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Personal Values as a Mediator Between Parent and

Peer Expectations and Adolescent Behaviors

Laura M. Padilla-Walker
School of Family Life, Brigham Young University

Gustavo Carlo

Department of Psychology, University of Nebraska—Lincoln

Abstract: The current study examined the mediating role of adolescents’ personal values on the relation between maternal
and peer expectations for prosocial behaviors and adolescents’ self-reported prosocial and antisocial behaviors. One hun-
dred thirty-four adolescents (mean age = 16.22 years, 54% girls) completed measures of their own values and behaviors,
as well as their perceptions of the positive expectations that their mother and their best friend(s) had for their (the adoles-
cents’) prosocial behaviors. Stepwise regression analyses suggested that adolescents’ personal prosocial values mediated
the relation between adolescents’ perceptions of both maternal and peer expectations and adolescents’ prosocial behaviors.
In addition, for boys, perceptions of positive peer expectations were directly and negatively related to antisocial behaviors.
The current study has important implications for parents, educators, and practitioners who are concerned about promoting
adolescents’ positive behaviors and discouraging negative behaviors.
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One useful way to assess the relative role of parents and
peers in adolescent development is to assess the adolescent’s
own perceptions of the values and expectations of others
(Berndt, Miller, & Park, 1989; Brown, Lohr, & McClenahan,
1986). Adolescents’ conformity to the values and expectations
of peers rises during early adolescence, whereas conformity
to parental expectations declines. As adolescents reach middle
adolescence, however, conformity to both parents and peers is
on the decline, and adolescents’ actions are based much more
on behavioral autonomy, or the adolescents’ own values and
expectations for themselves (Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986).
Research has also found that values often act as a mediator
between cognitions and behaviors (see McGillicuddy-De Lisi
& Sigel, 1995), such that cognitions or perceptions influence
values, which in turn, influence behaviors. Thus, the current
study explored the possibility that adolescents’ personal pro-
social values mediated the relation between perceptions of
maternal-peer expectations for prosocial behaviors and ado-
lescents’ self-reported prosocial and antisocial behaviors.

Although a desire for autonomy is pronounced during ad-
olescence, so is a desire for relatedness, or adolescents’ need
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to feel connected to those they care about (Grolnick & Far-
kas, 2002). Two prominent sources of relatedness are parents
and peers. Individuals’ need to be connected to others helps to
guide their socially acceptable and unacceptable behavior, and
looking to the behavioral expectations of others as a marker
for personal behavior is one indicator of connectedness. Thus,
perceived expectations of others are an important facet to ex-
plore when examining prosocial and antisocial behaviors. De-
spite the fact that there is much research suggesting that par-
ent and peer expectations are related to antisocial behaviors
(see Nash, McQueen, & Bray, 2005), there is little research
examining the role of perceived expectations on adolescents’
prosocial behaviors. Although the majority of research exam-
ining the role of peers focuses on the impact of negative peer
behaviors and expectations on adolescents’ antisocial behav-
iors (e.g., Farrell & White, 1998; Brown et al., 1986) found
that peer pressure was more consistently related to adoles-
cents’ positive than negative behaviors. However, positive be-
haviors in Brown et al.’s study were limited to pressure to not
engage in negative behaviors (such as drug use and sexual ac-
tivity) and pressure to get along with parents and to do well
academically. There is a relative paucity of research that gen-
erally examines the role of positive parent or peer behavioral
expectations in adolescents’ prosocial behaviors.

Although direct paths from perceived expectations to be-
haviors were examined, given the growing autonomy of mid-
dle adolescence and prior research on the mediating role of
values (see McGillicuddy-De Lisi & Sigel, 1995), adolescents’
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personal values were also examined as a possible mediator be-
tween adolescents’ perceptions of behavioral expectations and
adolescents’ behaviors. Because of the dynamic nature of the
relation between parent and peer influences on adolescent de-
velopment, it was expected that both parent and peer expec-
tations would be related to behaviors. However, given the
heightened importance of peers during adolescence and re-
search suggesting that adolescents’ susceptibility to peer pres-
sure toward misconduct peaks in middle adolescence (Sim &
Koh, 2003), it was expected that peer expectations would have
a stronger influence than maternal expectations on adolescents’
antisocial behaviors, especially for boys, who are more suscep-
tible than girls to peer pressure toward misconduct.

Method

Participants and Procedure

One hundred thirty-four adolescents (mean age = 16.22
years, SD = 1.27; 54% female; 84% European American) who
attended a public high school in the Midwestern region of the
United States participated in the study. Sixty-eight percent of
the adolescents reported living with both of their parents. This
sample is representative of the demographics in this area.

