University of Nebraska - Lincoln

DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln

Faculty Publications, Department of Psychology Psychology, Department of

11-1-2004

The differential relations of maternal and paternal support and
control to adolescent social competence, self-worth, and
sympathy

Deborah J. Laible
Southern Methodist University, del205@lehigh.edu

Gustavo Carlo
University of Nebraska-Lincoln, carlog@missouri.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/psychfacpub

b Part of the Psychiatry and Psychology Commons

Laible, Deborah J. and Carlo, Gustavo, "The differential relations of maternal and paternal support and
control to adolescent social competence, self-worth, and sympathy" (2004). Faculty Publications,
Department of Psychology. 30.

https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/psychfacpub/30

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Psychology, Department of at
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It has been accepted for inclusion in Faculty Publications,
Department of Psychology by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln.


https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/psychfacpub
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/psychology
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/psychfacpub?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fpsychfacpub%2F30&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/908?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fpsychfacpub%2F30&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/psychfacpub/30?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fpsychfacpub%2F30&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages

The Differential Relations of Maternal and
Paternal Support and Control to Adolescent
Social Competence, Self-Worth, and Sympathy

Deborah J. Laible
Southern Methodist University
Gustavo Carlo
University of Nebraska, Lincoln

The goal of this study was to examine how the parenting dimensions of both mothers
and fathers independently and together predict adolescent outcomes in three domains:
sympathy, self-worth, and social competence. One-hundred eight adolescents complet-
ed self report measures on their perceived relationship with parents, sympathy, social
competence, and self-worth. Perceived maternal support and rigid control were the
most consistent predictors of adolescent adjustment. High levels of perceived maternal
support and low levels of maternal rigid control were related to adolescents’reports of
sympathy, social competence, and self-worth. In contrast, support and control from fa-
thers was generally unrelated to adolescent adjustment. The one exception was in pre-
dicting sympathy, where father support interacted with maternal support in predicting
sympathy. When perceived support from fathers was high, maternal support was unre-
lated to sympathy. In contrast, when perceived support from fathers was low, perceived
maternal support was a statistically significant predictor of sympathy.

Keywords: parenting; sympathy; self-worth; social competence; support,; control

Over the past three decades, research has extensively examined the im-
pact of parenting styles on child outcomes. The vast majority of research with
young children has supported the idea that children raised by authoritative
parents (i.e., those high on both responsiveness and demandingness) are the
most competent (see Maccoby & Martin, 1983, for a review). More recent
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research examining the relations between parenting styles and adolescent
outcomes have largely paralleled the findings of research with younger
children. This research has supported the importance of warm and demand-
ing parents in determining adolescent adjustment in multiple domains, in-
cluding school success, substance abuse, and psychosocial adjustment (Ba-
umrind, 1991; Dornbusch, Ritter, Leiderman, Roberts, & Fraliegh, 1987;
Grolnick, Ryan, & Deci, 1991; Lamborn, Mounts, Steinberg, & Dornbusch,
1991; Steinberg, Elmen,&Mounts, 1989). Thus, in general, research has
suggested that the best outcomes for adolescents and children are associ-
ated with authoritative parenting, although there is some evidence that this
influence may vary by ethnic and cultural groups and by the child’s socio-
economic status (SES) (e.g., Lamborn, Dornbusch, Sanford, & Steinberg,
1996).

Research on support and control, the two dimensions presumed to define
parenting styles, supports that both individually predict adolescent adjust-
ment. Support and warmth from parents continue to play an important role
in fostering healthy socioemotional development across adolescence, even
when the support of peers becomes increasingly important (Laible, Carlo,
& Raffaelli, 2000; Maccoby & Martin, 1983). Support and warmth from
parents are presumed to enhance social, emotional, and moral competence
through several mechanisms. First, children are more likely to embrace pa-
rental values if they perceive their relationships with parents as mutually
responsive (Kochanska & Thompson, 1997). Second, children are also pre-
sumed to acquire through positive relationships with parents positive affec-
tive social orientations that generalize to others (Putallaz & Heflin, 1990).
Finally, children are also thought to gain important social information pro-
cessing skills from parental interactions, information that, in turn, enhances
interactions with peers (Pettit, Harris, & Bates, & Dodge, 1991). Thus, un-
surprisingly, research from both the attachment literature and support liter-
atures has linked parental support and warmth with a variety of positive so-
cioemotional outcomes in adolescence, including high levels of self esteem
and pro social behavior and low levels of aggression, anxiety, and depres-
sion (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Barnes & Olson, 1985; Laible et. al. ,
2000; Maccoby & Martin, 1983; Papini & Roggman, 1992).

