescent conflicts. This finding adds to the ex-
isting literature that positive parent-adolescent communication leads to
closer family relationships, helping them to be more loving and flexible
in solving family problems.

Parent-adolescent conflict and emotional distancing are documented
repeatedly as a function of the development of adolescents’ autonomy
in Western studies (Fuligni, 1998; Collins & Russell, 1991; Paikoff &
Brooks-Gunn, 1991). Results from the present study demonstrate the
distancing effect of autonomy development of Chinese adolescents.
The results may imply that Chinese adolescents go through a similar
passage of struggle for autonomy and transformation of their communi-
cations and relationships with their parents as their American counter-
parts.

The present study has also found that positive mother-adolescent
communication may reduce the conflicts that occur as adolescent chil-
dren are growing up. Good parent-adolescent communication improves
adolescents’ social skills that lead to not only closeness in the par-
ent-adolescent relationship, but also positive psychological outcomes
such as high self-esteem, adequate coping and social support network
(Bijstra et al., 1994). Other positive outcomes of family support and ad-
equate communication are adolescents’ individual and social adjust-
ment and absence of deviant or delinquent attitudes (Hess, 1995; Marta,
1997; Noller, 1994), and the reduced risk of youth substance abuse and
other delinquent behaviors (Clark & Shields, 1997; Hirschi, 1969;
Kafka & London, 1991). Although the present study does not test the
association of parent-adolescent relationships and communication with
the physical and psychological outcomes of Chinese adolescents, the
findings from research in Hong Kong and the U.S. have shown that par-
ent-adolescent communication plays an essential role in this relation-
ship (Lau & Leung, 1992; Shek, 1997; Smith & Kerpelman, 2002).

Gender Differences

The significant differences in the direct effect of age on involvement
indicated that Chinese adolescent age is related differently to boys and
girls in their involvement in decision-making. Age is a less strong pre-
dictor for adolescent girls’ involvement than for adolescent boys’. That
is, for both Chinese adolescent boys and girls, the older they are, the
more involved they are. Furthermore, boys are more likely than girls to
be involved if they are of the same age. Fuligni’s (1998) study reported
that Chinese American girls had a later expectation for autonomy. This
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may explain why the variable girls’ age in this study was not linked to
girls’ involvement in decision-making as strong as was boys’ age linked
to boys’ involvement. Moreover, Chinese males are expected to play a
more active role in making family decisions than Chinese females (Ho,
1989). The different role expectations for boys and girls in Chinese cul-
ture may also explain this gender difference.

Chinese adolescent girls studied in this research report increased
conflicts with parents but this is not the case for boys. The present find-
ing is different from the literature in the U.S indicating that both Ameri-
can adolescent boys and girls experience increased conflicts with
parents as they age (Collins & Russell, 1991; Laursen & Collins, 1994;
Steinberg, 1990). This suggests that Chinese parents may be more con-
trolling of daughters and may not negotiate with them as much as com-
monly occurs with sons. It may also reflect the girls’ increasing voice of
seeking autonomy.

Adolescent boys and girls are differently related to their fathers in
both Western and Chinese cultures (Marta, 1997; Noller & Callan,
1991; Shek, 1999, 2000; Youniss & Smollar, 1985). Communication
between Chinese fathers and mothers and adolescents appear to be
associated strongly with parent-adolescent cohesion and conflict.
For both boys and girls, the more open and less demeaning commu-
nication they have with parents, the closer they feel to their parents.
In addition, girls were more likely than boys to experience a closer
and less conflicting relationships with their parents when daughters
and sons communicate equally well with them. When compared with
girls, boys have a less open and more negative communication with
their fathers when they are of the same age. The difference is not evi-
dent in adolescent-mother communication. Cultural factors may ex-
plain this difference. “A man should drop blood rather than tears” is
a popular saying in Chinese culture (Shek, 2000). Males are not so-
cialized with emotion and are not encouraged to talk about feelings.
Mothers are regarded by most teens, particularly girls, as more un-
derstanding and accepting. Fathers are generally seen as more judg-
mental, authoritarian, and less willing to discuss emotional or
personal issues (Youniss & Smollar, 1985). This may also explain
why fathers are not as responsive as mothers to their children’s emo-
tional needs and why adolescents go to mothers more than fathers for
emotional comfort.

A strength of the present study is the use of Structural Equation
Modeling. The advantage of this approach is that the inclusion of mea-
surement errors as explicit parameters in a model allows reliability of
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variables to be estimated. When measurement errors are taken into ac-
count in the analysis, there is an increased “probability of detecting as-
sociation and obtaining estimates of free parameters close to their
population values” (Hoyle, 1995, p. 14). The present study is unique in
that it has provided new literature on Mainland Chinese adolescents’
decision-making process, and its association with parent-adolescent
communication and relationships.

Future Directions

The differences in levels of development in economy and social re-
form may have an impact on the results of the study. People from more
developed areas may have different beliefs and values about parenting,
family relationship, and family communication when compared to
those from less developed areas. Families from rural areas may have
different values from those from urban areas. Children from nuclear
families may be expected to participate differently in the decision-mak-
ing processes from those from extended families, stepfamilies, or sin-
gle-parent families. Small, rural, and inland areas are not as well
developed as large, urban and coastal areas, with the result being that
traditional values may be retained. The results of this study may be lim-
ited by the nature of its sample, and future studies should acquire sam-
ples that are more representative in terms of location, family structure,
and social economic status. Another limitation of the study is that it
only examines parent-adolescent communication and relationship vari-
ables perceived by adolescents. Parents’ perspectives should be in-
cluded in the future investigation.

Applied Implications

Parent-adolescent communication patterns have demonstrated relation-
ships with parent-adolescent relationships, family functioning, youth’s
self-esteem, depression, competence in decision-making, school perfor-
mance, and delinquent behaviors in American populations. The findings
from this study have significant implications for practice in China
where parenting or communication skills training has not been a com-
mon practice of prevention or intervention. Programs that are created to
help Chinese parents and adolescents develop communication and
problem-solving skills may not only help parents with parenting skills,
but may also help adolescents become capable of making responsible
choices, develop confidence and competence in making decisions, gain
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self-esteem, and stay free from high-risk behaviors. The results of this
study point to the need for the implementation of family life education
and programs of communication and problem-solving skills training in
China.
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