Of the 45 classrooms that agreed to participate (69% re-
sponse rate), 8 classrooms were randomly selected to com-
plete the study. Of the 140 students selected, 134 obtained
active parental consent and agreed to participate. Students
completed the survey in their classroom.

Measures

Expectations and personal values. Adolescents’ personal
values and perceived maternal and peer expectations for pro-
social behaviors were assessed using a slightly modified ver-
sion of the honesty, kindness, and fairness subscales of the
Values in Action Inventory of Strengths, the psychometric
properties of which are internally consistent and reported else-
where (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Personal values (o = .88)
were assessed as follows: Adolescents answered 13 questions
(e.g., “It is important to tell the truth, even if it hurts”) on a 1—
5 scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Adoles-
cents also answered slightly reworded questions (“My mother/
friends expect me to” added to the stem) to assess maternal (o
=.82) and peer (o = .88) expectations for the adolescents’ pro-
social behaviors (26 items).

Behavior measures. Prosocial behaviors were assessed with
a shortened scale commonly used with adolescents (Rushton,
Chrisjohn, & Fekken, 1981). Ten items (a = .82) regarding the
frequency of adolescents’ prosocial behaviors (e.g., “I have
helped someone who needed my help, even when it was incon-
venient to me”) were rated on a 5-point scale (1 = never, 5 =
very often). Antisocial behaviors were assessed using a shortened
subscale of the Youth Version of the Child Behavior Checklist
(Achenbach, 1991). Nine items (o = .84) regarding delinquent
behaviors (e.g., “I cut classes or skip school,” “I lie or cheat”)
were rated on a 5-point scale (1 = never = 5 very often).

Results

Descriptive Statistics

A number of univariate analyses of variance (ANOVAs)
were conducted to determine whether the primary variables of
interest differed as a function of adolescent gender. Of the five
ANOVAs conducted, three were statistically significant. Girls
(M = 3.79, SD = .52) reported higher peer expectations than
boys (M = 3.31, SD = .60), F(1, 132) = 24.54, p = .001; girls
(M =4.01, SD = 0.49) reported greater importance of personal
values than boys (M = 3.65, SD = 0.69), F(1, 132) =12.31, p
=.001; and girls (M = 3.39, SD = 0.57) reported higher fre-
quency of prosocial behaviors than boys (M = 3.01, SD =
0.79), F(1, 132) = 10.21, p = .003. As a result, all subsequent
analyses were conducted separately for girls and boys.

Stepwise Multiple Regression Analyses of Variables Predict-
ing Adolescents’ Behaviors

For all analyses, maternal and peer expectations were en-
tered in Step 1. Personal values were then added in Step 2.
In order to assess mediation, three steps must be taken. First,
establishing a relation between the independent variable and
the mediator; second, establishing a relation between the in-
dependent variable and the dependent variable; and third, es-
tablishing a relation between the mediator and the dependent
variable after controlling for the independent variable. In ad-
dition to following these three steps, we also conducted the
Sobel test, which provides a direct test of simple mediation
by comparing the strength of the indirect effect to the null hy-
pothesis (Preacher & Hayes, 2004). Although the first step of
mediation—that is, was there a relation between maternal and
peer expectations (independent variables) and personal val-
ues (mediator)—was not the focus of this study and is there-
fore not discussed in detail, these relations were examined and
found to be statistically significant, warranting exploration of
mediation.

Prosocial behaviors. Table 1 presents regression analy-
ses predicting prosocial behaviors for both girls and boys. For
girls, maternal and peer expectations accounted for a statis-
tically significant portion of explained variance in Step 1. In
Step 2, adding personal values resulted in an 8% increase in
the proportion of explained variance, and maternal expecta-
tions and peer expectations were no longer uniquely contrib-
uting. Further, in order to assess the significance of the indi-
rect effect of expectations on prosocial behaviors, the Sobel
test was used and suggested that adolescents’ personal values
mediated the relation between both maternal (Sobel = 3.84,
p <.001) and peer (Sobel = 4.21, p <.001) expectations and
girls’ prosocial behaviors. For boys, maternal and peer expec-
tations accounted for a statistically significant portion of ex-
plained variance in Step 1. In Step 2, adding personal values
resulted in a 13% increase in the proportion of explained vari-
ance, and maternal expectations and peer expectations were
no longer uniquely contributing. Further, in order to assess the
significance of the indirect effect of expectations on prosocial



540 PaApILLA-WALKER & CARLO IN JOURNAL OF Famiry Psycnorocy, 21 (2007)

Table 1

Stepwise Multiple Regression Analyses of Variables Predicting Adolescents’ Prosocial and Antisocial Behaviors