In contrast to support, the influence of parental control on adolescent
adjustment is less clear-cut and seems to depend on the type of control.
Whereas flexible, behavioral control has been linked with a variety of pos-
itive adolescent outcomes (Maccoby & Martin, 1983; Patterson, Bank, &
Stoolmiller, 1990), rigid or psychological control by parents seems to be
detrimental to healthy adolescent adjustment. Parental control that involves
too much intrusiveness and parental direction or control through guilt has
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been linked with both adolescent externalizing problems and internaliz-
ing problems (Barber, 1996; Barber, Olsen, & Shagle, 1994). Rigid control
is believed to have its negative impact on adolescent psychosocial devel-
opment not only because it impairs and exploits the parent-child bond but
also because it is often accompanied by negative affect and because it takes
away from an adolescent’s sense of personal control (Barber, 1996). Similar
to rigid control, parenting practices that are harsh, coercive, or that involve
rejection have been consistently linked with poor adolescent outcomes, in-
cluding antisocial behavior and delinquency (Dornbusch et al., 1987; Mac-
coby & Martin, 1983; Patterson, 1986). In particular, rejection by parents
appears to be especially detrimental to the internalization of parental values
and to the development of moral emotions such as sympathy. The negative
emotions that such harsh parenting practices arouse are likely to be too high
to be effective in socialization (Hoffman, 1983).

Despite the relative abundance of research on parenting dimensions
(such as support or rigid control), the separate and unique influences of ma-
ternal and paternal parenting dimensions on adolescent socialization re-
mains virtually unexplored (for an exception, see Shek, 1998). The major-
ity of studies on parenting ask adolescents to rate either their relationship
with their mother or with their parents as a single entity—and not sepa-
rately (e.g., Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Garber, Robinson, & Valentin-
er, 1997; Hein & Lewko, 1994; Mantzieopoulos & Oh-Hwang, 1998; Taris
& Semin, 1998). Other researchers have asked adolescents to rate their rela-
tionships with mothers and fathers separately. However, in these studies, re-
searchers have tended to either average or aggregate the parenting styles of
both parents to provide a single overall index of parenting styles (Lamborn
et. al., 1991; Steinberg, Lamborn, Dornbusch, & Darling, 1992). Research-
ers have typically adopted this approach because the relationship between
maternal and paternal parenting styles has generally been high, suggesting
that mothers and fathers within the same household have relatively similar
parenting styles.

However, research on parent-child relationships in adolescence suggests
that mothers and fathers have unique and different relationships with chil-
dren and adolescents (Larson & Richards, 1994), and as a result, combin-
ing their influence in predicting adolescent outcomes may be unwise. For
example, mothers typically spend more time with adolescents, are involved
in a broader range of activities with them, and are more likely to provide
care giving than fathers. Fathers, in contrast, tend to spend much of their
time with children and adolescents involved in leisure time and instrumen-
tal activities (Holmbeck, Paikoff, & Brooks-Gunn, 1998; Youniss & Smol-
lar, 1985). In addition, mother-child relationships may undergo more of a
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transformation than father-child relationships during the transition to ado-
lescence (Collins & Russell, 1991) in that mothers are more likely to expe-
rience an increase in conflictual interactions with adolescents during this pe-
riod. Despite this, however, mother-child relationships in adolescence tend to
involve more mutuality, closeness, and support than father-child relationships
(Collins & Russell, 1991).

It seems likely that because mothers and fathers have different relationships
with adolescents, support and rigid control from mothers and fathers might
impact different domains of development. The small amount of research that
has examined the relative influence of maternal and paternal parenting dimen-
sions on adolescent outcomes supports the idea that maternal and paternal par-
enting styles impact different domains of adolescent adjustment. Fischer and
Crawford (1992), for example, found that the parenting style of fathers, and not
mothers, was related to the codependency scores (i.e., a focus outside the self)
of both sons and daughters. Feldman and Wentzel (1990) also found differences
in the ability of maternal and paternal parenting dimensions to predict adoles-
cent outcomes. In their study, social impact by adolescents was predicted solely
by power-assertive discipline by fathers and not mothers. Feldman and Went-
zel, however, also found that both maternal and paternal support and child-cen-
tered practices similarly predicted popularity.

The question of how maternal and paternal parenting dimensions unique-
ly impact adolescent adjustment may be complicated by several factors. First,
the influence of parental support and control may vary based on the gender of
the child and of parent. Researchers have suggested that children may be more
likely to identify with, and therefore model the behavior of, the same-sex par-
ent (e.g., Zakharov, 1982). Thus, for example, it may be that paternal support is
more important for adolescent males in fostering adjustment in particular do-
mains (e.g., aggression), and support from mothers may be more important for
daughters in other domains (e.g., self-esteem). Second, the influence of the sup-
port or control from one parent may vary depending on the support or control
from the other parent. For example, support from one parent may be especial-
ly important when support of the other parent is lacking. Unfortunately, all of
these issues remain, for the most part, empirically unexplored.