Prosocial behaviors

Antisocial behaviors

Variable Girls Boys Girls Boys
Step 1
Maternal expectations 25% 39%* —27%* -.07
Peer expectations 35%* 26%* =23 — 47HxE
Multiple R? 27k 30 J9H* 26%*
Step 2
Maternal expectations 13 18 -24 -.07
Peer expectations .16 -.04 -.18 —47%*
Personal values A40%* ST** -.10 -.01
Multiple R? 35wk A3 20%* 26%*

Note. All beta weights are standardized.
*p<.05 *FFp<.0l. ***p<.001.

behaviors, the Sobel test was used and suggested that adoles-
cents’ personal values mediated the relation between both ma-
ternal (Sobel = 4.31, p < .001) and peer (Sobel = 4.87, p <
.001) expectations and boys’ prosocial behaviors.

Antisocial behaviors. Table 1 presents regression anal-
yses predicting antisocial behaviors for both girls and boys.
For girls, maternal expectations accounted for a statistically
significant portion of explained variance in Step 1. In Step 2,
adding personal values did not result in an increase in the pro-
portion of explained variance. For boys, peer expectations ac-
counted for a statistically significant portion of explained vari-
ance in Step 1. In Step 2, adding personal values did not result
in an increase in the proportion of explained variance.

Discussion

The purpose of the current study was to examine the medi-
ating role of personal prosocial values on the relation between
maternal-peer expectations for prosocial behaviors and ado-
lescents’ self-reported prosocial and antisocial behaviors. Re-
sults suggested that expectations were indirectly related to ad-
olescents’ prosocial behaviors, and the relation was mediated
by adolescents’ personal prosocial values. This not only sug-
gests the importance of positive behavioral expectations but
also highlights the importance of adolescents’ personal val-
ues. Findings extend existing literature by examining the in-
direct effects of both parents and peers on adolescents’ proso-
cial behaviors and suggest that perceptions of the expectations
of others are importantly related to prosocial behaviors, pri-
marily by the way expectations influence autonomously cho-
sen values (Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986).

Although adolescents’ personal values mediated the rela-
tion between expectations and prosocial behaviors, this was
not the case for antisocial behaviors. It is possible that the
pathways to prosocial and antisocial behaviors are different,
which is consistent with research suggesting the particular im-
portance of parental monitoring and consistent discipline in
deterring children’s antisocial behaviors (Patterson, Reid, &

Dishion, 1992). However, future research is needed to more
fully understand how the pathways to prosocial and antisocial
behaviors might differ.

Variables associated with adolescents’ antisocial behaviors
varied as a function of gender. Although the regression pre-
dicting antisocial behaviors for girls was statistically signifi-
cant, the only variable even marginally related to girls’ anti-
social behaviors was maternal expectations. In contrast, boys
who perceived higher peer expectations for prosocial behav-
iors (but not maternal expectations) reported participating in
fewer antisocial behaviors. These findings are consistent with
research suggesting that boys are more influenced by peers
than are girls, especially in terms of peer pressure toward mis-
conduct (Sim & Koh, 2003). Thus, it is possible that the posi-
tive role of peers is more salient for boys and serves as some-
what of a protective factor against antisocial behaviors.

There were a number of limitations in the current study.
First, the use of single-reporter data may be seen as a limi-
tation. It will be important for future research to examine ac-
tual expectations of others in order to better assess external
validity and to reduce the possibility of social desirability de-
mands. Second, replication of the present findings using mul-
tiple methods would be useful, especially given the necessary
modification of measures in the current study. Third, future re-
search should examine a more heterogeneous population. For
example, it will be important to examine how parental expec-
tations may differ in blended, divorced families, or ethnic mi-
nority families, where there may be more disparity between
parental messages. Given that rates of self-reported antisocial
behaviors were generally low and the sample was from a nor-
mative (nonclinical) population, it will also be important for
future research to examine this process in a more diverse sam-
ple to improve clinical relevance. And fourth, direction of ef-
fects could not be determined because of the cross-sectional
nature of the current study. Longitudinal research should be
conducted to gain greater confidence in this developmental
process. For example, future research should examine the de-
gree to which adolescents choose friends who have expecta-
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tions similar to parental expectations and established personal
values or the degree to which adolescents’ own personal val-
ues are adjusted as a function of potentially changing expec-
tations from parents and peers. Given the complexity of this
process, it will be important for future research to focus on
how parent and peer influences simultaneously and dynami-
cally influence adolescent development over time. Despite
these limitations, this study has important implications for in-
tervention that attempts to shift adolescents’ focus from per-
ceived peer pressure toward antisocial behaviors, to perceived
peer pressure toward prosocial behaviors.
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