The Current Study

The goal of the current study was to examine how adolescents’ percep-
tions of support and rigid control from both mothers and fathers indepen-
dently and together predicted adolescent outcomes in three domains: sym-
pathy, self-worth, and social competence. These outcome measures were
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selected because they are considered markers of positive youth develop-
ment. Much of the work on parenting in the recent past has focused on the
development of problematic adolescent adjustment, such as drug use or de-
pression, and has not emphasized how parenting dimensions might foster
the development of adolescent strengths. Thus, we wished to expand on the
fairly recent literature on healthy youth adjustment.

In addition, researchers have speculated about the importance of paren-
tal support and the lack of rigid control for the development of these three
competencies. Support and warmth from parents are considered particular-
ly important in fostering sympathy, or a child’s ability to understand and re-
spond emotionally to another distress; social competence, or success with
peers; and self-worth. In particular, the affective climate of the home is pre-
sumed to be an important factor in the socialization of sympathy and so-
cial competence, as well as an import arena in which to develop self-worth
(Garber et al., 1997; Zahn-Waxler & Radke-Yarrow, 1990). Warm, support-
ive relationships with parents are thought to foster secure parent-child at-
tachments, which, in turn, are related to a child’s level of empathy, social
competence, and feelings of self-worth (Laible et al., 2000).

Rejecting or controlling parent-child relationships, in contrast, charac-
terized by frequent negative affect, are presumed to contribute to a height-
ened sense of distress that will inhibit the development of sympathy and
other moral emotions (Eisenberg et al., 1992; Zahn-Waxler & Radke-Yar-
row, 1990). Likewise, excessive control by parents is not responsive to ado-
lescents’ psychological or emotional needs and stifles their development of
autonomy, which discourages interaction with others and the development
of social competence (Barber, 1996). Finally, rigid control or control cou-
pled with rejection from parents detracts from an adolescent’s sense of con-
trol over the environment and contributes to feelings of unworthiness (Kerr
& Stattin, 2000).

Thus, our study examined two dimensions of perceived parenting (i.e.,
support and rigid control) that have been theoretically and empirically
linked to the development of sympathy, social competence and self-worth
in adolescence. Parenting dimensions were selected because they were
more specific than parenting styles per se, and as a result, it is often diffi-
cult to decipher those aspects of a parenting style (e.g., support, control, or
communication) that produce certain outcomes (Lewis, 1981). Previous re-
search has supported the idea that support, particularly from parents in ad-
olescence, is a multidimensional construct involving not only warmth and
affection but also acceptance, involvement, and understanding (Barber &
Thomas, 1986; Ferreira & Thomas, 1984). We adopted this approach as
well, including not only involvement, acceptance, and understanding by



764 Laible & Carlo in Journal of Adolescent Research (2004)

parents but also two other dimensions that are important for adolescents:
cognitive independence and egalitarianism. Cognitive independence and
egalitarianism are both measures of the parents’ willingness to allow ado-
lescents to think independently. Although these dimensions have not typi-
cally been considered part of parental support, these two constructs seem
to be an important aspect of support in adolescent-parent relationships. In
addition, researchers have speculated that such democratic aspects of par-
ent-child relationships likely foster an adolescent’s sense of control over
the environment, thus enhancing self worth and fostering democratic think-
ing, which, in turn, likely fosters perspective taking and social competence
(Kerr & Stattin, 2000).

Based on the previous work, it was generally expected that support
from mothers and fathers would predict positive adjustment and that rigid
control would be inversely related to adjustment in all three domains. The
question that was not clear, however, was whether perceived paternal and
maternal support and rigid control would predict similar or different do-
mains of adolescent adjustment. In addition, researchers have not tended
to analyze whether support or control from one parent interacts with that
of the other in producing adolescent outcomes or whether the gender of the
child is an important determinant of whether parenting dimensions predict
outcomes. Because of the lack of research into these questions, no a priori
hypotheses were made.

METHOD

Participants

One-hundred nine public middle and high school students participated
in the study (M age = 16.1, SD = .90; 56% female). The adolescents were
primarily Caucasian (92%), came from predominantly two-parent house-
holds (81%), and were recruited through one public middle school and one
public high school. Parental consent forms were sent home with adoles-
cents, and those who returned the parental consents completed the ques-
tionnaires in classrooms with the help of participating schools. Adoles-
cent assent was also obtained from adolescents prior to their completion of
questionnaires. The schools were located in a mid sized midwestern town,
and the ethnic make-up of the sample was generally representative of the
midwestern city.
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The surveys consisted of a number of demographic items and a battery
of scales. All of the scales had been previously used with adolescents. De-
mographic items included two questions about the parents’ levels of edu-
cation (rated on a 7-point scale). Of adolescents, 40.4% reported that their
fathers had a 4-year college or advanced degree, and 39.5% reported that
their mothers had a 4-year college or advanced degree. The survey also in-
cluded the scales listed below.

Perceived parental support and rigid control. Both mothers’ and fa-
thers’ adolescents completed the Parent Behavior Form (Worell & Worell,
1974) to describe their relationship with each parent. The Parent Behav-
ior Form is designed to assess the adolescents’ perceptions of their rela-
tionships with parents on seven dimensions: acceptance (for mothers, o =
.94 for mothers; for fathers, a = .92); active involvement (for mothers, o =
.93; for fathers, o = .92); egalitarianism (for mothers, o = .90; for fathers, a
=.89); cognitive independence (for mothers, o, = .89; for fathers, o = .89);
cognitive understanding (for mothers, o, = .89; for fathers, a = .89); strict
control (for mothers, o, = .80; for fathers, o = .83); and rejection (for moth-
ers, = .79; for fathers, o = .74). The Parent Behavior Form is a fairly wide-
ly used measure of parenting behavior and has been shown to be reliable
and valid in previous research (see e.g., Haberstroh, Hayslip, & Essan-
doh, 1998; Schoenrock, Bell, Sun, & Avery, 1999). Each subscale consist-
ed of nine items that were rated on a 5-point scale (1 = does not describe
me very well and 5 = describes me very well). Sample items were as fol-
lows: “comforts me when I’m afraid” (acceptance); “believes in showing
his or her love for me” (active involvement); “allows discussion of right
and wrong” (egalitarianism); “likes when I ask questions about all kinds of
things” (cognitive independence); “feels I should read as much as possible
on my own” (cognitive understanding); “wants to control whatever I do”
(strict control); and “makes me feel not loved” (rejection).

To reduce the number of predictors and to create factors that reflect sup-
port and control, adolescents’ scores on each of these seven subscales were
submitted to a principal components factor analysis with varimax rotation.
Both eigenvalues and Scree Plots were used to determine factors. We also
chose a more conservative cutoff point (> .50) to interpret factors (Tabach-
nick & Fidell, 1996).
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TABLE 1: Principal Components Factor Analysis (with varimax rotation) of the
Scales From the Parent Behavior Form

Support Rigid Control
Mother  Father Mother  Father
Accoptance a4 A5 —49 -ar
Active involvemeant 28 a8 —.29 -19
Egalitarianism A A4 —46 —-43
Caognitive independence 03 RiLH] -A7 -.22
Cognitive undarstanding A7 A5 -02 -8
Strict controls -5 -5 a4 a3
Rajection —E5 —E0 L] 0

NOTE: Loadings greater than .50 were usad for intarpretation.

Two distinct and parallel factors emerged for both mothers and fathers,
and these factors were retained for subsequent analyses. Factor loadings for
both mothers and fathers can be seen in Table 1. The first factor for both
mothers (eigenvalue = 4.9; 69.2% of the variance) and fathers (eigenval-
ue = 4.8; 67.5% of the variance) was labeled support and was composed
of acceptance, active involvement, egalitarianism, cognitive understanding,
and cognitive independence. Rejection also loaded negatively on both of
these support factors. The second factor for both mothers (eigenvalue = 1.1;
15.1% of the variance) and fathers (eigenvalue = 0.91, 14.0% of the vari-
ance) 1 was labeled rigid control and consisted of rejection and strict con-
trols. Item analysis of the strict control scale (e.g., “wants to control what-
ever I do” and “tells me how to spend my free time”) suggested that this
scale was more akin to rigid control rather than flexible behavioral control
and in fact has items similar to measures of rigid control and/or psycholog-
ical control (e.g., Barber, 1996). The fact that rejection also loaded on this
scale supported this notion.

Sympathy. Students completed the empathic concern and perspective
taking subscales from the Interpersonal Reactivity Questionnaire (Davis,
1983). Both the empathic concern scale (o = .73 in the present study) (sam-
ple item: “I often have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate
than me”) and the perspective-taking scale (in the present study, o = .71;
sample item: “I sometimes find it difficult to see things from the ‘other per-
son’s’ point of view”) consisted of seven items. Both scales were rated on
a 5-point scale ranging from 1 = does not describe me to 5 = describes me
very well.

Because perspective taking and empathic concern are theoretically and
empirically related (Davis, 1983), a sympathy scale was formed by combin-
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ing the two scales. Preliminary correlational analysis indicated that the em-
pathic concern and perspective-taking subscales were significantly interre-
lated (r(89) = .46, p < .001). Following previous researchers (e.g., Carlo,
Roesch, & Melby, 1998; Laible et al., 2000), the two scales were summed
and averaged to form the sympathy scale (o = .72 in the present study).
Social competence and self-worth. Adolescents also completed two scales
from Harter’s (1982) Perceived Competence Scale designed to measure
perceived social competence and self-worth. Prior research has found this
measure to have adequate reliability and validity use with adolescents (e.g.,
Cauce, 1987; Granleese & Joseph, 1993). Social competence had 5 items
(o = .63), and self-worth consisted of 10 items (a = .66). For both scales,
adolescents are asked to pick between two statements and then to indicate
whether the chosen item was either “really true” or “sort of true” of them
(sample item for social competence: “Some teenagers find it hard to make
friends, but for others it’s pretty easy”’; sample item for self-worth: “Some
teenagers are often disappointed with themselves, but other teenagers are
pleased with themselves.”) Social desirability. As a statistical control, a
shortened version of Crown and Marlowe’s (1960) Social Desirability Scale
was also administered. Adolescents were asked to indicate if each of the 10
statements were true or false (in the present study, o, = .60; sample item: “I
have never intensely disliked anyone”).

RESULTS
Descriptive Data and Bivariate Relations

To examine whether mothers or fathers were rated as higher on dimen-
sions of support and rigid control, # tests were conducted. Mothers were rat-
ed significantly higher than fathers by adolescents on levels of acceptance
(t=2.20, p < .05), active involvement (t = 3.81, p < .01), and rigid control
(t=1.97, p = .05).

Bivariate correlations for perceived maternal and parental sup-
port and rigid control and social competence, self-worth, and sympa-
thy appear in Table 2.A conventional level of p < .05 was used to deter-
mine significance of all subsequent relations. Consistent with previous
research, perceptions of maternal and paternal support were relat-
ed, as were perceptions of maternal and paternal rigid control. Ad-
olescents who reported high levels of support from mothers also
tended to report high levels of support from fathers. Similarly,
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TABLE 2: Bivariate Correlations Among Paternal and Maternal Support and

Control and Adolescent Positive Adjustment Factors w E‘ E g f
£= [ @ =t
1 2 3 - 5 & 7 - 3 a .
o} N
1. Father support 00 Lo 03 - g 20* % & . ) R
2. Father rigid control A5 A3 A7 =15 06 E - ] =] i
3, Mother support .00 A2 21 34 = T '
4, Mother rigid control —24* 33 -03 @ R e Rmoae e
5. Social competence BE 21t aiE @ nTe 53:'!:'— gﬁ"‘
&. Self-worth B _ .
L e nEE 327 8332 B9
@ iL B i i i
NOTE: N=90for comalations with patemal vanables, N = 109 for correlations with ma-
temal variables. o :
*pa 05 **p = 01 (both values two-tailed). w g 2 =
5 - o
adolescents who perceived high levels of rigid control from fathers also 3 B i w
perceived high levels of rigid control from mothers. Paternal support was & L = - '
correlated only with sympathy; adolescents who reported high levels of pa- @ s b EG
ternal support reported higher sympathy. In contrast, perceived maternal 5 _ . '
support was related to self-worth and sympathy. Adolescents who report- EJE ;EL miEg =4
ed high levels of support from mothers also reported having high levels of - '
.. =R L @ @
self worth and sympathy. Although rigid control from fathers was unrelat- E ais E =9 5 ==
ed to any of the adolescent adjustment variables, rigid control from moth- =
ers was negatively related to perceived social competence and self-worth. E ) T hcg
Thus, adolescents who reported high levels of rigid control from mothers o * & =
also reported lower levels of perceived social competence and self-worth. _ 2 : H
'E IS 808
Regression Models Predicting Social E % S . .
Competence, Self-Worth, and Sympathy E |5 “tr o ]
2|
= =3 g LR >
To understand the differential relations between perceived mater- ﬁ =lE & i =" g,
nal and paternal parenting and the adolescent positive adjustment indi- o ™ cr® oy
ces, a series of hierarchical regression models was built (see Tables 3, 4, 2 = o i
and 5). Separate regression models were built using maternal and pater- E K3
nal variables because of the substantial overlap between the maternal and § §§
paternal parenting dimensions. Including both maternal and paternal sup- g 3
port in a single .regression model typically produced enqugh collinearity 3 _é ] é ] EE Es EE g
among the predictors to wash out the effects of all predictors. Tolerance S8 ET- 5% 3Fs 55 iy
levels among maternal and paternal parenting variables were less than # -2% «5% 0¥ gEgs TE|C
. . . . . . . w = -ﬁEg Eo= -uE_g jﬁlﬁhﬁ EI|u
.72 if the parenting dimensions of both parents were included in a single £z guggs— LR 2l fg|c
. .- . 9 %8&&; mmu%ﬂuﬂm%ggffgzg v
regression model. In addition, keeping the maternal and paternal parent- 2 & | & 9;“ & & 2 a

ing dimensions in separate models allowed for the comparison of the pat-

(text continues on p. 772) 769
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tern of relations of each parent in predicting outcomes.

Gender, parent education (as an index of SES), and social desirability
were entered on the first step to statistically control for their effects. Previ-
ous research has found relations among the criterion variables (e.g., sympa-
thy) and gender and SES (Dekovic & Janssens, 1992; Eisenberg & Lennon,
1983). Social desirability was also included as a control to reduce some of
the bias variance inherent in the nature of self-report data. The variables of
interest, perceptions of maternal or paternal support and control, were en-
tered on the second and final step of the regression models predicting social
competence, self-worth, and sympathy.

To examine whether the relative influence of support or control from
one parent depended on the level of support and control from the other par-
ent, a third full regression model was generated that included the interac-
tion terms between both of the maternal and paternal variables (i.e., mater-
nal support by paternal support and maternal rigid control by paternal rigid
control). Thus, in the full model, social desirability, gender, and parent edu-
cation were entered on the first step, maternal and paternal support and rig-
id control were entered on the second step, and the interaction terms were
entered on the final step.

In the two reduced models predicting sympathy, the addition of gen-
der, social desirability, and parent education on the first step of both mod-
els accounted for a statistically significant amount of systematic variance in
sympathy. For the model using maternal parenting variables, the addition
of maternal support and rigid control increased significantly the amount
of variance accounted for in sympathy and led to a statistically significant
overall predictive model. Gender, maternal support, and parent education
made statistically significant independent contributions to the final predic-
tive model. Girls, those with less educated parents, and those who report-
ed high levels of maternal support had the highest levels of sympathy. For
the second model using paternal parenting variables, the addition of pater-
nal support and control only increased the amount of variance accounted
for in sympathy at a borderline statistically significant level. The final re-
duced model, however, was statistically significant, and both gender and
paternal support made statistically significant, independent contributions to
the model. Similar to the model using maternal predictors, girls and adoles-
cents reporting high levels of paternal support also reported high levels of
sympathy.

In the full model predicting sympathy, the addition of the control vari-
ables on the first step, the parenting variables on the second step, and the in-
teraction terms on the third step increased significantly the amount of vari-
ance accounted for in the model and led to a statistically significant overall
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Figura 1. Interaction between maternal support and paternal support in pre-
dicting sympathy in adolescents.

predictive model. In this model, maternal support, gender, and the interac-
tion term between maternal and paternal support all made statistically sig-
nificant, independent contributions to the model. Girls and those with high
perceived support from mothers reported the highest levels of sympathy.

To examine the interaction, the relation between maternal support and
sympathy was graphed at 1 standard deviation above and 1 standard devia-
tion below the mean of father support (following Aiken &West, 1991), and
this graph appears in Figure 1. Maternal support was related to increases
in sympathy for both levels of father support (i.e., the slopes of both lines
are positive). Significant increases in sympathy were associated with ma-
ternal support when support from fathers was low (i.e., 1 standard devia-
tion below the mean; g= .47, t = 3.48, p <.01). When support from fathers
was high, however, support from mothers was also linked with increases in
sympathy (i.e., the slope of the line is positive but not statistically signifi-
cant; o, =.07,t=.51,p>.05).

In predicting social competence, the addition of gender, parent educa-
tion, and social desirability on the first step of both reduced models did not
account for a statistically significant amount of systematic variance. The
addition of maternal support and control on the second step of the mod-
el using maternal predictors significantly increased the variance account-
ed for and led to an overall statistically significant predictive model. Only
maternal control made an independent contribution to the model. Adoles-
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cents who reported high levels of maternal rigid control also reported low-
er levels of perceived social competence. In contrast, in the model using pa-
ternal predictors, the addition of paternal support and control on the second
step did not increase significantly the amount variance accounted for by the
model.

In the full model (with both maternal and paternal predictors) predicting
social competence, the addition of the maternal and paternal support vari-
ables on the second step increased significantly the amount of variance. Ma-
ternal control, however, made a statistically significant, independent con-
tribution to the full model. The higher adolescents perceived rigid control
from mothers, the lower their levels of perceived social competence. The
addition of the interaction terms in the third step did not account for statisti-
cally significant additional predictive variance.

In the model predicting self-worth, the addition of gender, parent edu-
cation, and social desirability did not increase significantly the amount of
variance accounted for by either reduced model. The addition of mater-
nal support and rigid control in the second step increased significantly the
amount of variance accounted for in the model and led to a statistically sig-
nificant overall predictive model. Both maternal support and control made
statistically significant, independent contributions to the model. High lev-
els of maternal support and low levels of maternal rigid control were relat-
ed to high scores on self-worth. In the model using the paternal predictors,
however, the addition of paternal support and control on the second step of
the model did not increase significantly the amount of variance accounted
for by it.

In the full model predicting self-worth, the addition of the maternal and
paternal parenting variables on the second step of the model increased sig-
nificantly the amount of variance in the model and led to a statistically sig-
nificant overall predictive model. Only maternal rigid control, however,
made a statistically significant independent contribution to the full model.
Adolescents who reported high levels of perceived control from mothers re-
ported lower levels of self-worth. The addition of the interaction terms on
the third step did not account for significant additional systematic variance.

Interactions With Gender?

To determine whether the relations between maternal and paternal parent-
ing and adolescent adjustment varied by the gender of the child, interac-
tions between gender and maternal and paternal support and rigid control
were also examined in the reduced models. None of these interactions were
statistically significant, and thus, they are not reported here. Thus, the gen-
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der of the child did not seem to moderate the relations between parenting
and social competence, self-worth, and sympathy.

Interactions Between Support and Rigid Control

Finally, interactions between support and rigid control were also exam-
ined in the reduced regression models for both fathers and mothers. None
of these interactions were statistically significant either, and thus, they are
not reported here.

DISCUSSION

The goal of this study was to examine the unique relations of maternal
and paternal support and rigid control to sympathy, social competence, and
self esteem. The pattern of results from this study suggest that the predic-
tive value of maternal and paternal support and control not only varied de-
pending on the outcome assessed but also varied depending on whether the
influence of the other parent is taken into account. In the study, perceived
support and rigid control from mothers were the most consistent predic-
tors of adolescents’ reports of sympathy, social competence, and self-worth.
Perceived support from mothers was associated with both higher levels of
sympathy and self-worth in adolescents. In contrast, perceived rigid control
from mothers was associated with lower levels of self-worth and perceived
social competence in adolescents.

It is important to note that maternal support interacted with paternal sup-
port in predicting adolescents’ reports of sympathy. For adolescents who
reported extremely unsupportive relationships with fathers, support from
mothers was associated with high levels of sympathy. In contrast, howev-
er, for those adolescents with extremely supportive relationships with fa-
thers, support from mothers was not associated with high levels of sympa-
thy. These findings are interesting because they suggest that support from
a mother can serve as a protective factor in the development of sympathy,
buffering a child against an unsupportive relationship with a father.

In contrast to maternal parenting dimensions, perceived paternal support
and rigid control was unrelated to most of the adolescent outcome mea-
sures. The only exception was for sympathy, where paternal support was
just as predictive as was maternal support in predicting sympathy. High-
er levels of perceived support from fathers were related to higher scores on
the sympathy scale. Why paternal parenting dimensions were not as pre-
dictive as maternal parenting dimensions for adolescent outcomes is un-
clear. One possibility is that maternal parenting dimensions are more influ-
ential in predicting adolescent outcomes because mothers typically spend
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more time with adolescents (Larson & Richards, 1994). In addition, adoles-
cents typically report higher levels of intimacy and disclosure with moth-
ers than with fathers in adolescence (Larson & Richards, 1994; Youniss
& Smollar, 1985), and this open discourse and intimacy between moth-
ers and adolescents may be especially important in fostering social com-
petence and self-worth. The current study provides some support for the
idea that mothers are seen as more involved and accepting than are fa-
thers. On the parent behavior form, mothers were rated significantly high-
er than were fathers on acceptance, involvement, cognitive understanding,
and strict control, suggesting that the adolescents saw mothers as being
more involved, more understanding, and also more likely to implement
strict control.

Alternatively, it may also be that paternal parenting dimensions were
not predictive of adolescent outcomes because of the outcome measures
selected. Perceived paternal support and control may be important for fos-
tering adolescent adjustment in areas beyond those examined in this study
(e.g., in preventing antisocial behavior). Research with younger children
suggests that father involvement may be important for the development
of an internal locus of control, independence, and need for achievement
(Sagi, 1982; Sagi, Koren, & Weinberg, 1987). Research with young adults
suggests that a strong attachment relationship with fathers during adoles-
cence may also be related to other domains of adolescent adjustment, in-
cluding more educational attainment, less depression, and lower likeli-
hood of being imprisoned (Furstenberg & Harris, 1983).

The current study did not find that the gender of the child influenced
the impact of either perceived maternal or paternal support and rigid con-
trol. This is interesting in light of the evidence that adolescent relation-
ships with fathers and mothers may vary depending on the gender of the
adolescent (see Larson & Richards, 1994; Youniss & Smollar, 1985). Re-
searchers have found, for example, that father-daughter relationships are
the most difficult and distant of the relationships during this period. Fa-
ther-son relationships, though closer and friendlier than father-daugh-
ter relationships in adolescence, are still characterized by emotional dis-
tance (with sons feeling less accepted and less strong in the presence of
fathers). Mother-daughter relationships have been characterized by a mix-
ture of authority and equality, closeness and conflict. Mother-son relation-
ships have been characterized as generally loving, instrumental, and hon-
est. Given these differences, it was somewhat surprising that gender did
not influence the effect of perceived parental support or control on adoles-
cent outcomes.

It is important to note that although our findings suggested that rigid or
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excessive control, although from mostly mothers, was associated with poor
adolescent adjustment, flexible control has been associated with positive
youth adjustment (Maccoby & Martin, 1983; Patterson et al., 1990). For
example, research with permissive parents (i.e., those low on demanding-
ness and high on responsiveness) finds links between lack of parental con-
trol and substance abuse, school failure, and antisocial behavior (Carlo et
al., 1998; Patterson, 1986; Patterson et. al, 1990; Steinberg, 1990). Similar-
ly, research on parental monitoring suggests that parents who monitor ado-
lescents have children who do better in school, who are less delinquent and
aggressive, and who engage in less risky behavior (Carlo, Raffaelli, Laible,
& Myers, 1999; Crouter, MacDermid, McHale, & Perry-Jenkins, 1990; Mc-
Cord, 1986; Metzler, Noell, Biglan, Ary, & Smolkowski, 1994; Sampson
& Laub, 1990). Parental control and supervision is presumed to enhance
adolescent outcomes by ensuring appropriate parental reactions to proso-
cial and antisocial activities and by limiting adolescent’s contact with delin-
quent peers (Snyder & Patterson, 1987).

Overall, the relations between perceptions of maternal and paternal sup-
port and rigid control and adolescent adjustment in this study were modest.
This is consistent with much of the parenting literature with adolescents and
it may be, as others have argued, that specific parenting practices (i.e., par-
enting behaviors), rather than global parenting dimensions, are more pre-
dictive of adolescent outcomes (Darling & Steinberg, 1993). In prior re-
search, relations between parental support and adolescent outcomes have
often been mixed and sometimes nonsignificant (Darling and Steinberg,
1993; Eisenberg & Murphy, 1995). Darling and Steinberg (1993) suggest
that support reflects affective climate and that it sometimes has indirect
rather than direct effects on adolescent outcomes and that there is empirical
support for this hypothesis (Carlo et al., 1998). Clearly, future research that
systematically examines both direct and indirect effects of parental support
on adolescent outcomes is needed.

Furthermore, the modest relations found in this study might also be be-
cause support of peers, rather than that of parents, may be relatively more
influential in promoting positive adolescent adjustment during adolescence
(Laible et al., 2000). Furthermore, it is important to note that because of the
correlational nature of the study, it is not possible to confidently determine
the direction of the observed effects. Although it seems plausible that pa-
rental support and lack of rigid control foster adolescent well-being, a rea-
sonable argument can be made that the direction of the effects is reversed
(i.e., well-adjusted adolescents evoke different responses from parents than
poorly adjusted ones). As Bell (1968) and others (Maccoby &Martin, 1983)
have argued, however, the effects are likely bidirectional in nature. Final-
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ly, of course, our data are limited because of their self-report nature and be-
cause of the sample size and homogeneity.

In conclusion, this study provides evidence that maternal and paternal
support and rigid control may serve both similar and different functions
in promoting or undermining adolescent adjustment. Thus, the challenge
for researchers is to explore the ways that maternal and paternal parent-
ing dimensions work separately and together in promoting adolescent ad-
justment. Because of this, it is crucial that researchers consider separately
the influences of maternal and paternal parenting dimensions on adoles-
cent outcomes. Summing or averaging scores on maternal and paternal par-
enting styles (even when they are highly correlated) can obscure the dif-
ferent pattern of relations between the parenting dimensions and outcome
assessments.

Finally, future researchers might also want to examine how the congru-
ence between maternal and paternal parenting styles impacts adolescent ad-
justment. There is, in fact, some interesting research (Johnson, Shulman,
&Collins, 1991) that suggests that the congruence of parenting patterns
may have implications for a child’s psychosocial outcomes. These research-
ers found that adolescents who perceived their parents as having incongru-
ent parenting patterns were more likely to have lower levels of self-esteem
and academic achievement than were those who perceived congruent par-
enting patterns. Clearly, this is an important finding and deserves further at-
tention by researchers.

NOTES

1. Even though the eigenvalue was less than the traditional 1.0 cutoff, this
factor was retained for theoretical reasons because of the Scree Plot and be-
cause it was parallel with the maternal rigid control factor.

2. Regression models were also built separately by gender. However, the pat-
terns of relations were interpretably the same.
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